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    e stands at the end of a long rough jetty, nearly one hundred yards from the safety of the shore. Rhythmic explosions from twenty feet below as the cold December sea tears itself apart against the uneven boulders. His hands are in his pockets, only once in a long while slipping away to clear the cold spray that drips from his face. He wears a black denim jacket over a thick dark sweater; faded jeans, worn sneakers. With no hat for protection his hair ducks and twists in the wind.


    


    He faces the horizon and looks at the water and sees nothing but waves rolling steadily toward him. Rising as if taking his measure, falling as if needing less distance before they can rise again, and crest, and drive him at last into the slick and jagged brown-black stone.


    


    Clouds low and heavy.


    


    Feathers of rain in the distance.


    


    Every few minutes, a flare of lightning, and thunder warns.


    


    He has been here for hours, since the winter sun first rose, and finally there’s a long deep breath, a long and slow exhalation while his eyes close and his shoulders slump and his lips move in a silent prayer he fears won’t be answered.


    


    His name is Casey Chisholm, and he knows he’s alone.


    


    * * * *


    


    Far behind him, on the beach, people wait, huddled and shivering. Watching. Afraid that he won’t turn around, that he’ll forget they are there, that he will instead take that next step. Into the sea. That after all this time and after all he has told them he will be lost to them, and they’ll be lost.


    


    Yet none move to stop him, and none move to speak to him, and none move to help him because there is nothing they can do. They can only stand there. Waiting. And watching. While the cold stiffens their limbs and discolors their faces and takes their breath and turns it into ghosts the wind blows back into their dark and fearful eyes.


    


    Every few minutes someone will look at someone else, a raised eyebrow, a pulled-in lip, a tilt of a head, a confused shrug. With nothing to say to the man on the jetty, they have nothing to say to each other as well. Not now. Not anymore. It’s all been said and it’s all been done, and there’s no sense in doing anything else.


    


    Just wait.


    


    Ignore the bloodstains, ignore the cuts and bruises, pay no attention to the rough bandages and heavy cast and deeply aching muscles and sharp aching bones and the sure and certain knowledge that what they’ve been through so far can’t possibly shine a light on what they know is to come.


    


    A tall man, lank and bowed, turns to stare at the trees that line the miles of sand that face the ocean. Nothing moves there but the branches, needled or bare. Nothing moves but clumps of violently trembling sawgrass that tops the few dunes he can see from where he stands. Nothing moves, and he turns back, expecting nothing more, a quick smile and a soft grunt when the woman beside him slips her arm around his waist.


    


    Two children, young girls, flank a woman who wears a veil over her face, only her eyes exposed. The three hold hands and dare the wind to knock them down.


    


    A young man and a young woman stand close without touching.


    


    There are others. Not many.


    


    And apart from them all is a woman who holds the neck of her thin coat closed at her throat. A scarf over her hair flutters as if trying to break loose and fly. Of them all she is the only one whose eyes are red and puffed from weeping. Yet her back is straight and her chin is up, and alone among all the others she has no trouble with a smile.


    


    Alone among all the others, she seems to know, and she is ready.


    


    * * * *


    


    His name is Casey Chisholm.


    


    * * * *


    


    And despite the people who wait and watch and whisper prayers of their own, despite the town that lies beyond the trees, despite his years of dreams, despite the nightmares that once had been true ... His name is Casey Chisholm.


    


    * * * *


    


    And he is alone.


    

  


  * * * *
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  lmost autumn; just past noon.


  


  A light warm wind that nudges damp leaves along gutters and bats them fitfully across lawns; clouds merge in a vast blanket drawn over the horizon, drawn over the sky, smothering the light to a dark dusky haze; porch lights and streetlamps, headlamps and traffic lights; neon in store windows, too bright for the hour, too brittle for comfort.


  


  Grey ghost pedestrians, scowling at each other, scowling at the weather, wishing the storm would hurry up and break, get it over with and get gone; in offices and shops no one speaks, hardly working, watching the windows, waiting for the storm; in schools children twitch and shift, cats’ tails, while teachers do their best to hold their attention while watching the windows, checking the wind, waiting for the storm.


  


  * * * *
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  In a field to the south, a small carnival breaking down, preparing for the next day when it will head south for the winter.


  


  Where it will unpack and die.


  


  The owner has had enough. Throughout the season his games were always crowded, his rides and attractions always filled, but it was the faces that had finally made up his mind—desperate adults and hungry young ones, weary of the plagues, of the famines, of the deaths that had besieged them over the past three years, demanding happiness now, and a few moments of joy. But when they left the grounds their faces were weary, sullen; it was just too damn hard to be happy these days because when they’d get home there would always be reminders—of the plagues, of the famines, of all the damn death.


  


  A few lights high on a half-dozen guy wire-propped poles along the edge of the midway, and a woman named Claire Sultan who walks through the shadows, one hand in her hip pocket, smelling the distant fading summer as the wind touches her cheeks and whispers through her hair. She is the daughter of the man who owns this portable, and too fragile, link to an earlier time, a time when she was young and knew how to laugh at a clown and sigh at a trained bear and shake her head without moving it at the young men who tried to impress their young women by throwing softballs into peach baskets and firing rifles at paper targets and holding their hands too tightly while the Octopus soared and twisted.


  


  It’s almost over now, and she has no idea what she’ll do once they reach Florida and the equipment is sold and the carnies scatter and she’s left with her father, who can’t stop staring out their trailer window, wondering what had happened.


  


  The crew has worked hard. The Ferris wheel is already down, the small tents already packed away on the trucks, the fences and gates and food stands and poles and flags and cheap gifts and cheap food long gone.


  


  Only the carousel is left.


  


  She takes her time getting to it, because once she does, it’s definitely all over. She’ll walk round it and pet the animals and sit in one of the benches and run her hands along a bronze pole or two, then give Marco the signal to make it all vanish. Her job. Her ride. Her life.


  


  Her nostrils twitch, she smells rain, and she can’t put it off any longer. With one hand in that pocket, the other running down the back of her short dark red hair, she blinks away all memory and makes the carousel the only thing she sees in the haze.


  


  Once this is gone, she thinks, I’m going to have to learn how to make a living. That frightens her. Terrifies her. No romantic, yet she still lives for the carnival; for all its scams and tricks and cons and temptations, it’s all she’s known for twenty-seven years, and all she’s ever wanted to know.


  


  Marco has asked her to marry him, says he has enough saved up to keep them until he can find another job. Forever if necessary, he had told her with a shy smile under those summer-blond curls that seldom stay where they’re brushed; I’m not all that smart, but I know how to save money. I’ll be good to you, Claire, I swear to you, I’ll be good.


  


  He’s ten years older, has worked for the Sultans for twelve years, off and on, and she thinks she actually loves him, but right now she isn’t sure. He’s strong, he’s kind, but he doesn’t love the life the way she does.


  


  He doesn’t love the life she’s about to lose.


  


  Don’t be afraid, he told her; don’t be afraid, I’ll take care of you. Really. I’m not as dumb as I look.


  


  Maybe not.


  


  But he doesn’t understand.


  


  * * * *
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  The carousel’s ridged circus tent top has one light at the apex, a large and bright tulip-shaped green bulb that catches bits and sharp hints of itself in the flakes of gold paint years of weather haven’t yet peeled away. Beneath, her pets wait for her good-byes—a pair of strutting llamas, a pair of strolling giraffes, a lion in full roar, an ostrich in full gallop; two old-fashioned sleighs for those who can’t take the up-and-down; red horses, black horses, white horses, gold and bronze and speckled horses with hand-carved manes and hand-painted hooves and bared teeth she touches up with a small brush every year.


  


  She is alone now because the others know and keep their distance.


  


  They’re also on the lookout for trouble, for the gang of young men and women, almost two dozen strong, who had swept through the grounds late the night before, swaggering through the crowds, taunting the acts, daring roustabouts to fight, scattering with high-pitched laughter when the police finally arrived, leaving behind broken whiskey and beer bottles and a few cuts and bruises.


  


  They left the carousel alone.


  


  “Well,” Claire says, grabbing a pole, swinging up to face a one-eyed llama. “Well.”


  


  Twenty-seven years old, she could pass for thirty-five. Older. Hard lines from a hard life she wouldn’t have had any other way. A life that had driven her mother into a distant memory when Claire was only five. A mother Claire had stopped wondering about a long time ago. Gone is gone; what’s left is the life.


  


  With a twitch of a grin she slaps the llama lightly on its frozen rump and moves on to the ostrich, running a palm along its wood-feathered flank and across one raised leg.


  


  “Well.”


  


  The smell of oil and sweat and thousands of children’s rumps and grown-ups’ feet and sneakers and babies who cried all the way around in the circle that a philosopher might say never ends; but she knows that riding the horse, or the lion, or that tiger on the other side never takes you in a circle. It’s forward; always forward, through a kaleidoscope dream that lasts for as long as the number of tickets in your hand.


  


  “Oh...hell,” she mutters at a sudden tear on her cheek. A swipe more annoyed than angry takes it away, and she dries her hand on her hip.


  


  What she wants to do, what she wants desperately to do, is open the hidden door in the fat center column covered with mirrors and painted faces, slip inside the control room, and turn the switches on.


  


  Lights. Music. Up and down.


  


  One more time.


  


  One last time.


  


  Let the music reach the town and let the children hear and dream, while she rides her favorite lion. Forward. Into a dream.


  


  But she can’t, and she knows she can’t, because it would break her too-old young heart.


  


  Instead she leans up on her toes and plants a silly kiss on the underside of a giraffe’s stiff lifted chin; she stretches out on a sleigh and stares at the underside of the canopy, at the struts and bars that lift the animals up and down, searching for the clown faces she’s sketched up there, one for every season, her notches for surviving another year.


  


  She can’t see them; not yet the middle of the afternoon, and it’s already too dark up there.


  


  A sigh, a quick laugh at herself, and she swings to her feet and yelps, “Jesus!” when she sees the man watching her.


  


  “Sorry.” He steps into the green light. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”


  


  He’s not very tall, wearing old western boots scuffed to hell and back, jeans so old that what blue is left looks like patches, a long-sleeve black shirt under an open vest decorated with what she thinks are Indian designs of some kind. He has a low-crown black western hat that hangs down his back on a beaded string. When he steps closer she sees his hair, parted in the center and gathered into a ponytail reaching just above the middle of his spine, a little grey in brown-red, gleaming as if it has just been washed and brushed. His face is thin, a sharp nose, chin and cheeks hidden by white-and-brown-red stubble, thicker on the chin where it almost makes a beard.


  


  Despite the light, she can’t really see the color of his eyes.


  


  “We’re closed,” she tells him with an apologetic shrug, dusting a nervous hand over her jeans. “Sorry, sir, but you’ll have to leave.”


