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Chapter 1

Martha Macnamara stood at the Pacific, her toes digging into the froth.
She had come the length of the country in one day's flight, and she had
trouble believing that this was a different ocean.

“Oh go on, admit it,” she grumbled, kicking theivory scum from a pile of
kelp. “You're dl the same water.”

Perhaps not. She peered at the line where the iron blue of the sky hit the
soft-colored water. So bare a sky did not shine over Coney Idand.

A gull plunged, kissed the water and veered right and away, all ten yards
from Mrs. Macnamara. Her head rose to follow its flight and her hands
lifted, echoing the bird's gesture. For amoment it seemed her prim figure,
gray suited and graying, would fly away into the west—or north along the
dirty beach toward the Bridge.

But that wasjust for amoment, and then the hands touched at the braids
that coiled around her head, braids that threatened to dip over her ears.

“If you would know the Way,” sherecited to hersdlf, “observe the
subtlety of water.” Martha considered these words as she watched the waves
fling themsalves roaring onto the sand. What was subtle in such adisplay of
power?

With her round blue eyes very cam in her small round face Mrs.
Macnamara watched the ocean. Slowly she smiled.

Where was Liz now—at work? Should Marthatry to call again, or wait
for her daughter to make the move? After adl, Elizabeth had set up the
reservation. Martha Macnamara would never have chosen to stay in aplace
like the James Herald Hotel. Oh, it was comfortable, doubtless, and the only
person she had spoken to in the hotel—a bartender—had proven friendly;
she had bent his ear for forty minutes at lunch—her dinner, what with the



time change—perched on ared leather stool amid black oak and brass,
rattling on about airplanes racing the sun, and how the violin had evolved
from the violawhen Europeans were able to afford carpets and drapes...
But with the price of anight'slodging at the James Herald she could have
bought that bass bow she'd wanted since June.

Martha could just as well have dept on Liz's couch as spent so much of
her daughter's money. It was al very strange. The smile disappeared from
her lips as she considered how strange. She turned from the water and
ascended the sandy dope.

“Mysterious meetingsin expensive places,” she mumbled as she climbed.
A wealth of sand was trapped in her open-toed shoes. “Intrigue. Suspense. ..

“Tuneintonight for shocking revelations!” The sole of her foot gritted
against concrete; she stood on the pavement above the beach, emptying her
shoes. Except for her gray form, unobtrusive as arock, the beach was empty
on thisworkday afternoon. Empty and cool. Martha shivered ddlicioudly in
the good wool suit she hadn't been able to wear since May.

The Great Highway cut between the City and the Ocean, sharp as the mark
of arazor. A young boy ran aong the curb, all dressed in white, hisfeet
making anoise like pigeon wings.

Thinking of pigeon wings, Marthas spirits lifted once again. It was her
spirits natural condition, to be lifted. She sprinted across the street in her
cordovan brogues, her pleated skirt flapping, receiving the honks of
motorists with quiet grace. On the far side—the City side— stood the stand
of apretzel vendor. Histeeth flashed at her from astrong, Latin face. She
bought a soft pretzel, decorated it with mustard, and ate it where she stood.

Three men walked by together, arm in arm in arm, and then ayoung
woman with bushy hair red asaradish. A bare-chested boy on a spyder bike
did whedliesin the street. Honks again. Martha's approval was limitless; San
Francisco bid fair to being as zany as New Y ork.

And thiswas agood corner, probably packed on weekends. Closeto
downtown yet in sight of the water. She wished she had brought her fiddle.
How invigorating to sit down next to the pretzel vendor and play aBach
passacaglia, or maybe adipjig. Put out the hat. Liz would hate that! Liz
behaved with propriety.

Martha Macnamara was smiling again. She licked mustard from her
fingers and turned toward the hotdl.

She took the stranger's long hand in her own and shook it. “How
wonderful! Y ou could span way over two octaves!”

The hand retreated as soon as custom permitted. The owner of it remained
standing, adark figure in the shadow of a paneled wall. He bowed dightly to
Mrs. Macnamara.



“ Mayland Long... MarthaMacnamara...” The young bartender continued
his introduction. “1 thought you two should meet.”

Both parties stared at him. “Because of theviolin,” he explained.

“But surely you play keyboards,” Marthainssted. “With such areach...”

Mr. Long motioned across the white expanse of table, and did not sit
again 'til Martha had lowered herself into the chair opposite. “ Forgive the
clutter. | have had alate dinner.” He spoke quietly, as empty plates and silver
were cleared away before him. “Please have teawith me.”

My, thought the woman to hersdlf. His voice. Lovely English. How
wonderful.

“I don't make music,” Mr. Long stated. “1 merely appreciateit.” Hesat in
the shadow of his corner table, gazing across to where she sat touched by a
beam of light. He saw a dim woman of some fifty years. Her features were
small and regular, and her head set well on adender neck. Her grizzled hair
was braided around her head. The hair and her gray wool suit were back lit,
causing Martha Macnamara to shine about the edges.

She saw athin man, dressed darkly, hidden in the dark. The hands stood
out against the white linen. They were very dark aso, unusualy dark, if this
man were indeed Englisn. She thought of the beautiful voices of the West
Indies. Beautiful, yes, but not correct. Mr. Long's pronunciation was
faultless.

“But you, madam,” he was saying, “are acreator. | remember you.”

“1 doubt that!”

“I have arecord upstairsin my rooms. A 78. | believethelabel is
Seraphim. Y ou play, among other things, the Chaconne from the Partitafor
unaccompanied violin 4n D minor, by J. S. Bach. | have never heard that
piece played better.”

He leaned forward as he spoke. Martha Macnamara saw hisface.

Her new-built conceptions fell apart as she looked at Mayland Long. The
man was Oriental. At least hiseyeswere. But therest of him... Toolong a
nose. Too much cheekbone. She gave up trying to place his origin.

“You must be an historian,” she laughed. “How many years has it been
since they pressed 78s?’

He smiled but did not answer. Theteaarrived. Mr. Long poured for her,
then for himsdf. Ignoring the handle on the white china cup he wrapped his
hand around it. The thumb overlapped the fingers.

Martha experimented, to see how much other cup her hands would
compass. “Ouch! It's hot!”

“Do not burn yoursdlf, Mrs. Macnhamara,” said Mr. Long. He smiled with
excdllent teeth. “| am not an historians—in any organized sense. If you tell



me whereto find your latest stereo album or Dolby tape, | will bring my
collection out of the middle ages.”

Martha smiled in turn—mnot with the smile of flattery well received, but as
though she were a child who was about to reveal a naughty secret. It wasa
smile that made her round face rounder. “L ook under the label Ceirnfni
Claddagh. | play fiddlein alrish-American Ceili band.” Having uttered this,
she sat back, wondering if she had become so jaded with the public life—a
musician's life—that it was now effortless to talk to strange men aonein
strange places. And if she werejaded, then why were Mr. Longs attentions
so pleasant?

“Thar Ci'‘onn! How wonderful,” he laughed.

“Oh. Y ou mustn't call my bluff. | speak very little Irish, though I'm taking
lessons with a Meath man. He says athough my spirit iswilling, my accent
isvery bad. But then music isinternational, and with afiddle under my chin
| can't talk anyway.”

She heard her voice echo through the empty dining room. “And | guess
that'sthe only time | don't. But Mr. Long, | have to ask. Where are you
from?’

He glanced into his teacup, then met her blue eyes again. He did not seem
offended. “1 wasbornin Ching” hesaid. “But | am not entirely—Chinese.”
Gripping the teapot around its portly middle, he freshened her cup.

“What isthe name of your ensemble?’

“It'scdled Linnet'sWings, after apoem by Yeats.” She sighed. “Actudly,
it'sapoem Y eats hated...”

“I know it,” said Mr. Long. “ "There midnight'sal a glimmer, and noon a
purple glow, and evening full of the linnet'swings.' He had school children
prattling that into his ears for twenty years, so his distaste may be
understood.”

“I've never beento Innisfree,” brooded Martha, staring across the dining
room and into the deeper dimness of the bar. She swallowed ayawn. “1 don't
even know if it'sarea place.”

The chanddlierswere crystal. Thetiny drops sparkled in their own light.
The weariness of aday's flight blurred her vision, and the play of light
reminded her of snow falling into the bright circles of street lights.

But here in San Francisco there was no snow. Never. Just fog and sea
How strange. Unredl.

Thevoicerecdled her. “Itisquitered,” the voice was saying. She
focused again. He meant Innisfree, of course. Not San Francisco.

“You have been to Irdland?’ she asked. But she guessed his answer
before he could speak.



“What did you do there?’

His eyebrows lifted, and the |ean face softened in memories. “1 was
looking for something.” There was a silence Martha alowed to grow. Then
he spoke again, with animation.

“Mrs. Macnamara—it isMrs. Macnamara, if | remember?’

“It was.”

Hedid not fater. “Mrs. Macnamara, have you heard the story of Thomas
Rhymer?’

“1 know the ballad,” she admitted. “But it's not Irish.”

“That ballad? No. That is Walter Scott. But the story itsalf islrish, |
believe. It was an Irishman who told it to me,

“Ligten!,” he began, and as he spoke he stirred his spoon in his cup with a
slver sound. Mrs. Macnamara noted this gesture with amusement. She was
surethat Mr. Long had not taken sugar.

“Y ou know how Thomas the Rhymer was taken off by the queen of
Elfland on her horse of the nine-and-fifty bells. How they swam theriver of
blood, and how she showed him the roads to heaven and hell, avoiding both
of them to take athird. How he served her seven yearsin delightful capacity,
and how in the end his poor reward was that he was made incapabl e of lying.
This muchiswhat got back to Scott.”

“Thereis more?”’

“Obvioudy. The ballad is cut off just where it becomes interesting. It
does not touch on the predicament of abard bereft of his stock in
trade—flattery. It does not so much as mention the Rhymer's son.”

Mr. Long straightened in his chair, thereby disappearing into shadow. His
hands touched together and then opened, as though he were releasing a bird
into the air. “Thomas Rhymer,” he stated, “had a son by the queen of
Elfland. The boy was five years old when his fathers term ended and the
Rhymer was sent upon hisway.” Mr. Long paused, breathed deeply and
stared into the air above Martha's head.

“Thomas left, but he came back again, fording the river of blood,
blundering through the tangle of green which hides that road from mortal
eyes. It was not so pleasant ajourney for aman aone, but Thomas Rhymer
found hisway back to the land of the not-so-blessed and he stole hislittle
son away.”

“No. I've never heard this,” whispered Martha Macnamara. “Have you got
the verses?’

He stopped and drew breath. “ There are verses,” he admitted. “But | don't
sing. Humor me.”

And he continued. “Back in the world again, Thomas Rhymer took to his



trade, and the lad went with him. But fortune no longer smiled upon him.”

“Because he couldn't lie.”

“Quite likely, Mrs. Macnamara. And before the year was out, the Rhymer
began to hear the waliling of the Sidhe in the night and he knew he was
hunted.”

“Oh no!” exclaimed Mrs. Macnamara, finding herself moved, almost
frightened. It wasthat voice...

“Hiding the boy at the monastery at Lagan—this wasin the days Cormac
O'Dubh was Abbot—he rode off, leading the hunt away. .

“Crofters heard the racket of his horse's hoofs passin the early night, but
in the coldest hour they saw the passage of riders who made no sound, a
company with faces like chak and horses shining without moonlight. This
part of it has been remembered in Lagan Valey from then “til now.

“In the last hour before dawn this ghastly company arrayed itself before
the gates of the monastery, and she who led them threw down upon the grass
the body of Thomas. Knowing she could not storm such a stronghold of the
new faith she offered atrade: her son for the small breath of life she had |eft
in the father.

“Cormac himself stood at the gate. He was a burly Abbot. He cried out
that he would pray for souls, but he could not sell them.

“But out from the gate squirmed the boy himself, and he ran to his father
and knelt beside him. Spurring her horse the queen plucked up her son. In
the same moment Abbot Cormac O'Dubh ran out from the monastery gate
to Thomas Rhymer. Him he took and carried to safety behind the gates,

“But even thisis not the end of the story. For the queen of Elfland, chalk
faced on her pale horse, et out awail of anger, and she held the boy at arm's
length from her, and she put him down from her horse.

“ 'He stinks!' she cried. 'He stinks of the dove! My boy, macushial Heart
of my heart, has been dipped in the filthy bowl!'

“And al the shining horses reared up and sank into the earth, and the
Sidhe were gone. Because the good Abbot had put the boy beyond the reach
of his mother's people aslong as time holds sway. He had baptized him.”

“Ah! Of course.” Martha hit her palm against the table. “ The obvious
solution. | never thought of it. But Thomas Rhymer... he'salive? | mean, he
was alive after that?’

“Helived. Hewasavery quiet man in later years.”

Mayland Long stared into the depths of an empty cup.

“| believe you have that tale from Thomas Rhymer himself,” said Martha.
“You tel it with such... authority.” She sighed, once more aware of the
time change. While Mr. Long was speaking she had forgotten she wastired.



“From the Rhymer?’ He leaned forward and lifted his eyebrowsin mock
wonderment. “How could that be?

“He was unconscious during the crux of the story. | have the story from
the boy, of course. The Rhymer’s son.”

“Beautiful boy,” he added, after amoment. “Resembled his mother.”

Martha blinked twice. The hour and the moment combined to overwhelm
her. Cradling her head in her arms she laughed until she hiccupped.

“Forgive me—I'm tired. Jet lag. I'd better turn in now. Getting up at five.”
Thislast word dissolved into ayawn.

As she pulled herself to her feet Mr. Long rose aso. “You will remain
through tomorrow, though?’ He spoke with some alarm. “I have not let you
talk about your music. Y ou must join me for dinner.”

She put her hand to the gray braid above her ear and scratched
thoughtfully. “ Tomorrow I'm supposed to meet my daughter. That'swhy |
flew in. But she hasn't called yet, and | can't reach her. Can | call you
sometime in the middle of the day?’

“Certainly. My scheduleisnot crowded; if | am not in my rooms, you can
leave a message at the desk.”

His voice pulled at her once again as she turned to leave the table. “Mrs.
Macnamara. Why so early? Why five o'clock?’

“I gt,” she caled back. “Zazen.”

Mayland Long stood alone beside the empty cups. “Zazen?’ he whispered
to himself. His dark face was it with an amusement which grew and
deepened.

The bartender stopped her on the stair. “Mr. Trough,” she greeted him,
and continued walking.

“Jerry,” he corrected. “ Can you spare two minutes?’

“Just about,” Martha smiled, and putting the key to her door, she ushered
the young manin.

Martha s rooms were not the largest nor the most opulent in the James
Herad Hotel. Had Martha herself made the reservations, they would have
been the cheagpest. Asit was, she had a bed-sitting room with three chairs, all
of which weretoo large and too soft to be comfortable and a canopy bed
that dwarfed her.

Jerry Trough was still clutching adamp bar towel in one hand. He sought
for aplace to put it down, rgecting the walnut table, the quilted satin
Spread, the brocade seat of aside chair. At last he dropped it to the carpet,
whereit lay by an open suitcase which spilled over with white cotton
underwear and paperback books. He cleared his throat.

“| saw you leave the dining room and wanted to catch you before you



turned in. It's about the man | introduced to you tonight.”

She turned quickly, leaning her hip againgt the Chippendal e reproduction
dresser. “Mr. Long? Y es, we talked an hour away. What about him?’

“What did you think of him?’ She smiled at the impudence of the
question. “1 found him informative and entertaining. Not to mention exotic.
| may have supper with him tomorrow.”

“Watch out,” mumbled the bartender. “1 know. He can be area—actor,
and al. Loads of fun. He'safriend of mine, too, inaway.” Trough shifted
from foot to foot.

“Just 'inaway? “ Her eyebrows lifted interrogatively.

Trough shrugged. “Okay. Heisafriend. But | ask you to be careful,
Martha. | don't think he's quite dl there.”

“Mr. Long?’ Her voicerosein consternation. “I've rarely met anyone
more—more there. More present, | mean.” She glared a the bartender. “If
the man is schizophrenic or something like that, why did you introduce me
to him?’

Asthough Martha's outrage had shaken the starch out of him. Jerry
Trough sat down on the edge of the bed. His eyes darted about the room and
he laced his hands together. “1 told you why Because of the violin. And
because you're alot dikein other ways.”

“Oh. I'm anut too?’ Martha s eyes went even wider, and she put her
hands on her hips.

The young man sighed and ran his fingers through his curly black hair.
“Of course not. Y ou take me wrong. What | mean isthat you both seem to
like... conversation. Have large vocabularies. And you're both alone —you
because you just got here, and he because... hejust is.

“And when | see you get excited about little things. Like the way you
talked about racing the sun in the airplane and almost winning except you
had to stop at the end of the country Well, Mr. Long's like that too; he's got
these old, falling apart books of Chinese poetry he says nobody's ever
trand ated before, and he brings them to the bar and sets them down and
scribblesin little notebooks. He gets excited about it, but | never hear about
his trand ations getting printed anywhere, so | don't know...

“I used to think he was really stuffy until | noticed that half of everything
he said was a pun or ajoke. Y ou're somewhere around the same age... |
think...” Here Trough' swords faded. He knew himsdlf to be treading shaky
ground on the subject of age.

“So | thought he'd interest you—to talk to for afew minutes. But Mr.
Long... | want you to know if you get him drunk,” Trough said, “Old Mr.
Long will tell you that he used to be adragon. And he's not joking around
when he saysit.”



Martha pushed off from the dresser and came to stand beside the awkward
young man. On her face atriumphant smile was blossoming.

Trough regarded his own feet as he continued. “Hetold” me he used to be
ten yardslong and solid black, with a head like a chrysanthemum. Not any
other flower—he ingsted it was a chrysanthemum. He also thought it was
important | knew that he had had five toes on each foot. Asadragon, that
1S.”

Theworry had cleared from Martha's brow. “Oh!” she breathed. “| see.
Weél, Jarry, me boy. This night he told me that he was personally acquainted
with Thomas Rhymer.”

“Or at least knew hisson,” truth compelled her to add.

Trough stared blankly. “ And he doesn't?’

“Not likely. But don't you see where his head is at, when he saysthings
like that?’

“No. Where?’ She gestured in the air above her head, as though calling
al available Musesto her aid. “Why he's... exercising a scholarly
imagination. He's smashing the world, to recreate it in his own pattern. That
man is an artist, and conversation is his medium. If he appears a bit crazy it's
only because he'stoo much aone,” she concluded. “I understand him. Or |
think | do. | can't explain any better than that.” Her blue eyes stared at the
carpet, the pile of books, the wet bar towd ...

The bartender stood up. “ Still, be careful, Martha. They found abody in
the hall last year, in front of hisdoor.”

Martha Macnamara took Trough's place on the bed. It bounced. “What? A
body? Whose?’

“The dead guy was ajunkie, | heard. Police record long as your arm. No
loss to San Francisco, | guess, but that was just afreaky way to end him, you
know? No marks, no blood, just his neck bone snapped. Coroner decided he
fell, but why he wasthere in the first place, and why he should fall so hard
he broke hisneck...” Here the bartender stopped portentoudly.

“S0 you think poor Mr. Long is a secret killer, do you? He's part
Chinese—perhaps he knows some deadly Oriental way to kill aman from
behind awooden door. Perhaps he's the head of aTong!” Eyesflashing,
Martharose to her fest.

“I rather like old Mr. Long,” she stated. “He may tell methat he used to
be adragon, or will be adragon come Tuesday next, or that he actudly isa
dragon underneath his suit jacket and white shirt-front. | will try to receive
such aconfidence in the spirit in which it isgiven.”

She paused for bresth, and her bright outrage flowed away from her. She
regarded the bartender more camly. “And | doubt very much that you'll find
me in the hallway outside his door, dead with no marks of violence.”



Mr. Trough shrugged an ineloquent shrug. “ Sure. Y ou're safe, | guess.
Besides, he never drinks much with dinner.” Marthasirritated frown sent
Trough out the door.

She put her face between the panels of the drape and rested her forehead
against cool glass. Outside the city swept twinkling north and west to the
sea. No snow. Also no fog.

That little interview had amost ruined her mood. She decided she
wouldn't let it. After al, she wasin San Francisco neither to fight nor fralic,
but to talk to Liz, who evidently had problems and wanted her advice.
Martha had been able to give her daughter little enough as a child—surely
she could now spare aweek and alittle maternal concern. Regardless of
impudent bartenders. Regardless of fascinating men.

Where was LiZ's apartment? San Mateo. That was south. Behind the
hotel. She could not play the game of pretending to locate her daughter
among the lights below.

Was Liz nervous aso? Sleepless? Afraid of the interview for which she'd
called her mother clear across the continent? That would be unlike Liz. She
was probably deeping soundly, believing her mother was getting in on alate
flight. Or she could be out on adate, or what was most likely of all, at work
amid aclatter of computers. Liz would get in touch.

She turned from the window and yawned. Her thoughts returned to the
man she had met tonight. What awonderful voice. Impossible hands. And
that strange hybrid face, falling in and out of shadow.

It was easier to think of this brief acquaintance than it wasto think of her
daughter. Easier and more fun.

She caught aglimpse of hersdf in the dresser mirror. One of her braids
was falling over her ear. She shook her head dubioudy at her image. She
could not see hersalf aremarkable beauty.

Y et Mr. Long—she felt—Iiked her. He knew who she was. Hewas
interested to know more. Her gaze searched the mirror.

S0 he has an old 78 and a good memory—the mirror told her. And he
likes an audience. Her shoulders sagged as she kicked off her shoes.

But in five seconds this depression aso vanished, swept away in the tides
of Martha's good humor. She threw off the tweed suit and stepped out of her
underwear. Stark naked, she dialed the switchboard and asked for awake-up
cal at five.

In darkness, leaning against awall of red brocade, Mayland Long waited
for the elevator. He smiled, and his teeth glinted in the greenish light of the
control buttons.

Zen... to have come so far, to this stone city where the ocean was on the
wrong side of the sun, to wait and watch himself age with cruel speed,



foreign in form, in speech, in feeling... Hereto find again the trace of his
own interminable, floundering search. And in such unlikely shape as that of
MarthaMacnamara.

Ch'an.

There wasthat odor about her: not a sweetness, exactly, but awildness
suggesting breezes that have touched cold water and living wood. The air
surrounding Martha Macnamara was charged with... redity.
Unpronounceable reality: Long could feel her redity against hisface like
sunlight or rain. Her every gesture had spoken to him in certainty, yet she
had expressed no opinions, leaving such pronouncements to him.

Martha had something which drew him to her, like awondering beast to
the fires of men. She had what he lacked, in her laughter, her simplicity, her
quick passions, her certainty. It was the taste of existence—of being.

It wasthe Tao.

His breath escaped dowly between his teeth. He wanted to see her again,
and feared chance would not alow it. Out of habit he tamped down that
desire, attempting to snuff it before it could do him harm. He would see her
or he would not; pain was irrelevant to the future.

The elevator shuddered open. It was bright inside, and empty. He stepped
in and pressed the button for the seventh floor. Memories competed with the
drum of the motor.

Old hands. The smédll of rain—the smell of Ch'an. Quiet wordsin rough
Cantonese. “| am not to be your master. Y our master has to be stronger than
you are—hasto tell you you are afool and make you to know it. And make
you feel content in being afool. How could | do that for you? I'm old. Y ou
are too strong for me; you are full of chi.” The old man had paused then,
huddled against the wind while clouds thickened above them.

“1 will tell you this. Long,” he continued. “Before you find yourself you
will lose your chi. Also you will leave behind you al pride of body, pride of
mind. Y ou will be reduced. Likeme.” The old man closed hiseyes, and rain
began to beat against his gray, crew-cut hair. He pulled his coat closer.
Suddenly his eyes snapped open and he looked Long in the face.

“Y ou must leave China. Go across the ocean. There you will meet your
master.” He set down histeacup with a palsied hand. Hisvoice rose, grew
fierce.

“1 tell you this, most honored and impressive visitor. Y ou are afoal, yes,
but you will find the very thing you seek. Y ou will find truth!”

Mayland Long stepped out of the elevator. The words of the old man
faded. They had been polished by repetition in his mind ‘til they gleamed
gray; links of iron, beads on achain. They were a string of beads that

Long told daily, while he waited and studied and thought.



He yawned and felt for hiskey. He didn't want to think any more. Hed
rather tell storiesto Martha.

Chapter 2

The James Herald Hotel stood on a high dope of Nob Hill. The seawind
broke upon it like the Pacific broke over the shore rocks that were visible
from the hotel's upper windows. It was built of brick, but its ground floor
was encased with brass and varnished teak. All its myriad windows were
shining. The James Herald was not the oldest of the great San Francisco
hotels and it was not the largest. It was, however, old enough and large
enough. In Martha Macnamarals opinion, it was quite expensive enough,
aso.

The cut glass doors to the dining room stood open. An August evening
light, admitted through the tall leaded windows beyond, filtered into the
hallway where she stood. The anglesin the glass doors cut the light sharply.
The crystal chandeliers, too, sparkled painfully sharp and exact this evening.
Tiny pendants emitted a spectrum of color. They would provide her no soft
visions of snow tonight.

She sought around the room, among the glistening white circles of linen,
looking for aman aone. There were few of those; the Crystal Room was
not a place where one ate aone.

Yet hedid. Mr. Long lived a the James Herald Hotel and took his meals
in the dining room. Both these things were very strange. Martha could bring
to mind places in San Francisco where she would rather eat—Henry

Africa, where the window was gilt with the motto Vive lamort, vivela
guerre, vive lalegion etrangere, and young men, brittle and elegant, stood
warily around the door, or the fast-food stall in Japantown, where the
cookies were pressed in the shape of afish. And Marthahad only arrived in
the city yesterday. Eating in the Crystal Room'sicy splendor every evening
didn't say much for Mr. Long. Where was he, anyway? Had she been stood
up twice in one day?

As she passed between the glass doors, adark shape welled out of the
shadows. “Ah!” she began, but it was not Mayland Long, but the Maitred'.
“I'm just looking for someone,” she explained, as the man bowed stiffly
from the waist, like a bird. She restrained an impulse to return the bow.

“Mrs. Macnamara?’ he addressed her. “Please come with me.”

Shefollowed, her eyebrows drawn down and together. Martha
Macnamara did not like being known to people whom she did not know. It



made her fed unpleasantly like achild. She contemplated asking the Maitre
d' hisname, but if she did that she was certain he would give her hisfirst
name aone, and she would then haveto insist he call her Martha. And she
did not redly want to be called Martha by this man, who would then
continue to call al other customers by their surnames. She remained silent.

Mayland Long sat at atable beneath awindow full of sky. It wasavery
good table, and its desirability impressed upon Marthathat Mr. Long was a
wealthy man.

He rose from his seat as he saw her approach, and he too bowed to her.
Mrs. Macnamaralost al restraint. Placing her palms together she bowed in
turn. The Maitred' held her chair.

She greeted him with asmile. “Wonderful wesather, today,” she began.
“Clear and crigp.”

Affably, he nodded. “Of course. Therainy season hasn't started yet.”

“Did | scandalize the poor man with my gassho?’ she asked, as soon as
they were alone.

He responded dowly, as though she had broached a subject of some
depth. “ Scandalize? How can one scandalize a maitre d'hotel ? Such a man
has seen it all before. And if one did succeed in subjecting him to scandal, |
don't believe hisface would express his condition. Did you intend to
scanddlize Jean-Pierre?’

The voice was the same. Her memory had not added quality. “No. But |
can take only so much bowing before | bow back. Is he redly Jean-Pierre?’

He consdered the question. “To the best of my knowledge heis.
Jean-Pierre Burrell. Father of five. Canadian by birth. | believe he has
managed the floor in the Crystal Room for over ten years.”

Mr. Long leaned back in his chair and regarded his dinner companion.
Sunlight fell danting across hisface.

His eyes, she thought. Last night she had seen them as solid black-brown.
Chinese eyes. Today they were not opague. Light entered theiris and was
trapped in it, glowing. Almost amber, like the sun through a beer bottle.

And he was | etting her see him—hands, face and al. He did not court
mystery. Marthawas very glad of this; she had no patience with mystery.

“l am very sorry your daughter failed to show,” Mr. Long continued, as he
looked in turn at Martha. She was wearing a plain blue dress and her eyes
were blue. Sunlight or moonlight, Martha Macnamaras eyes were always
blue. “Isthis something one can expect, with her?’

A frown imprinted itself on her round, innocent features. “No. Not at all.
Liz isvery—rdiable. Almost too much so. She wants things done right. She
keeps all her shoesin the pockets of a big plastic bag hanging in her closet.
And she believes in independence for women.”



She stared at the menu with sightless eyes. “ That's why we don't get
along, | guess.”

Mr. Long smiled dowly. “Y ou don't approve of your daughters views,
Mrs. Macnamara? | would have thought alady of such independent spirit...”

Shewaved hiswords aside. “Oh, no. | approve of Liz. | wouldn't dare do
otherwise. It's she who disapproves of me.”

His eyebrows drew together. “Then | am at aloss. Please explain.”

She drew a deep breath as her fingers played with her water glass. It was
cut crystal, of course.

“Liz disapproved of my cutting off my—my musical career toraisea
child.”

Delight etched Mr. Long'slean face. “A child? Do you mean Elizabeth
herself?’

“Exactly. Shefeds sheisasort of involuntary accomplicein my
oppression. And, shefeds| caved in, when | should have fought.”

“How should you have fought?’ He leaned forward, hands wrapped
together on thetable.

He can't be more than sixty, considered Mrs. Macnamara. Probably
younger, though it's so hard to tell with Eurasians. Too young to retire. Too
young to livein ahotel and eat in the Crystal Room every night.

“| should have continued in thejob | was educated for, playing Bach and
Berlioz inlong dresses. | should have left her with ananny, or even had an
abortion, though that was a very different story in those days.

“At any rate, sheissure | shouldn't be wasting my time playing fiddlein
an Irish band, touring about and deegping in the living rooms of friends. Not
a my age.”

“And what ageisthat?’ he asked blandly. A challenge hid somewhere
within the question, and his brown eyes hid within their creases.

Easly she answered, “I'm fifty. How old are you?’

Mayland Long threw back his head and laughed. His teeth were large and
very white againgt his skin. “ Older than you are, Mrs. Machamara. And more
vain. | won't answer that question just now.”

Then he leaned forward again. His elongated fingers stretched across the
menu he had not opened. He touched her pink hand for just a moment: “But
| think it would be wonderful to fiddle with the Linnet's Wings and deep
wherever one finds onesdlf. At any age.”

She found hersalf saying, “Then why not do it, Mr. Long. | know you're
not amusician. | don't mean that. | mean... Why do you live here, in this
beautiful, boring hotel? And why do you est... here? In the Crystal Room.
Every night. When you are...” shefinished with quiet intendity “... who you



ae”

He drew back, histwo hands flat on the tablecloth. | have offended him,
thought Martha. She watched.

“And whoisthat?’ he asked softly, but he gave her no time to answer.
“Thereistime,” he continued, in the same tone of voice: softly, very softly.
“Thereistime for the James Herald, too, in along life. Sometimes one must
wait for things.”

Wait for what? she thought, but did not continue her attack. “ Forgive me
if | wasout of line. | spoke onimpulse.”

Thelight wasfailing outside. The chandeliers cast haloes against the
beamed celling. Mr. Long nodded. “Impulse or ingtinct. | am not offended,
Mrs. Macnamara.”

She did not quite understand. She opened her menu and stared, seeing
nothing.

“There is something marvelousin formality,” she murmured. “ Greetings.
Bows. And surnames.” She gave up searching among the cuts of beef and
lamb. She looked a him again. “But I'm apoor peasant, redly. | can't be
Mrs. Macnamarafor more than ahalf hour at atime before | get giddy.”

She found herself saying the words she had swallowed earlier in front of
the Maitred'. “Please cal me Martha.” Then she quailed before his silence,
realizing she could no more call this man by hisfirst name than sne could
fly.

“I don't ask the privilegein return,” she qualified. “ Especially since you
admit to being older than me.”

It was his turn to concern himself with awater glass.

He held it up to the last light of day “Why? Am | so stuffy, Martha?’

“No. Not stuffy,” Her forehead creased. She searched for the word.
“Intimidating.”

“But not too intimidating to have my ear twisted for livingina
comfortable 'hotel. For dining at the same place nightly.” He lowered the
crystal to the table. The corners of his mouth turned upwards.