  


  “Oh, I intend to,” he answers. A smile, wide enough to show white teeth, quick enough to make her wonder if he really smiled at all. His voice is soft and thin, some kind of accent she can’t quite place. Maybe Kansas, maybe Texas. He nods at the carousel. “This is special, you know.”


  


  “I know.”


  


  “Don’t see many like it anymore.” Another step, the breeze takes on a chill, and she can hear rumbling in the dark distance. The clouds bringing rain that will make leaving tomorrow a royal pain in the butt. He reaches out to touch a pole. Caresses it. The now-you-see-it smile again. “Been a long time since I rode on these things.”


  


  “Mister, look, really, I don’t want to be rude or anything, but I’ve got a lot of work to do. I can’t—”


  


  His hand drops, tucks into a front pocket. “Sorry again. I guess I shouldn’t bother you.” Soft voice. Thin voice. Gentle voice. He squints as if in thought. “Hear you’re closing up shop. For good, I mean.”


  


  She nods ruefully. “Soon as we get to Florida, it’s all gone.”


  


  “Kind of sad.”


  


  “Not ‘kind of at all,” she says, suddenly angry. “It damn well is sad.”


  


  Sawdust slips across the ground ahead of the wind; pieces of straw; scraps of paper.


  


  He glances at the sky as faint lightning flares through the belly of the clouds. “Then don’t end it,” he tells her, scuffing a heel along the ground. “Keep on.”


  


  “Yeah, right.” She jabs a finger at the dark. “Those damn people out there, they wouldn’t know a good time if it bit them in the ass.”


  


  “Been rough the past few years, you oughta know that.”


  


  “Yeah, so? So they gotta curl up and die?” She moves to the edge of the platform and leans against a pole. “Have you seen the kids, mister? My God, they’re older than their parents.” She forces a shiver. “You should hear them laugh. Like they’ve never done it before in their lives.”


  


  He nods, rubs one cheek with a finger.


  


  She shakes her head, the disgust she’s felt all season moving into her throat. She doesn’t understand why, and why now, but she can’t stop it.


  


  “The last month we’ve been in Michigan, Illinois, saving Ohio for last because it was always the best. I can’t tell you why, but it has been, for as long as I can remember.” A halfhearted kick at the air. “It’s been like traveling through a desert, man, like traveling through a desert.”


  


  He watches her; patient.


  


  “And last night those ... those ...” She can’t find a word that wasn’t born in the gutter. A deep breath. An apologetic smile, a lift of her eyebrows. “Sorry.” A hand across her brow, and it pushes up through her hair. “We had some trouble last night.”


  


  “So I hear.” He scratches under his chin, closes an eye as he looks at the sky. “You take care of them?”


  


  “No. Cops came, scared them off.”


  


  “Ruined that farewell performance.”


  


  She nods, anger wrapping an iron band around her chest once again. “It would have been nice, it really would have been nice to go home on a high.” Another deep breath doesn’t calm her. “Bastards. Cops ... man, are they useless. they said they were just letting off steam, being Saturday night and all. We shouldn’t take it personally.” Her eyes roll. “Jesus. Not take it personally.”


  


  The smile. “Spare the rod.”


  


  She looks at him, wondering. Blinks and says, “Not that I expect any better. I mean, we do all the work, and we’re always the bad guys, you know what I mean?” A rueful grin. “Traveling guys like us, carnivals and whatever, we don’t have the best reputations in the world.”


  


  Far to her left, the shouts of the crew cramming the last of the gear into the trucks, trying to beat the rain. They sound anxious, and probably are. Once done, and the animals bedded down for the night, there would be a final blowout. Usually a celebration with a touch of melancholy, this time it would be a wake.


  


  She catches rain on the wind again, lightning in the clouds over the town four miles distant, and a soft rumbling, like something out there waking up.


  


  The old man reaches over one shoulder for his hat, and as he puts it on, he looks down the midway. A tumbling piece of paper, a few leaves, dust passing through the fall of light from those half-dozen poles the town had insisted on putting in for some unspecified safety reasons. He stands just on the edge of the carousel roofs sharp shadow, squaring the hat, flicking the brim with a finger.


  


  “Mister, really, I have to—”


  


  “Red,” he says, not turning around. “The folks I know, they call me Red.” He half turns then, smiling at her sideways as he brushes a thumb across the stubble on his chin. “At least they used to, when this was the right color. Rusty sometimes, but mostly it’s Red.”


  


  “So what do they call you now, Red?”


  


  He lifts one shoulder; his voice softens. “Lots of things, Claire. Lots of things.”


  


  Another shout, it might have been her name, and she swings easily down to the ground. It sounds like Marco, and it sounds as if he’s losing his temper. “Look, it’s been nice, Red, but you really do have to leave.” She doesn’t tell him it’s time to take the carousel down; that’s none of his business, and he’s already ruined her final farewell. “I don’t want to be pushy, but...” She shrugs her regret.


  


  That smile, and a quick outward push of his chin, like an old bird in a silly hat. He salutes her with two fingers to the brim, nods, and walks away, hands in his pockets.


  


  Weird, she thinks, watches him for a moment, then heads for the trucks where the others will be waiting. She knows that more than one of them figures she’s a little short in the sanity department, but she doesn’t mind, as long as they do what they’re told.


  


  Then she groans an “Aw, shit,” when the rain, not wasting time with a let’s start with a gentle shower, suddenly slashes at her on the wind. She sprints for her trailer, home eight months of the year, and grabs a slicker and floppy hat from their hooks just inside the door.


  


  “Taking her down now, Daddy,” she calls, and leaves without waiting for an answer.


  


  Silver rain where it passes through the lights on a sharp slant, emerald where it passes through the carousel’s glow. Head ducked and tucked, shoulders hunched and stiff, she starts toward the ragged clump of old trucks and old trailers where the men await her signal, and she tells them with sharp gestures there’s no sense in it right now, get dry, this won’t last, we’ll do it later.


  


  Then she looks back over her shoulder, and stops. Frowning.


  


  That man, Red, stands in front of the carousel, turning to instant shadow when lightning turns the afternoon a swift colorless white.


  


  “God damn,” she mutters, and vacillates—go right to him, or get some of the guys to watch her back? He’s old, and she’s strong, but she’s seen too much not to know that looks can be camouflage. The decision is made for her when he steps onto the platform.


  


  “Damn,” she yells, and races toward him, boots splashing through mud puddles, eyes squinting nearly shut as the wind takes her head-on. This is too much. Last night, and now this. Son of a bitch, she’s gonna kill that old bastard. Goddamn old people think they got more rights than anyone else. Well, not this time, and not that old man.


  


  She’s more than halfway there when, abruptly, everything stops—wind, rain, thunder.


  


  One faint lightning flicker.


  


  And silence.


  


  She falters, licking her lips, wiping the back of a hand across her face, swearing that if he touches just one of her precious animals, she’s going to rip his face off, the creep son of a bitch.


  


  “Hey!” she shouts. “Damnit, get the hell away from there, you hear me?”


  


  But she can’t move any faster than a hurried walk. Feet splashing through puddles, through slops of thick mud. She doesn’t want to move any faster, because she can see him drifting among the animals, a shadow in the dark where there shouldn’t have been a shadow at all.


  


  A sudden loud pop startles her—one of the pole lights has blown out. As she looks, another one explodes, starlike white sparks spraying to the ground.


  


  She’s heard no gunshots, no air rifle sound, maybe it was a slingshot, and another bulb disintegrates while she watches.


  


  Oh, boy, she thinks, and swallows, and nibbles at her lower lip; oh, boy.


  


  It’s not so much the how and why of the exploding bulbs that unnerves her; it’s what’s left when it’s over—a single shimmering pool of vague white halfway between the carousel and the exit, and the green light that slips over the carousel’s roof and reaches the ground, where it turns darker, almost black.


  


  When the wind finally returns, she’s grateful; it had grown too warm suddenly, and the chill is welcome; when the rain returns, she’s tempted to take off the floppy hat and let her face feel the drops, just to wake her up.


  


  Lightning over town.


  


  Thunder through the dark.


  


  She’s tempted again, this time to check her watch, knowing it’s way too early to feel so late. Hell, she only had lunch an hour or so ago. But an hour or so ago the clouds hadn’t yet made their way from the horizon, and there was still autumn-warm sunshine and the familiar sound of the crew laughing and cursing as they broke the carnival down; an hour or so ago, she had said to her father:


  


  “I think you’re wrong. Honestly. I think we ought to go into town and file a complaint. We’ve got damage, Dad, and they should pay.”


  


  Craig Sultan had looked up from behind the folding table he used as a desk and shook his head as if it weighed a ton. “Why bother, hon? We aren’t going to repair it, just sell it, for God’s sake.”


  


  “It’s the principle,” she’d insisted.


  


  “It’s a waste of time,” he’d answered.


  


  No, she’d thought then, and thought now as she remembered; it’s not a waste of time. They got away with it. They’ll do more. They need to be taught a lesson, the sons of bitches. They need to be taught.


  


  She grimaces at the heat the thought rushes to her face, dripping rain from chin and nose. It must be because it’s over, she decides, because she’s never felt this way before. Other times, in other years, she was never so quick to vengeance. It must be because it’s over—the carnival, her life.


  


  Instead of weeping again, she snarls and stomps through the mud to the carousel.


  


  She doesn’t care why; she can only taste the rage.


  


  * * * *
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  She can see Red more clearly, rubbing a hand along the neck of one of the horses, and she wonders if maybe he’s not such an old creep at all, if maybe he really does understand what this all means, that if, like her, he’s saying good-bye.


  


  She slows, rage momentarily dampened, shoulders hunched against the rain, the wind.


  


  An old man who’s seen who knows how many carnivals in his time. Memories that stretch back who knows how many decades. And now he comes upon one of the last, and it’s no wonder he disobeys her and comes back. One last time. Because he’ll never see another one again.


  


  She stops.


  


  The wind causes some of the rain to scatter into ribbons of mist; near the carousel the rain has turned to emeralds, a beaded curtain of tiny flaring emeralds that makes looking at her animals confusing, because emeralds and animals shift and shimmer in the wind. Movement without the carousel spinning.


  


  Old man or not, though, he has to go.


  


  She takes a step, opens her mouth, and ...


  


  ... the rumbling she had heard beneath the storm earlier grows louder, low trapped thunder in a great cat’s throat.


  


  Red tilts his head up and looks at her from beneath the brim of his hat.


  


  She raises a hand to beckon him away.


  


  He smiles that smile and swings onto the back of a white-speckled horse.


  


  She stares stupidly at her hand and lets it drop heavily to her side.


  


  He reaches for the reins and settles in the saddle, boots slipping into the stirrups while one hand rests on his thigh.


  


  She wants to weep, this time for his memories, maybe a summer afternoon when he was a kid, waiting for the bell to sound, the warning bell that sends the parents laughing off the platform, the bell that signals the beginning of the ride and the music and the reach for the brass ring that will keep the ride going.