“There are very few peoplewho cal me by my given name. | don't know
why that should be, but it's true.”

“lsn't that the way you want it?’

He shook his head. The smilewidened. “I... don't have an opinion on the
matter. And you...” He adopted the imperturbability of a stage Chinaman,
“Must decide for me what | am to be called from this moment toward. And
where |—,”

The waiter interrupted, letting Mrs. Macnamara blush in comparative
privacy. She chose the lobster. Given the choice, she aimost always picked



the lobster. Mr. Long asked for rock cod. Rock cod was not on the menu,
but the waiter merely nodded and inquired about the wine.

It was dark out now. The window was shiny black, and whatever crisis
had been approaching had passed away with the waiter. Mr. long was eager
to talk about Buddhism. Marthatried to listen, but her mind drifted back to
Liz. She vacillated between being annoyed with her daughter for this
cavalier treatment and being very anxiousfor her. Being annoyed was by far
the most comfortable fedling.

“1 used to have quite a collection of the commentaries of Nagarjuna,” he
began. “Are you interested in the Indians?’

She shook her head and hurried to swallow abite of romaine. “| have no
head for philosophy. | get confused.”

He lay down his knife and fork neatly. Martha withstood five seconds of
glent scrutiny. “| see,” he said findly. “Zen.”

“Whatever word you like. | st still, or | try. Truth iswhat isimportant,
and writingsjudt... catch me by the hedls. | think Bodhidharma has the right
attitude, to gt for nine yearsfacing awall. Truth!” she sighed, gesturing
helplessly. Her fork clinked and rolled into her salad bowl.

“He fascinated me,” admitted Mr. Long. He stared over his shoulder into
the black glass. “I used to watch him from where he couldn't seeme. Or s0 |
thought.”

“What wasthis?” Martha groped, her mind skipping tracks as she listened.

“Bodhidharma. Sitting by the rock wall of a cave, in Honan. Sometimes
he sat in fall lotus, but more often he tucked under hisright foot.
Sometimes he wrapped a blanket around him, and the snow would make a
mound over his head.

“But it would burn off. The snow—or rain, as the season
dictated—would melt and turn to steam and the blanket would smell of
scalded wool. That is probably what called the man to my attention fir<t.
Burning off the snow “ Mayland Long opened his eyes very wide as his gaze
did from the window to the intent face of Martha Macnamara. “1 was not
always—subtle—you know. That comes with age, if we are fortunate. But
two things | have ever respected are warmth and the ability to Sit still.”

Marthalistened to him speak. She had a peculiar skill at listening which
was in no way to be confused with an aversion to talking herself. Her
listening had an intensity which reached out into the speaker and eased the
meaning from him, which knitted word to word beyond the first mere intent
which called him to speak. She listened—as she moved—with grace.

And she noticed, in passing, that Mr. Long had scarcely touched hiswine.

“I don't know where the story began that the man called Bodhidharmawas
afrog-faced ogre. He was a small man—an Indian, of course. But he was



quite courteous.

“Courteous to me, at least,” he added. Then there was silence between
them till the gentle pull of Marthas listening was felt again.

“I waited for him to speak.” He chuckled and touched the bright blade of
the butter knife. “I did not cut off my arm to impress him. | don't know who
it was who did that, if indeed that story is not pure fabrication. | merely
waited to be noticed. All the winter and most of spring.

“l waited...” Mayland Long's head rose up and his eyes met that peaceful,
blue, inescapable listening. “1 have been waiting so very long, Martha,” he
sad.

She only nodded.

Once again they were saved—or lost—by the arrival of the waiter bearing
the entree. The placing of the dishes entailed a certain amount of bustle.

Plates were lifted and lowered. Silver winked in the light and the knives
made a sweet tinkle against one another. Behind al thisMayland Long sat
patiently still, having uttered a confession, and having that confession erased
by events. His face was touched with loss.

On the other side of the mild turmoil sat Martha. Her smile grew asthe
waiter receded. It was a smile which committed Mayland Long to nothing,
welcoming al.

He glanced down at his plate. The fish filet was wound around itself,
skewered and dusted with paprika. The potatoes came out of a pastry gun.
“When must you leave?’ he asked.

Martha stared with true interest at her lobster. It was enormous and red.
Sheredlized the depths other folly then, and wished for abib.

“I will leavewhen | find her,” she spoke with a grim determination which
owed something to her feelings concerning the dead crustacean before her.

“Then | may arrange to have her kidnapped.” Mr. Long spoke quietly,
amost to himself. Martha, attacking a bulbous scarlet claw, seemed not to
hear. “Where does she live?’

“Umph! Thisisimpossible,” Martha muttered, as a steak knife dipped in
her now-greasy hand. “1'm not fit for this sort of establishment. Don't they
believe in using nutcrackers, Mayland?’

“Allow me.” He pulled her plate to the center of the table, where with his
fingertips he curled the shell back from the meat as though it were paper.
“Thereisno ddlicate way to eat alobster.” In this manner, the new intimacy
of his given name passed without comment.

“Where does shelive, your daughter?’

Martha sighed, picking at her food. “I don't know,” she admitted. “ She
used to work for FSS, in San Mateo, or so shetold me. | called them. The



switchboard said there was no one by the name Macnamara.”

Mayland Long's eyebrows lifted, and his eyes glittered with a harder sort
of light. “Ah!” he said. “We have apuzzle. Tdl me, Martha, what does
Elizabeth do for aliving?’

Martha swallowed a bite of lobster. It was very good, but it wasaMaine
lobster and not native to this seacoast at dl. It arrived by plane, asdid
Martha. Perhaps the same plane.

“Shel'sasysemsanadys. FSS stands for Financial Systems Software. She
went to Stanford in math.” She was reminded that her dinner companion was
Chinese by the fact that hisface, open so recently, had gone completely
unreadable to Martha. She watched and waited.

“A systems anadyst? Umm. Systems andystsrarely cal their parents from
across the country with mysterious problems. Still more rarely do they
disappear. It isnot part of the technical mentality to disappear. How will
you go about finding her?’

Martha Macnamara's unobtrusive chin attempted to assert itself. “| will
gtart by renting acar and buying an areamap. | will drive down to Financial
Systems Software. If they cannot or will not help me | proceed to Stanford
University and seek out Auld Acquaintance. Hers, not mine. If | fail there, |
try an old address | have. She moved about six months ago and was staying
with afriend from college while she tried to buy a condo;

| have that girl's number, but no one ever answers there.”

She shook her head admiringly. “Just think of it! She's not twenty-five yet,
and buying a condo. Without help, of course—I don't have anickel.

“If that doesn't work, and she hasn't called in afew days, then | go to the
police.”

He paused before speaking. “Isit so serious?’

“Shetold me shewasin trouble. She said | was not to know where she
lived because shewas... nervous... about somebody. What am | to think? A
pesky boyfriend? Bills?

“I don't know what to think,” she concluded.

Mayland Long folded his hands together. “No use to draw conclusions
amid such alack of data.” He regarded nothing, intently.

“Martha—what do you know about your daughter's line of work. About
computers?”’

“Me?Why, nothing. They send bills. They eat my little bank card and give
me money—when they're working.”

“Then, may | be permitted to assist you?’

She started in surprise. “Help me find Elizabeth? That would be too much
to...” Her facelit in wonder. “Do you mean that you know about



computers, too, aswell as Ireland and China?’

He shrugged. His shoulders were thin beneath his excellently fitted suit
jacket. “ A languageis alanguage.”

Mayland Long entered his suite of rooms and closed the door behind him.
The sitting room was neat and sparsely furnished, with apair of wing-back
Queen Anne chairs set beside the bay window, a sofaof similar design
before the swept and evidently useable fireplace, and asingle table of black
lacquer work standing between the two chairs. On thistable lay an oilcloth
pad, and upon that rested a hot plate, ared kettle and ajade-green teapot.
The striking feature of this room was itswalls, which were covered floor to
celling with books. Wherever space and the angles of the room permitted
stood high, heavy book cupboards, some with glass doors. Elsewhere single
shelveswere drilled into the plaster, and atop al, near the high celling, piles
of books ascended, stacked flat.

The booksin Mr. Long's room were amotley crew, being old or new,
soiled or stiff and clean, composed in equal numbers of leather binding and
bright paperback.

There was one other object of note in thisidiosyncratic chamber, and that
was a bronze statue, one meter high, which sat on ashelf at eye-level: a
lacunain thewall of' books. It was the figure of a Chinese dragon. The
creature sat up onits hind legs, in amanner reminiscent of the caterpillar in
Alice. It held initsleft hand atiny and exquisite teacup, and initsright a
saucer. Itstail curled around in front, like athird hand, and held open a
book. The entire statue was brassy black except for the eyes, which were
polished and lacquered and shone like gold.

Mayland Long paced to the low shelves beneath the window. Searching
through the row of books, his hand reached out and began to harvest. First
he found the three volumes of Knuth's The Art of Computer Programming,
Principles of Compiler Design, and the Conference Proceedings of the Third
West Coast Computer Faire. Then, rising with this armload, he made his
way to alarge, dotted magazine rack, whence he plucked out Dr. Dobb's
Journal of Computer Calisthenics and Orthodontia

He lowered this accretion of technical expertise to the seat of one of the
chairsand, picking it up by the carved wooden arms, so as not to damage the
Turkisn rug, he placed it next to the other chair, on which he sat.

A tall lamp stood beside him; he snapped it on. He grunted briefly as he
opened Knuth, val. I, Fundamental Algorithms: a happy little sound, full of
contentment.



Chapter 3

With reddening fingers Martha pried apart the loops other key ring and
forced the keys of the rental car upon it. She had reached the landing
between the third and fourth floors and stopped to breathe for a moment
before continuing her ascent. She wondered what sprite had tempted her to
hoof it from the lobby to the seventh floor, where Mayland Long resided.
Surely it was not the spirit of physical fitness. Hedlth trailed along in Martha
Macnamaras wake; she had never turned to pursueit.

She snorted as she recognized her motive. She was visiting aman's rooms
alone, and so had unconsciously avoided observation. What an absurd right
hemisphere you have, sherailed at hersalf. Nasty half-brain. Sneaky and
absurd... Serveit right to climb the rest of the way.

She stood at the top. “ There,” she mumbled to hersdlf. “ See what you
made me do?’

The plain iron sign read seventh floor. She leaned against a newell post
cast in the shape of an acorn, feeling the heat in her face. She stepped
through the fire door into the hall.

Here, somewhere aong the maroon turkish-patterned runner, was where
the body was found. The junkie. With his neck broken. She ought to ask him
about that story— get it over with and out of her mind.

Lifting her hand to knock on the door marked 714 cost a great effort of
will. She stared at the shiny brass numbers. Heavy. Solid. 7-1-4. Her face
was still hot; he would think she were blushing. Perhaps she was. Definitely
she would not ask about the body.

She listened for movement within and heard nothing. Then the door softly
opened, revealing Mr. Long. He balanced a cup on asaucer in hisleft hand.
In the morning light he looked thinner and less exotic. Standing in
shirtd eeves between Martha and the window, he seemed very dight indeed.

“Looking for bloodstains?’ he asked gently, smiling. He laughed at her
reaction. “Forgive me, Martha. That unfortunate accident is our one piece of
notoriety at the James Herald. Everyone who speaksto Jerry Trough finds
out about it.”

“Did you see the body, Mayland? It must have lain just outside your
door.”

He shook his head. “No. | dept through the entire incident. | had been out
|ate the night before, you see, and only woke when the police started
knocking on doors. Couldn't help them.”



She stood in the doorway, blinking all around at the book-lined room.
Mayland Long lifted his suit jacket from the closer of the two wing-back
chairs and gestured her to Sit.

She noted the teacup, and the fact that his shirt cuffs were not buttoned.
“Sorry. | guessI'montime.” She snorted in self-deprecation as she lowered
herself into the delicate chair. “Unforgivable, redly. Y ou become so used to
people being twenty minutes late that you tack that time onto the red time
you want them to be there and then someone like me comes along and ruins
everyone's schedule. It's because I'm so literal minded.”

“Never apologize,” said Long. “Especidly not for punctuality. | was not
underway as early as you this morning, but that ought to give you cause for
resentment, not me.” He placed the saucer and cup neatly on the floor, atop
the second volume of Knuth. “1 have only just gotten out of the shower.

“Please pour yourself acup of teawhile finish straightening up. It is not
black but Chinese,” he added, and knelt beneath the window, paging books
carefully into their shelves.

It was the tea, she discovered, which was not black but Chinese. Smelled
like peaches. Tasted dightly salty. As she sat, craning her neck to stare dll
around, she began to swing her legs. The chair was too high for her. It made
her fed like alittle girl.

So did dl thisroom, so old looking—old mannish looking, redlly, but in
such good taste. And almost oppressively neat by her standards. Having a
few books scattered across the floor proved the rest weren't just
book-binding wallpaper.

Martha M acnamara was resigned to being too early. She sat swinging her
stockinged legs while her toes brushed the subtle cream and maroon pattern
of therug.

Mayland Long did not mention that he himsalf hadn't shut eye the past
night, and if weariness caught him as he squatted on the floor, dipping Dr.
Dobb's between Donleavy's and Forbes September 4th issues, that drowse
might hav6 been merely the effect of the first sunlight, which struck
suddenly through the morning haze and threw him into a sort of peaceful
trance. His amber eyeslidded over and his hand was dipping down the dots
of the rack when he heard Martha gasp. Then his head moved quickly.

“That isOolong,” he stated.

The half empty cup and saucer rattled in her lap. “No,” she whispered
eagerly. “The statue! That magnificent statue!”

He turned back to the window, brushing invisible dust from his trouser
knees. “Yes. It'scalled Oolong.” His perfect voice had sunk to a mumble of
disinterest and Mayland Long stared out into the sky, caught by some pattern
of sun and mist.



“Isthat the name of the piece, the sculptor, or the dragon who posed for
it?’

Motionless, he answered, “Any one you please,” and he yawned an
enormous yawn, with histongue curling up like that of a cat. But when he
turned again toward her there was crispness and decision in his attitude.

“Now, my dear lady, | have done with dawdling and we may off.”

“Ah. Okay.” She deposited her white cup on the oilcloth beside the green
tegpot and the red kettle. Puzzled, she lifted the lid of the pot and the smell
of leaves|eaked out. She was sure that tea was Oolong. Both the tea and the
statue were named Oolong? The teg, the statue and the dragon? The word
swelled in her mind, assuming awful proportions. Perhapsif she asked him
the name of the black lacquer table here, he would state, “Oolong” again.
She had once had aMagter like that; no matter what the question was, his
answer had been, “Dust on thefloor.” After ayear of that she had rebelled,
shouting, “There's nothing in you but 'Dust on the floor!" That had turned
out to be the proper response; from then on they'd gotten along famoudly.

She met Long's challenging eyes with agreater chalenge. “Oolong,” she
announced. “ The tea, the statue, the dragon—and you too. The same word
candofor al.” And shelaughed, till the bare shock in hisface drained the
humor away .

“I'm not insane, redly,” she explained carefully. “That was just alittle
Zenniejoke. Very little. And now, Holmes! The hunt's afoot! Or the game's
up, or... something...” She preceded a thoughtful Mayland L ong out the
door.

“When Thou hast done, Thou art not done, for | have more,” he
announced, sinking back into the upholstery of the passenger seat. Brown
fingers, seemingly by themselves, sought out the handle of the door and
swung it closed.

Marthawas a bit dgjected, having drawn ablank both at FSS and
Stanford. What was worse, Judy Freeman, Liz's school friend and Martha's
best hope, had moved to Seattle months previoudly.

She started the engine of the silver Mercury Zephyr and lurched into first
gear. Her passenger was unaffected by thejerk; he had had his arm braced
against the dash. It was not thefirst lurch of the day.

“Done? Oh yes. Donne. That's John Donne, isn't it? Punning as usudl.
When | wasfirst a school, everyone was mad about Donne. Now dropped
like astone. Sign of thetimes, | guess.”

Mayland Long cast acold eyein her direction. “You indst on dating me,
madam.”

With complete frankness she said, “Yes. | would love to. Hate mysteries,
and you insst on being one. But | like Donne. '... outside that room. Where



| shal be Thy music, | pause to tune my instrument before...' or something.
But tell me, Mayland. What isthe More? | find the only child of my flesh
has no job, no friends, no forwarding address. She had grown into a positive
nonentity, if that is not too much of a paradox. How do we find her?’

Long glanced at her face and read her concern. He didn't reply
immediately. The date palms of Palm Drive passed by the windows of the
car: tall ones and .short ones, the sick and the healthy, dead nubs and
towering majesties. He peered through them at the road ahead. “Please turn
right on EI Camino,” he said.

“Yesdr.” Shedid so.

“You'll find her, Martha,” said Long quietly. “Y ou aways find the thing
you look for in the last place you look.”

L aughter caught her unaware. She shifted lanes. “My! Look at these
bicyclistsl How pretty they are. All blond. And such muscles. Stanford has
aways had good-1ooking students; just the opposite of Columbia. | wonder
If one ill has to send a picture along with the applications?’

He let her prattle unimpeded while afew blocks passed, then spoke
sharply. “There's aparking spot. On the right.”

Shepulled intoit. “Are we there? Where?’

“At ashop caled Friendly Computers,” he replied, striding purposefully
across the strest.

“Friendly computers? What kind are those?’

“We're about to find out, Martha. Please do not become atraffic
gatistic.” And he took her elbow and maneuvered her into the doorway of
the shop.

Thelittle shop was filled with magazines and television screens, which
Liz had once told her mother were properly called cathode ray tubes. The
walls were tacked with bright posters and diagrams, all meaninglessto
Martha's uneducated eye. The place gave forth an air of sophisticated clutter.
Behind the single counter ayoung man sat, holding what appeared to be a
walkie-takie. As she glanced at this fellow, something prodded her in the
ankle. It was atoy race car. Shelifted her foot out of the way and the little
thing nudged obstinately against her other ankle. It seemed to be alone.

“Want to try?’ The young man smiled at her.

“Towork the car?’ she asked increduloudly “I can't. | never could.
Machines.”

He held the box under her nose. “ Say ‘forward." “

“Forward?’

“Again, without the inflection.”

“Forward,” said Martha Macnamara. Then the words “right,” “left,”



“stop” and “reverse’ were eicited from her. Finaly he placed the box in her
hands.

“Now what?’

The young man beamed with pride. He was blond. Good looking.
Probably a Stanford student. “Now you tell the unit what you want the car
todo.”

Martha knew she was the butt of ajoke. She waited for the laughter to
start. She glanced at Mayland Long, who watched her with noncommitta
interest. No one would dare shove awalkie-talkie at him and tell him to say
“forward,” “right,” “left,” “stop,” and reverse.” A shame, too. Probably do
him good.

She cleared her throat. “Turn right,” she commanded. The car sat.

“Perhaps it has to be moving, beforeit can turn,” suggested Mr. Long.

Shetried, “Go forward.” Thetiny vehicle trundled across the carpeting
and butted itself against the leg of atable.

“Far out!” she cried with instant enthusiasm. “Oh wonderful!” She
commanded aright turn, aleft, and then produced series of jolting jerks
reminiscent other encounters with the Mercury's clutch. In fascination, she
withdrew to a chair placed before a multi-colored termina display, where
she continued her monologue of limited vocabulary.

Mayland Long turned to the shop man. “Modistics?’ he inquired.

“Mostly. | took thei.d. plate off the box because | made some changes
inside. How'd you guess?”’

The older man shrugged his shoulders. “| have seen it advertised.”

“Oh? Byte or Kilobaud?’ The young man's eyes were calipers. Hejudged
his customer closaly, according to criteria known only to himself.

“Both,” answered Mr. Long. “But that wasin the May issues. | remember
reading that the speech recognition response was inadequate. That it was
easly confused by labids, in fact.”

A fat man in awhite shirt walked through the door. He ignored Martha
and her car and they ignored him. He proceeded to the magazine rack, where
he planted himsalf.

“Strue | made mods. Added alaser-cut filter, and aroutine to cancel
noise. Least mean squares.”

“You are Fred Frisch?’

He had a sizable blond moustache. He pulled on it now. “Yeah. Have |
met you somewhere?’

“No. But | have met you.” Mayland Long's well-tuned voice did from
polite impersonality to something a shade warmer. He lounged against the
counter. “In the pages of Dr. Dobb's. Y our article on financia system for



the home computer, with a sample 8080 implementation. Interesting!
Almost wasted, redly, such elegant algorithms for a16 K machine...”

Mr. Frisch responded to this praise. He straightened. His silky moustache
whuffed. His hands worried a black power cable into circles on the dusty
counter. “Did you try it?’

Long's eyes shifted only dightly. “Alas, | don't have CPM,” he demurred.
The fat man by the magazine rack dropped awell-thumbed copy of Byte
back into its dot, sighing deeply.

“Oh. Well. There'sthat,” Frisch admitted. “Interrupts would have made it
run quicker, but so many people have CPM.”

“You went to Stanford, | imagine,” said Mayland Long, as he stared down
at the floor, where the toy car was careening in circles around hislegs.
Martha M acnamara showed quite a skill.

“How'd you know? It wasn't in the article, wasit?’ asked Frisch.
Immediately he answered his own question. “No. They print only your name
and address: no biography. | remember that because | got letters for months
after, wanting me to send free tapes.”

“But you acknowledged the assistance of a Professor Carlo Peccolo for
certain of your ideas. And Professor Peccolo has published in EDN, where a
biography did accompany his article. How would you have received hishelp
if you were not a student of his? Since he teaches at Stanford, it must be
that...”

Fred Frisch cut in. “Oh sure. | see now. | thought for amoment you did
auras, or like that.”

Mr. Long let histoe down upon the hood of theirritating race car, which
protested like an angry bee.

“But | suppose Liz Macnamaramight have told me who you were,
without my chance reading.”

He shot alook upward and locked eyes with Frisch. “How'd you know |
know Liz?’

“Y ou were in the same department. Y ou are of an age.”

“Who areyou?’ countered Frisch. “You work with Liz?’

“No.” He dipped his hand into his upper jacket pocket, as though to
produce a card. Failing to find one, he patted the two side pocket, while
furrowing his brow. Finally he spoke again. “ Forgive me. My nameis Long:
Mayland Long. | know very little about Miss Macnamara. | am trying to
|learn more.”

“You're aheadhunter?’ Fred Frisch spoke with the politeness of
contempt. Mr. Long exposed his large straight teeth in alaugh.

“A job recruiter? No. Hardly. | represent amore personal interest.” His



voice dropped amost to awhisper. “ The lady with the talent for driving is
Elizabeth Macnamara's mother.”

Frisch peered covertly at the top of Martha's head and at her oblivioudy
hunched shoulders. The control box dangled unnoticed from her wrist, for
she had discovered the more adult fascination of computer checkers.

“Why doesn't she ask her daughter herself?’ he muttered uneasily. “|
hardly know Liz.”

“Elizabeth has disappeared, Mr. Frisch.”

Frisch blinked at the word. “Disappeared? Jeez.”

“Mrs. Macnamaralivesin New Y ork, and so she's dipped out of touch
with Liz, who seemsto have quit her job and moved from her last known
address. We do not know who her friends are.”

“I'm not the one to ask,” said Frisch, for Long'searsonly. “Liz'sabit of a
pushin' baby, if you know what | mean.”

Dryly, Mayland Long admitted he did not. “I've gathered the impression
that Miss Macnamarais arather ambitious young woman and she keepsto
herself. Isthat what it isto be 'abit pushin' baby? “

Frisch sighed and shrugged, with a half-smile that was one-quarter
apology. “Not quite. She can be friendly when she wants to. When she thinks
aguy might be... good for her career. She got along with Peccolo.”

Mr. Long's eyes widened. Frisch hurried to explain “She was his
T.A.—teaching assistant, you know? They were very chummy, for awhile.
But it didn't last.”

“Why not?’

The blond fished with one hand ‘til he snagged the back of ahigh stool
and pulled it under him. Once seated, he remained in thought for a count of
five. “I think it was thisway. Liz wants to be a mani pul ator—the kind who
controls. Peccolo isthat kind. Much better at it. He used her when it was
supposed to be the other way around. She put in alot of hours on the
machine for him—designing his lessons, cleaning up hismath... Peccolois
agood teacher, fine organizer—all that jazz...” Frisch, who had been
talking to the glass counter top, suddenly sought out the other's eye. “But
Liz hasthe technical brain. She'sred good.” The gaze did away again. “Too
bad technique ain't everything.”

The dark man smiled dowly. Hisfingers drummed on the glass. “ Y ou've
knocked heads with her? Don't worry about offending me; I've never met the
young lady.”

Frisch shuffled in place, embarrassed. “Well—no. Not me. | avoided Liz,
you see, so | wouldn't.”

“Do you think Peccolo would know where sheis now?”



Fred Frisch shrugged once again. “Better than |,” he said. “What's your
part in this. Detective?’

Mayland Long laughed. Marthalooked up. “Worse and worse! 1'd rather
be a headhunter!”

Frisch looked unconvinced.

“Mrs. Macnamara doesn't speak the jargon, you see, and my field is
languages.” Long found Martha standing beside him. Gently he took the
controls of the racer from her hand and returned the box to Frisch.

“That fellow went to Stanford, didn't he?” asked Martha, as she was
propelled across the busy street.

Mayland Long, in agraceful inversion of traditional politeness, waited
for her to let hersalf in the driver's side, then swung around the front of the
car and waited for her to reach over and unlock his door.

“So you were listening?’ he replied, once in the quiet of the closed car.

“Oh no. | heard you say 'modistics and immediately tuned out the
conversation, since | would not be able to understand aword. | knew the
fellow was from Stanford because he was blond, and there was abicycle
locked to the post outside.” Her voice trailed off. She was thinking of
something.

“Wéll, however you came upon it, the supposition is correct. Heisa
Stanford alumnus, and knows your daughter dightly.”

Martha nodded. “Only dightly?’

“He has given us another name. Perhaps a more important one. Back to
campus,” he commanded, and the car lurched obediently forward.

“Mayland—,” she began, as she found a spacein the flow of traffic,
entered and took it with unexpected competence. “1 enjoyed myself back
there. | think I missed my calinginlife.”

The dark man smiled and his arm, braced against the dash, relaxed to the
seat. “Y ou should have been acomputer engineer?’

“Sweet Jesus, no! | should have sold toys.”

Chapter 4

“I'm sorry. | haven't theleast idea,” said the professor. He leaned back in
his leather chair until the springs creaked; his pale fingers drummed against
the mahogany desktop. It appeared that the conversation was over early.

Martha frowned. Her blue china eyes shone like beads. Mr. Long and she
had spent the last half hour being wonderfully lost among the Spanish red



sandstone buildings and the dusty live oaks of Stanford campus. They had
stopped to nose into the chapel, with its gold murals and gaudy, loud,
Victorian glass, and had known the satisfaction of excoriating the place
together. Now it was getting hot and she was tired. Peccolo's attitude was
no help.

Mayland Long drew breath dowly and spoke. “| believe she asssted you
in your researches until quite recently...” His calm had an edge on it—an
edge which told Martha she had better bite her tongue and leave this matter
to him. It spoke another message to Dr. Peccolo.

“Recently? No. Not at al. She's been gone almost two years, now.” He
pulled himself erect again and focused over the expanse of the desk a Mr.
Long. Dr. Peccolo was a much heavier man than the Eurasian, fair and
stocky.

“Let metell you something about graduate students, Mr.—uh—Long. By
the way, areyou in the legal professon?’

The answer was dry. “Not exactly.”

“Graduate students. They come and go. Very fast. MSistwo yearswork.
A doctorate... well, Elizabeth Macnamara was not headed for the doctoral
program. She worked for me: grading papers, coding, handling technical
correspondence. |'ve had two students—one per year—in that position since
she graduated. No reason | should keep in touch. I'm sorry.”

The last two words alone were addressed to Martha Macnamara, who sat
to one side of the two men, between awooden table piled high with
printouts and a neat glass case containing, among other objects of interest, a
diploma from Massachusetts | nstitute of

Technology, a certificate of merit from Advanced Micro Devices, and a
gold urn on amarble base with thewords DENVER INVITATIONAL 1959
engraved upon the side. She burned with the desire to know what sort of
invitation Dr. Peccolo had received from Denver in 1959. She heard his
words only distantly.

Mayland Long did not alow the interview to dip from him. “Liz
Macnamara was one of the more useful finds among this flowing river of
students, was she not?’

Color degpened in the professorsflat face and the muscles aong hisjaw
gained sudden prominence. “ Just how do you mean that?’ he growled. His
right hand plucked up arapidograph pen and closed to atight fist around it.

Mayland Long retained advantages of pigment and breeding. If this
sudden confrontation roused him in any way it was not for the world to
know. “I had heard that Miss Macnamara was quite an apt student. And
diligent. Not all apprentices are like that, unless things have changed since |
was young.”



"AShe was quite competent for the sort of work | had her doing,” admitted
Dr. Peccolo, with no great grace. “Which was, as| told you, coding and
correspondence. She had marketable skills—at least marketable today, in a
society where demand has outstripped the supply of technical expertise, ina
computer ghetto like the Santa ClaraValley... | helped her to develop these
skills, and | paid her while | did so. | helped her find her first job, with Floyd
Rasmussen at FSS, and | advised her against leaving it, when she came to me
for advice. She has no cause for complaint.”

Mayland Long regarded him abstractly. “ The young woman is not
complaining,” he reminded the professor. “ Sheismissing. So she cameto
you for advice, before leaving FSS?’

Dr. Peccolo nodded once. “It wasthe last time | heard from her. Over a
year ago. She had thisidea of going into consultant work. | told her you
don't consult until people are banging on your door. Until you have a
reputation.”

“Y ou consult, | imagine, professor.”

“I have areputation.”

Mr. Long folded his hands amicably. “Her talents were nothing special,
then?’

Dr. Peccolo stood up, nearly tipping his chair backwards. “1'm sure we are
all rather specia,” he stated. “To our mothers.”

Martha stood also, thrusting herself out of her chair with her arms,
Slowly she raised her hands to her hips and faced him in this manner. She
smiled at the professor who loomed over her. She began to laugh.

“I know how irritating Liz can be,” she said at last. “But you shouldn't
have let her get to you thisway. Envy makes big men look so silly.”

Mr. Long was still seated, part of hisface hidden by the church steeple of
his fingertips touching together in front of his mouth. He watched with
interest, perhaps with amusement, as Dr. Peccol o took two steps away from
Martha Macnamara's mirth and flailed behind to catch the falling chair.

As Martha sailed out the office door, Mayland Long rose sinuoudly to his
feet, not touching the arms of the chair. His eyes were caught briefly by the
angry glare of Peccolo's, but did off toward the diploma case. “ Denver,
1959,” he mused. “ Chess?’

The answer was grudging. “ Softball.”

Mr. Long nodded, thanked the professor for histime, and closed the door
quietly behind him.

“lsn't thisinteresting?’ Martha peered owlishly around her at the table of
tinned biscuits, the hand painted linen clan map of Scotland, and the black
maw of the fireplace, which emitted a pleasant cold draft into the room.
“The London TeaHouse. Actudly it reminds me more of Kent. What do



you think?”’

Mayland Long's scrutiny was more circumspect. “| have no objections.
Kent will do. Or Sussex. It might even passfor Cornwall. Any shire,
borough, or city except London might have germinated such aflower as
this”

Outside the row of glass doors the California sun was shining on tiered
pots of geraniums. A young woman passed, wearing alight cotton pinafore
and sandals. An immaculate blond toddler clung to her hand. Light from the
windows of the passing cars flashed and glinted on the walls in the tea shop.
Observing the street outside, Martha thought not of England, but of the
Italian Riviera, which she knew only through pictures. Her gaze did to her
companion.

His improbable hands were cupped in the air before him. They steamed.
Martha Macnamara was not surprised, for she had seen the blue-patterned
Roya Doulton teacup disappear into his clutch.

Shewastired and alittle depressed, and so felt it incumbent upon her to
cheer up Mr. Long. She grasped her own bottle of stout around the neck and
held it up. “Seethat?’ She pointed at the tiny, intricate harp on the labdl.
“The original isabout 750 years old. It lives at Trinity College in Dublin.”

“l see.” Mr. Long spoke mildly, but hisforehead pulled into faint
wrinkles and his eyes hooded over. He sighed before he spoke.

“My dear lady,” he began. “I'm sorry our soundings this morning have not
been... productive.”