  


  Forward; always forward.


  


  When he tugs lightly on the reins and the horse slowly, stiffly, turns its head, Claire knows it’s the way the slanting rain distorts what her eyes try to see; when he leans forward a little and whispers something and the horse’s legs straighten until its hooves touch the platform, she knows it’s the way the rain and mist have confused her vision; and when the horse shakes its head and she can hear above the storm the sound of a bridle and a snort and a sharp stamping hoof, she knows it’s the rain.


  


  What she doesn’t know is why she can see the horse turn, pulling away from the brass pole that once pierced its shoulders and pinned it in place.


  


  What she doesn’t know is why it can, with a flick of its reins and a word from the rider, toss its head and bare its teeth and step down off the platform without hesitation while the rain washes each little white speckle from its flanks and leaves only gleaming black behind! Tail snapping side to side, mane ruffled and fluttering as the storm eases from downpour to shower.


  


  They stand there, horse and rider, caught in the pale green glow.


  


  They stand there, and Claire’s mouth opens for a word, perhaps a scream, and nothing comes out but a short terrified whimper.


  


  They stand there, and she checks fearfully over her shoulder, thinking she should call Marco and the others, one call that would have them armed and running even though, suddenly, she believes without reason that she is in no danger.


  


  A short sharp shudder she blames on the day’s chill.


  


  The shower is little more than drifting mist now, light-rung and thunder confined to the clouds, and with a careful deep breath she takes off her hat and, as she approaches the carousel, lets it fall to the ground. One eye on horse and rider, ready to bolt if they so much as look at her crosseyed, she pulls herself onto the platform and examines the pole that had once held the horse. The brass is cold against the palm and fingertips that slide along it, searching for the break, knowing she won’t find it but reason demands she look anyway.


  


  When at last she turns, so slowly she can almost feel each muscle working, she attempts a questioning pleading smile, but the attempt is so feeble she nearly cries. Nearly screams. Nearly falls.


  


  But she does scream, short and sharp, when the green tulip bulb explodes high overhead into emerald sparks that fade quickly and for a moment leave nothing but darkness behind.


  


  She holds her breath, some part of her ashamed at her reaction, some part of her angry because she doesn’t understand.


  


  A swallow, an exhalation, a step toward the edge as the light on the pole in the middle of what is left of the carnival’s last midway allows her to see him again. He’s watching her, she knows it, but she can’t see his face beneath the brim of that hat.


  


  Watching her.


  


  Not smiling.


  


  Mist curling lazily around the horse’s legs, creeping across the mud, swirling up onto the carousel and curling cold around her ankles.


  


  The horse bobs its head and steps backward, water splashing silently from beneath its hooves. Its mouth works the bit, its tail lashes the air, and the one eye she can see is wide and white and staring.


  


  “Hey,” she says hoarsely, knowing what’s about to happen and demanding an explanation.


  


  Red makes a clucking sound with his tongue, and horse and rider turn away, walking slowly toward the exit and the road that lies beyond.


  


  “Hey!”


  


  She feels stupid, standing there so helplessly, and that angers her. She wants to know who the hell he is, she wants him to bring back her horse, she wants him to tell her how he did it, she wants him to tell her there’s nothing to be afraid of despite the deep-throated big cat thunder that rolls over the field and the lightning that snaps at tree-tops and distant rooftops like the tongue of a dark dragon.


  


  He stops and looks over his shoulder.


  


  She still can’t see his face.


  


  But she can, this time, catch a glimpse of his eyes, and they’re green. Not emeralds. Not jewels. Not glowing.


  


  Just... green.


  


  Not smiling.


  


  Although there is the storm, and the distance between him and her, she can hear him as clearly as if he were whispering in her ear:


  


  “Spare the rod, Claire,” he tells her. “You know the rest.”


  


  They ride through the light from the single bulb on that high pole, and she isn’t amazed and isn’t frightened and isn’t the slightest bit bewildered when she thinks she sees the light pass through them both, thinks she sees tiny flares of scarlet fire splash from the hooves, thinks she hears those hooves striking the earth as if it were dry and laced with iron.


  


  Thinks she sees them vanish before they reach the other side, nothing now but the mist, twisting, curling, drifting away into the dark.


  


  It’s the rain and the wind; it’s the lightning and the thunder; it’s the rage she feels at the bastards who’ve ruined her final good-bye.


  


  So she leaps from the carousel and races toward her men, screaming at them, shrieking, ordering them to get moving, find weapons and get moving because no one, especially not a bunch of drunken half-witted sons of bitches is going to take away the only thing she has left.


  


  Her good-bye.


  


  Her farewell.


  


  And when Marco asks her what she wants done when they find those hick freaks, she looks back toward the midway and she doesn’t hesitate at all when she says, “Kill them, Marco. Kill them all.”


  


  * * * *


  


  2


  


  


  1


  


  
    
      
        	
          A

        
      

    

  


  lmost autumn; just past noon.


  


  A light warm wind that carries the scent of sea and pine, a faint touch of mudflat and marsh, just the slightest hint of a flower that has bloomed past its time; a high afternoon sun bright but not bright enough to haze the color of the sky, a handful of high island clouds that take their own sweet time drifting west to east; gulls in the air, pelicans on wharf pilings, a young blue heron picking its away across shallow water beneath gnarled cypress and twisted mangrove, while something dark shifts in the reeds, and the surface ripples.


  


  A single story, wood-and-stone schoolhouse, its windows open, the voices of teachers and children; several score houses, mostly wood, a few brick or stone, windows open, the voices of radios and televisions, here and there someone on the phone; pedestrians on the main street, pleased they can still wear shorts and short sleeves, taking their time, no hurry at all, while the locals count their blessings there are any tourists at all.


  


  Camoret Island, in the eye of the storm.


  


  * * * *
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  The Camoret Sheriff’s Department was housed in a single-story brick building on the north corner of Midway Road and Landward Avenue, a T intersection that marked, within a yard or two, the geographic center of both town and island. The recessed entrance was trimmed in scalloped wood painted white, with double glass doors propped open to lure the sea breeze inside. Above the arched lintel was a sign that announced the building’s function in fancy gold letters outlined in black. There were no windows in front, or on either side. In back there were six: one for the sheriff’s private office, two for the main room, and below them, along the top of the high reinforced foundation, there were three, narrow and barred, one for each of the cells in the basement.


  


  Sheriff Vale Oakman figured that after fifteen years he knew the place so well he could be struck blind tomorrow and still find his way around without once barking a shin.


  


  Today, however, he could see all too well.


  


  He stood to one side in the entrance recess and pressed his lips together in order to stifle a decidedly unprofessional groan. For a moment he considered retreating to the street, pretend he hadn’t been here. But it was too late, and his eyes closed in a brief silent prayer that this isn’t a sign of how the week was shaping up.


  


  It was Monday, and Mondays were supposed to be reasonably peaceful, a natural extension of Sundays when, in the main, nothing happened at all. It was supposed to be a time to shift out of his weekend gears, a gentle and painless transition into the rest of the week. A time for paperwork. For checking the wanted notices the state and Feds piled on his desk like slush, marking the trails of the gangs that had begun to swarm out of the cities across the landscape.


  


  For working out, lately, the details of his retirement.


  


  It was not, by God and first thing after a big leisurely lunch and his monthly attempt to charm the apron off Gloria Nazario, for seeing the likes of for God’s sake Dub Neely.


  


  Y’know, he thought, still unable to bring himself to step over the threshold; you know, it’s not like you couldn’t squash him if you wanted. I mean, it’s not like you couldn’t pound the jerk through the floor.


  


  Oakman was a man of average height who seemed to be constructed out of nothing but spheres and cylinders, head to torso, arms to legs, with a loose-fitting tan uniform that made him appear even larger. But only strangers and tourists ever considered him overweight; everyone else knew that most of that round was muscle, not fat. At least it was something they liked to believe. And for the most part, it was true.


  


  Thinning black hair barely long enough to lie down, greying black eyebrows, and a small sharp smile that barely moved his cheeks at all. A twinge in his left knee now and again when the damp settled in, especially in winter; his night vision when driving not quite up to par; a tendency to be short of breath when he climbed too many stairs or walked for too long.


  


  But Jesus, Vale, you can still squash the little creep.


  


  Or get the hell away.


  


  From where he stood in the recess, no one could see him from either of the high-back benches set along the walls left and right. Beyond a waist-high gated railing were four blondwood desks, the first and largest facing the doorway—Verna Dewitt’s, and it was her job to give him any one of a number of signals they had developed over the past dozen years, most of them warnings to turn around and get gone, trouble’s brewing and you’re not gonna like it.


  


  Usually it was Mayor Cribbs on his high political horse, or some agitated outraged tourist, or, on occasion, some joker reporter from the mainland who wanted to know, like they all wanted to know, what the real scoop was, the real deal, what it was really like to be the sheriff in charge of a whole damn island.


  


  Once in a great while it was Norville Cutler, looking for a sly favor or uncirculated news or just a few minutes alone to pass the time of day ... and to remind him, mayor or no mayor, law or no law, who was really in charge of the way things went.


  


  On Mondays it was never Dub Neely.


  


  The world, he decided sourly, is coming to a goddamn end.


  


  So, resigning himself to the inevitable, he lowered his head, blew out a slow breath to keep his temper in check, and finally stepped inside.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Morning, Sheriff.”


  


  Verna greeted him brightly, too loudly, with a big old smile only he knew was mocking. She was a thin woman, close enough to skinny not to make much difference, whose uniform was never without unnervingly sharp creases. She wore black-frame glasses attached to an elastic cord, a different color every day, and today her hair was bundled into a clumsy chignon that only served to accentuate the hard angles of her face and the length of her neck.


  


  Her desk was the largest because it also held the dispatch radio connecting the office to Vale and his three deputies. And when she kept it turned down, like it was now, the faint static buzz sounded like summer flies endlessly batting themselves against a window pane. A lazy sound. For Vale, the perfect description of the way things ought to be.


  


  Except, apparently, today.


  


  Verna hadn’t warned him about Dub because Dub was already waiting impatiently at the gate, leaning hard against the waist-high railing. His clothes were a direct contrast to Verna’s uniform, especially where his belly pushed against a shirt that might once have been white and obviously hadn’t seen an iron in a couple of weeks. A water-stained suede vest, a sloppily knotted tie yanked away from his neck, and sand-and-mud smeared clodhoppers that always seemed to want tying.


  
    

  


  If you didn’t know him by sight, you definitely knew him by smell—personal hygiene wasn’t his strong point, but liquor or beer on his breath was. Neither was so overpowering that you couldn’t stand to be near him; the smell was more subtle than that, and therefore more unsettling. Oakman knew that half the time you couldn’t help wondering if maybe it was actually you who desperately needed the wash or the toothpaste.