Her eyes widened in opposition to his. “ Speak the truth with me, please.
They have been very productive. Merely not reassuring.”

“We haven't found your daughter. In fact, we have run out of leads.”

“We have some history, Mayland! We know she intended to consult—go
freelance. We have found two people who have been involved with
Liz—one till involved enough to be touchy. Infact...” Here Martharaised
her head to heaven. She was avision in blue with rosy cheeks. “... if we
only had Carlo Peccolo tied in that pig skin chair of his, and one hot poker
aplece...”

Long grinned, showing his teeth. “ Then how would we dispose of him?
We couldn't very well let him go, and |, for one, have lost my taste for long
pig. Still, | agree that Dr. Peccolo isawell of information not wholly
emptied.” He regarded his cup awhile, as though it were the wdl in
question.

“No matter. There are other ways to go about things.” He raised his hands
to his mouth and drained the cup.

In this action, his eyes were lowered, hisface half hidden. Martha watched
and she saw the West melt away from him in the smple intentness of tea.



She reminded hersdlf that this man had no business to be here with her this
day, engaged in tedious toil, fencing words with unamiable people,
measuring miles of hot pavement in search of ayoung woman he probably
had no interest to mest.

She remembered further, distantly, as though out of astory read in
childhood, that Mayland Long was arich man.

She shook her head in dismissal. He told wonderful storiesin a
wonderful voice. That was far more important. He tended to drowsein the
light of the sun—she had seen that twice today: once by the window of his
gpartment, and once in the car. She recalled hiswords— “I have aways
respected warmth and the ability to keep sill.” Perhaps he was drowsing
now, behind the empty cup, as his elbows rested on the table and the quiet of
mid-afternoon filled the shop. He was a man. He got tired. He could be hurt.
She thought about that last one: he could be hurt.

Suddenly the specter of parting sprang up her mind, forbidding asthe
shadow of an axe. She started, and the brown eyes caught her motion. He
had not been adeep.

Martha spoke. “I will be concerned when | can do something about this.
When my concern will be useful. And | will reach that point. I'm going to
find Liz.”

He nodded, accepting her certainty. “ Perhapsit'stime for the police to
help.”

“No. Not yet. | don't fed that.” She pursed her mouth, seeking the words
for explanation. She raised her glass and took along swallow of the black
beer. “You see, Liz has never feared God or the devil. When she says she
might be in trouble, well, | don't know with whom. God or the devil.”

“Are the police one of the above?’ heinquired, bringing one arm up to
rest along the chair back. “Would she have caled you into the messif she
werein trouble with the law?”’

“1 doubt it, Mayland. But I've got another reason for hesitating.” Martha
frowned, trying to explain. “When Liz was nine she was picked up on
Riverside Drive by a policeman who thought she looked lost. She wasn't, of
course; we lived in abuilding right around the corner on West 106th. But
Liz didn't tell him that. She thought it was none of his business. She spent
three hours in the station and never told them who she was or where she
lived. Complete stonewall, and just because she was angry. And she didn't
call me, either, though the officers would have been glad to let her use the
phone—I only found out about it when she didn't come home for dinner and
| called the police. That's the kind of person sneis.

“Liz'sheld agrudge against blue uniforms ever since. She wouldn't thank
meif | reported her missing.”



Long shrugged. His suit jacket rustled, dry as paper. “ Then our next step
must be to question Floyd Rasmussen of FSS. He may know something
about this consultant work she planned.”

“I'm going to do that in the morning,” Martha said, rummaging in her
purse. “Perhaps | can .arrange to meet him for lunch.”

“It might be easier if | call, arranging the meeting on some technical
pretext.” He broached the subject warily.

Thelargeflora purse shut with asnap. “No, Mayland. | think you'd better
not go any deeper into this.”

The dark face drew back. The long hands flattened on the table. “1 admit |
have intruded into affairs which are not my business, my dear... Martha. But
you've convinced me there's an e ement of danger in this.”

Her head bobbed forcefully. The gray braid threatened to dide. “Yes.
That's exactly why | want you out of it.”

His expression went blank—as blank asit had been when sheteased him
about the word “Oolong.” Then Mayland Long laughed, alow rumble which
ran along the walls of the room, echoed in corners and tangled among the
legs of the wooden chairs. The cashier in the corner raised her head. When
the laughter subsided, awide smile remained.

“Y ou are concerned about me? About my respectability perhaps? My
personal safety?’

Martha Macnamaras nogtrils flared. She thumped her bag heavily. “Why
not? Are you superman? Do you know everything?’

The smilefaded. “No. | an not. | do not. | am only Mayland Long, and as
| have said before you must tell mewhat | am to do, and how | amto live
my life properly.”

She looked sideways at him, waiting for the punchline,

“Shall | go back to my roomsin the James Herald Hotel and sit there with
the pot and the kettle, many books and a bronze dragon, stepping out only to
visit Barnes and Noble, and to dine on white linen in the Crystal Room?”’

She opened her mouth but did not spesk.

“I'll tell you plainly, Martha, | came to San Francisco waiting for
something to happen. Something that was— predicted—for meyearsago in
Taipe. A sgn. An awakening. It isrank superstition on my part to believein
this, perhaps, but as aresult of this prophecy | have changed my living, my
language, my...” Hiswords died away and his fingers drummed the table
top. “1 have changed in many ways.” His eyes met hers briefly, then did
away. “It is hard to change when oneisold. It'salmost easier to give up and
die. Almogt.”

“Do you know how to give up?’ asked Martha quietly.



“No.” He smiled ruefully and his eyebrows rose like wings. “Isthat
something | must learn?’

He gave her no timeto reply. “But you mustn't expect meto behave like a
Westerner, Martha, just because | speak the language. Nor like a... man of
the present.”

Marthaleaned forward, peering left and right in conspiratorial fashion,
wearing asmall, round, Buddha smile. “My dear Mr. Long,” she whispered,
“| expect everything and nothing of you. And | wouldn't be surprised if you
rose from this table and flew off among the hanging geraniums. | would
assume you had areason.

“And | assume you had areason to come to San Francisco, and areason
to park yoursdlf at the James Herald. If you came on the strength of a
prophecy, well then, you're working with clearer goals than most people.”

She drew back an inch, but her gaze didn't waver. “What are you
seeking?’

Mayland Long lifted his head and as he spoke the light struck hisface,
turning his eyes oak yellow. “ Among other things—truth.”

“ Among other things!” Marthafolded her hands. “What el seisthere?’

He mimicked her gesture, laughing. “Don't ask me such aquestion! | have
never been good with paradox. Isn't it enough for you that I've revealed the
core of superstition that lies at the heart of this man in abusiness suit? But |
will share with you athing | have learned—that | am learning even now. |
discover that waiting may be accomplished in diversways. And stillness has
many... appearances, as doeswarmth. Y our own sort of stillness, for
instance, Martha, can be full of movement, like atree full of birds. Yet | see
it as stillness. And your warmth... Well, that is marvelous, like the color of
your eyes.”

She exclaimed involuntarily. “My eyes? Marvelous?’

“Certainly. Blueisacold color, yet the brighter the sun shines, the more
blueisthe sky.” He paused, regarding her blue eyes, her blushing face.

“Martha, I am through sitting passive. Redlization is not adoveto be
coaxed to the hand. It will find one or it will not.

“Besdes—what if my chance for understanding has come and gone,
unrecognized? What if signs and events of all colors and meaning: joys,
sorrows, wonderments— have passed by and are lost because | have been
too busy looking for abox with the label 'truth’ on it? | want to help you
find Elizabeth—not because | am atruistic, but because | am curious and
adone. | like puzzlesand | enjoy your company | think | can be useful, if you
will allow meto be.”

She put her handsto the sides of her round head. “I don't understand half
what you're saying. And what can | answer? Y ou're using my own



arguments against me!”

He shrugged, and the fabric of his suit jacket rustled dryly. It was silk.

“Y ou can agree to a collaboration. Together we will find your daughter.”

She touched his hand.

Martha parked in alot aquarter mile away from the hotel, where the
parking was cheaper. They began walking.

San Francisco was ten degrees cooler than the peninsula, though the same
dry, Italianate sun shone. A large gull flew past them aong Van Ness,
strafing the cars. Having just crossed Turk Street, Mayland Long spied
something on the sidewalk and bent to pick it up.

It was ared rose bud, its petals disarranged, the stem half torn through
where apin had pulled out. He grunted and smoothed it out as though it
were wrinkled cloth. “Therose,” he announced. “Loveliest and most
formidable of flowers. Armsof Y ork and Lancaster. In medieval times,
symbol of Jesus. Always, it has meant, beauty, love, peace...”

He presented the bud to Martha Macnamara. It lay resting on hislong
fingers until she scooped it up. She sniffed it and held it up in the light.

“Symbol? What's asymbol? Thisisarose.” She smiled and walked on.

The moment rang for Mayland Long—tang as though the entire sky had
become a gong and Martha Macnamara had struck it. He stood still, while
the gray stone city reeled about him.

The four words echoed in hishead. “Thisisarose.” The smple, dumb
truth of them announced the universe.

And he stood there for an endless moment—perhaps two or three seconds
by the clock—athin man in adark suit, rather old, rather elegant, rather
frail, rubbing his thumb along the length of his hand and feeling the memory
of arose.

Then he moved quickly, his eye fixed on the receding blue dress. She
knew who he was. She had shown him his own face, reflected in all creation.
But did she know who she was? Standing alone and perfect, or standing by
him—did she know what she was to him? He snaked forward along the
crowded street, burning with adesireto tell her.

Martha Macnamara reached the corner just asthe walk sign lit. Shedid
not seem to realize she had left her companion behind, nor that she had
redeemed hislife. She stepped into the street. A bus pulled into the
crosswalk behind her, concedling her from Mayland Longs sight. A black
Lincoln stopped at the corner parallel to her path, then turned right into the
crosswalk.

The light changed as Mr. Long reached the corner. Heraised his eyes over
the roofs of the cars, seeking the blue dress aong the next block.



She was not there. Martha M acnamara was nowhere along the street
between Mayland L ong and the James Herald Hotel. Nor was shein the
|obby.

Nor in her room.

Shewas gone.

Chapter 5

The early sun pried silently into the window. It counted the booksin
Mayland Longs sitting room. The black statue against the side wall drank in
the sun'slight, reflecting it only through the eyes.

One of the two armchairsin the room had been turned toward the bare
window; the chair was dull gold. So was the skin of the man aslegp in that
chair, his head resting in the angle of the wing-back. The dark silk
suit-jacket he had worn the day before was thrown across the chair arm; one
empty seeve dragged upon the wooden floor.

In deep, Mr. Long' s strange hands and features asked no explanations.
They merdly were: facts of nature like tangled tree roots, like the face of a
tiger, like the odd, water-washed stones on the cold beach visible from his
high window.

The edge of bright light finished with the bookshelf and crawled across
the carpet to the chair. It touched hisface and hands, and the degping man
relaxed into it. His head dipped against the fabric and his eyes cracked open
to receive the dazzle of sunlight. He blinked. Y awned. Twisted |eft and right
in the chair. Finally he peered behind him at the still, uncluttered room, as
though it could tell him why he found himself in the sitting room, fully
dressed.

Then he remembered, and with the arrival of memory his hands groped
for the chair arms. The padded wood protested with small creaks.

Y esterday evening had been the phone call to the San Francisco police.
The polite, endlesdy repeated explanation of who he was, who Martha
Macnamarawas, and why he believed she had met foul play. He had not told
them all he knew, because it had been necessary to balance his concern—no,
giveit itstrue name—hisfear for Martha against the woman's own
determination not to involve her daughter with the police. He could only
repesat that Mrs. Macnamara had been walking along VVan Ness with him, and
had vanished at the corner of Fell Street. That she had not yet returned to her
room, though she was still registered at the James Herald Hotdl, that the
desk clerk had not seen her.



That she had been worried about something.

It was hardly acompelling story. It -carried the implication that Mrs.
Macnamara had dropped out of sight to avoid him, and his call to the
authorities further intimated that he was the sort of importunate busybody a
person might well want to avoid.

The officer had told him that they would have to wait at least aday before
they could regard the woman as missing. The policeman had taken down
name and address.

He had redlized the uselessness of the attempt then, and had tried no
further to interest the police. He knew the disparity between hisvoice and
person; if hiswords could not convince, then his face and form would be of
no help.

Besides, if Martha Macnamara had been killed by whoever it waswho
snatched her up—no onein the bus, surely. The black Lincoln?—then she
was dead, and neither police nor power could bring her back.

And if shewas dive, spirited away somewhere, then she was kept alive
for a purpose, and would doubtless remain that way until the purpose was
fulfilled. In that case, the police were still not much help, but another power
might be. Without conscious arrogance Mayland Long applied that titleto
himself. Another power.

And he was sure with agranite certainty that Martha Macnamarawas not
dead. He would know if she were.

For if she were dead, then hope was dead, and his own existence turned to
ashes.

And, looking at the gray, waking city, the quiet mirror of the bay, the
jangled mirror of the sea, he did not fedl dead nor burnt out. He felt—he
turned the unfamiliar emotion over in his mind with intellectua curiosity,
trying to identify it—he felt angry.

He rose from the chair and brushed at the crumpled jacket without seeing
it. He was trying to remember the last time he had felt anger. Threeyearsin
San Francisco. Onein Kyoto. Before that, Taipe—two years. There came
grief and loss. Even fear. Anger? No. No oneto be angry at, that evening in
Taipa. Not even himsalf.

And before Taipe there had been no need at all for anger.

He stopped this raking of memory No need. He knew what anger was. It
was hot.

Like Carlo Peccolo, Floyd Rasmussen was afair, stocky man, but there
the resemblance ended. Peccolo kept his credentials under glass, while
Rasmussen had awall stuck full of clippings from the Sunday funnies,
along with three Kliban cats. Peccolo was sober, but Rasmussen laughed.
He rattled the windows with his laughter. He laughed when L ong introduced



himself. He chuckled at the name of Dr. Peccolo. He let loose gales of
laughter when Mr. Long brought forward the subject of Liz Macnamara, and
with hiswiry yellow beard and wiry yellow hair spreading out from hisface,
Floyd Rasmussen was the image of some Aztec sun god, graved in gold.

“Liz? She's done work for me. | hope she will again, though the money
she'sasking now... Oh Lord, yes, | know Liz Macnamara. That's like asking
me how well | know Blanco, my cat. Lizisawarrior, bright, spunky,
ambitious. She brought lifeto RasTech...”

Coolly Mayland Long wondered how much more life the company called
RasTech could bear. Floyd Rasmussen seemed to fill al available comers
with his own vital substance. Mr. Long pulled at thetiller of the
conversation.

“Bright? Then you would say her level of technical ability was above
average?’

“Average? You can hardly use that word in the same breath asLiz
Macnamara. She's original; Sound. Big systems, little systems, software,
firmware, pc layout... Just give her ahandful of bipolar vis chipsand stand
back. She can even, occasionadlly, meet adeadline. And | don't say that for
most of my friends!”

Thislast admission dissolved into dull rumbles. Floyd Rasmussen
beamed at Mr. Long.

The office did not contain a desk. Rasmussen worked from a drafting
table set against one wall. There was thus no barrier between the booming
geniality of the president of RasTech and the fastidious composure of his
guest. Mayland Long did not fed that the advantage was his.

“Then, it was not out of line for her to set herself up as a consultant—to
go free-lance?’

The big man snorted. “What else should she do? Give half her salary for a
benefits package and insurance, and the other half to Uncle Sugar? She's
gone the smart way. consulting.”

Long prodded patiently. “Even at her age, without contacts? Dr. Peccolo
believed...”

“... in Santa Claus. He doesn't like knowing a young whippersnapper he
was supposed to be teaching actually had more on the ball than he did.”
Rasmussen's furry eyebrows pulled together and his mouth pursed.

“Carlo'safriend of mine. Hurts meto say it, but he's not that good,
technically.” His voice expressed no gregt pain.

Mayland Long digested this—both the words and the manner. “Tell me,
Mr. Rasmussen. Just what did Elizabeth Macnamarado for you a FSS
which convinced you to hire her services here, in your own company?’

“Eh?” Rasmussen stopped to think. A few moments of silence leaked into



the office.

“Shedid lots of things. An interface board for teller's terminals. Z80
based. An accounts receivable package in 6502 assembler. Half a bank
Security system...”

“Half abank security system?’

Rasmussen grunted and shrugged. “We only got the contract for half.
Worksthat way alot. Maybe their guy quitsin the middle of thejob and they
don't want to train a programmer from scratch, or... Well, lots of things.
Then, let's see—she wrote a disk controller for our own use.” Rasmussen
stopped. He crinkled little eyes behind sandy lashes. It was difficult to tell
what color those eyes were.

“'Zat the kind of thing you want to know?’

Mayland Long detached his gaze from the man and swegpt it once around
the square, unsubtle room. One wall was orange; that was the one dotted
with comic clippings. One wall was stenciled with asingle, diagona black
stripe, dipping left. Against that wall stood amodel of a sailing boat, white,
gleaming, intricate, its spiky rigging echoed in the tines of a set of deer
antlers hung above. The carpet was looped in orange and green. The plastic
chair he sat on wasyellow.

Mayland Long, in hisquiet gray suit, felt like a quote taken out of
context.

“Yes, Mr. Rasmussen, that is part of it. And, since you do not have a
current address or phone number for the lady, | shall have to be satisfied
with that much.” Heroseto hisfeet.

Rasmussen heaved his own bulk off the drafting stool. “ Shelll call me
once she's settled in her new place. It always takes amonth or so to let
people know when you've moved. That'sareal problem when you're
self-employed. | know. Been there.”

He reached out to shake Mayland Long's hand. Shaking hands was aritual
Floyd Rasmussen practiced whenever he could, and somehow his guest had
begun their conversation without it. He succeeded in grabbing Long's
unresisting hand now, but there was something wrong in the gesture. This
was not the usual wrongness which accompanies shaking hands. cold, wet
palm, no strength in the grip, or too much. The hand he commandeered was
dry and warm. It held his own securely, without squeezing the knuckles
together. The wrongness was in the shape of it.

He dropped his eyes from the dusky face, but the hand had been
withdrawn. Mayland Long was speaking.

“Y ou have not asked what my interest isin Miss Macnamara. Aren't you
curious?’

Rasmussen looked up in surprise. “Your interest? Y ou're looking to use



her, right? But you weren't sure she was the engineer you needed. Peccola
gave her sort of alukewarm recommendation and you wanted a second
opinion?’

Mayland Long smiled. It was not an English smile, but a Chinese smile.
“Very close. | have need other, and am interested to know what she has been
doing. | worry | may not find her intime.” He turned to |leave.

“Wdl, | wouldn't worry,” boomed Rasmussen down the hall. “Dontt...
commit yourself to anything yet. She'll show.”

Mr. Long found himself on Mathilda Avenue, feding the even, flat,
shadeless street and the reek of traffic asarelief after the force of
Rasmussen'sjovidlity. He fingered the keys of hisown car, asmall green
Citroen. He sifted among Rasmussen's words. Gold and dross: how to tell
one from the other? Turning the ignition key, hisface meditative, he felt for
the anger he had found within himself earlier.

It was till present, and it retained the same size and shape. Good. If he
wasto be angry, Mayland Long wanted that anger to de dependable.

Today there was no buzzing robot-car on the floor of Friendly
Computers. Instead, Fred Frisch wasinvolved in alengthy discussion with a
boy who appeared both too young and too poor to have businessthere. The
subject of the dialogue was breadboards, a large assortment of which lay
scattered across the counter. At least half the display machines along the
wall were running, some throwing fantasies of color over their screens,
while others flashed words. One unit emitted a monotonous beep, beep,
beep as images of tiny rockets exploded into flame.

Mr. Long did not attempt to interrupt the conversation, but sat downin
the same chair that Martha Macnamara had graced the previous morning.
The repetitive, multi color display on the nearest video screen caught his
interest. Mayland Long's experience with computing was as extensive as the
booksin hislibrary and existed on no other level. He pressed the return key
tentatively.

The display vanished, leaving in its place alist of available gamesand
instructions for invoking them. He conjured up something called smply
Life.

The resultant display wasimpressive. Small cdlls of white grew over the
screen from dots of his placing. These expanded like lichen, and like lichen
died away inthe middle. Mr. Long grasped the mathematics of it, and also
the metaphor. His eyes watched tiny colonies grow, proliferate, compete
with one another for space, fail through mysterious inner processes, die...
Like societies of men.

It was agame he was quite familiar with, watching mankind from a
distance: civilizations, tribes, individuals... Asaways, hefelt adesireto



interfere.

He focused on one white speck, no different from any of itsfellows. It
was one of the rare stable ones, situated in asmall pulsing colony. It might
continue forever, or at least until the next power failure.

But wait—no. At the far edge of the screen asmall, odd-shaped colony
was moving sideways. A glider. It |eft the screen at the right and re-entered
from the far l€eft. Its path was going to impact the pulsar in... how many
moves?

Mayland Long worked the puzzlein hismind. He saw each move that
would bring the attacker toward the small colony. He constructed the
impact, and saw in foresight the end of that tiny dot of light, no different
from any other on the screen.

He sat motionless and watched, his eyes black, hisfaceimpassive. But a
moment before the glider intersected the stable colony, his hand struck the
keyboard of the computer, freezing the action.

“Live,” hewhispered to the dot of light.

He heard movement behind him. Frisch stood there, dangling agreen
plastic board from his nervous hands. “ Ever play that before?’ he asked.
“Life?’

Long looked around him at the empty store. “Not this...
implementation.”

“1 suppose everyone's got one,” the young man admitted. “But this one's
faster. Most of them arewritten in BASIC. Would you believe that?’

Long did not answer. He stretched out an arm, found another plastic tub
chair and pulled it into position beside hisown.

Obediently, Frisch sat. “Y ou haven't found her, | guess.”

Mayland Long smiled ruefully. “Progress has been retrograde. | have now
|ost the mother.”

Frisch stared. “Maybe she gave up and went home.”

“If shedid, sheleft her luggage behind.” Long's gesture made circlesin
theair.

“Mr. Frisch...”

“Fred.”

“Will you answer me afew more questions? | redlize you're busy and I'm
abother...”

Frisch bit hislower lip and pulled on his moustache. “I'm not busy,” he
admitted. “And | don't mind talking. But as| said yesterday, | don't redlly
know Liz.”

“These are technical questions. Y ou see, | value the breadth of your
interest. Y ou understand both methodology and persondity. | imagine you



know Floyd Rasmussen.”

“RasTech,” answered Frisch promptly, responding to the flattery with
Innocent eagerness. “1 don't know him, though. Just about him.”

“Go on, please. | know him, you see, but do not know about him.”

The young shop owner took a deep breath. “Rasmussen. He'samover.
Sharp. Not atechnical man, but agreat entrepreneur. He's made alot of
money.”

“On hisown?”’

Frisch nodded affirmation. “He's started half-a-dozen firmsin the last ten
years.”

“Then why was he working for FSSin the position of department
manager last year?’

“Oh, he'slost alot of money, too. Hislast couple of ideas went bust:
small business systems.™ Frisch began intensive demolition work upon his
moustache, his eyes puckered, staring through the blank window of his shop
at the street beyond.

“But | don't think he was personaly hurt either time—just the
stockholders. Only | imagineit's hard to find any more capita after two
Chapter Elevens.”

“Evidently he has managed,” interjected Mr. Long. He sighed and
murmured, “Interesting.

“Tel me... Fred. Why would a bank want to hire an engineer to write half
a security system?’

Therewas no hesitation in Fred'sreply. “ So the right hand won't know
what the left hand is doing. It's often done that way. Like for thelittle plastic
cards they use nowadays. Y ou know? Supposedly no one knowsthe
algorithm by which the card code is evolved out of the account number, or
the customer’ s name. That's because two programmers wrote it. Each
knows half.

“A bank'll go to alot of trouble to randomize the choice, hiring one man
on thisend of the country and onein New Y ork, taking two or even three
programmers out of different segments of the field—industry, research,
schools.”

“Have you ever been involved in such a project Fred?’

“No, not me.” He shook his head, releasing his moustache from its
duress. “That's big league stuff. They don't look for a hacker with his head
full of new ideas and his heart among the hobbyists.”

Frisch frowned as he spoke, but his eyes remained vague, reflecting the
sky through the window: detached, speculative, feeling his grievances
againgt the world only superficialy. He was very young. Mayland Long



found him interesting. His own brown eyes, watching Frisch, were anything
but vague.

“But Peccol o has done security. He contracted for one while | was at
Stanford. | remember. It was for North Bay Savings.”

Long stirred in his chair. “While you were at Stanford. That must
be—oh—two years ago, then? Y ou've not done badly, being only two years
out of school. This shop filled with expensive toys, contactsin all fields of
electronics...”

Frisch linked his hands together behind his head and cracked all his
knuckles at once, exhaling loudly through his moustache as he did so.
“Wéll, | guess not. This shop? Y eah, it's something.”

The young man got up and regarded the row of screens before him. Some
of them were dusty. Some dotted with fingerprints. He turned to the wall of
esoteric journals, and the counter filled with boxes of components, spools
of bright ribbon cable, and small chipslaid like dead roaches on their backs,
brass legs sparkling under glass. “Seems | never sell anything, though. | just
have interesting conversations.”

Long laughed at Fred Frisch and then, unexpectedly, he bowed to him,
hands together across his middle, thumbs lightly touching. “May you have
many more such,” he said, his accent shifting dightly from Oxford to the
East. “And may they be of equal value to the people with which you have
them.”

Hetook hisleave. Asthe door closed behind him, Fred Frisch leaned over
to the console and hit the return key. The program resumed, the glider
touched the small pulsing colony, and one particular dot of light went out.

No one saw who cared.

Chapter 6

There were clouds toward the north, over the city. These darkened the
rear-view mirror, while Mayland Long drove into the late afternoon sun.
They reminded him that autumn was approaching: autumn and therain.

He took a deep breath and let it out dowly. Hisleft arm lay along the sl
of the open window. His bare hand sprawled out over the dark green enamel
of the car door: too dark for the sun to burn.

Firewas Mr. Long's chosen element; he had no sympathy with therain.

Y et he knew water was preordained to win, in the end. In mans end, at leadt.
No vault or sepulcher could keep out the damp forever, and even ashes
dissolved. But if he stared at the mirror with ableak eye, driving south on



Alma Street in the dusty shade of trees, it was not such philosophical
speculation which disturbed him.

He parked out of the line of sight of anyone coming from or going
toward RasTech, and strolled down the street. Mathilda Avenue was wide
and choked with traffic. The earth around it—Ilike the entire Valey—was
flat and dry, only partialy won from desert. In Long's eyesit wasan
unworthy victory, too. The cheap concrete architecture depressed him; it
seemed to spring out of nowhere, like the sudden idea of some
not-very-imaginative child: al boxes and cylinders, not even colored with
crayon.

Each bare-fronted building had itstiny, begrudged rectangle of green and
a huge parking lot. The only other shrubbery on the street consisted of the
occasional ivy bed, and afew sapling olive trees which struggled for life at
the corner, where the words Sunnyvale Industrial Park were engraved on a
sign cut from an immense dice out of aredwood tree. RasTech itself was
featurel ess as a shoebox, except for heavy concrete buttresses aong the side
of each window and which made a sort of porch before the front entrance.

This landscape offered very little concealment to aman seeking
concea ment—especialy aman as distinctive in gppearance as Mayland
Long. Nonethel ess he concealed himsalf,- standing motionlessin the
afternoon shadows cast by the overhang of the entrance. Behind him rose the
dab wall of the building. To hisleft was the lintel of the doorway. In front
of him, further obscuring him from sight, stood a lattice overwhelmed by
mounds of Algerian ivy. His clothes were dark; so was he. The shadow
dowly grew.

People issued from the building—it was nearly five o'clock. RasTech
employees accounted for only afraction of the workers who dashed out or
paused on the walk before the door, expanding in the open air for amoment
before confronting the traffic. Long searched them al from the darkness; his
eyeswere very good.

He waited for Rasmussen, knowing he might well have along wait. He
wanted information from the president of RasTech, the last known employer
of Elizabeth Macnamara. He did not think he would obtain that information
by asking the man. He planned to follow him.

Mayland Long wastired. Save for those few hoursin the chair early in the
morning, he had been awake for three days. He was also hungry, having
neglected to eat since the previous day's lunch with Martha Macnamara.

He had no patience for the way his body clamored to be fed, two or even
threetimes aday.

Sleep, however, hetook serioudy. He liked to deep, and he would have
to dlegp tonight, or his mind would begin to fail. He told himself as much



and continued his watch.

Three women came out of the door, dressed in tight trousers, talking in
Spanish. He followed their conversation with half an ear. A man came out
alone: too thin to be Rasmussen. Then ayoung woman appeared. She let the
door dam behind her and stood hesitant on the stoop.

Shewastall and blonde, dressed in tailored navy blue gabardine. She
turned her head left and right, as though she could not remember where she
had parked her car. Mayland Long took a step out of the shadow and froze.

Beneath the smooth grace of hair, above the strong jawline, she had the
blue eyes of her mother. Shewastaler, yes. Larger of bone. Most probably
Martha Macnamara had never been this beautiful.

Nor, probably, had she ever been so quietly terrified. The face Mayland
Long saw in profile was white and sweating, concealing asick fear. The
perfect lips trembled. Seeing thisin areflection of Martha, whose listening
had pulled from him more than he had believed himsalf to know, who had
sad, “Thisisarose’ and thereby cracked dl the barriersin hislife, his
abiding anger flared. One hand clutched at the redwood grating before him.
Wood crumbl ed.

She headed for the street, her foot stumbling once on the concrete stair.
She wound through the crowded parking lot, anong cars that honked and
bulled their way toward the exits. She climbed the grass edgeway and was at
the street.

Mayland Long followed. He abandoned the shadow, fading unnoticed
through the crowd of loungers at the door. He pursued Liz Machamara at a
distance. She stopped by awhite Mercedes and stepped out to the driver's
side. Standing a distance away, he smiled, imagining Martha behind the
whed of that car. Then he turned back the way he had come.

She bolted the door behind her and leaned againgt it. Immediately the
shaking grew worse. She bit her lip until she had her body in control again.

Hearing the sound of the fountain in the courtyard, she strode over to the
living room window. With repeated thumps of the heel of her hand, she
forced the sash open.

Cool air stole into the room, smelling of water. The pampered grass of
the central court waved silver and green. There were gullsin the fountain;
she heard the smack of their wings.

Liz had heard a story about geese being used to keep watch in some
country; warning of invaders. Where was that—Greece? Would these gulls
cry out if one of the condominiums were invaded? She peered down at the
sidewalk that wound through the grass below, and at the shingles of the
wall. Finally she turned away from the window.

Mumbling to hersdlf, she pushed open the bedroom door and pulled off



her suit. This she hung on awooden hanger, with a care born out of habit.
She pulled apair of bluejeans out of the dresser drawer and put them on,
along with a French T-shirt. Then she flung hersdlf across the bed, trying to
cry. Huge, painful sobs sounded for five minutes, wracking her body, while
the bed dandled and rocked her. Abruptly she gave up the effort, for no
matter how she wailed, her eyes remained dry. She could not cry for her
mother. She could not cry for herself.

Suddenly she jackknifed from the bed. Had she heard something? For
amost aminute she stood listening. But why would they want to break in
on her? They knew the thing they wanted was not there. And they knew
better than to touch her personally.

She sighed silently. Hysteriawas no use; she had to think. She brushed her
hair back with her fingers. Her hands were large boned, her armslong. The
only thought that occurred to her was that she wanted adrink. Barefoot, she
paced into the kitchen.

She could reach the high cupboard easily. For years mother had depended
on her to fetch things like the meat chopper from the cabinet on top of the
fridge. Now her fingers closed on adusty quart bottle of Teachers and
brought it down. Setting it on the butcher-block table, she opened the china
cupboard, where the tea cups hung in rows from little hooks, and picked out
a pebble bottomed tumbler. She poured and downed the shot without
tasting; Liz didn't redlly like Scotch. She poured another and stared at it.
After five minutes she capped the bottle and headed for the sink to dump the
tumbler. She heard a step behind her.

The only thought she could muster was that the geese had |et her down.
But they weren't geese, of course. They were gulls. She swiveled and raised
her dim right arm. With excellent aim, she threw the bottle of Teacher'sat
the sound.

And stood staring at the apparition in her kitchen: an elegant, swarthy man
with black hair and agray suit, whose hand wrapped around the doshing
bottle. Who smiled and said diffidently, “Thank you. Usually | useaglass.”

Liz'slungsfilled with air, but the scream never arrived. “ Shit!” she cried
instead. “Who the hell are you?’

He stood for a moment, brow furrowed, holding the bottle of whiskey. It
was as though her question required some thought. “1 am... not an enemy.
Miss Macnamara. In fact, | am probably the best hope you have.”

“Who areyou?’ she repeated in asmall voice—achild'svoice. Then
stronger. Angry. “Who are you? Rasmussen never sad...”

“Rasmussen? No, miss. | do not represent the interests of Floyd
Rasmussen.” Camly, he set the bottle back on the table, while his eyes
followed her closdly.



Her hands clenched repeatedly. “ Then who? Where'd you come from?
How'd you get in here?’ Liz Macnamara stalked closer, stiff legged,
amazement and outrage overcoming her fear.

The man, by contrast, leaned insouciantly againg the table, rolling the
bottle from hand to hand. “My nameis Long—Mayland Long. | am sent by
your mother to find you.”

She took one more step forward, a cry escaping from between clenched
teeth. She grabbed at 'Mr. Long's deeves, caught one brown hand and held it.
“Then she'sdl right. He lied? She's not being held...”

Her words slowed and stopped, as she glanced down at the dark fingers
clutched in her own. She stared at the hand, puzzled.

Long sighed. “Sheisnot al right at al. She has vanished, and if you have
been told that she is being held somewnhere, it is probably not alie.”

Two seconds worth of hope died in the young woman's face. Without
another glance at Long, she walked into the living room and sat down on the
bright, chrome framed sofa. Jaw clenching spasmodically, she stared out the
window. He, meanwhile, made a quick circuit of the room, drawing the
drapes. Lacy panels of fiberglassfiltered the light, concealing them from the
outside and casting a pattern of brilliant squares against the stark white
walls. In the dimness Long was nearly invisible, but the woman's skin shone
like blue glass. Wind blew the drapes about, sending the dappled wall into a
star dance.

Long sat down beside Liz Macnamara. “ Elizabeth. Y our mother istaken
but she is not dead. We've got no time to brood.”

Her eyes shocked open. She stared at the strange face so close to her own.
“Oh hell!” shewhispered. “I can't believethisisredly happening.”

Herswas a strong face, smooth and |lean featured. A Viking face.
Suppressed fury sharpeneditslines. “I did thisto her... | did.”

He raised his eyebrows as he settled himself cautioudy into the
ultramodern foam sofa. “Yes, | rather think you did,” he agreed, hisvoice
terribly gentle.

He turned to her in the dimness, with no sound except the rustle of silk.
“Y ou have been playing with the big boys, Miss Macnhamara.”

These words pierced through Liz's funk. Her jaw tightened and she pulled
herself up. “What do you mean by that crack? Why shouldn't | 'play with the
big boys? “

He folded his hands on his knee and considered. “No reason at al. But in
this particular sort of game one does not call on one's mother when things
go badly. Y ou see?’

Liz Macnamara dropped her eyes. “You'reright. How can | explain? It
felt like anightmare, you see, and mother was always so good with



nightmares. My mother has the power to put perspectivesright... She's
so—so confident. | thought nothing nasty could touch her.”

Then, abruptly, her hands clenched. “Y ou can't know about this. Not
unless you're from them: from Rasmussen or Threve. But | don't know why
they sent you. What more can you want from me? I'll get the |etter
tomorrow; the banks are aready closed today.”

Mayland Long drank in this assortment of information. “Y our mother
also shifts mood like that: floats like dust in the air and then comes down
with agreat crash. | had thought this was part other spiritual attainment, but
perhaps she was born that way.”

He met the confused stubbornness in Elizabeth’ s face and sighed. Helet
his eyes wander through the starkly furnished, expensive rooms.

Liz Macnamara's home was sharp angled, glacial pale. The wallswere
neither ecru, dove nor cream but awhite so pure asto shimmer with blue.
On the bare, bleached oak floor were scattered cobalt Ryarugs, like holesin
smooth ice. On atablein the dining el rested atray of Swedish glass,
glinting smooth and colorless.

Long's brow darkened. “What can | say that will convince you? Let's
see... You don't get dong with your mother. Sheirritates you. Makes you
fed vaguely guilty. You believe she has abandoned her true lifeéswork asa
concert violinist.”

Her face remained frozen. “Y ou got that from Rasmussen. | told him all
that along time ago.”

He sighed, raised his hand to the side of his head, and scratched his ear
with one elongated finger. Liz Macnamara stared at that finger, fascinated.

“Did you tell him aso that your mother wakes every morning at fiveto
do zazen? That she appreciates the poems of John Donne? That she can
listen to... aperson... until truth comes out of him? Sometimesit'satruth
that never wastruth before?’

Liz's jaw worked. She sorted the words L ong spoke so diffidently. Her
eyes sought reassurance in hisimpassive face.

“Do you even know these things about her?’ His voice sank away.

There was silence in the room. Suddenly Liz Macnamara got up and paced
to the window. The drapes swirled about her as she peered out at the gullsin
the shower of the fountain.

“How did you get in here?’

He hesitated before answering. “ Through that window. *

“Here?’ Sheleaned out. “It's ten feet from the ground,” she accused. “ The
wall isshingle.”

He sighed, as though he were being compelled to speak on a subject he



found in poor taste. “Only the top six feet are shingle. The foundation is
brick.” He shrugged off the doubt in her eyes, obvioudy irritated. “Believe
what you will. I'm here. And I'm here for areason. As of yesterday, my goal
was merdly to locate you. Miss Macnamara. | promised your mother | would
help her. Now you must help me find her.”

Mayland Long raised himself from the couch, frowning; in the soft depths
of foam his thinking was hindered.

He strode across the room and sat down in awhite wicker chair. His back
was straight. His fingers thrust among the twisted reeds. “It istime for you
to tell me what you know,” he announced.

Elizabeth Macnamara sat in the shadowed room, looking at thewall. “I've
been robbing a bank.”

“1 guessed as much.” Hisvoice reflected adry triumph.

Her head spun toward him. Her hair made a dim halo around her face.
“You guessed? How... how did you? What kind of detective are you? From
the police?’

The complexity of her mistake amused Long, but the woman did not see
his smile. “No, miss. I'm not from the police. Y our mother didn't want to
cal the police”

Liz settled again, but wary asabird. “How did you find out, then? Do
you know how | did it?’ It was difficult to see Long in the dark. He sat very
still.

“I believe | do. Y ou wrote half of abank securities package for North Bay
Savings, while you were at FSS. What the bank did not know was that you
had assisted Dr. Peccolo of Stanford to design the other half.”

Liz shook her head violently. “ Assisted, nothing. | wrote the whole thing.
He said it would be valuable experience for me.”

“Wasit?' asked Mayland Long. Histeeth glimmered briefly.

Elizabeth let out a shuddering groan. As she turned from Long to the
window she seemed to gather the stray light around her. Outside the gulls
keened.

“Shit! Lieslead from oneto the other. That was Carlo's lie—that he had
done the system. It wasthefirst bit of rottenness in this whole mess. I'd been
dating him almost all of my second year in grad school—on the dy, of
course. Hes married. But | broke with him while | was doing the security
package. | redlized he was using me, and it just stuck in my craw, you
know?’

Long didn't answer. She continued. “And how he used me! | thought
Carlo was awizard in the beginning. My— my mentor! He said he would
take care of me, lead meto the top. | wanted to be awizard too.”



She snorted. “| was areal innocent.”

“A wizard,” Long echoed, thoughtfully. “Odd word to use in connection
with computers. |'ve dways found there to be so much... flimflam about
wizards, and | can't see how one could get away with that in computer
engineering. But perhaps that's my own innocence. At any rate, if the
masters of your art are called wizards, then I'm sure you deserve the name.”

Sherecoiled, shaking her head.

“I've heard about you from al sides. Miss Macnamara. I'm told you are
very good at what you do. And meeting you, | now know two computer
wizards.” Long chuckled at his private joke.

She fought against vanity and curiosity both. “I don't know what you
mean,” she answered, sullen. “I told you I'm not...”

“I don't mean anything,” Long murmured. “Go on. Y ou never mentioned
to anyone you had done Peccolo's work for him? Not even when you were
so—hitter?’

“He knew.” Thewordswere ahiss. Liz took two stepstoward Long's
chair, placing hersalf between him and the fading light of the window.
Though her figure was a mere silhouette against the dusk, the smugnessin
her voice was unmistakable. “| knew he knew. And he was never sure
whether | had told anyone. | let him swedt it.”

Mayland Long stirred in his chair. “ A subtle vengeance.” Her words were
dry and dispassionate. “But you told Rasmussen.”

“Yes. | had to. When Floyd assigned me the bank job last winter, | told
him why | couldn't do it. He was marvelous about it! He patted me on the
back for my integrity, and went away. | thought it was all okay, and he'd get
somebody else to write the code, but he came back the next day and said he
had no one el'se who could handle the project and the department couldn't
afford to lose the contract. And he said that the fact | told him I'd done the
other haf proved more than anything else could that | could be trusted with
the responsibility. He said the only real safeguard in life was personal
integrity. North Bay trusted FSS and FSS trusted me. We used to joke about
it, while | was blocking out the program, about the power | had over the
little sidewalk tellers: how | could make them spit twenty-dollar bills all
over Oakland at exactly twelve noon some Saturday. Now the federd
insurance agency would rise or fal by my design. How awrong branch
would send bureaucrats out of tenth-floor windows. | felt like really hot
stuff,” she whispered. “It was agreat couple months.”

Liz took the stuff of the drape in one hand. She leaned against the wall,
head drooping.

“And | designed arealy good piece of software. Nobody could have
broken it. Except me.”



One dark hand snaked out; Mayland Long turned on alamp. In the soft
yellow light Liz Macnamaralooked lovely. The length of her arms and legs
emphasized the dender fragility of her body. Her hair was like a sheet of
glass, faling over her eyes. The taut, strained hands which wrung the fabric
of the drape, however, were those of her mother, square and ordinary.

Long broke the silence. “Tell me about your father, Miss Macnamara.”

Sheraised her head. Blinked. “Why? | haven't seen himin amost twenty
years. It's not relevant to this.”

His hands wove into their characteristic steeple pattern. “| reserve the
right to ask irrelevant questions. Even impudent ones. Y ou, of course, don't
have to answer.”

“My... my father isnamed Lars. Neil Lars. | refuse to use the name. He
wasawind. Still is, probably, if he's still aive.”

“Pardon? He'sawhat?’

Liz gestured vaguely. “A wind. He plays winds. Flute, mainly, but also
piccolo, some oboe, clarinet. He ran off when | wasalittle kid. He's not
involved in this.”

“Areyour parents divorced?’ pressed Mr. Long stubbornly.

“Yes. Mother divorced him in absentia. Abandonment. Hetook al her
money when he left. She used to say it was all 'gone with thewind."

He nodded. “That seemsin character. Tell me more Miss
Mac—Elizabeth. Was your father atall man? Fair? Large boned?’

She nodded, mystified. “He was a huge, gorgeous Swede. He knew it,
too.”

“Why has your mother never remarried?’ Longs eyes caught the light
suddenly, gleaming like brass.

Liz shifted, foot to foot. “I don't know. Too busy, | guess. I'm glad she
didn't. All the men she knew were losers, and her music is more important...
Why do you ask?’

Long smiled at her confusion. I want to know everything about your
mother. It may help uslocate her. But | interrupted a very interesting story.
Y ou wrote the second half of the security program and gaveit to
Rasmussen.”

She nodded. “Then he asked to see alisting of what | had done for Carlo.
Said he wanted to see what kind of criticism the old fool had made.

“1 wasn't supposed to have one—a printout of the code—but | did. | kept
it to spite Carlo. It was amess; no structure, no comments. That's not my
style, but | was being tricky when | wrote the thing, you see, because | knew
| wasn't going to get credit for it. Carlo couldn't understand what wasinit.
No one could but me, | think. But he didn't have time to writeit over, so he



had to trust me that it worked.”

“You are subtle,” Long brokein. “And it was that incomprehensible
listing you gave to Rasmussen?”

“Yes. | told himwhy | did it that way. He loved the joke. | thought. It was
hisideato stick awrench into the program to see if anyone would notice.”

“What sort of wrench?’

Liz wandered over to the couch. She plucked up atassaled pillow and
hugged it to her. “| created a phony account number which bled the bank of
athousand dollars a month. Rasmussen said we would just sit back and
watch it get bigger and bigger until someone finally noticed. There was no
theft involved, at this point. We didn't take the money. We just let it Sit.”

“And it was never noticed?’

Elizabeth raised her eyes from the pillow. “Doug Threve noticed. He
worked for data processing a North Bay. He found the dummy account, but
he's no engineer, couldn't get to the code to find out what was going on. He
came to see Rasmussen, and | guess Floyd let the cat out of the bag.”

“Did Threve... see the humor of the situation?”

Without warning the pillow went flying across the living room. It
knocked an Escher print to the floor. “ Did he? Hell! Goddamn, we were all
such good friends! Threve, Rasmussen and Macnamara. Jolly bank robbers!”

She stood with her hands clenched uselessly inthe air.

Her hair covered her face like aveil. Mayland Long cleared histhroat.

“Herkneth, felowes, we thre been a ones, Lat ech of us holde up his hand
til oother, And ech of us bicomen otheres brother.”

These words recalled her from the tempest of her thoughts. “What did
you say?’

“I quoted Chaucer. A bad habit, quotes.”

“It sounded like Dutch.” Elizabeth shuffled across the room to the fallen
picture. There followed the plink of broken glass.

He measured her mood carefully before continuing.

“But | interrupted again. Another bad habit of mine. Am | to assume that
it was Mr. Threve'sideathat you three share the profits from this small
bloodletting of North Bay Savings? He supplied credentias for the false
account? Under whose name?’

“The namewas ImaHdller.” She spoke with distaste. “ Rasmussen picked
it—that's his kind of humor.”

“That's the name on your mailbox,” commented Long.

“Right. That's the name under which | bought this condo. Out of my
account at North Bay. I've been Ms. Heller alot, lately. Since the account is
in awoman's name, we needed awoman to make all the persond



appearances. And to take all the risks, of course, but | didn't realize that until
|ater.

“Can you believe | went dong with that?’ Her words gritted. “A name
like ImaHeler?” She stood cupping broken glassin her two hands.

Long regarded her from behind his hands. “How can | doubt you, when
you speak with such sincerity?’ He met her angry gaze and held it, smiling.

“Wéll, that was only the beginning. We emptied the account and went out
on the town. Had alot of fun. It wasn't serious then.

“| showed Threve what changes to make in the code to rake off more. We
created phony corporation accounts.”

She approached the chair where he sat, swimming in shadow. Thejagged
glassin her hands sparkled as though she were holding diamonds. “In the
past year we have pulled out of that bank two million dollars. | never
decided to do it. | was still thinking whether it was right or it was wrong and
| had doneit. | can't eventell you why!”

“Elizabeth,” said Mayland Long. “Y ou've cut your hand on the glass.”

Chapter 7

Liz Macnamarathrust one hand beneath the running faucet. The water
flowing down the drain wastinted pink. “The letter?’ she echoed. “I did that
when things began to go wrong, about a month ago.”

“How did things begin to go wrong?’ Mayland Long stood behind her in
the kitchen. Absently he hefted the bottle he had left on the table. Golden
liquid swirled about the sides. Elizabeth noticed.

“Oh! I'm sorry; I've forgotten al my manners. Can | get you adrink?’

“That's because | came in through the window. The formalities don't
apply to visitors who come in through the window.” A smile crept across
his lean features. not a Chinese smile, but avery English smile, shy and
diffident. “I believe | would like some of your excellent Scotch.” The
whiskey lapped and spattered within its confines of glass. “Isn't it lovely?”
mused Long, “like bottled sunshine. And | do usually takeit in aglassthese
days.”

“Oh God, don't remind me. | might have killed you.”

Long shook his head. “Not so easily asthat.”

Shetook the bottle from his hand, fetched another glass from the
cupboard, and filled it for her guest. This homely task brought othersto
mind.



“What about food? It's dinner time. I've got some cold barbequed chicken
inthefridge...” She opened the refrigerator door. “ And French bread. And
cake.”

“You arevery kind,” sighed Mr. Long. He eased himsdlf into a
spindle-back kitchen chair and rubbed his face with both hands. His
fingertips were hidden in his black hair. Then he sighed again and held the
Scotch up to the light in contemplation.

“This matter of the letter at the bank,” he reminded her. “When things
began to gowrong...”

The plate shelay in front of him he recognized as Arabia china, from
Finland. It was white as anorthern winter, and at its edge ran abold blue
band. Long murmured to himsdlf, “White plates and cups, clean gleaming,
ringed with blue.” The rest of the poem flashed unbidden through his mind,
until he came upon the lines “the cool kindliness of sheets, that soon
smooth away trouble; and the rough malekiss of blankets ... Seep...” His
eyes closed againg the sight of red-stained chicken and the tawny length of
bread crust.

Liz Macnamara stood attentive beside him, her own plate in her hand.
“What did you say? After you asked me about the |etter—was that Chaucer
agan?’

L ong snapped awake. “Forgive me. No, it was Rupert Brooke, and |
wasn't aware | was speaking aloud. | want to hear about the letter.” He
rubbed hisfingersinto his eye sockets, as though to punish hiseyesfor their
treachery, and blinked afew times, focusing vaguely on the chocolate cake
that sat on adoily in the middle of the table. Next to the cake lay an elegant,
formidable knife with arosewood handle and a blade five inches long.

Mayland Long was very much aware of the knife. He wondered that the
young woman would trust him so much asto leave aweapon in his reach,
when not a half hour ago she had been convinced he was an enemy. Did she
leave it there as atest, having a gun conceaed on her person? Did she
assume fatalistically that if he were going to attack her he would have
brought weapons of his own?

Long peered out of the corner of hiseye at her as she sat down: tall, hard
faced, ramrod straight. Was she the kind of cool gambler to whom the
placement of acake and a cake knife might be amove in agame of strategy?

When she had been duped by Peccolo, she had revenged hersalf quite
creditably; the professor was still stinging from that. Long knew from
personal experience. Y et within ayear of that episode, she had alowed
hersalf to be manipulated and badly used by Rasmussen. A smile twitched
across Long's features. He saw Liz Macnamara as an eaglet, itsfirst
pinfeathers protruding through the coat of down. She was half pathetic, half



dangerous, awkward and breakable at this stage in her life but promising
power to come. That was, of course, if she survived.

And her survival had become Long's responsibility, somehow. He
watched her and wondered what it would be like to be the father of achild.

She began to speak. “ There's going to be an audit. Next week. Threve got
scared. | don't know why; he'd been telling me al aong that he could keep
us bulletproof. Anyway, instead of laying low, they started tapping the bank
really heavily. No moreindividual withdrawals. It was al dipping into the
corporation accounts. Hundreds of thousands of dollarsat atime. And daily.
| complained. | said they were making sure we couldn't survive the audit.
And Rasmussen said then | ought to kegp my mouth shut, because my part
was done. Ima Heller wasn't necessary any more. And he said it wasn't any
fun having anagging broad around.” She finished the sentencein steely
composure. The chicken wing in her hand snapped in two. “Floyds dways
been awalking pork roast!”

Immediately she shot aguilty look at Long. “I'm sorry. | didn't mean to
offend you.”

“Why would | be offended?’ he replied. “I too have noticed the porcine
element in Mr. Rasmussen's physiognomy. And character. On top of that he
has an unpleasant laugh. Pray continue.”

“Wdl, | wrote thisletter and left it in my safe deposit box. Explaining al
I'vetold you. | gavethe key to Ellie Haig, of Surber and Haig. She's my
lawyer. | call her every Monday, to check in. If | should missacall she opens
the box, where | |eft the letter in an envelope addressed to the police.”

“1 see. And you told Rasmussen about it.”

“It was my trump card. | thought he couldn't touch measlong as| had
that letter.”

Long nodded. He tore a sheet from the roll of towels and fingered it
absently. “It seems a sound idea. Why did you fed it necessary to call your
mother?’

“I wasfrightened!” She shuddered. “As soon as | mentioned the | etter,
Threvegot... ugly.”

Neat black eyebrows shot up. “Y ou could have smply left town.”

“And wound up in prison, as soon as they audit the bank. 1'm the obvious
suspect. | mean, as soon as the police squeezed Carlo, he would squeak.
Then it would all be over for me. Not Doug or Floyd, just me.

“Oh, | should have gone to the police mysdf, | know. Confessed the
whole thing,” she saidinarush. “But | kept hoping | would find away to
make it right, first. I haven't spent that much of the money, you see—not
like Floyd, who bought ayacht, or Doug with his Cessna and constant
partying—and by working afew years| could makeit up. I'm afraid of going



to prison.”

“You don't sound like a person who is afraid,” remarked Long.

Stern blue eyes met his. “I know. | don't know how to show I'm afraid.
Never have. | can be scared green about something—Iike now—and | come
across as pissed off.”

Liz scowled, tearing skin from the bone of the wing. “ Sorry if my
language bothersyou. | can't think straight.”

“No sort of language bothers me,” he answered, “unlessit'sdull. But you
looked quite frightened. Miss Macnamara, thefirst time | saw you.”

“In the kitchen? Well you spooked the sh—you redlly startled me, there.”

“No. I first saw you outside Rasmussen's office, about an hour ago. |
followed you home.”

She stared a moment. “What were you doing at RasTech?’

His answer came dowly, asfinger by finger, he toweled the grease from
his hands. “| was standing in the shrubbery, waiting for events. | expected the
evening would produce Floyd Rasmussen. Instead, it has produced you.
That was a change for the better, Elizabeth.”

“Liz. And if | looked bad, the reason wasthat Floyd had just told me
Threve had picked up my mother, and if | didn't go with him to the bank
tomorrow morning”

Liz paused and took a deep breath. Her hands clenched together, blotched
salmon and white. “They'd kill her.”

Long's brown face remained impassive. He looked down at the remains of
the medl. “Tomorrow morning,” he said, and sighed. “I didn't know we had
so little time.”

“How did you think your mother's presence would neutralize amajor
felony, not to mention two mgjor felons?’ His words were mild—merely
curious, and he did not look at Liz Macnamara as he spoke.

“If you knew my mother you wouldn't ask that question. But | didn't
expect her to... neutralize the crime. | just wanted her to know al about it
before | gave up and went to the police. | knew sheld stand by me. At first |
was going to fly to New Y ork and talk to her, but | had a hunch that my
leaving town would put the wind up Floyd and Doug, and they'd be gone
when | went to the police. That would have taken alot of the impact out of a
voluntary confession, you see. If it was found that my partners had already
run out on me.” The young woman shivered. “When | called Mother last
week | didn't know what—monsters—those two were.”

“Not monsters, Elizabeth,” he murmured. “Merely thugs.”

“Anyway, | decided that if | were going to dump the bad news on Mother,
I'd treat her aswell as | could in the process. It was kind of silly, redly,



because my mother doesn't care whether she deeps on satin pillows or
gunny sacks. Maybe | did it for my own sake, to salve my conscience, but |
sent Mother two thousand dollars and told her to fly out first class. | made a
week's reservation at the fanciest hotdl | could find. In the City, | mean, not
down here. | didn't want her too close to Floyd or Doug. | told her that | had
totak to her. | didn't tell her | was afraid.”

“You didn't haveto,” said Mayland Long. The gentleness of hiswords
caught her attention and she stared at him.

Food and drink had worked their magic on Mr. Long. His face flushed
gold. His eyes glistened with lights of the same color. Hisleft hand arced
out in an involuted gesture, as though he followed threads in atapestry only
he could see. She followed his motion.

“Your mother can read signsintheair,” he said. “Thewindstalk to her.
She knew there was something very wrong with you and that iswhy she...
let me help her find you.” He let his gesture hang inthe air. His eyes saw
memories: ablue dress, ablue eye.

Liz Macnamaras eyes percelved an odd and unexpected beauty in the
man's words and in the man. She blinked away the tears that terror a one had
not brought forth.

He rose with boneless grace. His eyes were narrowed. He was thinking,
Liz Macnamara stared up at him. “Where did she find you?”

“On ashdf,” heanswered, preoccupied. “1 owe my involvement in your
trouble to that gift you sent Marth—your mother.”

She shook her head, not comprehending how a few thousand dollars
could command the man before her. “Just get Mother away from those two
and I'll work therest of my lifeto pay you. I'll give anything. Do anything.”

He became aware she was speaking. His gold eyes searched her face,
puzzled, not following her words. A huge yawn caught him unaware. He
shot aglare at the bottle, and he leaned one elbow on the refrigerator door.

“All | need,” he said, “isadark corner. And | only need it for afew
hours.”

“Y ou need what? Why?’

He yawned again. “Because I'm tired. Too tired to think properly. It has
taken anumber of daysto find you, Elizabeth, and | haven't dept much in
that time. | have work to do tonight. It isatask important to our purpose,
and best accomplished after nightfall. Between then and now...” He stepped
forward, resting his hand on the back other chair, “1 must deep. And since
haven't the time to drive to my roomsin San Francisco, | am asking you to
put up with me.”

“Of course.” Liz Macnamara pushed herself away from the table. “But
not in acorner. Please. Give me a minute to straighten up the bedroom.”



Dropping a rumpled paper towe into the wastebasket, she |eft the room.,

He stared at the bed in horrified fascination. “I... | have heard of them, of
course, but...”

Elizabeth dropped ahand to the undulating mattress, as though quieting a
huge beast. “It'sjust awaterbed. It's really comfortable. Not cold at al.”
Seeing his expression unchanged, she half-smiled. “Don't be afraid.” Sheleft
him, closing the door behind her.

He was dubious but also very weary. Mr. Long undressed, folded his
clothes, and gave himself to the embrace of the waves.

Liz spent the next two hours seated at the kitchen table. Her mind raced
wildly, without traction. At nine she cracked the bedroom door to wake Mr.
Long. The vertical thread of light happened to fall over the form on the
sheets. He was bronze, like a statue, and his skin appeared astight to the
body and as hard as the finish of a bronze statue. He lay sprawled with the
dramatic indifference of astatue, a'so. One arm was tossed up in line with
the lean torso, and the back-tilted head repeated the angle. The other arm, the
left arm, was flung outward, and the fingers grasped air. There was passion
in the pose: passion and aquality of abandonment quite foreign to the
presence who had shared her meager dinner.

And it was this attitude, more than the fact that the deeper had thrown off
the sheet and lay naked in the light, which impelled Liz Macnamarato close
the door again and knock.

“Thank you,” Mr. Long said, stepping out of the door fully clothed. “I'm
surprised. | didn't really expect to fall adeep on that contrivance.”

He glanced behind him at the digital clock, which shoneits red numbers
slently beside the bed. He fet in his pocket for keys. “Please do me one
more favor. | need addresses for both Rasmussen and Threve.”

Her first attempt at areply choked her. “Do you need to see them?
Tonight?’

“1 do. But it is not necessary for either of the gentlemen to see me. | want
someone to lead me to your mother. Miss Macnamara. It has to be tonight.”

She took astep forwards. “I'll cometoo.”

Long frowned. “It has taken me three daysto find you, Elizabeth. If | lose
you again...”

“Youwon'. | want to go with you. | can't take Sitting here alone.” She
was two inchestaller than Long. Her frosty eyes bore a challenge. “Why
should you go out and | stay here?’

“1 think it likely Rasmussen or Threve will call to check up on you
tonight. If you are not home they may think you have abandoned your
mother and run off. Or they may believe you are out to work them mischief,
asindeed you would be. Either way | think they will react by killing their



hostage.”

LiZ's teeth ground together, but she made no answer. Instead she
blundered about in adesk drawer for paper and pencil.

As she wrote she was speaking. “ There. Rasmussen livesin Santa Clara.
Big house: he used to be married. Threve has an apartment. | drew maps.”

He took the paper and looked at it for twenty seconds. Then he put it
down. “Burnthis,” he dictated. “And close your address book. Under no
circumstances must your colleagues find out you've seen me.”

Liz Macnamarawas staring at Long's shirt. Her eyes held sudden doulbt.
“You're going burgling like that?’

His left eyebrow rose. “What exactly do you mean, Elizabeth, 'like that?

“That shirt amost glows in the dark.”

Inspiration hit Liz Macnamara. Inspiration and the memory of avery thin
dark body on the bed. “Wait here,” she commanded. “Don't go away.”

She returned in two minutes, to find Mr. Long sitting obediently where
she had left him. Instead of jeans she was wearing amint green satin
dressing gown. Green was a color that suited her very well.

She carried abundle. “Here,” she announced. “These are... more
appropriate, | think. The sweatshirt is gray, and blue jeans don't stand out in
the dark.”

Herose and said “No.” He said it with great authority.

“Yes. It'smy mother,” shereplied.

His face was unyielding.

“What if you haveto climb afence? What if you haveto run? If Threve
or Rasmussen catch up with you and shoot you, or hit you on the head or
something—well that's a pretty high price for both of usto pay for your
vanity.”

“Vanity?’ echoed Long. His eyesflashed yelow.

“Vanity,” sheinssted, as the clothes dipped from her arms and tumbled
to the floor. “ Please. For my mother's sake.”

Mayland L ong folded before the urgency in her voice. “Y ou are so much
like your mother,” he sighed, stooping to retrieve the outfit. “And ... | am
not at al what | was at the beginning of the week.

“They will not fit,” he predicted, as he vanished again into the bedroom.

“They dofit,” she crowed in triumph.

“I admit it,” replied Long. Hewas avery different seeming man, in faded
jeans and a sweatshirt.

He did not look so old, since age generally follows on tailoring. He did
not look so terribly well bred, since class follows the same rules. Most



obvioudly, he did not look half as self-satisfied as he had before.
His left hand pulled at his right deeve, which was too short for hisarms.

“I think you look finel” she stated, surveying all she had doneto Mr.
Long. “And now there's nothing white about you.

“Oh! I'm sorry.”

He laughed. His teeth denied her words. “What would you have done had
| had the coloring of Mr. Rasmussen? Or your own fairness,” he added, his
gaze hated on the young woman's face.

“Shoe polish,” shereplied, smiling for the first time since he had met her.

He transferred hiswallet to his jeans pocket. “Ah! While | remember,
Elizabeth.”

“Liz”

“Liz. Yes. You are supposed to surrender that |letter tomorrow. Don't.
Create a copy and give Rasmussen that.”

“That can't work. | thought of it already Rasmussen knows | wrote the
letter on an 8080 text processor at RasTech. | can't get back to copy it
without being seen.”

He was stopped by this, and stood motionless for half aminute. “Then |
have to return by dawn tomorrow. If | haven't found your mother yet, I'll
have a copy of that letter for you to surrender.”

“How will you do that?’

“I'll print one,” he replied confidently.

“You... know how to use the system?”’

His gesture was reassuring. “ That's no problem. But if dawn comesand |
fall to show...”

“No!” she cried out. Then she spoke more reasonably. “What do | do if
you fail to show?’

“Go to the police.”

“But they'll kill her! Threve said if the police showed up anywhere
around...” She put her hand to her mouth and bit down, so that she would
not start shaking again.

Mayland Long stepped closer. One hand against her yellow hair pulled her
head gently to his shoulder. He could fedl her body tremble. Slowly and
clearly he whispered in her ear. “Elizabeth, these men intend to kill your
mother. Only if thereis no one left alive who knows, can they escape
suspicion.”

The trembling died away. She mumbled something that waslost into the
fabric of Long's shirt.

“1 didn't hear that,” he whispered, suddenly conscious of her hair against
his face and her warm, moist breath on his neck.



Liz Macnamaratook one step back and stood done. “I said | know. They
intend to kill mother as soon asthey can kill me. And they'll do that as soon
asthey havetheletter. I'm not even sure she's aive now. | asked to hear her
voice and Floyd said later.”

“She'salive,” said Long. “I'm sure of it.”

She didn't ask him to explain his certainty. “But what shall | do till you
come back? To help, | mean.”

He smiled. “ Seep, if you can. If not, then drink Scotch. Or pray. Survive
inyour own way; | can't know what's best for you, Elizabeth.

“'Til morning,” he concluded, bowing dightly. He flicked off the light
and pulled wide the courtyard window. Cold mist from the fountain blew in
with the breeze. There was no sound from the gulls adegp in the grass.