  


  “Dub,” he greeted flatly, taking off his Stetson, nodding as he wiped a thumb across his brow.


  


  Neely nodded back sharply, his pallid face mottled, brow and cheeks red with anger. “Sheriff. About damn time you got here. I want to report a crime.”


  


  “Hey, we all got to eat sometime, Dub.” Oakman patted his stomach. “Some of us more than others.”


  


  The small joke didn’t work.


  


  Neely sneered. “Place could go to hell and you wouldn’t know it. I’m a taxpayer, you know. My hard-earned money pays your salary. And your goddamn food bills.”


  


  “Then I want a raise.”


  


  That didn’t work either.


  


  “Damnit, Sheriff, I’m here to report a crime and you’re making fun of me.”


  


  “No,” Vale told him patiently, “I’m not, and I’m truly sorry if I come across that way. I’m still shaking off the weekend, you know how it goes.” He shifted his stance, hat at his waist, an attitude of respectful, serious listening. “Go ahead, Dub. What’s the problem?”


  


  “Not a problem, it’s a crime, damnit, ain’t you listening? She,”—Neely swept a grime-streaked hand toward the deputy receptionist—”insisted I had to wait on you. Wouldn’t do it herself.”


  


  “Well, she,” Vale reminded him curtly, “is Miz Dewitt to you, Dub.” He edged the shorter man aside with a well-placed hip, unlatched the gate, and was through and had it closed before the shorter man could follow. As he glared down at an uncontrite, fighting-hard-not-to-giggle Verna, he said, “What kind of crime we talking about here?”


  


  “Murder,” Neely answered, his voice low.


  


  Vale closed his eyes, sighed, turned, and said, “Whose murder, Dub? Where?”


  


  “Don’t remember his name. The guy who came here a summer or two ago. The giant. He’s on the beach.” Neely frowned, moistening his lips as he concentrated. “Wasn’t breathing, best I could figure, and there was blood all over the place.” He shuddered. “Awful stuff, Sheriff. Awful. You should have seen it.” He lowered his voice again. “I think a gang got him, you know? They’re hiding in the marsh. I told you about that a hundred times. They’re hiding in the marsh, and now they done us murder.”


  


  Vale made his way around the desks to the back of the room, where a large area map hung on the wall between the two windows whose blinds were at half-staff. From a distance, Camoret Island resembled a large blunted arrow pointing toward Spain, its somewhat crooked shaft aimed toward the Georgia coast just north of Savannah. He traced its curved outline without speaking. Nodded thoughtfully. Grunted softly. Looked over his shoulder and said, “Dub, we got umpteen miles of beach here, not counting the marina and the wetlands. You want to tell me just where you found this alleged body?”


  


  Neely frowned as he squinted across the room before, at last, he shrugged helplessly. “Don’t remember.”


  


  Of course not, Oakman thought; that would be too easy.


  


  “Think you can show me?”


  


  Neely shrugged again and began to fuss with his tie. “Think so. Maybe. Yeah. Maybe.”


  


  “Verna, anyone else report a one-man massacre this morning?”


  


  “No, sir, Sheriff.”


  


  “I ain’t lying, Sheriff,” Neely snapped. “I know what I saw.”


  


  “I know, Dub, I know. Like the camels you saw around South Hook last June.”


  


  “Well—”


  


  “And the UFO over North Beach. They was fixin’ on an invasion, as I recall.”


  


  “Yeah, but—”


  


  “I won’t bother to remind you about the giant.”


  


  “Well, damnit, Sheriff, you know that one is true. I was lying down, and he is damn big, scared the living hell outta me, coming up on me like that. How the hell was I to know he was just looking for work?” He patted his chest gingerly with two fingers. “My heart ain’t been the same since, you know. Least little thing gets it racing so bad I see spots and nearly fall over. His fault. All his fault.”


  


  The sheriff nodded. “And now you say he’s murdered.”


  


  “Blood, too. Don’t forget the blood.”


  


  “Aw, Jesus, Dub.” Vale shook his head, slapped his hat back on, and told Verna he was taking Dub and the Jeep for a ride on the beach. Then he shoved Neely through the doorway none too gently, and said over his shoulder, “And if by some miracle Chisholm drops by, tell him he was murdered last night and would he have the decency to stick around so Mr. Neely here can make an ID when we get back.”


  


  As Verna sputtered into high-pitched laughter, he squinted at the late September sun and sighed yet again.


  


  Mondays.


  


  Son of a bitch, he didn’t even have his Mondays anymore.


  


  * * * *
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  Midway Road wasn’t exactly the most imaginative name in the world for a street, but Vale was glad it at least wasn’t called something like Rising Surf Avenue or Wafting Breeze Boulevard. That sort of nonsense was prevalent enough in the coastal towns; the one thing he didn’t need here was what Gloria called cutesy-poo for the tourists. There was plenty of that already in the dumbass names of some of the shops, half of which start with “Ye” or had es at the end of words that never had them in the first place.


  


  Still, he didn’t half love this town, and a good part of that had to do with the drive.


  


  A half mile from his office the shops and trees gave way to houses and trees, and lawns still green, gardens still blooming. Few of the buildings were big this close to town center, but none were ramshackle, none in desperate need of repair or paint. Enough shade speckling the road to keep the temperature at a decent level, a decent breeze to cool the sweat when the shade didn’t work.


  


  It was the same in the other direction, and a good enough excuse to keep him out of the office as much as he could.


  


  “Where we going, Dub? Come on, you gotta give me a hint, okay?”


  


  “The whales, I think. Yeah, I think it was at the whales.”


  


  “You sure?”


  


  “I guess.”


  


  “And you’re sure it was Casey Chisholm.”


  


  Neely didn’t answer, and Vale didn’t press him. The man might be a royal pain in the ass, but somewhere inside those mismatched clothes and under those streaks of dirt and God only knew what else was a man who used to be a teacher, or a college professor. At least that’s what the word was, and once in a while Vale heard something that made him believe it. Why he’d come to Camoret, why he was what he was now, no one knew and no one asked. His business if he wanted to drown; even Lyman Baylor, pain-in-the-butt preacher that he was, had stopped trying to save him.


  


  A few minutes later Dub began to squirm a little in the passenger seat, and Vale grinned. The pudgy little man didn’t care for not having much but roll bars and struts between him and the blacktop; more than once he’d declared Jeeps and their cousins dangerously unnatural, quite possibly demonic. But a mile down the road he settled himself, squinting into the wind that slipped past the sun visors Vale had snapped up over the windshield’s top frame.


  


  “Funny, ain’t it,” Neely said, rubbing the side of his nose with a finger.


  


  “What? Your murder?”


  


  “No.” A hand waved west, toward the unseen mainland. “You know. All that shit going on.” He sniffed, and rubbed his nose again. “We been lucky, you know? Camoret ain’t had none of that sickness went around last year, had pretty much plenty of food. Only a few of them bastards coming out to raise a little hell.” He squinted at the brick school-house as they sped by. “Like we was blessed or something, you know what I mean?”


  


  Vale looked at him, surprised the dope had even noticed. Any other day, he would swear nothing ever got through the man’s alcoholic haze but the price of his next drink. “Good a word as any,” he agreed.


  


  Dub nodded solemnly. “Like them kangaroo folks.”


  


  “The what?”


  


  “You know, them people that live with the kangaroos?”


  


  “You mean Australians?”


  


  “Well, who’d you think I meant? The Chinese? Jeez, Sheriff, pay attention here. They got no kangaroos in China, you oughta know that.”


  


  “Right,” Vale said. “Right.”


  


  “They ain’t blessed is what I’m talking about. What I read, they’s getting ready for a shooting war pretty soon.”


  


  Now that the sheriff already knew. Sometime around midsummer, some drunken and drugged-up Indonesian sailors had hijacked a patrol boat and shot up a small cruise ship tooling around the water near someplace called Queensland; he never heard of it but that didn’t matter. When it was over, a dozen or so Australians and New Zealanders had been killed, a couple dozen more badly wounded. Words had been exchanged. Diplomats recalled. Fuss and bluster in the UN. Maneuvers and high-visibility training on both sides.


  


  “ ‘Course, it’s no skin off my nose,” Dub said, bracing a hand against the dashboard as Vale swerved to avoid a gull squatting insolently in the middle of the road. “You just get tired of hearing of it, you know what I mean? If it ain’t the kangaroos, it’s them guys over in Africa beating the crap out of each other.” He shook his head sadly, scratched through his hair, then used the end of his tie to dab some sweat off his neck.


  


  “We had lots of killing before,” Vale reminded him. “That year, remember? Seemed like half the country was going up in smoke.”


  


  Dub shook his head again. “That was killing, Sheriff. This time we’re talking war.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The houses were fewer, the trees thicker, live oak and pine, willows house-tall and taller. Not long before the road began a long and slow curve to the west, they passed a clutch of undistinguished homes flanking the blacktop, and Vale squinted over to the left, hunting for signs of Chisholm at his house. The smart thing would be to stop, knock on the door, look around the place, but Neely had gotten under his skin, and he decided to go on, he could always check the house later.


  


  Less than a mile farther north, sidewalks and houses ended. Sand drifted across the blacktop. Reeds and weeds. Just before the road straightened again, Vale swung the Jeep hard to the right and followed a wide sandy trail through the trees, marked by a sign that told him he was heading for North Beach, No Dogs, No Bicycles, Bonfires by Permit Only.


  


  Ten minutes later they reached the sea.


  


  And the whales.


  


  * * * *
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  As far as anyone knew, there had been no Indian population on Camoret when the Spanish discovered it on their way to Florida; as far as anyone knew, they stayed only long enough to build a few huts and some graves before moving on, without leaving any recorded reason why they had abandoned their find. It wasn’t for lack of fresh water, good soil, protection from the elements, or proximity to the coast for trade and military purposes; Camoret had all of that, but the English didn’t stay either, their records just as brief and puzzling as their predecessors’.


  


  No one knew, then, who had given it its name.


  


  No one knew, then, who first stood on the clean wide beach and looked back across the Atlantic toward home.


  


  Or who first discovered the whales:


  


  Six huge boulders in three pairs worn smooth and grooved by wind and sea, white-streaked grey, so deeply set that no one had ever been able to dig beneath them to measure their actual size. The three largest resembled the great heads and humps of whales about to sound, behind each a smaller boulder, nearly flat on the back side, one of them split on top to give imagination reason enough to call them flukes, the tails up and ready to slap at the surface.


  


  The lead whale’s head was eight feet high, twelve feet long, with a nine foot tail; the others, each slightly behind and inland of the one in front, weren’t quite so imposing, but all were taller than a tall man.


  


  A family it was: Daddy the largest, Baby the smallest, Momma firmly planted in the middle, holding the group together.