Chapter 8

Martha M acnamara awoke with amiserable aching nose. It felt asthough
It had been stuffed for two weeks straight. Her hands were cramped; she
must have been lying on them. There was something else bothering her as
well; it took her afew confused minutes to figure out what that was.

“Oh!” shecried out. “I have to go to the bathroom.” She opened her eyes,
and the results were so unpleasant she closed them again. The ceiling had
looked s0 ugly, and it swept by with unsettling speed. The spinning celling
was mere dizziness, of course, like the time she had had her wisdom teeth
pulled. And the ugliness must be aresult of nausea; dizziness and nausea
always went together.

But why was she nauseated? Why dizzy? And why couldn't she place that
celling she had glimpsed, with its acoustic tile and round fluorescent lights?

Where was she? Where should she be?

Not at home; her own ceiling was plastered, with acrack throughiit like a
lightning bolt, and the fixtures wore white paper lanterns. Besides, Martha
knew she was not at home, she was staying at the James Herald Hotel.
Which did not look anything like this. Those ceilings were arched, and the
picture moldings were impressively Corinthian.

Shefelt so awful that maybe she wasin ahospital. Yes. She had passed
out on the street. Someonein ablack car had spoken her name...

And now shejust had to go to the bathroom, dizzy or not. She pulled her
eyes open.

How very odd. She was stretched out flat on atable. Brightly colored
lengths of wire were wrapped around her wrists, tying them together in front



of her.

“Qut that door and to the left,” said avoice. She searched for the speaker.

He sat sprawled in awhite director's chair, amidst a clutter of magazines.
He was a small man whose dark hair was carefully dicked back and curled
about the ears. He wore awine-red shirt which hung open, reveaing agold
medallion. His belt was wide and black, histrousers white. His voice
matched his appearance perfectly.

Marthatried to Sit up; it was a hopel ess effort.

“I can't do anything without my hands.”

He stared insolently and flung another magazine to the floor. He lounged
across the barren room toward her. In his hands were black steel dikes, he
snipped through the skinny windings on her wrigts.

“Try torun and I'll break your leg,” he said, as she dipped off the wooden
table. “ There's nowhereto go, anyway.”

He was quite correct. Thetall, barnlike room had no windows and only
two doors. One of the two was green metd. It had akey lock and ahole
beneath where the doorknob had once been. The other door stood open, and
as Martha passed through it, leaning on the doorsill for support in her
vertigo, she saw that it led through a short hall to two other doors. One of
them was identical to the door in the large room, except that it had a knob
on it. The other door was wood.

She turned the knob on the green door. It was locked. “Other door,” came
the voice behind her. It was anasty voice, the sort of voice which might
make achild cry, hearing it say “other door” in that sneering fashion. It was
the sort of voice that would want to. Martha turned and passed through the
wooden door.

“You are very mistaken in this,” repeated Martha. “No one | know has
more than four hundred dollarsin the bank.”

“Theless| hafta say, the better off you'll be,” grumbled her captor, as he
rummaged around on the floor. He had leafed through all his magazines
while his prisoner was unconscious, not reading them, but reading the
captions on al the pictures and spoiling the interest of them, and so now had
nothing to read.

“You've said that twice in the last hour, and you must know by now it
doesn't shut me up.”

Heraised hiseyes. “Lessyou say, happier I'll be,” he added.

Mrs. Macnamara sat only afew feet from hischair. A smal pile of
discarded magazines kept her from the chill of the floor. Her feet were
folded on her thighsin the full lotus posture. She had spent alarge part of
the day in this position, and now daylight was fading from the crack beneath
the green door. Had it been just one day since thetrip to the Valey and the



lunch in the tea shop with Mayland Long?

She remembered the car, and how a man had leaned out, smiling, and
taken her hand. She remembered the open door. The yank on her arm. The
hankie with its operating-room stink.

That was how she got her nose burned, she decided. Ether, or chloroform,
or whatever.

Had no one seen this? Where was Mayland? He'd been right beside her.,
He just found that flower, and given it to her. So very romantic, but silly,
too, in hisdignified, amost pedantic manner. Had they snatched him too?
Had they killed him? The thought was unbearable.

And what about Liz? A spasm of fear nearly cut off Mrs. Macnamaras
breathing. Liz was the hub around which all this mystery revolved. Though
Martha M acnamara pleaded ignorance of the affair, pretending to assume
she was being held for ransom, she knew that her capture wastied in with
her daughter'strouble. Oh Liz, Liz! What had she done to hersalf?

And what aslly grief it would be to her to find that her mother was
kidnapped, just because she had called her for help. Or that her mother was
dead.

The floor glinted with brass snippets. Huge soft dust kittiesrolled
ponderously whenever the man threw amagazine.

Except for the table on which Martha had awakened, a dirty white
refrigerator, and the director's chair—al so white, also dirty—the room was
empty. No sound leaked in from the outside world.

Marthafelt despair well up from her chest to her throat. Shelet it Sit
there, paying attention to her breathing instead.

Thefirst drops of rain spattered against the windshield. Long had been
expecting them since the wind turned from the north. The wet air summoned
ahost of visonsto his mind—the bare, black cliffsin the rocks above
Taipal. Old eyes filmed with blue, and a mouth of bad teeth, rudely
laughing. Laughing at him, while the rain came down. He shook his head
against these inchoate memories.

The freeway was quiet, at 9:45 on this Thursday evening, but it was
treacherous with the first rain of the season. He kept the speedometer
hovering around seventy-five. The neon signs of bars and cheap motels
gparkled by, diffracted in each clinging drop.

He believed that Marthawas not dead. He believed this strongly, but it
gave him no feeling of security, because it was a belief not under his
control. If suddenly that belief went out, like a candle—a candlein the
rain...

He hit a pothole, skidded across the lane and recovered automatically. His
conviction that Marthawas aive was not afedling like his anger, which he



could test and find durable. It was rather agift from outside, and Long had
never trusted gifts.

Pink billows of oleander filled the median strip. Long's thoughts drifted
to Liz Macnamara. Herelived hisinterview with her: her courage and her
terror, her sudden shifts of mood, the remarkable concessions he had found
himself making to her.

She was like her mother, yes, but much stormier. And at the same time,
more fragile. He remembered her head on his shoulder, her hair against his
face. He was disturbed, not by the incident, but by hisreaction to it.

But mankind had always been like that, turned off its course by a step, by
the turn of amouth, by a covert glance, or scented hair. Should he be any
different? His teeth ground together as he considered; was he any different?
He was aone with the hiss of Wet tires on wet concrete.

He turned off both engine and lights on Dover Park Avenue, and he
coasted to a stop by the curb.

The world was gray and insular, filled with rain. His excellent hearing
listened for more. He heard televisions. The thin voice of public
entertainment floated from house after house as he walked. The same two
speakers, repeated endlessly. No conversation. No music.

Rain beaded on his heavy black hair and in his eyelashes. It was not so bad
to be wet, while the weather was warm.

Rasmussen's neighborhood was new; it lacked streetlights. Mr. Long
passed down the street invisibly, the sound of his footsteps swallowed by
therain.

The house took shape from the grayness. It sprawled on alow hill, set on
acorner alittle apart from its neighbors. A board set on a spike by the street
announced the address.

The doping yard had been sodded quite recently. The scars between the
strips had not healed; they bled red clay. No garden, outcrop nor tree
interfered with the sweep of lawn to the house. The doorway was flat
against the wall of the house, and that wall itself was white stucco. The
windows were dim, but somewhere within the shell of the house at least one
light was lit. Gazing along the prospect of the sidewalk, his sigh melted into
that of therain.

The back of the house was much like the front, except that from there the
light was brighter.

Mayland Long squatted down, resting his palms on the glistening
sidewalk. For thirty seconds he tested the silence. Then he stepped onto the
grass.

Thethick plush of root and blade was reassuring, almost intoxicating to
his hands as he half-crawled up the dope toward the house. Fearing his



silhouette against the bright wall he lowered himsealf flat upon the grass and
began adow circuit of the house.

Thewall he had approached was broken by five windows. The middle one
was frosted glass. obvioudly the bathroom. Three of the others weretall
framed and clear. Bedrooms? The one at the rear of the house emitted a
faint yellow glow. It was wider than the rest. He guessed it to be the kitchen.

Thiswall faced aside Street, and beyond, alow growth of scrub which
had stolen back land the builders had ravaged and left. He stood, peering
through the rain runneled glass of the rightmost window.

It was a bedroom, but unused by the look of it. The mattresson its
Harvard frame lay gleaming in the night. A small bureau stood againgt the
far wall. No mirror. Once it had been aboy's room, perhaps.

The window frame was new, and bore a bolt lock. He looked beyond the
window and through the room, to where a door stood open, revealing a hal
with staircase. Across the hall from the bedroom door was the living room.
He caught his breath with asmall, satisfied sound. On the far side of the
parlor, against the opposite wall of the house, stood a pair of french doors.

He dropped once more to the ground and began to crawl toward these.

Beneath the kitchen window he paused to listen. There was no television
to be heard. No movement at al. A cat murred once, perhaps next door.

When he came to the patio which opened out from the french doors he
took off his shoes, and wiped the mud from his hands onto the grass.
Neither the knees of hisjeans nor the front of his sweatshirt had gotten
muddy.

He stood at last, examining the parlor from around the edges of bright
print curtains. The furniture was all a set: of pine, heavy and crude. Some
pieces of it still wore strips of bark. The head of a deer hung on the left hand
wall, itsidiot gaze fixed on the stones of the fireplace. Beneath it stood a
spindle-sided magazine rack, empty.

The door was locked with a bolt like that on the bedroom window. But
the door was made of small panes of glass held in place by wooden
mullions. With his fingertips he peeled one of these strips away, and then
another. After the third minton was removed, arectangle of glass dipped
into his hand. He reached in and did back the bolt.

He stood dripping in the silent room. It was warm in the house, and as he
ran his hand through his head, releasing a spatter of drops, he realized that
his few hours deep had not sufficed. He was still weary.

And he had so much to do. Since it seemed Rasmussen was not receiving
this evening, he had to gain what information he could from the house itself.
He needed to find the address of the place where Marthawas being held. He
needed to find it tonight, before Threve and Rasmussen got their hands on



what they thought was LiZz's | etter, and both women's lives became
superfluousto their plans.

If he could not find the information here, then he must go to Threve's
apartment and try again. But that would require time and risk. He felt
pressured on both counts,

He began with the room he was in, working with quick eyesin the
dimness. The barbaric furniture held few drawers or hiding places. The
mantel was bare. Rasmussen's house seemed much neater than his office.
Perhaps the man had a housekeeper.

A sharp hiss announced that he was not alone in the room. He swiveled
from the waist, very fast, to confront the outrage of a startled white cat,
which stood frozen on the stairs, tail stiff and bristling. It snarled at the
intruder and lifted one snowy forepaw, displaying its armament.

For an instant cat and man faced one another, thelean rigidity in the
posture of the one reflected in that of the other. Then the man relaxed. He
sank down on one knee and averted his eyes. A throaty trilling filled the
room: a soft, comfortable cat-sound.

Thethrashing of the cat'stail subsided. Pink-rimmed ears unfolded. The
white cat stalked closer.

Long centered his small noise degper in histhroat. It became apurr. It
ceased. Asthe cat reached him, he extended his hand—fdlt it butted by the
blunt, white skull.

“I have no argument with you, little warrior,” he whispered, as brown
eyeslost themsalvesin green.

At that moment the room was blasted with light. The white cat leaped
straight into the air as Mayland Long spun about and froze, staring straight
down the barrel of atwenty-two rifle. It might have been the cat that hissed.

Marthawanted to ask the fellow about Mr. Long, but it was possible the
kidnapper hadn't noticed Long, and any mention of her comjpanion might
imperil him. Liz, she assumed, was already neck-deep in this.

The man in the red shirt was peering into the ancient refrigerator that
stood against one wall. Martha noticed he had a dust mark on the seat of his
white trousers shaped like an upside-down heart. There was arattle of beer
cans.

Sheredized shewasvery thirsty. “Can | have abeer?’ she asked.

“No,” hesaid, surly. He didn't look at her.

This small nastiness roused her. “Why the hell not? Y ou've got awhole
Six pack.”

“They're mine. | don't want to waste them.”

Hearing these words, Marthafelt a cold certainty that the little man



intended to kill her.

Shewas afraid of dying. She believed anyone who claimed not to be was
either aliar or had never been close to death. But her fear was of
manageable size; she could endureit.

If Liz wereto die, however, at the age of twenty-four, bright and strong,
having known so much hardship and so little fun in her short life... Martha
knew that she herself was being kept prisoner as bait in some sort of trap for
her daughter. She refused to be so used. She would diefirst. Or kill.

Settling again into the lotus pose, her bound hands resting on her lap, she
stared about her a the dirty, depressing room, empty asadry skull. Thelittle
kidnapper returned to his chair, a bottle sweating in his hand. He belched
loudly.

It was hard to believe that just yesterday (or was it now the day before?)
she had sat across the table from Mayland Long, the two of them pretending
that the world was essentially civilized and had been created for the sake of
play. Theirs had been expensive play, too. She recalled the dazzling
chandeliers of the James Herald Hotel. She recalled Mayland Long's strange,
mutable eyes.

Better to die tonight, having known him, than to have died aone last
week in New Y ork, in the August stink and hedt.

And evenif shedied tonight. Even if he were already dead... the fact that
he had lived and been who he was. e egant, diffident, kindly, with hisfunny
hands and gorgeous rich voice. That meant something. That they had met
meant something, too: dying now could not erase that.

Martha's thoughts sank to the bottom of her mind, leaving it attentive and
quiet. The kidnapper stared at her with distrust upon his features. Her
stillness frightened him.

Chapter 9

“Why, it'sMr. Long,” boomed Rasmussen, smiling hugdly. “What a
surprise! And looking like something the cat dragged in.”

He received no answer. “ Couldn't you guess I'd have an darm system
rigged up in this house?’

Long was amoment in replying. “I didn't take that into consideration, Mr.
Rasmussen. | confess I've underestimated you.” Wet, ill-dressed and
preternaturally cam, he regarded the threatening gun.

“May | stand up?’
The big blond stared over the scope sight. At arange of ten feet, the sight



was more of a hindrance than ahelp.

“Why not?’ He moved back afew steps, to prevent Long from dipping in
beside the gun barrel. “ And then you can tell me what you're doing in my
house. Besides breaking the law, of course.”

Mr. Long climbed to hisfeet. His movements reflected the stiffness of
age. “We both know very well,” he began, “that | am looking for Elizabeth
Macnamara.”

“1 told you yesterday | don't know where sheis.” Rasmussen'svoice
sharpened.

Long'sremained quiet. “Obvioudy | did not believe you yesterday.”

Therifle moved ahit, as Rasmussen perfected his aim. Through an effort
of will. Long kept his eyes not on the trigger, but on Rasmussen's ruddy
face.

“Obvioudy.” Rasmussen was slent for amoment as he considered the
situation. Then the mask of amiability disgppeared from hisface. Long saw
and understood.

“Whatever pay you got, buddy, it wasn't enough.” muttered the blond.

“Did you call the police when the darm sounded?’ Long stalled, shifting
his weight to one foot. “Or do you plan to present them with afait
accompli: the corpus of one aging burglar.”

The muzzle of the gun followed his movement efficiently. “I haven't
caled yet,” mumbled Rasmussen. “Maybe | will later. | haven't decided
what's the cleanest way out of this.”

Rasmussen found his grin again and put it on. “Y ou know, fella, you're
totally in the wrong, being found in my living room like this. In the legal
sense, | mean.”

Mayland Long lifted his eyebrows; his eyes were opague. “The legd
sense? Would you care to discuss others?’

The smile stuck to Rasmussen's face, quiteirrelevant. “You put mein
thisposition,” he growled, hisfull cheek against the black metal of therifle.
“And now | haveto dothis. | really hateit.”

He breathed in dowly, then let half the breath out and pulled the trigger.

Therifle coughed, but Long was not standing before it. Rasmussen's
exhaation had been as much of asignal as the dark man needed. He moved
with the abruptness of astartled lizard, sideways, sailing three feet above the
carpet, and he vanished up the sairs.

Rasmussen cursed and followed. On the landing he hesitated, peering into
the unlit reaches above. His left hand fumbled in histrouser pocket with a
clip of twenty-two shorts.

The second floor of the house was asingle large chamber, originaly an



attic. At each gable end were semicircular windows of leaded glass. The
only other openings were skylights, set high in the roof. In the center of the
floor stood a velvet couch and loveseat. Against the wall was aheavy liquor
bar of oak and brass. Beneath the far wall, under awindow gleaming red and
gold, sat an enormous pedestal bed. A comer of the room to the right of it
had been enclosed to create the bathroom.

Long took thisall in as he leaped out from the stairwell. The bathroom
was atrap: no way out. The bar might conceal him, but its confinement
would also hold him helpless. The carpet was white plush. With the lights
on, Mr. Long would stand out like a sparrow in the snow.

The lack of windows was the worst part of it; there was no escape from
this place. He heard Rasmussen's feet upon the stairs.

There was a small door set into the left-hand wall. It was less than four
feet high and very narrow. He darted toward it, pausing only to plunge his
fingersinto the dryboard of the wall and yank out the light switch.

In the still darkness behind the wall he picked hisway. This triangular
space had no flooring; support beams alternated with soft, treacherous strips
of insulation. He sank again to hands and feet and crawled away from the
entrance.

The passage ended above the stairwell. It turned no comers. There was no
exit. He turned around and waited.

Rasmussen's progress was unmistakable; Long could hear the weight of
his passing in the creak of the support beams. He stood above the stairs, put
his hand to the wall and cursed aloud. Therifle shifted againgt the man's
shoulder, Rasmussen, too, began to wait.

Mr. Long was no claustrophobe. This musty hole comforted him, and he
weighed his aternatives.

Up until now his choices had been forced. He had headed for the tairs
because they were dark. Had the rifleman been fool enough to stand closer
to hisintended victim. Long would have gone for his attacker. Asit was, he
had had to dink into this blind hole, lacking other conceal ment.

But hisenemy was at asmall disadvantage, now, with no light available
except that of the drizzling heavens. If he attempted to pursue Long behind
the wall, this disadvantage would become severe. If Rasmussen ssumbled
into the darkness, the game would belong to Long.

The biggest danger was that the man might find some sort of light. But it
was doubtful he kept aflash in the master bedroom, and if he went
downstairs to fetch one, that would give Long valuable time.

Time not to escape this house but to change the balance of power.

Old ingtincts awoke in Long's memory: old and no longer quite familiar.
He knew what it was to hunt. He a so remembered, though lesswell, what it



was to be hunted. Hislips shrank back from his teeth.

Rasmussen put his back to thewall. He was very close. Long, hearing the
scrape of hisshirt, considered breaking through the flimsy wall. and taking
Rasmussen by the throat. He decided against this because it was more
important to question the rifleman than to kill him.

Rasmussen edged by. Eight feet from the small door he stopped. The
muted smack of atwenty-two cartridge cut the silence. Another. Rasmussen
was methodically piercing the shadows with bullets.

One shell buried itsdlf in the wall behind the bar. One cracked tile. One
glanced off metal and sang down the stairway.

And then five bullets in quick succession dammed through the flimsy
panels of thelittle door. The smell of powder cut into the air. Rasmussen
inserted anew clip. The door wasjerked open.

Standing just outside, Rasmussen shot diagonally into the corridor, first
|eft, then right. Long dared not move,

Then the gunman stepped off the floor, giving hisweight hesitantly to a
beam.

A shot into the wall behind Long sent a shower of ' powder around his
head. Rasmussen raised the barrel of the gun above his head and brought it
down on the other side of the narrow passage. He fired and turned again.

Long moved toward him. His face was only inches above the insulation,
fineasangd hair.

This methodical attack was origina and deadly. Long had depended on
fear of discovery to make his opponent stingy with hisfire. But the spit of
thisrifle was hardly louder than the pre-recorded violence emitted from the
TVsaong the street. It would be lost in the rain. If this continued, he would
inevitably be hit.

But there was aweakness in Rasmussen'’ s strategy; he had to divide his
time between the left and right passage. During those moments Long
crawled toward Rasmussen.

The air sparked by hisleft ear. The noise of the shot was deafening. Then
Rasmussen turned and he was free to move. Therrifle swung back and Long
froze again. Twice more and he would be able to touch Rasmussen. The
bullet hit Long in the right shoulder and smashed his collarbone. Passing
through flesn it buried itself in the wooden frame post beside him. White
teeth flashed in dumb shock.

He felt hisright hand dide from its grip on wood. It caught against
splinters asit fell, and cameto rest finally in the bed of insulation. The arm
was usdaless; it had been taken from him and replaced with afocus of
astounding pain.

Instinct alone kept Long quiet. He shifted hisweight to the left and



brought hisright leg forward. He had no choice but to attack now, before
Rasmussen had time to turn and fire again: little hope, but no choice. Long
lifted himsdlf from the beam and stood swaying. M easuring the distance, he
crouched to spring.

But Rasmussen stood motionless, hisrifle pointed at the ceiling. His head
wastilted, listening.

Long heard the noise too. It came from outside the passage—from the
bathroom. He identified the sound with no trouble.

Rasmussen turned, nearly losing hisfooting. He bulled hisway through
the narrow door. Long recognized this as his moment.

He recognized it, and yet he did not attack. He tapped his bottled anger,
commanding it to flare up, heat his nerves, impe him with the certainty of
violence—the single-souled violence of awounded beast which fuels
ferocity with pain. -

There was no response from within. Merely the recognition. And the pain.

It might have been the ignominy of his condition— wet, ill from lack of
deep, dressed like asidewalk tramp and baref oot—which blocked his
response. It might have been the blood which even now filtered through the
gauzy fiberglass and spread a sad pink stain through the plaster of the child's
empty bedroom below. It might have been that civilization had penetrated
too deeply into him.

It might have been that he was old. Long sunk out from the passage
behind Rasmussen and faded down the staircase. He heard three shots, and a
high-pitched yowl cut off. He heard Rasmussen's cry of frustration and rage.
He opened the trench door quietly and stooped for his shoes, clenching his
teeth around a groan.

He had known it was the cat.

Therain had dowed. A few stars burnt through the cloud. Mayland Long
wove into the scrub wood across from Rasmussen's house. He put his back
to atree and waited for Rasmussen to come out.

For nothing had been changed by thislittle pas de deux. Long still had to
find Martha Macnamara. Rasmussen must lead him to her. With his quarry
escaped, the man would have to move.

Liz was still safe, snce Rasmussen didn't know Long had found her. She
would remain safe until the banks opened tomorrow. Marthamust be dive.
He could say no more.

Chill seeped out of the earth and air. It invaded his anatomy. Blood and
water mixed beneath the tree where he sat.

Why had he failled himsalf? He felt he had reacted in amanner diento his
own nature, and he was very familiar with his nature; it had been with him a
long time. He ought to have taken Rasmussen as soon as the man's back was



turned. Had he killed the man it would have been unfortunate, but
understandable. That was proper behavior, with logic and the fire of the
beast in harmony. Instead he had run away.

Tentatively, he sorted hisfedlings. Was he ready to confront Rasmussen
again, if need be?

Where was his anger?

He was rewarded for his probing with cold, deadly pain. His vison swam
with meaningless stars. His earsfilled with a pounding, like surf. Mayland
Long passed out under the weeping trees.

Martha had not noticed the box before. It lay hidden amid apile of trash
the small man had accumulated during the day: candy wrappers, soda cans,
broken cigarettes. He pulled it out now, brushing the ash from the black
plastic grill on thetop of it.

She stared grimly at the cassette recorder. She knew what it was for and
she had guessed events would come to this.

A magazine jacket covered with print caught her desperate eye. “Dr.
Dobb's’ she chirped. “1 know someone e se who reads that.”

His eyes held only boredom and contempt. His fingers fiddled with the
machine. He drew the microphone out of its compartment and plugged it in
the back of the box.

“Now, lady. It'stime for you to talk to your daughter.”

She regarded him with birdlike intensity, her blue eyes unblinking. His
own face flushed, heavy and sullen.

“Just tell her you'redl right. Tell her to do what we say.” He pressed the
record and play buttons.

Thewhirr of the moving tape was the only sound in the room. Martha
Macnamaras small mouth was pursed. With her round face and tangled
braids she was the image of rebdllion.

He stopped the tape. Smacked her backhanded across the face. Rewound
and started again.

“Tdk,” he grunted. She stared at nothing, across the room.

The man hit Martha three more times. The last time he hit her, he used his
fist. “Talk!” he bellowed. Hisvoice cracked. The tape reached its end and the
machine snapped off.

Martha Macnamara abruptly began talking. “Y ou spend alot of money on
your clothes,” she observed, through cracked lips. “But you don't know how
to put them together. With white trousers you should not wear a bright red
shirt. Except in ltaly, maybe...”

His finger jabbed the rewind. He stood |ooking down at his captive,
grinding his teeth. He kicked her. Kicked her again, just below the



wire-bound hands,

“Ow, owww, owww!” shrieked Martha Macnamara. “Y ow Owww!” She
cried out once for every kick, loudly and with great animation. He pressed
record once more, and the tape filled with wordless howls and yelps.

The small man turned away, purple faced. He leaned against the wall,
dicking back hishair, and stood in unconscious parody of Michelangelo's
David. He did not see Martha stagger to her feet, pluck up the recorder by
the mike cord, swing it around her head, and send it crashing against the
back of his neck.

He tottered and fell, but as the machine was made of light plastic, he did
not lose consciousness. As Martha bent over him, scrabbling through his
pockets for the keys and dikes, hisarms shot up and grabbed her by the
throat.

“I'll kill you, you bitch!” he roared. The woman's head snapped back and
forth as he shook her and squeezed. Her face was mottled, under the bruises.

The green door suddenly opened and the small man looked up into small
eyes &t in ahuge head, ahead gold and spiky as an Aztec platter.

“Jesus Christ, Threve, what'd you do that for?’ gritted Floyd Rasmussen.

Chapter 10

Mayland Long woke under acold clear sky. With an agony of effort he
pulled himsdlf to hisfeet. A cautious walk down the sidewalk in front of
Rasmussen's house told him the man had made his escape, for the lights
were dl out and the french door closed once again. Around the square
where Long had removed the glass the injured wood gleamed white.

He didn't curse himsdlf for his body's latest failing; he merely proceeded
down the street toward his car, each step premeditated, owly...

Long felt about as sick as aman can be, still standing. Wet cold ate into
his lungs; his breath steamed. He cradled hisright arm in front of him. A
dull pounding in his ears had haunted him through dreamsinto miserable
wakefulness. Its dull thunder confused him, though he knew it was his own
heartbest.

Worse than the cold, worse than the confusion, amost worse than the
lancing pain in his shoulder wasthe thirst. If he could find water, he could
bear the cold and the pain.

Oily puddiesin the road tempted him. Had they been deeper he might
have bent to drink from them. If he were able to bend. The car. Wasthere
water anywhere in it? Perhapsin the washer reservaoir.



But no. That water would be mixed with antifreeze. Thoughtfully he
regarded the dark houses he passed. Water in the garden faucets? In the
green plastic hoses coiled in the grass? His steps d owed—stopped.

He didn't dare. If he were caught, found by some insomniac householder,
staggering blood-soaked and frozen among the dahlias, or if there were a
dog... He could go without water. For alittle while.

The Citroen gleamed under starlight. He found his keys, but his hand was
not steady and he had difficulty unlocking the door. He pulled it open and
sank into the tan leather seat. Wherever he touched it, the leather darkened:
brown with water, russet with blood.

In the comfort of the car he rested, until faintness rose up from his chest
to histhroat and threatened to drown him. Words echoed in his head. Tinny,
removed, without meaning... “In order to become what you are not, it is
necessary to go by away in which you are not.”

Whose words? Who had said that? Long's distracted mind pursued the
guestion. Donne? No. Not like Donne. They were from a poem of Eliot's.
Or... werethey the Formosan's? The old manintherain. Rain again...
Whatever, they made no sense. Didn't help at all. Never had. Words.

What would help? He needed. .. rest. There were so many miseries,
crowding him close. Pain, thirst, cold, worry, loss. It hurt to think. It hurt to
breathe.

Failure.

Suddenly it occurred to Mayland Long that he didn't know what to do
next. He couldn't remember. Staring into the darkness, broken only by the
pale arc of the steering wheel before him, he shuddered.

It was rest he needed, he told himself. He would regain both memory and
strength if he could rest. Whereto look for it?

Long could not recall his childhood, nor any time he was under the care
of others. He had not been ill in many years. He conjured up avision of his
gitting room like an animal yearning for its den, yet there was nothing within
those book-lined walls that had the power to comfort him now. Nothing
called to him but deep.

Blankness soared toward him on owl'swings.

His eyes opened and his head jerked up. He remembered his
commitments. Both to Martha Macnamara and to Elizabeth, he had made
promises. Because he was born in China, he had a great respect for
promises. Because he had aways kept them. Long believed most strongly in
his own promises, and knew that a promise he did not fulfill would fulfill
itself upon him. Live or dead, no creature might escape the unfolding of its
own actions.

He turned on the engine,



And the heat.

Elizabeth's bedroom was green. The bedside lamp gave off agauzy light,
like filtered sunlight falling on the forest floor. The lamp, the table beneath
it, the dresser, the standing cheva mirror—all were of golden oak. The
bedroom was just the way she wanted it. It was one of the few thingsin her
life that were just the way she wanted.

She sought solace in that room, beneath the rumpled covers of the great
waterbed. As she had assured Mr. Long, the bed was quite warm. Within her
was the additional golden warmth of Scotch. She hugged her down pillow.

Her mind revolved endlessly on one question. How had she gotten
involved in this horror? The question had become aritual exercise, for she
aready knew the answer: it was aunion of philosophy and greed.

What made transfer of property sometimes moradly justifiable and
sometimes theft? Mutuality was a good criterion. When one took and gave
nothing, that was theft. But the bank might take one's car away, when one
was down on one's luck and needed the car most. That was lawful behavior
on the banks part, but was it morally justifiable? And if transfer of property
could bejustified, was it the idea of transfer, or of property itself which sat
at the root of the problem?

Pragmatism was a sword that cut through such knots; an action wasto be
judged by its consequences done. Liz had been introduced to the philosophy
as a penniless freshman in college and had lived by it. There was nothing
wrong in adeed which hurt no one and did the doer much good.

LiZ's sophisticated robbery was of that kind. No one was hurt but the
federa insurance agency, and Liz's own Situation was marveloudy
improved. Of course, if everyone followed her lead, the bank would break
and individuals would be hurt, but everyone was not robbing the bank. Only
Liz Macnamara was robbing the bank and now that she was a bit older and
no longer penniless, that suited her quite well.

The problem was that Floyd Rasmussen was not a philosopher, but a
crook. He was aman of quick changes. He loved his cat and al Disney
movies. He aso shot things for fun: deer, quail, even wildcats. Floyd turned
on and off like afaucet which was levered by his own self-interest. She had
liked Floyd in the beginning, though never quite enough to go to bed with
him, as he had wanted. Now she wanted to see him dead.

And Threve? Thinking about Threve, Liz clutched her pillow
spasmodicaly, hiding her face in white cotton. Threve was the devil himsalf.
Without Threve, Rasmussen would be no threat to her, but Rasmussen
himsalf was afraid of Threve.

Why? He wasn't much to look at. He was much shorter than Liz, and he
dressed like agigolo, raising eyebrows in the expensive places where he



liked to spend histime. Being in Threve's company had been purgatory for
Liz, but she had not dared avoid him, for fear of histemper. The three of
them had been locked together in bonds of mutual guilt, in which
camaraderie soured into distrust.

She had spent much of her life in the company of people she didn't like
and wasn't able to avoid. Her mother's friends, for example.

She remembered her early years with glass clarity. Her father had
disappeared when she was six. For years she carried the notion—ypicked up
God knows where, certainly not from her mother—that he'd been taken
bodily into heaven. Mother had |et her believe this; it was only when she
discovered, overhearing a phone conversation, that he had cleaned out the
savings before he |eft that she realized the truth.

Then came mother's odd jobs, playing Mende ssohn and Wagner for
weddings. Cole Porter at the occasiona bar mitzvah. Night and Day,
Lohingrin, Miss Otis Regrets... Liz couldn't listen to any of them without a
shudder. In no sort of music could she find pleasure.