  


  By the time Camoret town was firmly, permanently established, no laws were needed to protect the site. It was a given: do your mischief elsewhere if you need to let off steam, but vandalize the whales at your peril.


  


  They were climbed, of course, and played on and around; there were picnics and trysts, games invented that used the boulders as bases, photographs taken and a magazine layout about ten years ago, but the only damage done was by the wind, and the sea.


  


  * * * *


  


  Wishing he were somewhere else and moving up his retirement date because he couldn’t stand this crap anymore, Vale parked off to the side of the trail’s end, in a spot where countless other vehicles had tramped and hardened the sand into a makeshift parking lot. An empty trash barrel stood at each corner. A small sign on a canted post warned drivers not to go any farther.


  


  “Where?” he asked as he pulled a pair of sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on.


  


  Dub moved to the front of the Jeep, a hand rubbing the small of his back, eyes narrowed against the glare off sand and water. The nearest whale, Baby, was fifty yards away; he pointed to the lead whale, another twenty farther on.


  


  “Okay, then. Let’s do it.”


  


  Although he didn’t for a minute believe Neely’s story, he couldn’t help a slight anticipatory tightening of his stomach, couldn’t help leaning to one side as if he could see through the boulders to the place where the body was supposed to be. Those men Dub had claimed had only raised a little hell had in fact done more than that—-two break-ins, a severe beating, an attempted arson.


  


  Word was, it was Cutler’s boys, not mainland strangers. Stump Teague and his brothers, who lived in separate houses at the edge of the marsh.


  


  Another reason why retirement was looking better every day.


  


  Neely didn’t speak.


  


  The only sound was the crunch of their shoes on the sand, the hiss of the wind across the surface of the beach. The voice of the surf didn’t count—it was there all the time, and the only time it was noticed was when it grew louder.


  


  As Neely swerved around Baby’s tail, his right hand automatically, absently, reached out to stroke it. For luck. Touch wood, on stone.


  


  Vale moved in a wide arc, keeping the boulders on his right. The beach was nearly two hundred yards wide along the full length of the eastern shoreline, dotted with clumps of dried kelp, smashed shells; a gull feather twitching where it had stuck in the sand, a pine cone quivering in the depression of a footprint. The tide was out, but he could still see plumes of spray where waves struck the massive teeth of rock jetties that had been built out into the water. The earliest colonists had recognized the danger of erosion from storm and ordinary tides, and every spring and autumn Camoret continued what they had begun—hauling the largest rocks and boulders they could find to add to each jetty’s bulk, repair the winter’s damage. One every quarter mile, and so far it had worked.


  


  “You know,” Dub said, sticking close to Vale’s side, “sometimes you kind of feel like Robinson Crusoe out here, you know what I mean, Sheriff?”


  


  Vale did.


  


  There were no buildings anywhere on the beach, no homes, no shops, all forbidden by law. Waves, then sand broken here and there by sawgrass-topped dunes, then a heavy line of trees and underbrush. An unbroken sky. No ships on the horizon. Stand long enough, quietly enough, and you’d never know there were several hundreds of people back there, thousands in the right season. It was as if no one lived here, or ever had. Ever.


  


  When they reached Daddy’s head, Vale took off his hat, wiped his face with a sleeve, and said nothing.


  


  The sand was empty.


  


  No body, no blood, no stains.


  


  Just to be sure, he checked the other side, checked the rest of the family, then walked along the treeline for fifty yards in either direction. When he returned, Dub had plopped himself on the ground, his back against the boulder, hands on his knees. Staring at the water.


  


  “Dub.”


  


  “Don’t say it.”


  


  Vale blinked, cocked his head. That wasn’t Neely’s usual voice. No whine, no apology, no sputtering preparation for a story that would explain how the body and blood had vanished. This was Neely’s other voice, stone sober, something he had heard but only three or four times a year.


  


  “Must’ve been the light,” the little man offered, flatly.


  


  “Must’ve been,” Vale agreed, no accusation in his tone.


  


  “That guy must’ve been taking a nap or something. Slept on the beach all night, maybe. I think he does that a lot.”


  


  “Probably. Lots of people do, the weather’s nice and all. Do it myself sometimes.” He wiped his face again, replaced his hat, adjusted his sunglasses. “Yep. Can see that, Dub. You’re probably right.”


  


  Neely rocked to one side so he could extricate a dented hip flask from his back pocket. He held it against his chest with both hands, licked his lips several times, finally said, “Do you have any idea what it’s like to be a drunk?”


  


  Vale didn’t know what to say. This was suddenly way beyond the boundaries of their relationship, such as it was.


  


  “For one thing,” Neely said, looking up at him with a squint and a half smile, “you see things that ain’t ordinarily there, ordinarily.”


  


  Vale hesitated, then nodded as if he understood; what the hell else could he do?


  


  “For example”—and Neely nodded toward the place where he’d thought the body had been—”that giant—”


  


  “Chisholm. Casey Chisholm. For crying out loud, Dub, the guy’s a little strange but he does have a name.”


  


  “Yeah,” Neely returned his gaze to the sea. “He don’t have a car, you notice? He’s got this old bike instead, never goes anywhere but where he lives, once in a while I see him in town. But far as I can tell, he never goes off-island, you ever notice that? Thought at first maybe he was on the run, you know? Did something bad and was using us to hide out.”


  


  “And ... now you don’t think so?”


  


  “Nope.” Neely unscrewed the top, took a drink and coughed, took another, and screwed the top back on. “Another thing about a drunk is, people don’t pay you no attention except to kick at you once in a while, get you the hell out of the way. So you see things, you know? Hear things.” He laughed silently. “Don’t always remember what it is, but it happens.”


  


  Vale rolled his shoulders against a light chill that rode the breeze. Now this was more like it—Neely not making any sense.


  


  “So, uh, what did you see, Dub?”


  


  “Ain’t seen nothing, not really.”


  


  “Then what did you hear?”


  


  Top off, another drink, longer this time, and this time, no coughing.


  


  “I’m sitting right here last night.” He smacked his lips. Another drink. “Communing with the stars, you know what I mean? The meaning of life, Sheriff. The meaning of life. Kind of an existential haze sweetened by a good red wine. Anyway, that giant comes walking up the beach. Moon’s big enough, but I’m sitting right here, so he don’t see me. So he’s walking along, got his hands in his pockets, just out for a stroll.”


  


  “So what?” Vale said impatiently. “Jeez, Dub, you eavesdrop on him or something?”


  


  “Nope, that ain’t what I heard.”


  


  “Dub, damnit, if you don’t tell me, I’m gonna smack you into the middle of next March.”


  


  “Horses.”


  


  Vale barked a laugh, “Horses? Christ, Dub, we don’t have any horses on the island, you know that as well as I do.”


  


  “Don’t care, Sheriff. That guy’s walking along the beach and he gets a little way up there, and all of a sudden I hear horses. Kind of walking slow, but I hear them.”


  


  Wearily Vale massaged his brow with two fingers, adjusted his Stetson, rubbed his brow again. “Hell, I’m going back. You want a ride?”


  


  “No. Thanks anyway, I think I’ll just sit here a while. Commune, you know?”


  


  “Whatever,” Vale said and started back to the Jeep.


  


  “I’ll tell you something else,” Neely called after him.


  


  Vale lifted a hand over his shoulder, an I-don’t-care-see-you-around gesture.


  


  “He heard them too,” Neely called. “Didn’t see jack, but that Chisholm guy heard them too.”


  


  * * * *
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  lmost autumn; long past noon.


  


  A light warm wind that still carries dampness from a brief storm just passed, pushing ripples across puddles, nudging raindrops from sagging leaves; a dead branch lies in the slow lane of the interstate, and the occasional car swerves around it, lifts a wave, each time pushing it a little closer to the shoulder; the smell of mud and wet grass and oil smeared to rainbows on the north-to-south highway; a crow in the left land, tearing at the bloody body of a cat.


  


  The interstate is divided by a wide grass median slowly turning brown, with an infrequent run of young trees in the process of shedding yellowed leaves; beyond the deep ditches that line the outside of the road, steep weedy embankments topped with fences, some wood, some wire, sagging here and there, rusted here and there, while cattle graze and horses drink and a tractor makes its way across a rolling fallow field.


  


  And once, only once, the distant echo of gunfire.


  


  * * * *
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  His name is Reed Turner, and he’s much too young to be so old.


  


  Once tall, he trudges along the highway with a stoop to his shoulders, too much weight there for him to stand upright. His face, once smooth, has dark lines at the corners of his eyes, the corners of his mouth, lines that have little to do with the road dirt that has settled there. He has long since lost what little baby fat he had left when last he bothered to look in a mirror. Really look. Really see what stranger would look back at him.


  


  * * * *


  


  He is, now, just a year and a few months past the last of his teens, but when people look at him they think they see a man twice as old. Twice as tired. Twice as beaten.


  


  Her name is Cora Bowes, and she’s much too young to be so old.


  


  She wears a baggy pair of sun-bleached jeans, a baggy denim shirt, and in her right hand she holds a gnarled length of wood she’s learned to use as a club and walking stick. Her hair has been lightened by months on the road, is pulled back into a ponytail but still looks ragged where she’s cut it herself. When she’s relaxed, when she can find a good reason to smile, she is attractive in a way that puzzles others into wondering why. Nevertheless, she is. When she’s relaxed. When she can find a reason to smile.


  


  She is, now, only fifteen months past her nineteenth birthday, and once in a while she wonders exactly how old she looks. Whatever it is, it’s too old, and she knows it, and sometimes, at night, she wonders where it’s all gone.


  


  * * * *


  


  They have been together since the day and night their world blew up. Three years, too many months, too many days since almost everyone they knew, everyone they had known, had perished in a firestorm battle that had left nothing standing but a church whose bell tolled every night though no one pulled the rope. Far too long since they had seen—and took years to really believe they had actually seen it—the only man they had ever trusted struggle with a woman in the bell tower, heard the screams, heard the explosions, saw him fall. Believing him dead, they had run. Nowhere in particular, just... away.


  


  When they heard he had lived, had actually survived the fight and the fall, they went back to find him, and have been searching ever since.


  


  * * * *


  


  They sit on a log at the side of the road, lifting a thumb at every car and eighteen-wheeler, making frantic angry gestures that have them giggling when every car and eighteen-wheeler takes a look and passes them by.


  


  Finally Cora drags a backpack from under her legs and zips it open, reaches in and pulls out a chocolate bar. Slowly she turns it around in both hands, smacking her lips loudly, as if preparing her stomach for a grand Thanksgiving meal.


  


  “Cora, for crying out loud.”


  


  “What’s the matter? I want to appreciate this, you creep. We’re almost out, in case you hadn’t noticed.”


  


  “If we’re almost out, don’t eat it.”


  


  She sticks her tongue out at him and peels half the wrapper away, passes the bar under her nose as if testing a fine cigar. “I hope this is the right way.”


  


  “You’re supposed to eat it, dope.”


  


  “I mean where we’re going, Reed. God.”


  


  He doesn’t answer right away; he’s too busy squinting up the hilly road to check for traffic. They’ve been walking for weeks, with only three rides to ease the aches and blisters on their feet, and they’re headed south now, because of a dream.


  


  “It’s right,” he says at last. His voice, once high, has deepened a little.


  


  “If you say so.”


  


  “I do, Cora. I do.”


  


  “Want a bite?”


  


  “Nope.”


  


  “We’re almost out.”


  


  “You eat it. I’ll be all right.” He rests a hand against his chest. “Don’t mind me. I’ll manage.” His other hand pulls a piece of dark bark from the log. “This’ll do just fine. I don’t mind. It’s roughage.”


  


  “Creep.”


  


  “Dope.”


  


  They smile but not at each other; they don’t have to, not after all this time. Not after all they’ve seen.


  


  Cora chews and swallows, the production so exaggerated he can’t help but laugh.


  


  “What day is it?” she asks.


  


  “Tuesday.”


  


  “What year?”


  


  Reed shrugs. “Who the hell knows?”


  


  Their first plan after they’d left home the second time, for the last time, had been to head for the South, because that’s where their friend, Casey Chisholm, had come from. But they hadn’t realized how large a place the South really was, especially when they had little money, no transportation of their own, and not a clue where in Tennessee, or anywhere else for that matter, he might have gone to ground. It took them a while, but they soon learned how to talk to strangers, how to sift through rumors, how to judge a face and a smile and a tone and a gesture. That made the searching easier, but it didn’t make it successful.


  


  And every time they think they see a huge, white, gunboat Continental with a silver hood ornament shaped like a charging horse, they go to ground themselves. They made it through the famine, were untouched by the plague, had been hassled and attacked and several times nearly separated, but the only thing they really fear is the sight of that Lincoln.


  


  Death drives that car.


  


  They know it.


  


  They have seen her.


  


  * * * *
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  By sunset it’s clear they won’t get another ride today, so they pick up their backpacks and sleeping bags and trudge away from the road, into a stand of trees at the edge of a small farm. They don’t bother with the farmhouse because they have nothing to trade in exchange for a bed and meal. Besides, Reed thinks as they bat aside branches in search of a dry clearing, the last time they had stopped at one, the farmer had spent the whole night reading to them from the Bible, trying to save them before it was too late and the world ended and they were damned.


  


  And doomed.


  


  It was tempting to tell the well-meaning old man not to bother, thanks but no thanks, they had already seen part of the End.


  


  They had already seen the first Horseman.


  


  Reed didn’t, though. The old man wouldn’t have believed him, and would probably have run them off at the business end of a shotgun for being blasphemers or something. It had happened before; Cora had a scar on her right thigh to prove it.


  


  Water drips on his hair, splashes in his face. The earlier Reed, the one who lived in Maple Landing, New Jersey, and lusted after Cora, who wouldn’t give him the time of day, that Reed Turner would have lost his temper and started screaming, kicking at the trees and cursing everything that moved. This Reed, however, only wipes the water away.


  


  “Just think,” he says as he follows her around the lower boughs of a fat pine, “that the guys who settled this place back in the old days, they had to live like this all the time. Pretty amazing, don’t you think?”


  


  “Pretty stupid,” she answers, stepping into a small clearing and dropping her bags. “I would’ve stayed home and let someone else do it.”


  


  “Some pioneer you are.”


  


  “I’m not a goddamn pioneer,” she snaps. “I am a goddamn orphan, and don’t you damn forget it.”


  


  He starts to say, well thanks a lot, what about me?, but he doesn’t. She’s in one of her moods, and even a grunt would set her off, and he’d have to put up with her temper for the rest of the night. Not that he blames her. More times than he wanted to count, she had almost convinced him to give this up, that Chisholm was a lost cause and they’d never find him unless they suddenly got a hell of a lot luckier than they had been. A miracle; it would take a damn miracle.


  


  But the hints and clues kept coming, and he couldn’t ignore them: a huge white-haired man dressed in black seen in this small town, or in that place barely large enough to make it on a map. Because they had no real time reference for the sightings, they had just about covered every state east of the Mississippi and south of the Mason-Dixon; because they kept hearing stories about the giant who preached wherever someone would listen, they kept moving.


  


  They have nothing else to do.


  


  They have nowhere else to go.


  


  Cora digs the pit for their evening fire; he sets out the sleeping bags and rummages through what’s left of their larder. Pretty skimpy, he realizes, deciding on a couple cans of vegetables and one can of soup. Tomorrow they’d have to stop at the next town and, if it wasn’t battened down against strangers, see what they could do to pick up more. If necessary, get a job for a week or so. They have gotten good at that, too.


  


  “Steak,” he says.


  


  “What?”


  


  He winces, not realizing he’s spoken aloud. He fusses with the contraption he’d made a long time ago, a collapsible cooking frame that fits over the fire for their one small pan, their one small pot. “Sorry. Just daydreaming.”


  


  “Some day,” she tells him, making it sound like a promise.


  


  They eat, they don’t speak, they make sure the fire is out and the utensils cleaned and put away before crawling into their sleeping bags to stare at the sky.


  


  He’s almost asleep, when Cora whispers, “That guy.”


  


  “Huh?”


  


  “That guy we met last year. The one in West Virginia, remember? Broken arm? Looked like he’d fallen down a mountain? We gave him some money. Remember?”


  


  He does; he doesn’t want to.


  


  “You ... you said he was different. Like Chisholm.”


  


  Even though she can’t see him, he nods. “Yeah.”


  


  “Why, Reed? Why was he any different than us?”


  


  “I’ve told you a hundred times, Cora, I don’t know. Soon as I saw him I just knew.”


  


  Something dark flies under the few stars they can see; in the trees something shifts, it sounds like feathers.


  


  His left hand nudges her hip, and she slips her right hand into his. It’s the way of it these past few months, falling asleep holding hands. For reasons they can’t explain, it’s better than an embrace.


  


  A car on the interstate backfires twice, and she squeezes his fingers suddenly and so tightly he has to bite down on his lip to keep from making a noise. It’s something they’ve never gotten used to, the guns that came out when the famine was at its worst and people all over defended their pantries, when the plague mushroomed with neither rhyme nor reason and the guns came out to keep the odd-looking away.


  


  He’s almost asleep again, when she whispers, “It’s changed, Reed. It’s not the same out there. Or is it just me?”


  


  A hopeful note he sours when he says, “No. I know what you mean.”


  


  And it has changed.


  


  What there is now, everywhere they’ve been, from everything they’ve seen in newspapers and on television, is an intensity that’s almost terrifying in its strength. It didn’t take some people long to put together the several disasters that had occurred over the past half decade, then fit them together and come up with some version of Armageddon. Even the doubters learned to keep their opinions to themselves, and those who urged calm and reason have at last run out of reasons why death and famine and plague and war have nothing to do with prophecies that aren’t confined to any one religion’s Bible.


  


  A simple thunderstorm sends people screaming into the streets, cowering behind locked doors, pouring into houses of worship not necessarily Christian.


  


  And it’s all one step away from a violent explosion.


  


  “Reed?” Cora says, a little girl voice.


  


  “Yeah?”


  


  “Where is he?”


  


  “An island, Cora. That’s all the dream says—he’s on an island. And he’s close.”


  


  * * * *
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  lmost autumn; just twilight.


  


  Streetlights and porch lights make Camoret seem very much smaller under a sky that has turned on every star it can find; a comfortably cool breeze that gives just the right touch to the season without forcing sweaters or heavy jackets out of the closet; cats making their way through the trees toward their prey; the muffled cough of a gator at the edge of the swamp; the muffled sputter of an old engine as a small boat made its way around South Hook to the island’s only public marina.


  


  All under a moon more white than silver.


  


  * * * *
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  Along the one-mile business district on Midway Road an alley separated every office and shop, bar and restaurant; behind each building was a shallow parking area for owners and employees, widening onto another paved alley that ran the length of each block. The buildings themselves tended more toward wood than brick, but all were sturdy, decades of reinforcement against the storms that blew in from the sea or across from the mainland.


  


  Across the street and two doors south of the sheriffs department, the light from a nearby streetlamp sparkled off a hand-painted arc of Old English lettering whose metal-flaked gold paint had been specially designed to glow as if afire. The script was difficult enough to read in the first place; most days, once the sun began to wester, it took sunglasses and some hard puzzling to figure out that the letters spelled Camoret Weekly.


  


  Tonight a man stood in the window, hands clasped behind his back, his pointed chin up. Lean without appearing frail. His solid grey hair, which nearly matched his grey suit, was thick and brushed straight back from a smooth high forehead split by a widow’s peak. Deep-set eyes. Thin dark lips pursed and ready for debate. The only color on him was his bow tie, and it was a suitably subdued maroon.


  


  A glance to his right, at an antique brass pendulum clock on the wall, and Whittaker Hull shook his head in resigned disapproval.


  


  He’d been standing here for nearly an hour, and not once had he seen a patrol car or that ridiculous white Jeep of Oakman’s pass in either direction. He had, on the other hand, seen a handful of tourists already half in the bag and it wasn’t even nine, a gang of teenagers streak past on skateboards that seemed to have rockets attached, and one thunder-loud drag race between a vintage Ford and something that looked pieced together from the worst scrapyard in the state.


  


  It was a crime.


  


  Hell, there’d been several crimes, and not a single sign of the Law.


  


  He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, wishing absently as he did that he hadn’t shaved off his beard. He had hoped it might make him look a little younger; all it did, he was sure now, was make him look like a corpse.


  


  Suddenly Dub Neely appeared on the sidewalk in front of him. Standing at attention, eyes front, chest out, stomach in. An abrupt broad grin, a mocking salute, and he marched away, arms swinging stiffly, lips pursed in an unheard whistle.


  


  Now that, Whittaker thought, is a damn crime on two wobbly legs. Remembering seeing the fool being driven away by the sheriff two days ago, he automatically began to write his next editorial.


  


  There was property and people to protect, a standard of conduct to maintain, and Oakman had been with what could only be called the town drunk, the community disgrace, no doubt taking the rest of the afternoon off to hunt for flying saucers or talking dolphins or whatever else Neely’s pickled brain had conjured this time.


  


  “Do you realize,” he said, his voice graveled and deep, “that the world is going to hell in a custom-made handbasket, yet still we must continue to cater to society’s dregs lest we be called heartless, inhumane, and without a single divine drop of human compassion?”


  


  No one answered.


  


  He tipped back on his heels, rocked forward, tipped back.