Mother had to work nights, too, playing bass at the jazz cafe, and came
home in the early morning, her clothes smelling of smoke and beer.
Sometimes, when the babysitter didn't show, she had to go with her mother,
and curl up on the table in the pantry off the kitchen, where the Chinese
dishwasher would babble interminably in Cantonese, in which every syllable
sounded like athreat to the child.

She held none of this against her mother. Mother had had no choice. She
had worked like a dog, with help from no one.

Theterrible, hurting love Liz felt for her mother welled up in her until
she could hardly breath. That was why she couldn't be near Martha
Macnamara: why she'd fled the length of the country to go to college and
stayed away ever since. Mother was anoble cause continually being lost. Liz
gasped and the bed rippled under her like awarm, materna bosom.

Their years of life together had been marked by the constant parade of
stray people through their apartment: fruitarians, musicol ogists, women
with shaved heads and men with politics. These were all friends Mother
picked up aong the way, indiscriminately—or chosen according to
standards known to no one elsein the world but Mother. There was the fat
woman who had told Liz to call her Bagheera, who dept on the zabutonsin
the dining room for aweek every summer. Therewas big, smelly piper
named Hamish who insisted on making his instrument imitate a squealing
pig, thinking to amuse the little girl. Once, half by accident, she had referred
to him as Anus, causing her mother to drop a plate of tomato dices on the
kitchen floor. The memory nudged Liz into smiling.

The one characteristic shared by all Mothers friends was that they were



irresstably attracted to Mother. They came for her sudden blue flashes of
insight, when she would lift her head and point, speaking afew wordsto
prove she did understand what the speaker had been saying in an hours
confused, monotonous monol ogue— bursting the confusion with an arrow
of pure good sense.

They came for the curve of her mother's neck and her grace of movement.
They came for lessons, arrangements, transpositions, hamburgers... They
came with broken dreams, with fiddles unstrung, without carfare home...

Without exception they took more than they gave, and Mother, who was a
real musician—a professional, and area spiritua expert—ahuman being,
allowed them to play their games around her asif she were blind to them.

Liz'sfistsballed up in anger at people.

And Stanford she had found to be filled with the same sort of
salf-involved zanies. They dressed badly, their rooms reeked of dope, and
they babbled interminably. She had found that her fellow students were
friendliest when they were about to borrow money from her. In that
freshman year she had learned to protect hersalf from leeches. deadbests,
grabby dates, “friends’ who only wanted to crib her papers. She became very
good at it and soon had few friends of any sort.

Sheld envied the students in business administration. They got up in the
morning at reasonable hours, dressed aswell as their purses permitted, and
studied with moderate diligence, knowing it would pay them in the end. Of
course, these were adifferent breed, and in away alesser breed, for Liz was
an engineer. But she followed the regimen as closdly as her thirsty mind
permitted.

When she had money, she would be ableto call bullshit bullshit. When
she had money, her mother would have time to be areal musician again—in
concert hallsinstead of bars.

The contrast between the dream and reality drove asingle cry from her
throat. She flung herself to her feet.

There, in front of her eyes, lay Mayland Long's clothes, folded nestly.
These were the only reassurances she had that the strange man had really
been there—was actualy out somewhere in the night trying to find her
mother.

She touched the white shirt. By the dry, smooth fedl of it, it was silk. The
suit, too: raw silk, undyed. She called an image to mind and saw him again,
standing composed and till in the doorway of the kitchen, holding the bottle
aoft, like alantern.

His manner, too, had been dry and smooth. She had falen apart in front of
him—a thing she had not done before any human being since cowing to
Stanford. She had offered to give him everything she had, and had meant it.



She still meant it—money, reputation, flesh, future—all of it would be a
good trade for the life other mother. And he had turned the conversation
gently aside.

She had the fedling that Mr. Long had refused her merely because he had
al he could want or need already. It was dl just the way he wanted it.
Clothes, manner, confidence.

Y et this was the man Martha Macnamara had hired for afew thousand
dollars. Torisk hislife. Of course he liked Mother. That was clear from the
way he spoke about her. But everyone talked that way about Mother. Liz
accepted that as her mother's due.

In the corner of her eye she saw movement—hersdlf in the standing
mirror. She did not like her body. It was awkward, and the bones were too
big. She turned back to the folded shirt.

It was silk. It gave her hope.

Chapter 11

The small cities of the Peninsula followed one another aong the freeway.
Mayland Long drove, his headlights cutting through afog of pain. Hissingle
useable hand clutched the bottom of the whedl. The left arm lay limp, the
hand resting on histhigh. At adip intheroad it shifted. This hurt so hisgrip
on the whedl did, and the Citroen veered across two lanes. Fortunately, his
was the only car on the road.

The Rengstorff exit loomed ahead. He took the curve dowly, but was
forced nonethel ess against the door of the car. Whedls scraped gravel. The
|eft side of the car dipped asit |eft the pavement, but he threw himself
againgt the wheel and found the road again.

The Southern Pacific Railroad track rattled beneath hiswheels. Only the
forgiving suspension of the Citroen made the jolting bearable. He turned
right on University Street and glided the car to adark stop.

The building in which Threve lived sat amid grubby wooden houseslike a
stork in apond full of ducks. The high-rise sparkled in the dim moonlight;
its concrete facing had been mixed with glass. It was awhite, impregnable
virgin of abuilding, having no windows on the ground floor.

Long skirted the ghostly walls, treading the grass of itstiny lawn.
Wearily, he leaned againgt the bole of asmall olive tree, his shape hidden by
moonlight among silvery leaves. He no longer felt the cold.

There were two doors set into the rear face of the building. One of these
was glass, and possessed a splendid brass lock. The other was stedl, with a



lock to match. Mr. Long walked up to the glass door.

He needed his good hand, which had been supporting his wounded | eft
arm. Heforced hisleft hand into hisjeans pocket.

Mr. Long knew abit about metals. He believed he could force the
aluminum frame of the door, even if the lock wastoo strong. Yet he
stopped with his fingers wrapped around the door-pull, remembering his
error at Rasmussen's house.

He investigated the other door. It smelled of garbage. Thislock could not
be forced, and though the idea of dismantling it appealed to Long's
curiosity, he had neither tools nor time.

He turned the doorknob tentatively and the door opened. A wad of ancient
gum was blocking the bolt hole.

He found himsdlf in areeking chamber full of trash. He picked up a black
plastic bag—one that upon inspection seemed less noisome than the
rest—and proceeded through the inside door.

Threve's gpartment number was 10-10. Long took the elevator; he could
not have climbed the stairs. It was empty, and when the box stopped, he
cradled the soft package againgt his chest and stepped into the hall.

“Stop!” cried the voice of awoman. “Hold it!” She wore nurse's whites.
The“it” shereferred to wasthe eevator. Mayland Long squeezed his burden
higher, obscuring his face, and propped the door with hisfoot.

She had red hair. She smiled. “Thanks,” she continued in more
conventiona tones. “ Sorry 'bout the noise. | forget other people degp
nights.” The doors closed and the kindly face vanished into the depths.

“Do they?’ whispered Mr. Long to the empty hall.

Threve's apartment was at the end of the hall. Beside the door Long
dropped the small bag of trash; its function was fulfilled.

Speed was essentia now, not stealth. Mayland Long meant to see Mr.
Threve and to be seen by him. In hesat of rage or chilly wet night, he would
get answers from the hoodlum.

The door jamb of 10-10 snapped with asingle explosive crack. He
stepped in and pulled the door closed behind him.

The gpartment was empty. He crept from the front room to the bedroom.
He kicked open the door to the miniscule bathroom. Nothing. Finally he
entered the kitchen, put his mouth beneath the tap and drank. He was along
timeat it.

Now what? Should he wait for the unpleasant Mr. Threve to return? He
could not wait long, for it was after midnight, and there was the matter of
the letter to be accomplished...

He busied himsdlf as productively as he could, searching through



Threve' s belongings. Prying into the private affairs of others had aways
been one of Mr. Long's deegpest interests, and now it served to distract his
mind from his body's calamity.

Under the telephone in the bedroom he found an address book, old,
spine-broken and filled with scraps of paper. He carried it out to the front
room and began sifting through it, while listening for sounds from the
elevator.

The oldest entries, judging by the fading of the ink, were of placesin
Detroit. Other cities were represented, notably Austin, Texas and Baton
Rouge. Evidently, Mr. Threve was atraveler, and had only recently arrived
in California. That was ahelp, for it reduced the number of relevant entries.

He sat upon a boxy white sofa beneath the large window of theliving
room. He read by the light of the full moon.

He placed his finger upon apromising scrap of paper, then started at a
glimpse of movement at the far end of the room.

He stood up and walked toward a figure which walked toward him. It was
a shadowy man dressed in shapel ess clothes, one hand stuck insolently in a
pocket.

The entirewall of the room was covered with mirror panels. Theimage
jumped and danced at the intersections of the squares. He stood respectfully
in front of the image, as though he were waiting for it to speak to him, as
though the faceless, sullen figure knew something he did not. Hisright hand
folded the address in two and stuffed it away. The image then appeared with
both hands in pockets, or possibly chained behind its back. It stood with its
head down; a prisoner awaiting sentence. This sad figure was no one he
knew.

Outside the broken door his odorous camouflage was waiting. He picked
up the garbage bag and headed for the elevator. He knew his appearance
would not stand up to much scrutiny; the rusty stains on his gray sweatshirt
covered haf its surface. The shirt was stiff and stuck to his back. He could
smell the drying blood.

He was very warm, and with warmth came the desire for deep. This
desire was mitigated by the distant white dazzle of the moon. He heard the
pounding again, but it seemed too dlow to be his heartbeat. It was too much
like the sea.

The engine turned over and the fan blasted hot air against hisface. He
turned it off.

He'd been driving all day and night, it seemed. He would need gas soon.
He waslosing histaste for driving.

The addressin his pocket was not far: just acrossthe line into Sunnyvale.
He drove down the empty El Camino, straight at the moon.



The building was nothing more than a concrete shed, surrounded by
gravel. Theimmediate areawas zoned for industry, and was desolate by
night. The words Rasmussen Mas were painted in orange | etters across the
front wall, but it appeared the place had passed beyond that particular
incarnation. Mallow and dock grew among the stones of the parking lot, and
the shriveled heads of chickweed made a desolate border beneath the wall. It
seemed to be one of Rasmussen's earlier miscalculations—if in truth his
bankruptcies had been accidenta.

No cars were to be seen. The two doors of the building were green stedl.
There were no windows.

No noise leaked out, even when he put his ear to the metal. He sighed and
|eaned against the door, summoning what remained of his strength.

There were tracks in the gravel, from a vehicle which had driven right up
to the door and backed away again. No telling how long the tracks had been
there.

The factory was afortress, but Mr. Long was not overawed by fortresses.
He closed his eyes, saized the knob, and pulled.

The knob came out in his hand, trailing itstarnished entrails. The diding
bolt fell into the round hole the knob had |eft, and the door creaked open;
the deadbolt had not been set.

He stepped into awide empty room, lit only by the light emanating from a
gaping refrigerator. The room held one wooden table, gouged and solder
stained, afilthy white folding chair and alitter of magazines. Approaching
closer he found in one corner more magazines that had been arranged into
three piles, one pile four inches high and the other two consisting of one
Playboy and one Dr. Dobb's each, with the computer journal on top. These
three piles made a triangle eighteen inches on aside. Next to thisformation
was the sad carcass of atape recorder, smashed. Withinit he could see a
small white cassette tape. Mayland Long would have given much to know
what was on that tape. He put it in his pocket.

Prowling the perimeter of the room, he came to the open refrigerator. He
felt within it.

The shelves were still cold. His breath drew inin along hiss.

Continuing hisinvestigation, he found the bathroom by the back door. He
entered and turned on the light. The bottom of the sink was damp.

On the bathroom wall, amid graffiti in English and Spanish, someone had
drawn alargered circle. It began and ended at the top. It was afat, open,
hearty circle, drawnin fresh lipstick. In Zen Buddhist tradition it meant
nothing. Literally nothing—zero, Mu, the Void. To Mr. Long it meant quite
alot.

He staggered into the yard, scattering gravel. He leaned his back against



the door of the car. Trying to untangle his keys from the cassette tape, he
dropped both on the roadway. He stooped for them, and found himself on
hands and knees on the concrete, overcome by the knowledge of failure. He
cried out, athin, wordless, wail.

Too late... Too dow... Too late...

Breathing raggedly, he found the keys, the tape. He climbed to hisfeet and
stood motionless for sixty seconds.

Hegot inthecar.

The knocking continued. Fred crawled out of bed, dazed. The clock said
2:45,

Thiswasared hitch.

Hedept in hisb.v.d.'s, and wearing nothing else he stood by the door.

“Whozat?' he croaked, his voice breaking in the middle of the compound
word.

“Frisch? Fred. It's Mayland Long. | hope you remember me.”

Had Frisch forgotten the name, he could not have forgotten the voice. He
wrestled with the lock and flung the door open. Long stepped in.

“Forgive me. | am aware of the hour. | have come because | need your
help, Fred. Both the Macnamarawomen are in terrible danger, and | know
no one elseto whom | can go.”

Frisch blinked and stared. “Y ou're white as a sheet,” was all hefound to
say. “Sit down.”

“Am 17?7’ whispered Mr. Long, obeying. “How odd. | thought there was
nothing white about me.” Suddenly he started up again. “I will ruin your
upholstery.”

“Too late for that,” mumbled Frisch. “Y earstoo late.” He squatted on the
floor next to Long, taking the blood stiffened fabric in his hands.

“What in hell happened to you?”

The wounded man gently pulled the shirt out of Frisch'sgrip. “I've been
shot in the shoulder. Please don't.”

Frisch sat back on his haunches. “Y ou gotta go to the hospital, man. I'll
driveyou.”

“No. | don't have the time. Martha Macnamara has been kidnapped by men
who intend to kill her. | must forge aletter on a RasTech text processor—an
8080—and hand it to Elizabeth before tomorrow morning.”

“You can't do anything if you bleed to death,” insisted Frisch, letting the
rest of the statement dide by him. He dropped his hands to his knees and
stood up. He headed for the bathroom.

“The bleeding has stopped, | think,” replied Mr. Long. “And | cannot use
the machine at al, which iswhy | cameto you.”



Frisch came back with apair of shears. He knelt again beside Long. The
heavy blades diced through the fabric of the sweatshirt.

“1 was aboy scout. Got afirst aid merit badge.” He cut from the
waistband to the neck while the older man watched. Silver blades gnashed
together, but dowly their bright surfaces grew dull, as though with rust.
When Frisch began snipping through the left deeve, Long gasped and
swayed. Frisch gpologized, but kept cutting.

The cloth at the top of the shoulder was stuck to the wound. Frisch cut
around it, and the remains of the gray ,'Sweatshirt fell to the cushions of the
chair. ,' Fred Frisch whistled. “Oooh, man. Y ou ought to see your side.”

“I can do without.”

Frisch dropped his scissors on the worn carpet. “Who shot you?’

Long leaned back. “Floyd Rasmussen. With some sort of hunting rifle.”
His eyes glittered. He rubbed at them. “| didn't know a gun could make so
little noise.”

Mr. Long was not really white, but he was decidedly gray against Frisch’'s
decrepit green recliner chair. Hiseyesfdl shut. He heard Frisch in the
distance, aong with the sound of running water.

“Itishot in here,” he observed. “| imagined the rain would cool the air.”

Agony struck him in the shoulder, worse than the pain of the bullet. Long
grabbed at the source of it.

Frisch gasped and cried out. A steaming cloth dropped onto Long's [ap.

“Leggo!” cried Frisch. “Let go. Please! Y ou're breaking my arm!”

Astonished, Long released him. “I'm so very sorry,” hesaid. “I didn't
know what you were doing.”

The young blond flexed his fingers doubtfully. “ Good God, Mr. Long.
Where did you develop agrip like that?’

“1 didn't develop it. Holding on comes naturally to me.” He tried to smile.
“But | won'tdoit again, | promise.”

Frisch soaked the cloth again. “It's going to hurt just as bad,” he warned
his patient. He lowered the washcloth onto the filthy wound.

As he had promised. Long did not attack Frisch. He passed out.

Chapter 12

Fred continued soaking the wound in warm water laced with Betadine. At
length the mangled scrap of fabric came off. The exit hole of the bullet was
black and ragged, though it had not adhered to the shirt. He put his hand



behind Long's back and eased the man forward, propping him with a sofa
cushion.

With every unconscious twitch of his patient Fred flinched. The tendons
along hisforearm still hurt when he clenched his hand. Jeezus what kind of
grip thisguy had... Must have been adrenaline, like with the little kidswho
pull cars off their mothers...

He ought to call the police. This guy was in no shape to tackle anything
more tonight. Kidnapping. Attempted murder.

Maybe this Mr. Long was smply alunatic. Maybe the story hetold Fred
at the shop was sheer gas—after al, the woman who came with him, with
her ballerina hair, the one he said was Liz Macnamara s mother, hadn't
followed the conversation. And she had seemed a bit happy hersalf.

But who shoots a lunatic in the shoulder? And from above. Top down.
Was Rasmussen sitting in atree when he shot Mr. Long?

He did not really doubt hisvisitors story. He only wished that he could.
And he thought he really ought to call the police.

What he did instead was to dribble hydrogen peroxide into both bullet
wounds. He winced as he watched the stuff foam. Long's lips pulled back
from his teeth but his eyes did not open. He noticed the teeth—white,
perfect and heavily rooted. He always noticed teeth; he had spent four years
in orthodontia.

He went rummaging through the medicine cabinet. Not finding al he
wanted, he proceeded through the kitchen drawers. Finaly he raided histool
box.

The red wounds he covered with gauze pads, which he attached by
adhesive tape. The damaged arm he bent at the elbow and lay flat against his
patients stomach, securing it with duct tape wrapped around the body

He stepped back and examined his handiwork.

Serviceable. No design award, but the guy looked better than he had
before. Except for his color, which was bad.

With agreat ded of trepidation, he bent down and raised Mr. Long, one
hand under the knees and the other at the shoulders. The task wasfar easier
than he'd feared. Mr. Long was very light.

Maybe he had hollow bones. Why not? He looked strange enough in other
respects. Those hands, for instance.

Maybe he was an extraterrestrial, passing for human. An extraterrestrial
detective. From Fomal haut, maybe. And Rasmussen was the most-wanted
criminal in thisarm of the galaxy. Heliked thisidea. He could relate to it
more easily than that of someone kidnapping Liz Macnamara. Or wasit her
mother that was kidnapped?



He lowered Long to the carpet, gently. Next he yanked all the back
cushions from the couch and stuffed them under his patient's knees. He
wondered if Long were amarathon racer and that was why he was so light
and strong. He himself jogged.

He went into his bedroom and pulled the blanket off the bed. Knedling
beside the sick man he hesitated, blanket in hand. He put his hand on the
tight dry skin of the man's forehead.

Jeez, hewas hot... Redlly burning up. He didn't need a blanket; he needed
|cepacks.

He needed a hospita. Fred wavered in indecision while his hand—which
was like all of him, rather chilly intheair of night—moved to the back of
Longs neck. He felt tension harden the muscles before he saw the brown
eyes open.

“How did | get here?’” Mr. Long inquired mildly.

“Oh. Wdll, you looked kindabad, and | remembered from boy scouts
'Face red, raise the head. Face pale, raise the tail.' “

“A useful maxim, but inelegant,” the dark man whispered. Long |ooked
about him, noticing the shabby furnishings, the worn rug, the piles of
incomprehens ble e ectronics equipment gathered in the corners of the room
like dust kitties and sharing the surface of the single table with two pears
and aloaf of Orowheat Brand bread. None of the machines seemed to bein
working order, judging by the bouquets of bell wire and brass popping from
the tops or seams, the black holes where knobs should have been, the green
boards protruding at odd angles from the frames...

“What timeisit?’ Long asked. Among all this mechanical litter, there
was no clock to be seen.

Fred trotted into the bedroom. “ Three-twenty,” he called back. When he
returned to the living room Long was standing.

“1 have no moretime, Fred. | thank you for what you have done. Will you
also do what | asked of you?”’

Under theintensity of Long's gaze Fred was aware of his near-nakedness.
He shifted from one bare foot to the other. “Can't we call the police?’

“When we have the |etter we can call the police. The letter may become
my bargaining power with Rasmussen and his colleague. | found where they
were keeping Martha Macnamara, but they had moved her before | arrived.”

“That might mean... that... | mean...”

“That sheisdead? It might, but | don't think so.” Long did not explain
farther. Instead he added, “I have no way to find her. | don't believe the
police would bein abetter state. Only Rasmussen or Threve can lead me to
Martha now, and | may need that letter for bait. If you don't want to become
involved | will return to Elizabeth's apartment and waylay the hoodlums as



they arrive.”

“You will?You can barely stand up!” cried Frisch.

Mr. Long's lips parted with atrace of a smile. Frisch glimpsed those teeth,
and with a chaining of memory he touched his aching right arm.

“ Acrobatics may not be necessary,” said Long. “But | can't blame you for
not wanting to... to delve into this affair. It is dangerous and of disputable
legality. And you have aready ruined anight's deep to help aman who has
no claim upon you...”

“Wait aminute. | never said | didn't want to help you with this letter
business. All I'm sayingis...” Fred looked about him. His blond moustache
whuffled with the force of histhoughts. His hands lifted from his sides and
dapped down again, helplesdy. “... is... Let me get some clotheson. That's
al.”

“Some car!”

May land Long accepted the tribute with a nod. “ There are not many of
them in California. Never until tonight have | been so glad of the automatic
transmission. “ He lowered himsalf dowly into the drivers seat. He was now
wearing ared flannel shirt of Fred's, soft and blousdlike, which fit easily
over the taped arm. The empty deeve was tucked into the waistband of his
Levis. He caught a glimpse of himsalf in the mirror.

“I look like a one-armed lumberjack.”

Fred had remained standing by the door, leaning into the open window.
“Noway,” he stated. He sought for wordsto explain how very difficult it
would be for Mr. Long to look like alumberjack. “No way,” he repeated.

“Maybe | better drive, huh?’

“No,” said Long. The word came out sounding like the answer to a
question rather than the blunt refusal it was. He waited for Frisch to get in.

“Sotell me” urged the young man. “What's the story? Why is Floyd
Rasmussen going around kidnapping people and zapping them with guns?’

Long told the story. He told it not from the viewpoint of hisown
involvement, but chronologically, beginning with the affair of Carlo
Peccolo and Liz Macnamaraand her subsequent disillusionment, and
leading up to the finding of the smashed tape recorder and the circle on the
wall of the bathroom. He spoke so that Frisch should know the sort of
trouble he was purchasing, but in hiswords the explanation became atale of
blood and betraydl.

Frisch sat gaping when Long was done. “ Jeezus. What made Liz do such a
stupid thing?”

Long grunted and licked his cracked lips. “I believe she wanted to become
awizard. That iswhat she said, at least.”



“Oof!” Frisch stretched in his seat and cracked his knuckles behind his
head. “ Everyone wantsto be awizard. Every engineer, that is. Goes with
unicorns and dragons: but with technical people it's particularly wizards—a
secret fantasy that lies behind all the pin diagrams. It's redlly silly, don't you
know? Wizards! But engineers can be redlly naive about themselves; they
think because they can design apc board and it's right and it works, that
everything they do or believe is going to bejust that right. Better than what
the nerd on the street does or believes. That's where wizards come in. Secret
ways. Secret knowledge. Not bound by ordinary rules. Liz isalittle bit like
that, isn't she?’

Long smiled ruefully. “She did want to be awizard,” he admitted. “So
unlike her mother.”

Fred nodded his understanding. “1 mysalf try not to... not to take myself
too serioudly, you know? But | get into it too: working at night, with al the
colored lights blinkin', and the machine responding to my commands.

“It'sal apower trip, man.” Frisch settled into himself, chewing on his
moustache as the car sped on. The moon was now directly overhead.

Long's voice broke the stillness. “| see. That explains wizards. What about
unicorns?’

This question was not easy for the engineer to answer. “I dunno. | heard
they were symbols of virginity, hundreds of years ago. Nobody | know goes
infor virginity.”

L ong laughed, and bright wheels of pain formed in his shoulder. Hismind
was clouding over. He sought to keep Frisch talking. “ Dragons?”

“Power.” Frisch spoke with decision. “Raw power.”

“Isthat al?’ asked Mayland Long. “Isthat al thereisto dragons?’

“lsn't that enough? Terror on bat wings. Fire and cold stone. Gold and
jewelsin heaps. Raw power!” He paused for only amoment. “Watch out
when you meet aguy on adragon trip!”

Mr. Long spared a moment from the road to glance at Fred Frisch, who
sat, hands laced behind his neck, pae hair waving to his shoulders.

That rosy face shone like an angd'sin the moonlight. He was no more
than aboy. Long felt himsalf buffeted by the cruelties of time. He spoke.

“In Ching, it was different. | think. Chinese dragons were not always such
brutes. They lived for centuries, and had a certain reputation for wisdom.”

Frisch brought his hands down. “Didn't they eat people?’

Long grinned. “At times. And at times people ate dragons. Powdered
dragon's blood has been known to bring a man back from the edge of death.”
Frisch looked doubtfully at Mr. Long. “Areyou... Chinese?’ he asked.

“Moreor less.” Long strangled ayawn, afraid how the movement would



affect his shoulder. Hisface was hot and dry. Hislip was bleeding.

“The Chinese imperia dragon hasfivetoesto afoot. All others have
three or four.”

“Why'sthat such adifference?’

“It makes it much easier for him to turn the pages of books. To write
letters to hisfriends,” answered Mayland Long. “Don't laugh. Itistrue.”

To their surprise the building which housed RasTech was it and open. A
small circle of men squatted on the front stoop, drinking soda and tossing
pennies. Long and Frisch hesitated at the foot of the walk.

“Thisisan additional complication,” whispered Long.

“I guess somebody in there works three shifts. 'Can't believeit's RasTech.
Those guyslook like Mexicans. Probably they do parts assembly.”

“One of them isMexican born.” The sick man spoke absently “The rest
seem to be from the Central Valley, by their accent. But their presence, and
that of the guard in the lobby, forces me to rethink our strategy 1'd planned
to break thelock.”

“Wél, now we won't haveto,” replied Fred Frisch, and he skipped
buoyantly toward the door.

Mr. Long followed.

The guard was tan faced, portly and balding. Asthe two entered he put
down a Harlequin romance. Fred was avision of blond innocence. He sailed
to astop before the guard and, leaned over the desk.

“I'm supposed to meet Floyd Rasmussen here,” he said. “I'm alittle late.”

The fat man blinked. His English was not too good.

“No Mister Rasmussen here. Not in the night. Come back tomorrow.”

Fred ran his hand through his hair. “We have to boot up the system.
Comprende? Boot up the system?”’

“Do you want me to trandate?” murmured Long in Fred's ear.

“No,” answered Fred in the same tones. “I want him to stay confused.”

The guard cleared histhroat and glanced wistfully at his book. “Booting
is not my business. Come back” tomorrow.”

“But if we don't boot the system right now, it's going to get hot for us.
Overheat. Muy caliente and alot of money.”

The guard’ s pudgy face creased with worry, but he shrugged. “I cannot
boot; What can | do?’

“You havethekeys, | know. Let usinsowecandoit.”

The guard blinked resentfully. “1 cannot do that,” he stated. “It is not
permitted.”

Fred ran both his hands through his hair and his moustache bristled like a
live thing. “Have you ever seen acomputer crash?’ he demanded. “It's



horrible. All over thefloor! It will put Rasmussen out of business.”

Unhappily, the guard stood. He looked vaguely around, as though the
corners of the lobby could give him some advice. He put his hand into his
baggy uniform pocket and pulled out aring of keys.

“You come,” he commanded, with great bitterness. “When you leave, |
have to search you.”

“Fair enough,” said Fred, as the private door opened before them. Long
withheld comment.

Chapter 13

In Rasmussen's office, lit only by window light, the model of the ship cast
complex shadows on the floor. Fred bent to marvel at the miniature while
May land Long perused thewall of yellowed comic strips, studying the
tastes of this man who had come so near to killing him.

He liked Hagar the Horrible, evidently, and a strip titled Garfield.
Anything by Kliban. Anything with cats.

Long remembered the wretched cry of the white cat in the bathroom. The
cat had betrayed him to Rasmussen—>by accident, of course. He had, in turn,
caused the cat's death.

Also by accident.

Rasmussen's taste was pedestrian—nothing in the decoration of thiswall
exposed the humorist as a murderer. Rut then, Mayland Long could also
laugh. And kill men.

He leaned against the wall, waiting for Frisch to be done. It was hard to
stand. Swallowing, too, was becoming difficult.

“Thisisabeauty. You like boats?’ called Fred.

“No.”

The weariness expressed in a single syllable brought the young man out
of hisreverie.

“Sorry,” he said, peering through the dark. “I'll ook for the system now.”

Mr. Long followed Fred Frisch from room to room, searching for
anything which resembled a microprocessor with printer connections. It was
not easily found. After afew minutes. Long realized his efforts were
hindering the search. He returned to the reception room and sank into the
secretary's swivel chair.

At least with the lights out one did not notice that the walls were orange.
Theflat telephone console was green, however, as was the terminal screen at



the secretary's desk. Evidently thiswas a* paperless’ office, such asLong
had read about in the pages of EDN magazine. That meant that all
correspondence was stored on disk and sent to the printer as copies were
desired.

Hetried to call Fred; hisvoice failed him. On the second try he
succeeded.

Frisch appeared. Long pointed to the box in front of him. “Isthisa
microprocessor?’

Fred smote his forehead with the hedl of hishand. “What ajerk | am!
Here|l am, clawing my way through the back |abs looking for something
esoteric and hereit is.

“Sure. The box isaVector—that's 8080 all right, and the rest of the
system... wdll | don't know.”

Long eased out of the chair. “I had hoped you would know.”

“Nope.” Fred explored the desk with nimble fingers, searching for the
various power switches.

“Will you be ableto use it?’

“Dunno that either,” grunted Fred, offhand. A fan began to whirr. After
five minutes he succeeded in lighting the screen with gibberish.

A harsh, rattling sigh reached Fred's ears. He swiveled in the chair.

What he saw broke through his concentration. Long was crouching on the
carpet behind the desk. His knees were up and his head rested between them.
His usable arm encircled hislegs and hisleft hand hung limp, trembling
vishly.

With asguedl of chair whedls, Fred got up. He stepped awkwardly over to
Long and laid his own hand on the glossy black hair. “Don't worry,” he said.
“When | said | didn't know how, that didn't mean | couldn't learn. I'm pretty
good at thisimpromptu kind of thing. And you know what they say. 'If you
know what you're doing, it isn't research.' “

Long lifted his head. His eyes were faceted with gold. Fred smiled.

“Ignore my noises. It'sonly that I'm losing my voice,” rasped Long.
Suddenly his eyebrows lifted and he added, “Mr. Frisch, you are stuffed like
a sausage full of little sayings.”

Fred laughed. “ Surprise you to learn that I've read Don Quixote, too. |
always thought 1'd make a good Sancho Panza.” He brushed off hisknees
and returned to the console.

“Actualy, I'm not entirely your typical North Californian, with head
carved out of redwood burl. Y ou know, 'Nuke the Whales bumper sticker,
doing yoga suspended in avat of blood-temperature salts.” Fred typed as he
talked, trying to establish some sort of rapport with the green box.



“I'm not even from California. But then who is? I'm a good half-Jewish
boy from Shaker Heights, Ohio. I've been afraid to tell my friends here, but |
don't believein reincarnation.”

Fred scowled and backed his chair away. “ Thisisn't working. | don't think
the bootstrap isin ROM at all. Who, this day and age, would be so clunky as
to...”

His quick eye covered the desk, the table set againgt it, the file cabinets
along thewall. Finally he noticed abox the size of atoaster covered by an
embroidered cozy which read “Bless thisMess.” With aflourish he yanked
off the cover, revealing a paper-tape reader with aneat row of spools built
into the front.

“White ribbons! What asight. Now we're cookin’ with gas.” He held up
to the light three of the wound tapes. He chose the smudgiest and inserted
that into the machine, nudging on the power and the read switch.
Immediately the strip of paper tape shot through the dit in the machine and
appeared at the other side. Fred waltzed back to the chair in time to receive
the message PANDEMANIC WORD PROCESSING SYSTEM FILE
MANAGER AND EDITOR PROGRAM v. 1.0. Without pause words
INPUT TIME AND DATE (24 HR CLOCK) ASFOLLOWS:
MM,'DD,YY,.HH,MM.