  


  “Were this an election year, we might better understand Sheriff Carnivale Oakman’s interest in the demented ravings of a man who, if rumors are correct, was once considered an esteemed educator somewhere deep in our heartland, but is now little more than a walking and most persuasive advertisement for the immediate repeal of the repeal of blessed Prohibition.”


  


  No one answered.


  


  He tipped back, rocked forward. Cleared his throat.


  


  “But it is not an election year, and we must therefore puzzle over the sheriffs priorities. War has broken out in this fragile world of ours, a war that pits the decent against the indecent, the law-abiding against the law breaker, the moral against the immoral. We are under siege here on Camoret Island, our families in peril, our businesses on the verge of bankruptcy, our society on the verge of dissolution. With alarming frequency the dregs of the mainland make their way to our haven, yet our law enforcement guardians persist in pursuing the trivial, investigating the inconsequential, and ignoring the pervasive danger, thereby flushing our hard-earned tax dollars straight down the drain.


  


  “Explain yourself before it’s too late, Sheriff Oakman, before the voters of this island take a second searching look at the real man behind the badge.”


  


  He sniffed, nodded once, and turned away from the window just as his stomach began to growl, reminding him that supper was long overdue, and once again he hadn’t bothered to stop work for a bite to eat. The newspaper may only be a weekly, but unlike his predecessor, he did not treat his position like a hobby.


  


  For all the trouble it causes him with local merchants and politicians, he believes in what he does.


  


  The room was knotty-pine paneled and comfortably small, just large enough to hold the room-wide counter for customers who wanted ads or subscriptions, a roll-top desk and padded swivel chair, a handful of filing cabinets. A green-shade lamp on the desk provided the only light. In the back wall an open doorway that led to his private office and the stairs that climbed to his apartment above.


  


  “So what do you think?”


  


  “Pompous,” a voice called from the back. “Pompous as all hell.”


  


  “Of course,” he answered. “But will they like it?”


  


  “Vale will string you up.”


  


  “He understands my position. He will not take offense.”


  


  “Not after he strings you up, he won’t.”


  


  Hull rolled his eyes and stepped behind the counter, lowered the flap, and finger-dusted the smooth polished top. “You overestimate the power of my humble words.”


  


  “Good. I’ll put that on your tombstone.”


  


  He turned as a tall young woman glided into the office doorway, snug jeans and loose tartan shirt, red hair in rich waves settling like a cloud on her shoulders. If she wore makeup, it was too artfully applied to notice, and she looked so much like her mother that he sometimes had to hold his breath in case she was a ghost


  


  In her right hand was a small tape recorder, which she looked at with distaste. “Seriously, Dad, you really expect me to transcribe all that hot air?”


  


  “I do.” He leaned back against the counter.


  


  “And what about Mayor Cribbs? That makes him look bad, too. Stupid, even, for backing Oakman all these years.”


  


  “If the shoe fits,” he answered with a shrug. “Jasper is too cowardly to add to the department. Probably because Cutler won’t let him.” His expression twisted in disgust. “Oh, God forbid we should upset the blessed monied tourists who visit their little kingdom.”


  


  “Later, then,” she said, and grabbed the door frame so she could swing back and drop the recorder onto her desk. As she did, he realized she wasn’t wearing anything on her feet.


  


  “I can afford shoes, you know, Ronnie,” he said dryly.


  


  “It’s still officially summer,” she reminded him, pulling a windbreaker from a peg just inside the door. “You know I don’t wear shoes in summer. Never have, never will. Besides,” she added, “they’d only get messed up anyway.” Another reach around the door, lower this time, and she held up a pair of well-used rubber wading boots. And grinned.


  


  Hull straightened. “No.”


  


  “Sure. Why not?”


  


  He lifted his left hand, counted off on his fingers: “Snakes. Gators. Tetanus. Quicksand. Malaria.” Lifted the other hand. “Typhus. Did I mention snakes? Did I mention the Teague brothers? Did I mention,” he added with a pointed look at his watch, “that it’s getting dark out there?”


  


  His daughter grinned again, crossed the room, and kissed his cheek wetly while she gave him a near-suffocating hug. “You’re sweet, Daddy,” she whispered, “but I can take care of myself. And there are no gators, it’s a saltwater marsh.”


  


  “The Teagues,” he repeated when she pulled away. “Stump is a Neanderthal who’s just discovered fire, and his kin are worse. I’m surprised they haven’t sent someone over from Emory to study them.”


  


  “I do have a gun, Daddy, you know. And the day I couldn’t shoot better than Stump Teague is the day I marry Dub. Okay? Okay.”


  


  It wasn’t okay. It was never okay when his only child took herself into that damn wetland without someone along to watch her back. But she did it regularly anyway. She worked part-time for some damn office or other in the Department of the Interior, her job to keep track of the wildlife in the marsh. Hell, marsh; it was a goddamn swamp, he didn’t care what she said. All year round she tagged and counted the birds and the critters, noted the effects of the tides on water and salt levels, noted the damage done by hurricanes and winter storms, and wrote up enough reports every year to paper a barn.


  


  A hell of a thing that she’s more comfortable in there than she was in town. Or with him.


  


  “Your dinner’s in the oven, it’ll be done in ten minutes,” she called as she headed for the back door. “If I’m late—”


  


  “If you’re late,” he called back, “I’m going down to Betsy’s, eat enough grease to explode my heart!”


  


  Her laughter was cut off when the door slammed, and he looked to the ceiling as if, for a change, there might be some guidance up there, if maybe her mother had a ghostly word or two for him. A wince when he heard her gun the engine of her pickup, another when he heard tires screaming as she shot down the alley toward the side street three buildings down.


  


  I take it back, he thought; she’ll never make it to the swamp alive.


  


  But he couldn’t help a smile as he walked into the office, or a chuckle as he switched on his computer and waited for everything to get in its place. He had little idea how the thing actually worked, but Ronnie had showed him enough to allow him to search the world for the stories he printed every week.


  


  The local stuff he gathered himself.


  


  And right now, he didn’t much care about the world, no matter what the editorial would say; right now, he was more concerned with the island.


  


  He opened a file only his daughter knew about, and scrolled through it slowly. It wasn’t as if his memory needed refreshing; he practically had it all memorized. But seeing it there on the screen, seeing it on paper whenever he printed it out, gave it a legitimacy that somehow didn’t exist when it was kept in his mind. Where it lived every night. In dreams. Fever dreams that infected his sleep and had him waking with sweat chilling the sheets, puckering his chilled skin, tasting like saltwater as it snaked past his lips.


  


  In dreams not even his best sour mash could suppress.


  


  His chair was on casters, and he pushed away from the desk. Stared at the screen, at summaries of reports he had picked up from the wire services and television. Wondered if he could turn that data into a graph, some kind of visual aid to make it more dramatic:


  


  Sunday night in Ohio a carnival troupe had ridden into town and attacked a group of kids, some of whom had run wild through the carnival the night before. A small army, the police had said. It was like a small army had blown through, and they were helpless as the townspeople formed an army of their own. They were still counting the dead;


  


  On Monday afternoon, in Louisville, a gang no one had known existed erupted in a bizarre turf war. Bizarre because they’d raided various stables in the area and did most of their fighting from the saddle. It lasted most of the night. They were still counting the dead;


  


  A state police substation besieged by a gang coalition just outside Houston; a service club in Tulsa turned a fundraiser blood bank drive game into a test of weapons and ammunition.


  


  They were still counting the dead.


  


  Just this morning Ronnie had reminded him that in any given year over the past decade there had been frequent outbursts of pocket violence, and he hadn’t been able to convince her that this was somehow different. He couldn’t prove it, he could only feel it, but this wasn’t the same.


  


  Just as he knew that Camoret wasn’t the same either.


  


  It had nothing to do with Cutler and his pet, Mayor Cribbs; nothing to do with whatever they were up to.


  


  He didn’t know how, but the island wasn’t the same.


  


  He didn’t know why, but he was fairly sure he knew when it had changed:


  


  It was the day Casey Chisholm had walked out of the sea.


  


  * * * *


  


  At the end of the alley Ronnie turned right, barely slowing down, stopping only when she came to the Midway Road intersection, and that was only because there was a pedestrian couple stepping into the crosswalk. She smiled brightly at them, received a warning glare in return, and wondered as she waited if maybe she ought to stay home for a change.


  


  Daddy had been acting a little strange lately. More introspective than usual, and more testy, if that was possible. It had nothing to do with his latest crusade against Sheriff Oakman; that had been going on for the past ten years. Not even the increasing harassment from Cutler and his boys had stopped it. Besides, if it wasn’t the sheriff, it would only be something else. Development of the shoreline, dredging the bay at South Hook to allow larger ships to dock, new motels, the sorry state of the school... he’d once, only half-jokingly, suggested building a wall across the series of causeways that connected the island to the world, thereby preventing Camoret from being, as he’d put it, despoiled.


  


  She had once laughingly and lovingly called him “Crusader Rabbit,” which had hurt him deeply until she realized he’d thought it a comment on his ears, not a reference to a TV show now in repeats on cable.


  


  Lately, however, his heart didn’t seem in the fight. He was just going through the motions.


  


  Daddy, don’t tell me you’ve caught this Millennium bug, too.


  


  Don’t be foolish, child, that’s a fiction, I deal in fact.


  


  But still, she wondered; and in wondering, worried.


  


  A rap on her window made her jump, hold her breath. When she looked, she saw a man in a deputy’s uniform step away from the pickup, grinning as he mimed rolling the window down. She did, reluctantly.


  


  “Evening, Miss Hull.” He hooked one thumb in his gleaming black gunbelt, the other hand tipped his hat.


  


  ’What do you want, Freck,” she said wearily.


  


  “Well,” said Billy Freck, looking back the way she’d come, looking ahead across Midway, “I was wondering if you were counting on setting up housekeeping here. I do believe there’s a law against that.”


  


  A number of comments came to mind, all of them bordering on the outright obscene, but she hustled them back where they were born and made a contrite face instead. “Sorry, Deputy, but I was thinking.”


  


  He stepped closer, the grin now a smile as smooth as his youthful face. Even with his black hair slicked back and shining, she had to admit he was a fairly good-looking man, muscles in all the right places, courteous as all get-out, with all the right words.


  


  She couldn’t stand him.


  


  He reminded her of a snake oil salesman she had seen once in a Western, charming money and virtue from all the town’s ladies without suffering even a minor twinge of conscience. His goal was conquest, not love or even friendship, and the harder he worked on her, the more stubborn she became.


  


  A glance into the pickup’s bed. “I see you’re heading for work there, Ronnie.”


  


  “That’s right.”


  


  “You need some help maybe?” The Serious Concern Look, now. “Swamp’s no place to be poking around at night. It’s Wednesday, you know. The Teague boys’ll be looking to get some spending money for the weekend.”