Fred crowed his triumph, then settled down to interrogate the system.
After afew minutes, he turned to find Long sprawled on the floor, adeep.

“I wish | didn't haveto wakeyou, friend,” he muttered. “Y ou've had just
as hard atime as aman can take. | think your line of work must be al nails
and no shoe leather. But then, that's the way it isfor most people, | guess.
Too much silly work, dull or dangerous, and not enough dough. I'm damn
lucky for apunk kid.”

Fred swiveled back to the screen. “Maybe | don't have to wake you up,
yet. Lémeseeif | canfindthelibrary, here...” Hetyped afew questions and
the answers pleased him.

“I run, you know,” whispered Fred to the deeper. “More to clear my head
after work than for macho. | go from the park by Menio City Hall down
along the tracks to Stanford. Down by the railroad bridge there's atree that
Palo Alto was named for: 'the big stick." Everybody around here knows
about that tree, but no one stopsto seeit—at least | never see anybody there
but me. I'm not avery type-A guy, you know? Not driven. | stop and touch
thetree every timel go by, and if I'mwinded | giveit abig sweaty hug and
lean against it awhile. It'sthe oldest live thing around here. Must be five
hundred years.”

Another flurry of key-strikes and the screen filled with print. Fred
scrolled it dowly.



“I don't have a philosophy about it, or anything like that, but | think
there's a peace around old things. Y ou can fed it. If you get close, you can
shareit.”

“To beold is not aways a guarantee of peace,” answered adry, snakeskin
voice behind him. Startled, Fred spun around.

“I'm sorry. | was mostly talking to mysdlf,” he said. Mr. Long was
attempting to sit up. His face was pale and brilliant. Fred leaned over to
forestall him.

“Not yet. Give me afew more minutes. But we're in the groove, here, so
you just rest. I'll wake you if | need you.”

He returned to hiswork. Almost immediately he found what he had been
looking for. He cuffed the console affectionately.

“Besides, | meant really old things—not old as aman can get old, but old
like atree. Hundreds of years.”

“lI am avery old worm,” sighed Mayland Long, hisfevered eyes gazing at
the ceiling. “| have been searching for an illusive nothing called truth. Now |
think | would settle for deep, if | had the choice.”

Fred had been following with half an ear. He worried he would have to
carry Long back to the car. “For aworm, I'm sure you'd be positively
geriatric. But forty-five, fifty, whatever—isn't what I'd call old. And you're
perfectly welcome to catch some zees now, Mr. Long. We're safe, and the
machineis eating out of my hand.”

He hit carriage return, and the discreet hiss of anink jet printer sounded
in the comer of the office. He rose, stretched, and cracked his knuckles.

Next to the printer stood a coffee vending machine. Fred dug into his
pocket for money. He returned to Mr. Long with asteaming plastic cup in
his hand.

“Hereyou go. Empty calories.” He proffered the cup. “ Say. | don't know
what to call you. | mean, | can call you Mister Long al the livelong night,
but it feels awkward, not knowing the rest. Is Long your Chinese name?’

Mr. Long sat up and reached for the cup. His hand shook as he took it.
After thefirst Sp he blinked in surprise. “What isthis?’

“Cocoa.”

“Ah.” Long held it in both hands. “My—Chinese name is smply Oolong.
| use afirst name, which isa L atin trandation on the original. Or it was; it's
been corrupted through the years.” He coughed, and chocolate splashed on
the rug. Fred steadied the cup with one hand.

“Trandation. That's interesting. What does the name mean, then?’

Mayland Long smiled at Fred. “I hesitate to tell you, after our
conversation in the car. Oolong has two meanings. It means akind of tea,



and it means black dragon. But | assure you, Fred; | did not name myself.”

Fred hit his forehead once again. “1 gotta big mouth. Forget what | said in
the car. | don't know beans about China. Drink.”

Fred tore off the listing and began to read. Hisinterest grew. Long stood,
using the wall for support. “What is that?’

“Theletter.”

The dark man walked dowly over, his brow furrowed... “I don't
remember dictating it. Have | been soill...”

“It wason disk,” replied Fred Frisch. “ Sheleft it Sitting in the secretary's
library and no one thought to look. Not even the secretary.” He handed the
scroll of paper to the other, commenting, “It's fascinating. She names dates,
places and amounts of withdrawal. She's got an orderly mind.”

Long read. He nodded in agreement.

“Lizand | werein dl the same classes when we were frosh. | had this
huge crush on her,” Fred blurted.

Mr. Long looked up from the page he was reading. “| see. She didn't
return the sentiment?’

“Naw. She was after bigger fish.”

“Shetold you so?’

Fred scratched his head. He blushed. “I never told her about it. No use.”

Long regarded him intently. “ So that's why you agreed to help me.”

The blond youth returned the stare. “No. No, | don't think that's why. 1—I
think | mean don't you think 1'd do it just because...” He broke off and began
the ritua of powering down the equipment.

May land Long finished the |etter in silence.

The guard patted each of Frisch's pockets before standing aside. Then he
approached Long, who stared down at the fat man from infinite heights. “Yo
no tengo nada,” he said.

For five seconds they locked eyes. “L o creo,” muttered the guard finally,
and he ambled back to his desk and to romance.

The sky had returned crystalline while Frisch was working. A late night
wind struck their faces and made streamers of their steaming breaths. Mr.
Long inhaled deeply.

“| fedl tremendoudly better, Fred. The cocoawas a saving grace.”

Fred Frisch strode ahead and reached the Citroen before Long. He stood
with legs braced in front of the driver's door. “Let medrive.”

Mr. Long shook hishead. “This car isvery complex.”

Frisch stood firm. “Remember me? I'm the quick study.”

“Don't you trust my driving?’ Long's voice was lightly ironical.

Frisch's answer was not. “No. Y ou're sick, and there's enough danger in



this whole business without me worrying about going into the median strip
or ending my life plowing into the front grill of someone else's
Volkswagen.”

L ong extended the keys to Frisch. “Y ou'reright, of course.” He walked
around the car.

Fred Frisch felt obscurely guilty as he studied the instrument board. The
automatic hydraulic suspension levitated the body of the car asthe engine
caught; Fred had heard about the strange Citroen suspension, but thiswas
hisfirst experience driving it. At least the controls appeared familiar. He
played out the clutch gently, experimenting.

Mr. Long loosened his grip on the dash. “Y ou are aquick study,” he
commented. “| expected rather arougher start.”

Frisch shrugged. “Where do we go now?’ he asked.

“We?’

“Of course we. Y ou don't think | can go back to sleep after dl this, do
you Mister Dragon?”’

Long's smile grew and deegpened into laughter. “Fred! Have you such an
appetite for adventure? But | forget— |I'm talking to ayoung man. Let's
return to your gpartment, for now. | must make a telephone call.”

“To call who?”

“I will tell you when we get there.”

Fred looked at the clock. “It'sjust after four. You say Liz is safe until the
banks open?’

“1 hope so. Until Rasmussen and Threve believe they have the
incriminating letter, they dare not kill the daughter.”

“But what about... Mrs. Macnamara?’

Mr. Long's answer was dow in coming. “ Sheisin terrible danger. The
only reason they have for keeping her diveisthat she can be used to
pressure the daughter. If they believe thisis not necessary, or if Martha
refuses—has refused—to be so used, then they can be expected to kill her.
And after they are done with her, they must kill her. Sheisacurious, sharp
woman who has probably seen at least one of them faceto face. How can
they let her live?’

Fred's face clouded over, remembering the blue dress and the graying
hair, and how the little voice-operated race car made circles on thefloor. It
was the sort of happening he fostered in his shop. That's what the shop was
for: friendly computers. Friendly people.

“Can't the police help?’ he asked.

“How? Tell me how, Fred, and | will show up on the precinct house
doorstep with you. | cannot find Rasmussen or Threve...”



“Threve | never heard of. What does he look like?’

“Like Satan himsdlf, | gather. Elizabeth fears him more than she does
Rasmussen. Other than that, | know only that heis rather short and dresses
loudly. “I believe he drivesablack Lincoln. At least | suspect such acar was
involved with the kidnapping, and | didn't seeit parked at RasTech. With no
more information than this, can the police find Martha Macnamara? That is,
can they find her in time? | am sure they would eventually turn up the body.”

Frisch shuddered. “ Jeez! Do you get hardened to things like this?’

“Do 17" inquired Long. “Thelonger one lives, the more one sees, it is
true, but | don't feel hardened. Quite the contrary, in my youth | was far
more... brutal.”

“Then you're in the wrong line of work,” insgsted Fred. “No offense. |
think a guy who could thrive in such adimy world, with fraud and
criminals, always abit to the windward of the law... he'd have to be kind of
asnake.”

Long leaned over curioudly. “What are you talking about, Fred. Which
world isthis?’

“I mean the world of the private investigator. Or police investigator. Any
detective.”

“Ah.” Mr. Long digested this, and began again to laugh, ignoring the
lancing pain in his shoulder, “Y ou believe I'm a private detective.”

“You'renot?’ Fred's eyes darted wildly from the road to the smiling, tired
face beside him. “Then what—who are you? How'd you get involved in
this?’

Mr. Long sighed. “Starting with what | am: my field was languages, but |
am now retired. Who isequally easy to explain. | am afriend of Martha
Macnamaras. How? Easiest of all. | promised her | would find her daughter.
So you see. Y ou have been aiding a bumbling amateur to trespass and stedl
documents. Have you second thoughts?”’

Fred was staunch. “ Jeez, no. I'm glad. | mean, there's something seamy
about carrying the banner for money. But, Martha. Mrs. Macnamara. I'm
really sorry. She seemed like afinelady.”

“No eulogies yet, please,” growled Long. “1 don't believe her to be dead.
Allow methat.”

The car glided to astop in front of Frisch's duplex. Heleft it double
parked. Both men got out.

Fred felt the keys of the car being pried from his hand. Half-embarrassed
at his earlier show of force, he let them go and fumbled for his door key.

With the front door open, he turned to percelve that Mr. Long was not
with him, but was unlocking the Citroen from the driver's side. Fred



sprinted across the lawn.

“What're you doing?’ he protested. “Trying to chuck me?’

“Yes, Fred. That isexactly it,” Long admitted, gently fending the young
man off. “I had hoped you would not be so quick.”

“Youcan'tdoit. | won't let you go aone!”

Long placed hisright hand on Frisch's shoulder. It was an affectionate,
avuncular gesture and Frisch found he could not move at all. “Y ou can
hardly stop me, Fred.”

Fred fought against Long's grip. Defeated, he tried words again. “1f you
leave me behind, I'll call the police.”

The dark man turned hisface away and the hand dipped off. “I can't
prevent that,” he admitted. “Not without harming or detaining you. And |
won't do that.” He dlid into the seet.

Fred wedged himsalf between the door and frame. “But you need me.,
There are two baddies, and you have only one arm.”

“ Acrobatics may not be necessary,” repeated Mr. Long.

“But they may. | may make alittle bit of difference. Maybe the difference
between saving alifeand... and not. | may be very important.” The young
blond clutched at the door. His pale hair gleamed under the streetlight.

“You are very important, Fred,” whispered Mayland Long. “And that is
why | will not take you any further into this.”

With adow, irresistible pressure, he forced Frisch out into the street.

Chapter 14

Martha Macnamara's universe was compassed by the groan and creak of
wood, and by the chill of wet air. Had she been ableto think, her very
sickness might have convinced her she was fill dive. She was denied that
comfort, being barely conscious, and her thoughts were bound up with a
rhythmic rise and sinking. The beat was molto lento, and she should be
doing something in time with it. What?

That question gnawed at her. Shetried breathing in time with the
measure—no go. Y ou can't force your breathing, she reminded herself.
What then—sing? She couldn't remember a song as ponderous as the rhythm
the world now kept, and she couldn't find her mouth anyway.

Neither could she find her hands, so she couldn't play the fiddle.

The staccato beat of footsteps superimposed itself over the dow rocking.
She attended to the footsteps. Good.



Percussion rounded out the work nicely. Someone was taking care of
things. Martha was content.

He was driving on the reserve tank. That was unfortunate, but not to be
helped, at this hour of the morning. Perhaps he could siphon gas from
Elizabeth Macnamara's car.

As he had told Fred, he was feeling much better. This hideous night was
faling behind him.

Something else, too, was falling behind: a danger or misery he could fed
but to which he could put no name.

Perhaps it was despair.

He had partialy fulfilled his promises, but promises were no longer the
only things keeping him dive.

He felt the pressure of the sun's approach, asit ate up the night to the east.
In two hoursit would rise over Cdifornia. The sun had always been a great
source of comfort to him.

Y et he owed hisincrease in strength not to the slow roll of time, but to
the spontaneous kindness of Fred Frisch. Except for the young engineer, he
would probably not have survived. He felt the wonder of that charity
shimmering within his mind.

L.ong could be compassionate, in hisdry, reserved fashion. He had once
or twice donated his varied and considerabl e strengths to the service of
others. But he had rarely been subject to the compassion of mankind. He had
rarely needed it.

And Frisch's response to a man who was almost a stranger went beyond
casual kindness. He had given up deep and ruined his furniture. Long
injured the mans arm, and till he continued to help him. Herisked jail. He
offered to risk hislife. How could Long comprehend such kindness, et
alone pay it back? Like music, Frisch's gift to him could not be trand ated
into terms of gain or loss. Nor was it subject to reason. It had no meaning
but that of its own existence.

|dly, because he was amethodical creature who did think in terms of gain
and loss. Long began to tally the losses and gains of the last few days. loss
of power. Loss of blood. Loss of new hope.

Loss of certainty.

On the credit side was only this encounter with an absurd young man who
gave up anight'srest for Mayland Long. Who performed the onerous duties
of anurse. Who lent him ashirt.

Who dared place his hand on Longs head, and tell him it was al okay.

With aledger like this, Mr. Long wondered, why did he feel so much
stronger, now, driving toward the dawn?



The Citroen darted onto the freeway and he was pressed against the back
of the seat. Thiswasthe last short step of the nights journey—to Elizabeth
Macnamara' s apartment. It would be profoundly anticlimactic if he ran out
of gas.

The chill of the air prophesied fog later, but now, in the last hours of
night, the sky was sharp and clear. He shifted in the seat, and hisflannel shirt
stuck to the leather upholstery, glued with drying blood.

At least this shirt was the right color.

He left the freeway and zagged right onto Middlefield. His arm was numb
to the turn. Passing by Liz's condominium he noticed asingle light shone
yellow. He turned the corner and parked along a side street. He wondered if
the car would start again. No matter. He would not be driving again soon.

A stone tower obscured the light of the stars. He had parked in front of a
church. He was a connoisseur of al stone architecture, and churchesin
particular were his passion, but this edifice was disappointing. It was
obvioudy new, and the stone was merely veneer. TRINITY PARISread the
signboard. A pae phantom H in the varnish at the end of the word marked
where the brass letter had been lost.

He stood on the cold grass and yawned. “De profundis clamor ad te,” he
growled to the cross on the empty tower—,” Out of the depths a call to you.”
He was not certain to whom he was speaking. The effort made him cough.
He moved away from the street, crossing through the churchyard.

The direction of his progress was against the clock, or widdershins. To
cross a churchyard widdershins is not auspicious, as he knew, but in the
churchyard of Trinity Parish no one was buried. All the ground was paved
over by concrete.

Behind the church |ot stood a hedge of yew. He passed through the omen
of itsfurry branches and found himself beside a noise of waters. The
fountain was lit from below, and its shower sprang up in an arcing circle to
fal again with silver lights upon the backs of deeping seagulls.

Cold spray beaded on hisface. He stepped among the gulls, who stood on
one leg or with head under wing, and they did not stir. He circled the
fountain, avoiding light, and reached the white stone wak which wound
between the gleaming buildings. No sound came from within the
condominiums, not even the mumble of televison. He cameto Liz
Macnamara s residence and stood beneath the window he had climbed
through earlier in the evening.

Had it been just this evening?

The window was still open. Good. Had Elizabeth closed it he would not
have been able to make the ascent. Not with one arm.

Drink, deep or pray, he had said. According to your nature. What was



Elizabeth's nature? He would discover something of it soon.

He leaped lightly againgt the wall, wedging hisleft foot into the crack
between two foundation blocks. Before hisimpetus failed he kicked
upwards and grabbed the window sl with his good hand. The off center
support disturbed his balance and his left side struck the wall with a dull
thump. Pain tightened rather than loosened his grip, and he swung up
through the window. He rolled head first into the room, favoring his
wounded shoulder, and came to rest flat on his back on the plush carpet.

Liz Macnamarawas awake. She sat curled on the sofa, as he had seen her
before, and her face was white and frightened, again as before,

But her hands and feet were bound with tape and her mouth covered with
alength of it. Theterror in her eyes was immediate and deadly, for Floyd
Rasmussen had one hand wound into her yellow hair and a squat black
pistol pressed against the side other head. His small, colorless eyes regarded
Long. The wounded man lay still as abronze statue.

“Y ou shook my confidence earlier tonight, fella,” remarked Rasmussen.
“But at thisdistance | think | can't miss. Her, that is.”

Long's eyes met Elizabeth's, and found within them an endless apol ogy .

“Why?What is the purpose of this?’ asked Long. His seemingly casual
attempt to rise was checked by amovement of the gun. “I know about your
financial enterprises, but between theft and murder thereisacertain
difference... They are crimes of different quality.”

Rasmussen relaxed onto the couch, holding Liz's hair in a brutal fist.
“True, but that bridge has been crossed,” he stated. “Not by me, but that
doesn't matter now.”

The young woman's eyes closed in sick grief. Long's face was
expressonless. “Mrs. Macnamarais dead?’

“My—partner—couldn't use her. He lost histemper.” Rasmussen's words
were resentful.

“Areyou sure?’ pressed Long. His frown was vaguely puzzled.

“Beat her up and throttled her,” snapped Rasmussen. “I walked in just too
late. Face dl black and limp asafish. Ugly.” Liz Macnamararegled and
sagged in hisgrip. Heignored her.

“How unfortunate for al concerned,” whispered Long.

“Yeah. | hadn't intended to kill anyone. | only wanted to keep Lizzie here
incommunicado for afew weekswhile | cleaned things up and got out. But
life doesn't work right; Lizzie wrote aterrible |etter and then she called her
mother. And Doug, my partner: he'savicious little asshole and he blew the
simple job he was supposed to do. But all that's put mein abind. So did
you, leaving blood al over my house. Now I've got to get rid of both of you
before | split.”



“Where are you going?’

Rasmussen snorted. “Why should | tell you?’

“Because it doesn't matter,” answered Long gently, looking away from
Elizabeth’ sface. “If you're going to kill usit can't hurt you to tell.”

He stared through the darkened dining area, where the Swedish glass
shone like an assembly of ghosts. There was no sign of a struggle in the
immaculate decor. The security chain on the front door hung unbroken. But
then, Liz Macnamara had thought herself safe.

The white tape concealed half her face, but Long saw that Liz'sjaw was
clenched. Her blue eyes stared straight ahead of her. She. appeared hard and
angry. Remembering the words she'd spoken the previous evening. Long
thought she was probably very much afraid.

The big man shrugged. “ Okay. | got ayacht—the Caroline—remember
the model in my office? And Threve's got a Cessna, hangared out in Marin.
WE'l be in Mexico this afternoon, and Sao Paulo tomorrow. Even with
their inflation, two million dollars tax free makes it worthwhile learning
another language.”

“Why not smply leave ustied, then?’ inquired Long, dispassionately.
“You will be safe by the time we can free ourselves.”

“Oh will I?” Rasmussen's voice was thick with sarcasm. “Fellal don't
believeit. | saw what you did to the light switch in the bedroom, and how
you tore apart the door. With the amount of blood you left in my
plasterboard you ought to be dead—I've gutted enough deer to know how
much abody holds.”

“Then you must know I'm not about to dismember any more doors,”
sighed Long. Regardless of Rasmussen's gun, he sat up. “Not tonight.”

“I don't know that at all,” the blond man growled. He wound his fingers
moretightly in Liz Macnamaras hair. “Y ou're one weird cat. | don't know
what it is. meditation, karate, hypnosis—but | have no ideawhat your limits
are. | don't trust you. Also, you made me kill Blanco. | don't like you.”

Mr. Long's smile expressed reciprocity. “But Miss Macnamara—you
know sheisno yogic adept. Y ou needn't kill her.”

Rasmussen laughed. Her head was twisted around by his beefy hand.
“Liz?Liz has been living dangeroudy for months now. She's been having
gualms of conscience. Besides, | know little Lizzie here. She carriesa
grudge. She'd follow meto hell, she would, smply to help the devil stoke
the coals.”

He sighed. “No. I'm not up for leaving behind either bodies or witnesses.
Not after what Doug did.”

Long's eyebrows rose. “How will you avoid that?’



“Simple. Weretaking you along. On the Caroline. Part way.

“Get on your feet.” He stood up, dragging the young woman with him.
She thrashed against him, screaming muffled curses, but without her arms
she could do nothing. Long regarded him without moving.

“Why should | cooperate with you?’ he asked. “Y ou offer me no
incentive.”

Rasmussen smiled and prodded the barrel of the gun against Liz'stemple.
“You'll dowhat | say because while you are dive there's a chance you might
find an opportunity to get away. It'sthat smple. Of course | got no intention
of giving you that opportunity, but you've got to bet the team you're on.”

L ong stood. The two men confronted one another in the yellow lamplight.
“Do you think you could shoot the both of us before | could reach you?’ he
asked mildly.

“l don't haveto,” answered the heavy man, and his laughter rumbled
through the rooms. “If you had the guts to sacrifice little Lizzie you would
have gone for me long ago. That much we know about each other, Mr.
Long. You know I'm able to kill her. | know you're not. That's why I'm the
onein power.”

Long's armour of composure broke momentarily at Rasmussen's last
words, and afire neither subtle nor civilized shone out of his narrow eyes.
The burly blond flinched. He gestured with the gun.

“Walk. Out the back way, through the garage.”

The fire vanished as though the furnace door had dammed shut. Long
turned and preceded Rasmussen through the length of the house. They
passed through adoor in the kitchen.

The garage was s0 clean and empty as to appear unused. There were no
cardboard boxes stacked against the wall, no broken Venetian blinds. Not
even a stepladder.

Liz Macnamara had no old possessions: nothing of the sort one can't use
and refuses to throw away. Until recently, she had been accustomed to
owning nothing.

Within the garage the Mercedes sat in solitary splendor. Rasmussen
tossed the keysto Long.

“Open the trunk,” he commanded. Mr. Long did so.

“Get her in.”

L ong stood motionless, keysin hand. “No.”

Rasmussen's hand did from Elizabeth's hair to her throat. It dowly
tightened.

Liz opened her eyes wide as the pressure grew, but she did not look at
Mayland Long. Her breath whistled in her nose and then that noise ceased.



“Stop,” said Long. “There's no need for that.”

Rasmussen was smiling broadly. He loosened his grip as Mr. Long bent
to help to ease the bound woman into the trunk of the Mercedes. Inasingle,
smooth motion he whipped the pistol around and struck Long on the back of
the head.

The trunk door dammed shut on both his captives. “ Goddamn,” he said to
himsdlf. “Let's see what hypnosis can do about that!”

Chapter 15

The solid thud of the trunk lock closed them both in darkness. Long
groaned and eased hiswounded side away from contact with thewall. His
free hand sought and found Liz Macnamaras face. He pried the tape from
her mouth, then began to free her hands.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “1I'm so very sorry.”

“For what?" The bands of tape pedled away with difficulty; she
swallowed acry of pain.

“For what?’ Long repeated. “It's| who have failed you, it seems, having
entered the scene in the guise of arescuer and succeeded only in adding to
the defeat.”

Her hands now free, Liz began to work on the bindings on her legs.
“Foyd showed up about two hours ago. | let himin. | was sure he wouldn't
risk... Oh hdl!” Her voice began in outrage and faded.

“He told me you broke into his house, looking for me. | knew you were
looking for Mother, of course. He said he shot you, and that you'd run off
into the woods to die like an animal. He said his ceiling was soaked in
blood.”

The thunder of the engine starting delayed hisreply. Acceleration pushed
the prisoners against the back wall. The air was close and sour with metd
and gasoline. “He hit me. That much istrue, at any rate.”

“Areyou badly hurt?” Her hands blundered through the darkness. Found
him.

“It'sbandaged,” said Mr. Long. One dim hand touched hisinjured
shoulder. He enclosed it in his own hand and put it gently aside. “We have
other things to worry about, now.”

“I'm sorry,” Elizabeth repeated helplesdly. “1f | had not gotten involved
with Rasmussen in the first place...”

“If any one of an infinite number of events had not happened in their



seguence, the present would be a different place.” He yawned. The trunk was
getting warmer.

“Elizabeth, blameis ausaless gesture. Regret isworse. Yet | regret that |
am so weak and weary | may not be able to break the lock of the boot.”

As he spoke his fingers tapped against meta, seeking the point of
attachment.

“Break thelock? Of course you can't. It's stedl.”

“I can do afew parlor tricks,” Long said drily. “Even against stedl. But
now...” Heflattened his hand against the top of the rear wall of their prison.

“Ugh! | have nothing to brace against.”

“Here.” She put her back to the far wall and her hands pushed against the
middle of his back.

“I think your bones would give before the steel lock,” said Long, and at
that moment the car turned right, rising onto two wheels, and the two of
them were flung sSideways and into one another's arms.

Theintimacy wasinvoluntary, and lasted only aslong asthe turn that
caused it. When it was over the dark air wasfilled with silence. Then Long
began to laugh.

It was a heavy, deep, spontaneous laughter, incongruous in a man so
dight and lean, impossible from aman so injured. Mr. Long's laughter was
like the cool thunder of a summers afternoon and Liz Macnamara found
herself smiling in the middle of her dread.

“Ah! Elizabeth. It'savery odd thing, to beaman.”

Hiswords challenged her and she found hersdlf replying, “1've often
thought so myself, but of course my knowledge is secondhand.”

Without warning Long dammed the palm of his hand againgt the trunk
lid. The lock snapped and a crack of light penetrated their prison. “Easier
than | expected,” he said.

Elizabeth wasted no time in compliments. She peered through the crack.
“Wereon 280,” she stated. “Going north.”

“Whereisthe Caroline docked?’

“North Beach. The marinas down here couldn't accommodate her.” She
settled back. “What are we going to do?’

Pushing with hisfeet againgt the trunk wall. Long edged closer. “We wait
for an opportunity to jump.”

“QOut of amoving car?’

“When it stops, preferably.” She saw agleam of teeth in the darkness,

“You've never driven with Floyd Rasmussen,” she retorted, feeling stung.
Remembering the earlier interchange, she added, “What did you
mean—when you said wasn't it funny to be aman?’



For amoment he did not respond, but rolled from his side to his back and
lay staring at the metal celling. “I was referring to the species, not the sex. A
man is an unusua being. Heis capable of tremendous precision of thought.
What is more, he creates—languages, philosophies, poetry... In short, heis
the paragon of the animals. Y et heis so eminently—what isthe right
word?—distractable. During the most concentrated moments he may—no
he will—float off like a butterfly and scatter all he has gained. Y et thisis
not aflaw in man, | think. Thisiswhat makes him man. And | must believe
thereisavauein that.”

“Areyou talking about me, or mankind in general?’ she asked in asmall,
hurt voice.

He turned toward her. “I am talking about myself, Elizabeth.” Seeing
doubt in her face he continued, “Y ou see, | have dways been a collector—a
hoarder of other peopl€'sideas. | was not creative by nature. Not—
distractable. It wasn't in me. But lately | have learned what it isto be human.
Learned, but not understood. It seemsto involve agreat deal of misery
crammed into avery short lifetime.”

His voice was urgent, almost demanding, as he looked into LizZ's eyes.
“Why isthat?’ he asked.

“You're asking me?’

“Why not you, Elizabeth? Y ou are human. Also, you may be the last
person | will be ableto ask.”

She smiled and touched hisface. “Y ou should have asked my mother. |
think she knew the answer to that.”

“Ah, but | wasted my timein lesser matters. Though perhaps she told me
after al.” He shook his head. “1 wish | could think more clearly.”

“Your eyes,” shewhispered suddenly. “They glow in the dark.”

“1 wouldn't know about that.”

She kissed him. “They do. How did Mother find you?’

Slowly he drew his head back. “We were introduced by a bartender at the
James Herald Hotel—the fancy place you yourself paid for, Elizabeth. | live
there”

“Isthat how you find clients? Through the bartender?’

He stared a moment, uncomprehending. “ Elizabeth. Do you aso think I'm
aprofessional detective?’

“Yourenot?' Liz Macnamara hit her head against the trunk lid. “ Then
what are you?”’

Mayland Long sighed and smiled. “I am afriend of your mother's. | have
no profession at all, merely sufficient money to livein comfort.”

Being the person shewas, Liz Macnamaracried, “To livein comfort!



That'sal I've ever wanted! How'd you get it?’

He hesitated. The tiny space echoed with road noise. “Out of aholein the
ground,” he said finally.

“Qil?

“No, Elizabeth. Gold.”

“Oh! How free you must be.”

She heard her own words. “I'm sorry. More sorry than | can say The finest
thing in my life was Mother, and because of me she'sdead.” Long shot a
glance a her, frowning, hut he held histongue. “And you...”

“I am not dead yet,” he replied, with atouch of acid. “Andinno casedo |
wish to be added to your list of guilts. | have lived along time,
Elizabeth—Ionger than any creature on this earth can expect to live. These
last years | have spent waiting for the fulfillment of a prophecy.”

“A what?’

“A prophecy And it has been fulfilled. | don't understand the sense of it,
but then it was never said that | would understand—only that | would meet
one who could show me the truth, and by that all | possessed | would lose.”

LiZ's eyebrows drew together. “What? Who was that, who could show
you the truth, and take everything away...”

“Martha Macnamara showed me arose.” Hiswords were quiet, almost
drowned in the rumble of the engine. His face was turned dightly away.

She stared. “ Are—were you in love with my mother?’ Elizabeth
whispered.

Theword struck Long by surprise. “In love?’ He considered it.

“Yes,” heanswered. “Y our mother was the end of my waiting. But even
had she not been amaster of truth, had she only been the musician, the
person shewas...” He shook hishead vainly “But that'sal one. Yes, | amin
love with your mother, Elizabeth. Even now.” His hands laced together over
hisface, concealing al but his black unreadable eyes.

“And if you say you are sorry once more | may throw you out of the car.”
He turned his attention to the passing scenery.

“He's running the lights,” observed Mr. Long.

“That'swhat | meant, about Floyd's driving. He never obeystherulesif he
thinks he can get away with it. And he aways speeds.”

“We're now on Nineteenth Avenue, Elizabeth. Perhapsif | prop the boot
open you can roll out at a corner.”

“Hell see!”

“All the better. In order to prevent us, he would have to stop the car, and |
am confident | could delay him while you run.”



“My legs are both adeep. To the knees.”

Long laughed again; as though all of time were before him, as though the
day were bright. “We're apretty pair,” hesaid. “Three arms and two legs
between us. Still, it can't be helped. Let's see how the fellow responds.” He
snapped the trunk open.

The answer was swift. The Mercedes shot forward as Rasmussen trod the
accelerator and Long was nearly flung onto the pavement. He gripped the
wesather stripping and pulled himsalf back.

“Wdl, now we know,” said Liz bleakly “Would you rather break your
neck or be drowned?’

“Such alimited choice!” cried Mayland Long. He sat upright, stretching
his back with relief. The wind wake blew his black hair around hisface.
“Our hand is played, child. Sit here with me awhile.”

Liz Macnamara straightened painfully, propping the trunk open with one
hand. She sat beside him. He put his arm around the young woman's
shoulder, perhaps for support. Nineteenth Avenue shot away beneath them,;
streetlights, signs and automobiles fading into the past. The streetcar tracks
beat against the wheels of the Mercedes. Rasmussen cut through the empty
Street at sixty miles per hour.

“There'saman—walking!” Liz waved her free hand and cried for help.
The small figure vanished behind them. Rasmussen responded to her noise
with aquick fishtail—Ileft, then right across the lanes. The metal wall
cracked her in theribs,

“Goddamn him!” she shrieked, tears of anger in her eyes. Mr. Long's hand
tightened reassuringly on her shoulder. His hand was warm.

“Why didn't you show up fifteen years ago,” Elizabeth lashed out. “We
needed you.”

He drew back to look at her: perfect features, angelic hair, eyeslike the
sea. “You are a beautiful woman, Elizabeth. Like a painting, which is beauty
of color, and like a sculpture, which is beauty of form. But you are dive,
and have a beauty of movement which is more than these. Perhapsit isthe
beauty of music.”

Before she could respond he added, “ Do you remember Fred Frisch?’

“Fred? Of course | remember Fred. Class clown. We sat in the same
classroomsfor four years. Got the same grades, too, | think. How do you
know Fred?’

He yawned and settled her against his good shoulder. “1 met him afew
days ago, while we were looking for you. This past night he... he kept me
aive, | think.”

“Fred?’ sherepeated helplesdly. “ Fred?”



“I like Fred Frisch,” said Mr. Long.

This same Fred Frisch was gitting at his kitchen table, scrubbing
blood-stained chair cushions. They really were ruined. He drizzled peroxide
over the rusty blotches. It made a satisfactory hiss and bubble, but lifted the
green dye from the ancient satin. By now the cushions were soaked through
with his various attempts at cleaning. Probably they would mildew.

Fred sighed. He dropped the cushion, sighed again, dropped the pinkish
rag and sighed once more. He did not know what to do.

He was gifted with aquick mind and avery ssimple emotiona nature. He
wanted to be loyal to Mr. Long. He was in awe of the man, who could
endure such sickness and pain without breaking. Who managed to appear
decisive in the middle of delirium. Who lay in thistatty living room so very
closeto dying—close asamilitary spec., was the way Fred put it—and
spoke considerately, with impeccable manners. Who apologized to Fred for
holding hisarm too tightly.

And Jeez, that arm ill ached.

He would have liked to be like Mr. Long, but he knew the stuff he
himsdlf was made of. He was just Fred, and the best he could do wasto be
loyal, and not blow the other man's game.

He stared at a cobweb high in the corner by the window and wondered
whether being Chinese helped.

He carried the cushions back to the chair. Have to remember not to Sit on
them the next few days, till they dried. There, on the bright fabric where the
seat cushion would rest, sat a small white cassette tape.

The story came back to him: the smashed recorder and the circle on the
bathroom wall—which sign he would not have understood had not Long
explained its Buddhist significance. Thiswas the tape from the kidnappers
hole. He picked it up by one corner, asthough it would bite. He took it to
the kitchen.

He had four tape recordersin his small apartment. One took large tapes
only and two did not work at al. The remaining unit had a bum recording
head, but played back reasonably well. He dragged it from its place in the
pile and plugged it in by the toaster. He rewound the tape and played it.

After afew minutes his shaking hand dammed down on the gect key.
“Oh Jeezus.”

The cries, the curses, punctuated by the thud of something hard against
flesh... Thiswas concentration camp stuff. Thiswas murder.

Theimage of Mrs. Macnamarafilled his mind—nher old-fasnioned braids,
the bird-tilt of her head as she followed the toy car over the carpet. Her
round, blue eyes, like Liz's eyes.

The face became Liz Macnamara’s, delicate aabaster yet flushed with



anger as she turned to counter some frat boy's silly cut. The memory was
brief; it lasted aslong as the action it recorded—Liz was most easily
remembered in action.

Could she be dead? And her mother? Was this voice on the tape the voice
of adead woman—dadying even as the tape ran? Fred's imagination quailed
and the images faded into darkness.

He shuddered, and the table rattled in sympathy. He saw Mr. Long—the
Black Dragon—as he had lain on the living room rug, unconscious. Here
was another one who might be dead now. Or soon.

But the eyesin his memory opened. Brown eyes, heavy lidded, looked out
cam and focused. They held Fred in place as though he were arabbit.

No. The young man shook histhick pale hair. No sir, loyalty was one
thing but life was another. Lives.

Fred hit rewind. He picked up the recorder with tape insde and snatched
up hiskeys. As helocked the door behind him he rehearsed the story he had
to givethe police.

“The sea,” whispered Mayland Long. “1 smdll it. And listen!”

“1 don't hear anything but the car,” Liz responded. “And | smell gas
doshing out of the tank. He's taking comers like a madman.”

He drew her close to him, his single hand gripping her canvas belt. A
screen of laurel appeared at the left, very close to the car. The leavesrustied
In the breeze—a sea breeze, foretelling the dawn. “It istime for you to leave
us,” Long announced. “ Please double tie your belt, so that it doesn't come
loose.”

Mystified, Liz complied with his order. “What do you mean—time for me
to leave? We're going too fadt, still. And what about you? I'll bet you could
survive jJumping alot better than | could.”

The pressure against her waist increased. She was lifted from the sheet
metal. “Ouch! Please! You'retwisting me al around. What are you doing?’
“I'm sorry,” said Mr. Long, in unconscious parody of Elizabeth herself.

“But it isdifficult with only one arm.”

“What is?’ she began, as the Mercedes, following the angle of the road,
went into ahard right turn. In answer, Long braced hisfeet against the right
wall of the trunk and flung his companion out of the ear and into the
shrubby trees.

Her shriek of surprise faded—Ilike all else—into the past.



Chapter 16

The drive leading to North Beach Marina cut through an immaculate
lawn. The Mercedes careened into it, skidding on gravel. The sky abovethe
ocean was clear and black; the moon was setting, tinged mustard yellow. To
the east, however, where the far shore of the Bay lay hidden, the darkness
was dull and linty, and the stars were fading. Asthe Mercedes nose dipped
down toward the piers, itslights flashed three times.

Rasmussen maintained his breakneck speed along the straight entryway,
then jammed the brakes. Before the car had stopped moving he was out the
door and running. He dropped to one knee behind the open trunk, bracing
his pistol with hisforearm.

A smaller shape sprinted up the road to join him. In the distance, dogs
began to bark.

“All right, folks. Get out here, now!” snarled the big blond. Threve,
standing beside Rasmussen, hissed, “What the hell happened, Floyd? Y ou
got Liz in there?’

“No. Just me,” answered Long, climbing wearily to hisfeet. He ignored
Rasmussen to consider Threve.

Threve glared in turn at Long over the gleaming barrel of an automatic.

The prisoner spoke. “We haven't been introduced. My nameis Mayland
Long. | know that your nameis Threve. And I'm told that you are a
murderous thug.” Hiswords were easy, urbane, amost cordial. “I've come
to make sureitistrue.”

Threve inched closer to Rasmussen. “Thisis—isthisthe weird guy?’

Rasmussen nodded. “Where' sLiz?’ he snapped.

“Far away,” Long answered placidly. Helifted his head to the breeze. The
moonlight shone on his glossy black hair.

Rasmussen's teeth ground together. “ Then she'sdead,” he stated. “I didn't
dow down under fifty the entire trip.”

“Why the hell didn't you lock the goddamn trunk?’ roared Threve, stung
by the prisoners attitude and furious at Rasmussen as well. The chorus of
barking rose with hisvoice.

Rasmussen divided his attention; he trusted neither man.

“1 don't think shewasinjured,” said Long. “Shelanded in abush.”

“Shit! You said you had her, Floyd! How the hell did you let her get
away?’



Floyd Rasmussen did not answer. He locked eyes with Long, who smiled
grimly. “Why her and not you?’ Rasmussen asked.

Mr. Long turned his face to the water. “| came to see Mrs. Machamara.
‘Til | find her, my business with you isn't done.”

“Itis, becauseyou are,” growled Rasmussen, shifting his grip on the
black pistol. His eyes were doubtful. “Hell of apriceto pay.”

Long smiled. “You don't even know what I'm buying.”

The dogs were silent suddenly; perhaps their master had come out to hush
them. Only achorus of crickets sounded at the edge of hearing, like the
blood pounding in Rasmussen's ears. The pistol didn't waver, but he stared
warily at Long, afraid that his prisoner had plans that he, Rasmussen, did not
understand.

Threve answered for Rasmussen. “Wings and ahalo, that's all. Plug him,
Floyd, and let's get out of here. If that bitch gets to the palice...”

Rasmussen hesitated, gazing into pale brown eyes under the light of a
gold moon.

Douglas Threve was aless complicated man and so less vulnerable to
doubt. He cursed and raised his own weapon dightly. Without warning
Long struck him in the chest and knocked the small man over the gravel
path. Threve's pretty automatic went sailing into the brush of the hill. Long
rolled onto his back and grabbed Threve by the throat.

The small man's shout of surprise and rage was cut off cleanly. His hands
clawed vainly at Long'sface. Threve's hedls kicked against the grave.

As soon as Long moved, Rasmussen was free of his paraysis. He leaped
for the struggling pair and swung the butt of the pistol at Long's head. The
first blow caught his victim on the right shoulder.

Long dropped Threve, and he turned upon Rasmussen a glare of enduring,
patient hate. The blond raised his pistol again, and Long's hand rose toward
this other enemy in what seemed to be as much a gesture of malediction as
an attempt at defense. His fingers were spread wide, and in the moonlight
his hand looked like the talon of some gigantic raptor. Rasmussen
remembered the odd grip of Long's hand on his own and he shuddered, not
knowing what it was that he fought. But the pistol in his hand wasfalling,
and it caught Long above the temple.

“See?’ hissed the blond at his partner, who lay dazed at the edge of the
path, gulping air. “Whao'safool? | told you about thisguy.”

“Shoot him now,” gagged Threve. “ Shoot him or | will.” »

“With what?’ Rasmussen stuffed his pistol in ajacket pocket. “We don't
need more noise.” He straddled Long and tore open the front of his shirt.
The hunter examined L ong's bandages. “ So that's where | got him. He was
crawling toward mein the dark, like abig lizard. | wonder if he did this



himsdlf. | don't see how.”

Rasmussen brooded. “I don't like that. He can't have gone to the police, or
they'd never have let him go in acondition like this. But it means he had
help, somewhere.”

From his other pocket Rasmussen pulled a short skinning knife and aroll
of adhesivetape. He cut away Fred Frisch's handiwork and bound Long's
two hands together, winding tape from the wrist halfway up to the elbow.

“Shoot him already,” ingsted Threve, trying to stand.

“No shooting. | could cut histhroat here and now, if | wanted. In fact he
may be dead already. Ought to be. But | tell you Doug, thisguy'slikea
snake. No matter what you do to it, it'll wriggletill nightfall.”

Threve sneered. “It'sdready nightfal. It'samost dawn,” he answered
sourly. “What are we gonna do about it?’

Rasmussen smacked his hands on his thighs and stood.

“We're going to do what we planned. Dump them both off the Farallons,
tied to concrete blocks. Live or dead, thisguy can play with the lobsters.”

“Help me carry him,” grunted Rasmussen, bending to lift. “No. Never
mind,” he reconsidered, feeling the lightness of the burden. “Y ou get ready
to sail.” He started toward the water, plodding awkwardly, the limp form of
his prisoner over one shoulder. Clouds of dust rose like smoke with every
shuffling footstep.

“I lose my gun and you start giving orders, huh?’ rasped Threve. He
touched his bruised neck gingerly.

Rasmussen sighed. “Y ou want to tote him?”

Threve spat onto the dry road. “| had to carry the mother.”

“You wouldn't have, if you hadn't beat her to death. Or strangled her.”
His steps echoed on wood.

Threve swallowed his rage, stalking ahead aong the pier.

The Caroline was abeautiful ship, even with all sailstightly furled. She
was five tons of teak, trimmed in brass, and though she was primarily a
sailing ship, she had the power to drive fifteen knotsin calm seas.

The night was failing when Long opened his eyes. Thefirst cries of gulls
broke through the deep cough of the engine. His head hurt and hisvision
was blurry.

He regarded his arms, wound in atube of white tape. Any attempt to pull
them apart sent intolerable pain shooting up hisleft arm and shoulder. He
tried to pull hisfeet under him and found they were also bound— tied with
wireto alarge concrete block.

Next to him lay abundiein agreen oilcloth tarp. It was also tied to the
block. After amoments confusion he knew what that bundle had to be. He



sat up and looked closer at it, forced finaly to believe. Thoughts resounded
through the hollows of his skull. He listened to them without interest.

So he was like other men in thisway too. He believed what he wanted to
believe: what he felt he had to believe. Until, of course, time dammed him
into the meaningless truth. Martha was dead and he was going to die. Even
without these men and their absurd, murderous thievery, he would die soon,
for hewas old and his search was over,

He'd found what he sought. Truth. He had no questions any more. It was
not what he wanted, said asmall voice within him, but it was what he'd
chased so long.

Thelittle man by the cave in Honan must have been mad, to appear so
happy. Knowledge, of the truth led only to despair.

He extended his hands and raucous, lancing pain mixed into the cries of
the gulls. He pulled the oilcloth gently away from Martha, Macnamara's
face.

That face was lacerated and bruised purple, and about the nose and mouth
were marks like sunburn. Her long hair, grizzled brown and white, lay
tangled over her forehead. He brushed the hair away.

“Ah, Martha,” he whispered. “1 can't believe three days was enough.”

He stroked the sad, mottled face. “| had a question to ask. I'd saved it for
centuries. When | met you | wasted my time with play, and | did not ask it.
No matter.” He swallowed painfully. “The play was more important.”

The Caroline dipped into awave asit |eft the shelter of the Bay and cut
into the Pacific. Long raised himself up and peered west, into the wind.,

So thiswas the rapprochement with the sea he had avoided for so long.
Waves dapped the wood, sullenly. Long still did not understand water.

He'd traded his future for the chance to say good-bye to awoman who
was aready dead. That farewell had been important. But why?

Was anything important, here on the edge of theirremedial loss? Cold air
filled hislungs. His breath steamed. He heard the two men moving about in
the bow of the boat, but he did not take his eyes from the sea.

The horizon to the right and behind him was streaked with brilliance. The
near Side of each wave glistened. He sat in aquiet which was divorced from
both pain and joy. Even his curiosity had left him.

Gaunt black rocks broke through the waves in the distance ahead. A few
ships dotted the water far from shore.

He took one of Martha's cold handsin his own and looked again at her
face.

Suddenly he started, held his breath, and leaned toward her. Again he saw
the small cloud of white fog dissolve againgt the green tarpaulin. He lifted



her head on his hand and whispered, “Martha?’

Blue eyes opened, brighter than the dawn sky. They wandered unfocused.
“Who?’

“M-Mayland Long,” he whispered, stcumbling over his own name.

Her hands floundered in the tarp, like those of a baby in swaddling. “Oh!”
Like ababy, her eyes were blue and vague. “I've... I've been so worried.
About you.”

He stripped away the ailcloth, shaking her gently to keep her awake.
“Thereis something | must ask you,” he began.

With great effort, she raised her head. “ About Liz? My daughter. Did you
cal the police?’

Shelifted hersalf further, grimacing. “What's wrong with your hands?’
Martha blinked and began to look around her.

“Your daughter issafe, | trust.” He spoke eagerly, hisvoice unsteady. “|
|eft her in abush. | haven't called the police, athough Fred may have. Must
have, by now.

“But hear me, Martha. What | want to say, isthat | love you. Isthat all
right with you?”’

Martha Macnamaratook in all thiswithout blinking. Her smilewas a
painful, cracked thing. “ Of course, Mayland. I'm delighted to hear it,
because | love you.” Shetried to laugh and collapsed to the deck in
dizziness. “ Couldn't you tell?’

He closed his eyes and gave asigh that was half agrowl. In onefluid
motion he got to hisfeet. The wire around his ankles restrained him, and he
suddenly remembered their perilous situation. Carelesdy, he reached down
and snapped the wire.

Mayland Long smiled, and the red sun broke over the hillsto the
southeast. Hislips drew back from his teeth and he held his bound arms out
before him. White tape caught the new light and his bronze skin glowed. He
threw back his head and laughed—alaugh neither English nor Chinese, but
filled with glad thunder. The tape gleamed ruddy in the sunlight, and as he
strained against it it fell away like charred paper.

Hisinjured arm fell to his side. The right hand he extended, impossible
fingers spread wide, as though he would grab the sun. All pain and weakness
were gone, drowned in aflood of smplejoy.

He heard running footsteps and turned. “He sure ain't dead!” shouted
Douglas Threve, who stood before Long holding a heavy steel wrench. “I'll
fix that!”

Long dodged the blow smoothly and struck Threve'sarm. The wrench
clattered on the deck.



Long struck again. Hisfingers closed around Threve's neck, thumb
pressed under the chin. Helifted Threve quickly, and with the motion one
makesto flick open a cigarette lighter. Long snapped the man's neck. He
tossed the body aside.

Floyd Rasmussen stood before him, braced against the cabin wall. The
barrel of the pistol that he held was shaking.

L ong caught hiseye. “Y ou know better than that.” He spoke gently,
chiding. He heard behind him Martha crawl out of her rutch of ailcloth.

Rasmussen licked hislipsand did down against the wall. “God! Can't
you be killed?’

“Ohyes,” answered Long. “But not disposed of. If you kill me you will
have me with you forever.”

“Hypnosis,” stated Rasmussen without conviction.

“No one has been killed, here, except this man. Who is my responsbility.
Long's voice was measured and reasonable. It held the blond man pinned
against the wall. “Now you have the opportunity you thought was lost
forever. No past murder forces you to shoot. If you do, it will be afresh
decision, and will seal your future once again.”

Waves dapped against the pilotless craft, turning it out of its course.
Wind whistled in the rigging.

“No oneisdead? The mother...” Rasmussen looked wildly about. Long
stepped aside to reved the empty wrappings. “ Sheisrisen. Sheisnot here,”
he whispered.

Rasmussen dropped the gun and put both hands to his head. Instantly
Long dived for the cabin wall and brought Rasmussen down. The big man
clawed ineffectually against the single lean brown hand which closed upon
histhroat. He gasped and choked. Long's face was set and deliberate. He
reached histhumb under Rasmussen's jaw.

“Oolong. No.” Martha Macnamara spoke with authority. “All you said to
himistrue. | don't want you to carry him as a burden for the rest of your
life.”

Heraised hisface to hers. Hiseyesflared yellow: feral, merciless. Her
own eyeswere haf closed in a puffy face.

“It'll be nothing new to me.”

“No!” she repeated, unwavering. Blue eyes and gold eyes met: two colors
of flame. “Everything is new, forever,” she stated. “It isawaysthe first
time.”

The gold eyes dropped and the black head bowed. Martha' s hands went
gingerly to her head. She winced, groaning.

Mayland Long cleared histhroat. “ Then, Martha, | suggest you search Mr.,



Rasmussen's pockets for the adhesive tape he carries... And there will bea
small hunting knife by it. Be careful.”

She bound Rasmussen while Long held him down by the neck, feding
panic pulse beneath his hand. When Martha was done they both stood and
walked to the stem.

“Can you handleaboat?’ inquired Martha

“Not at al,” wasthe prompt answer.

Her broken lipstried to smile. “I can't believe there is something you can't
do.” Her hands sought out atangled, fallen braid and began to work it free.

“| have avoided trave by water,” answered Long, as aswell pitched the
Caroline sdeways.

“Because of another prophecy?’

“Because | get sick,” hereplied. Only anarrow band of dark iriswas
visible as asmile spread from his eyes to his mouth. “And because I'm afraid
of water. Can you, Martha? Handle aboat? The question is of more than
academic interest.”

She shrugged. Her blue dress was creased and stained. It had lost half its
buttons. “I can turn the whedl.”

Liz Macnamara sat at the sergeants desk as the officers of the day patrol
came on duty. She was acutely aware of her dishabille. The sergeant himsalf
sat in another room, behind a glass door, talking on the phone. He had been
in there for the last ten minutes.

She heard that door open. “Miss Macnamara,” he began. “That's
M-a-c-n-aem-a-r-a?”’

“Yes, yes! You haveall that.”

“Don't get excited. Miss.” He picked up apencil and bounced the eraser
end afew times against the desk blotter.

“What do you mean?’ Liz wailed. “They've killed my mother! They're
going to kill...”

“Mr. Long. Mayland Long, M-ay-1-a-n-d,” interjected the sergeant. His
eyeswere deepy, hisgirth considerable.

“Yes, that's hisname.”

“And your mother'sfirst nameis Martha?’

“Oh God, yes, what of it? Do something.”

“Wehave,” the policeman said. “ Two days ago aMr. Mayland Long
reported your mother missing. He didn't have anything more for usto go on,
so there wasn't much we could do, but an hour ago akid walked in on the
Palo Alto police with acrazy story about this man Long. And atape. Since
then al the departments on the Peninsula have been on the dert. 'Course, we
hadn't thought to check the Bay until you came to us with your information.



Miss Macnamara

“Thrown into atree?’ He dropped the pencil.

The young woman before him wriggled in her seat. There was alesf
sticking out of her hair, along dender leaf like adonkey's ear. Her arms
were scratched and that bathrobe deserved an R rating.

The sergeant was afan of old movies. He couldn't decide whether Liz
Macnamara looked more like Marlene Dietrich or Greta Garbo, but despite
her tangled hair and grease smears she sure looked like something.

“Tree or bush. A laurel. In Golden Gate Park. What doesit matter?’ Liz
folded her armstightly, hugging herself.

“I'm sorry about your mother,” the sergeant said.

Liz nodded miserably.

“And considering what you've said about your relationship with these two
kidnappers | think you need alawyer.”

“Hell with that,” moaned the young woman. The sergeant’s mouth
twitched sympatheticaly.

“Still, there's not much more | can say to you until you're represented by
counsd...”

At that moment the outer door opened and Fred Frisch walked in,
carrying his tape recorder and tugging on his moustache. Seeing Liz, he
escaped the guiding hand of the officer who had brought himin, and he
picked hisway among the desksto her.

“I'm sorry, Liz,” he began. “I tried... | mean, do you remember me at all?’

She stood, examining him closaly. Loose jointed, with limp blond hair,
and eyeslike a Bassett Hound: was this the fellow who had saved Long's
life?*“ Of course, Fred. Mr. Long talked about you tonight. He said you...
kept him going.”

“You'veseen himsince?Ishe...”

She shook her head. “I'm afraid they've killed him by now. They killed my
mother.” She sagged back into the chair. “And it'sall my fault.”

Fred swallowed. “Hey. It's not that way. | know all about it. | found your
disk file at RasTech and printed it.”

She glanced up in amazement and Fred shifted from foot to foot. “He
wanted meto. Mr. Long—the Black Dragon.”

“Thewhat?’

|gnoring the sergeant behind his desk, Fred dragged a chair across the
floor and sat. “Hisnameisrealy Black Dragon, in Chinese. | redly admire
the guy, you know?’

“Heliked you,” responded Elizabeth, blinking away tears.

“Did he say that?’



“Yes, and that he loved my mother. But they're going to kill him. Even he
thought so, when he threw me out of the car.”

“I don't know,” said Fred, frowning and blowing out his moustache.
“*He'sahard man to kill.”

Liz turned to him with the dawning of real curiosity. “Have you dways
had that moustache?’ she asked.

“Hummm,” snorted the sergeant behind his desk.

Martha held the glossy, many-spoked whed, leaning against it. Thefat red
sun had climbed afew degreesinto the sky, and she had turned the nose of
the Caroline toward it. Daylight touched the cold water, making the air
milky with fog.

Mayland Long stood beside her with a glass of water in his hand. She
started, for she had not heard him approach. Gratefully, she took the glass
and drank fromiit.

“Oh yes, that's better,” she said. He stood behind her and said nothing.

“Tak to me, Mayland. My head hurts.”

His answer came dowly. “I can't think of anything to say.” With great
care he ran hisfinger through her loose hair, combing it. Martha's battered
features eased into asmile. “I can't braid it for you without my other hand.”

“That feelswonderful,” she murmured, peering into the pale obscurity at
small dark shapesthat had not been there a minute ago. Were they rocks?

She shivered. “I think I've been cold forever.”

“Therel can help,” chuckled Mayland Long, and he put hisarm around
her waist as he pressed her body against his.

“Ohmy!” sheexclaimed. “You'reafurnace!” Shetouched hisbare arm
wonderingly. It was smooth, with no trace of the sticky tape. It radiated heat.
He bent hisface over hers. It, too, was very warm.

“So hot! You've used yoursdf up,” she said.

He raised his head and stared out. “No, I'm not quite used up. But |
thought | was, early thismorning.” Frowning, he added, “My understanding
was... imperfect.” A movement on the water distracted him.

“Look.” Shedid so. One of the dark shapesin the fog had become a boat,
a Coast Guard cutter. It veered by the bow of the Caroline, which bobbed in
the faster boat's wake.

Mr. Long strode to the stem to turn off the engine, that being the only
action in their power to assist the boarders, while Mrs. Macnhamara
smoothed her dress. With old-fashioned courtesy and a certain degree of
self-satisfaction, they welcomed their rescuers aboard.



Chapter 17

The door opened to Marthastriplet knock. In Long's Sitting
room rain beat against the windows, but atall lamp was lit, and
soft light drew acircle around the antique gold chairs.

“1 just called the hospital and they said you checked out.

Y ou weren't supposed to do that; the doctors said you weren't
ready.”

Mayland Long smiled quietly, almost shyly, at Marthaand
ushered her in. Except for the cotton ding around his right
arm, he looked as he had aweek ago: a dight Eurasian man of
Indeterminate age, whose dark features faded into the shadows
of the room.

“They didn't liketheir test results,” he stated. “1 didn't like
their tests. We were, neither of us, happy about the other, so |
came home. Have you seen Elizabeth today? Have they set
bail 7’

Martha sank into the nearest of the chairs. “ She's out on her
own recognizance, because she turned herself in, | visited her
this morning, before the rain started. That young man was
there—the one with the talking car—I| mean the car you talk to.

“1 hope Liz won't have to go to prison.” Martha's small jaw
was set and her forehead creased with worry. “But | think the
judge will be lenient, under the circumstances.” Her facein the
lamplight showed every trace of the mistreatment she had
suffered. She smiled around-faced smile as he pulled his chair
beside her and took her hand in his.

“How long have you been... ahuman being?’ she asked
him.

He glanced from her face to the gray world outside. “Less



than aweek, | think.”

She snorted. “You know what | mean.”

He looked back to her. “Six years ago | found an old manin
the hills outside Taipei. He was a master of Tao: not my
master, he informed me, but nonetheless he was very wise.”

Martha Macnamara frowned. “Tell me. | don't approve of
mysteries.”

Long looked down at his hands. His lean face expressed
doubt. “What do you know of dragons, Martha.”

“ 'How many times,' “ she quoted, “ ‘have | entered the cave
of the green dragon!" “

He turned halfway, and looked away from the brooding
weather. “Delusion. Yes. But | don't speak of a green dragon,
but ablack one.”

“An imperia dragon?’ she questioned in turn.

He turned full toward her. “ So you know about the dragon
of fivefingers?’

She laughed at the eagernessin hiswords. “Oh, I've been
around the block once or twice. The black dragon is a scholar.
He was claimed as the ancestor of every ruling family of
China. The black dragon lives forever.”

He met her eyes as he added, “But | will not.”

Martha's chin rose and she spoke with conviction. “Living
forever,” she began, “iswhat makes all dragons delusion,
whether they're green, red or black. Life isamoment long, no
more. If you hold on to it, you're lost!”

Gently he withdrew his hand and lay it on hislap. He leaned
back in the chair and closed his eyesto the light.

“1 hold on to everything,” he remarked. “| always have.”

“Back when you knew Bodhidharma?”

“Yes, Martha.” His eyes opened and one neat brow went up.
“Did you think | lied to you?’



“* And the son of Thomas Rhymer? The fairy host?’ she
pressed him.

“1 did not claim to be an eyewitness to those events. | just
repeated the story astold.” He smiled broadly

“Meeting the man who sat in front of awall—the one you
call Bodhidharma—changed alife which till then had been
devoted to the traditional pursuits of dragons’

“Which are?”’

“Mmph! Scholarship, calligraphy, collecting objectsd’ art...”

“That's al? Sounds pretty thin.”

“ Also devouring oxen, tigers, and occasionally people.” His
smile remained intact.

“Better... | wouldn't mind living like that,” said Martha.

“Yes, it isagreeable, on the surface. But | developed a
fascination for man—tiny, helpless, short-lived creature that he
was—because he created the beautiful things | could only
copy. And hoard. Dragons, you see, are not very creative. We
have never been great painters or poets, but instead great
collectors. | wished to know what it was that gave man the
power to do what he does—to paint, to write poetry, to sit for
nineyearsfacing awall...” Hiswordstrailed off.

“Bodhidharmatold me, Martha, that he was seeking truth. |
thought about that for quite some time. | went from teacher to
teacher. At first my quest wasto find out what there wasin
man to make him act so strangely: to desire an abstract nothing
with a passion that should be reserved for gold. But eventually
| came to see that | would only find out the truth about man by
finding man's truth itself!”

Long's right hand played with the whistle of the teapot. His
teeth shone and his opaque eyes were dancing. “Dog breeders
grow to look like dogs,” he said. “And slowly, over centuries, |
became like the creature | studied, growing apart from my own



kind.

“If I met adragon now, |'d have nothing to say to him!”

“Catsdon't like cats,” interjected Martha.

Mayland Long shot one mischievous glance at her and was
obliged to look away. He was grinning hugely,

“1 have spent decades in frozen caves in what is now Nepal,”
he announced. “| have coiled by stone beehive cellsin
Leicester. | have corresponded with the Dean of St. Paul's. Not
the present dean, of course...”

“Of course not. Y ou mean Donne.”

He grunted assent. “The men | sought were those who
seemed to have found what Bodhidharma found beneath the
cave wall. That indescribable formless whatever... truth!
Around me my kind faded. | hardly noticed. Dragons are not
socia by nature. (I am the exception.) My interest—my
obsession—kept me alive. But | did not find truth,” he
concluded, without irony.

Martha Macnamara lay her hands against hisface. “Don't
you know that you yourself are the truth walking?’

He kissed the palm of one hand, then the other. “ A dragon
cannot make sense of such a statement,” he said.

“But now...”

The moment's silence was filled with the sleepy drone of the
rain. Thecircle of light was small.

“I know,” he began dowly, “that you are my master.”

She laughed. “If you insist. But | would rather be your
mistress.”

“That too.”

Thunder rolled in the distance. Mayland L ong turned to the
window. He walked over and pressed his hand against the
glass. “It rarely thundersin California. The night | lost—that |
became a human being—it crashed incessantly.



“1 had heard about a Taoist teacher who was very wise. His
name was Y ung Chung-jo; he was aretired military man.
When | found him he was sitting on a bare hilltop, wearing his
tattered old dress uniform. He had come there in order to die.

“Hewas not afraid. | coiled about him and shielded him
fromtheran.

“1 told him about my search, where it had begun and where
it had led me. | told him what scriptures| had read, and in
which transcriptions, for | had learned all the major human
languages to aid me in my task. | listed the names of all the
teachers | had had previously and repeated the advice they had
given me. | wanted to be clear and exact with Y ung, because |
had failed with so many before.

“ And the old man laughed at me—he laughed as | think only
the Chinese can laugh, when they mock a person. It'sterrible,
the way they can laugh. It can reduce oneto...” He glanced
toward Martha and continued gently. “Y ou are laughing at me
now, Martha. That'sall right. | know what sort of fool | am.”

“Then he told me he was not destined to be my master,
because he was dying. He said my master would be one who
had more chi—more strength—than |. And he foretold that
when | met my master, al | had gathered would be taken from
me.”

“He sat in the rain through the night, while | slept coiled
about him. In the morning, when | awoke, | looked like this,
and in my arms | was holding a dead dragon.”

“1t must have hurt, to become human,” she whispered,
holding out her hand to him.

Mr. Long came back into the light. “It still hurts,” he said.

Lightning snapped in the sky and again thunder rumbl ed.
“What shall | do, Martha? Where shall | live? How shall |
spend my time?’



Martha Macnamaratook a deep breath and sat straight in the
chair. She was wearing her respectable tweeds. “1 am not the
Queen of Elfland,” she began.

“Y ou are more beautiful, Martha. And you possess more
chi.”

Sheignored the interruption. “But if you come with me | will
treat you better than sne did the Rhymer.”

He pulled her to her feet and kissed her, slowly and with
great concentration. Their hands were bathed in yellow light.
Their faces, above the lamp, were shadowed. “ Still,” he
whispered in her ear, “he came back with truth on his tongue.

She giggled. “It doesn't belong there.”

“Then what will my mistress teach me?’ He kissed her
cheek, the corner of her eye, her forehead. ..

Martha Macnamara took a step back and looked up at
Mayland Long. “Why, to play the piano, of course!” She held
up hisdark slender hand. “How wonderful!”