  


  “Why, thank you, Billy,” she said, “but I’m not going in very far. Just a scouting mission for a change.” She blinked rapidly, close to batting her eyelashes. “But if you know those boys are going to be out, why aren’t you there waiting for them? Be a feather in your cap, I’d guess.”


  


  The smile slipped away for just a second, and when it returned it was as if it had never left. “Why, don’t you worry, Ronnie, I got things well in hand.” Another check of the streets before he leaned a little closer. “Thing is, you see, I got a plan.”


  


  “Ah.” She nodded and, unable to stop herself, sat a little straighter, smoothing out her shirt just enough to make him strain to look without staring. “Sounds dangerous.”


  


  He shrugged. “Nah, not really. Stump’s a blowhard, we all know that. All talk, no action, you know what I mean?” He braced his hand on the roof. “Tell you what, when you get back from your scouting, why don’t I treat you to something sweet at the Teach, tell you about it? To be honest, I could use a little of your swamp expertise. Secret paths, stuff like that.”


  


  And damn if he didn’t wink.


  


  A moment of feigned consideration before she shook her head ruefully, actually gave him a little pout. “Sorry, Billy, but I promised Daddy I’d be home right after. You know how he gets when the paper’s coming out.”


  


  “No problem, Ronnie, no problem.” He stepped back and tipped his hat again. “You take care, hear? I’ll catch you another time.”


  


  Not while I’m still living, she thought, smiling as she pulled away, laughing aloud as she swung around the corner and headed north for Landward. If nothing else, he got points for never giving up; and she checked the rearview mirror, just in case he got it into his little head to follow.


  


  That wouldn’t be good.


  


  If he did, she actually would have to go to the marsh, and do some pretending-to-work until he went away. She felt badly enough, lying to her father; she definitely didn’t need Billy Freck finding out what she was really up to.


  


  * * * *


  


  Freck settled himself behind his cruiser’s steering wheel, not bothering to watch the bitch take the next corner practically on two wheels, not even pausing for the blinking red traffic light hanging over the street. He didn’t care. Tonight wasn’t to be, that’s the way it goes, win some, lose some.


  


  It wasn’t as if he was exactly starving for affection.


  


  He set his hat carefully on the passenger seat, pulled down the sun visor, flicked on the vanity light, and checked his hair, making sure there weren’t those stupid indentations along the sides of his head. A wink at himself, the visor back up, and he made a careful U-turn and headed south at a near crawl.


  


  It being the middle of the week, there weren’t an awful lot of people out, taking air. Mostly tourists looking for bargains at the shops that still kept late hours, and a few kids no doubt trying to pass their fake IDs at every bar on the Road. He smiled and nodded, or gave a short wave, to those he knew, kept Mrs. Gumber’s too-dumb-to-live dachshund from climbing a tree after a cat, watched a couple of black-mask gulls squabbling over a hamburger bun and wondered why they weren’t nesting down at the marina, took a tour of some of the side streets, checked in with Dwight Salter, who was working dispatch tonight, and finally, just after eight, pulled into the graveled parking lot at the side of the Edward Teach Bar and Grill, parked in the one spot the outside lighting barely reached, turned off the engine, grabbed his hat, and slid out of the car.


  


  Hitched up his belt.


  


  Polished the toes of his black shoes on the back of his trouser legs.


  


  Then he hauled open the heavy oak door and stepped inside, holding his breath against the smoke, the smell of liquor, waiting for his eyes to adjust.


  


  Along the front and down the right wall were a dozen high-back booths, a dozen round tables stretching to the back in the floorspace on his right; the bar was on his left. The walls were paneled in rough dark cedar and cluttered with crossed sabres, netting, and prints of famous pirate ships. A low, raw-beamed ceiling, a pair of pool tables in back, dart boards on the back wall, sawdust on the bare-plank floor. Behind the bar, a huge skull-and-crossbones flag, and the thing he hated most—a six-foot gold cage that housed Pegleg, a grumpy, mangy parrot that dared people to feed him so he could bite their fingers off.


  


  One of these days, he promised himself, he was going to blow that friggin’ bird’s head off.


  


  A slow look around—not much to see, just a few drinkers, a few diners, no one at the games in back—a friendly nod to Ben Pellier, the owner and bartender, and when he was sure the general sobriety was high enough to preclude trouble for now, he moved to the bar, where Pellier met him. They exchanged polite greetings as the bigger man reached under the bar to pull out a paper bag slightly stained at the bottom.


  


  “Best fries in town,” Freck said, making sure the bag didn’t touch his uniform.


  


  “Glad you think so, Deputy.”


  


  Freck grinned, gave him a mock salute, and left. Took a welcome deep breath of the night’s cool air, returned to his patrol car, and before he slipped in, opened the bag and reached in, rooting among the greasy fries until his fingers touched the thick envelope at the bottom.


  


  Well, Ben, he thought, it looks like you get to live, you stupid bastard.


  


  He closed the bag and got in.


  


  A woman sat in the passenger seat.


  


  “Hey,” he said, tossing his hat and the bag into the back seat, checking the area to be sure no unwelcome eyes were watching.


  


  “Take me in, Deputy, I’ve been a bad girl.”


  


  After wiping his hand on a rag, he started the engine and backed quickly out of the lot. “Not as bad as you’re gonna be, honey.”


  


  “Don’t bet on it,” she said, and when he finally looked over, he realized she wasn’t wearing a stitch.


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben Pellier scratched vigorously through his thick black beard, adjusted the black patch over his right eye, counted to thirty just to be sure Freck wouldn’t be returning, then ran a palm over the freckled hairless pate he washed and burnished every night before coming on duty, and said, “Mari Cribbs.”


  


  The four men at the bar gaped, then whooped with laughter. Money changed hands. High-fives were offered and accepted. One of them headed for the men’s room, staggering because he was laughing so hard. Two more settled their bill, wiped their eyes, and left. Still laughing.


  


  The last one counted his bill’s change as if it were all he had in the world, then carefully tucked it away in his jeans pocket. “How did you know?” he asked, sliding off his stool.


  


  Ben grinned and reminded him that less than an hour ago, there had been three women in the Teach, each of them alone. “They drink, two of them leave, Mariana said she’s afraid her daddy’s on the prowl tonight, can she use the back way.” He spread his hands—easy deduction. “I happen to know, though, that Daddy is on the mainland sucking up to the governor. And this is about the time Freck comes in every night. She was probably tucked in by the Dumpster.”


  


  “You’re amazing.”


  


  “No, Rick, I am just a humble proprietor of a humble tavern who happens to have an eye for his customers.”


  


  The parrot squawked.


  


  Rick Jordan laughed again and waved over his shoulder as he headed for the exit, a faint limp in his right leg.


  


  Ben watched him go, sorry to see the young man leave so early. He liked Rick. A hard-working kid who just couldn’t seem to catch a break. Unlike that arrogant, son-of-a-bitching deputy, who was panting so hard for the sheriffs job Ben was surprised Oakman didn’t have to change his uniform twice a day, just to get rid of all that drool.


  


  On the other hand, life ain’t fair, especially these days.


  


  At least he was shut of Cutler for another month. Assuming Freck didn’t do something stupid with that money.


  


  After filling an order for one of his waitresses, he walked to the low end of the bar and stared at Pegleg. One black eye stared back at him.


  


  “What?” he said softly, sticking a scarred finger through the bars to stroke the bird’s back. “What’s the matter, Peg, you ain’t said a word all day.”


  


  All week, for that matter, he thought as he turned away. The vet claimed nothing was wrong, the old bird was just fine, but Ben knew better. Pegleg was one of the main reasons folks came in here, but no one had been able to get a rise out of him for days. Not even Billy Freck, who didn’t need to say a damn word, just walk in.


  


  Working on automatic, Ben washed glasses, checked the draft kegs, checked the levels of the liquor, wandered into the kitchen where he joked a while with his cook, Senior Raybourn, until Alma, his blessed wife, chased him out with a flap of her apron.


  


  The thing was, he didn’t want to stay behind the bar tonight.


  


  The thing was, if he did, he’d sooner or later have to look at that bird.


  


  Who would be sitting on his top perch. Still as an old statue.


  


  Staring at the door.


  


  Squawking softly to itself.


  


  * * * *
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  “Gone,” said Senior Raybourn, standing at the back door, watching the patrol car peel out of the lot, spitting gravel. He wiped his hands on his apron.


  


  “Good.” At the griddle Alma Pellier flipped a hamburger patty over and pressed it down, squeezing out the grease. “Can’t stand the man.”


  


  Raybourn agreed but kept it to himself. It didn’t always pay for the help to voice an opinion around here. Especially an old coot like himself. Especially an old black coot. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Alma or Ben; he did, without question. It was habit, that’s all; strong one, like breathing. Get to talking out of turn, you might do it in front of the customers, and the wrong person might hear. Like Mr. Deputy Kiss My Feet Freck. The Pelliers understood, and they knew him well enough to know what he was thinking anyway.


  


  Alma, her hair so pale some thought it was white, turned away from the stove and wiped a cloth over her face, sighed loudly, and headed for the front. “Keep an eye, Senior, okay? I want to talk to Ben.”


  


  Senior nodded, took his place at the stove, glancing over the order sheets, making sure everything was on track. No microwaves here. Ben insisted the food be cooked right, not warmed over, one of the reasons Senior liked working here. Some had called his skills magic, and that pleased him. Wasn’t magic, of course, just a lot of years’ practice. The real magic had been in Luella’s hands, but she was long gone now, trading recipes with angels; it was just him and his boy, Junior. He just plugged away best he could, and if folks liked what he done, praise the Lord, that was just fine with him.


  


  Check the griddle, check the oven, check the stove. Stubby fingers, short arms, a stomach that signaled he tested his cooking a little too often, a thin horseshoe of white hair around a perspiration-bright bald pate. A face scarred under the eyes and across the broad nose, signs of a time half a century ago when a Birmingham gang wielding razors had caught him alone in an alley.


  


  He and Luella had found the island by mistake. She’d called it God’s plan, and he hadn’t argued, and hadn’t left since. Now she was gone, only Junior to remind him she ever existed, and now he was afraid he’d lose the only real home he’d ever known.


  


  “Senior?” Alma at his side, tugging his elbow, concerned. “Senior, the burger’s charring. You okay?”


  


  “Yes, ma’am, sorry,” he said, shaking himself back.


  


  No, ma’am, he thought; I ain’t right at all.


  


  * * * *
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  There are three ways to get to Camoret Island when the weather is decent and the sea doesn’t mind:


  


  There is no airstrip, but seaplanes often land on the bay at South Hook—businessmen whose companies have the wherewithal and the ego, a handful of weekly tour excursions, and once in a while a private aircraft;


  


  by the sea itself, in chartered ships and fishing boats and those touring the Inland Waterway;


  


  and by the three-stage Camoret Causeway.


  


  The causeway’s first stage leads from the mainland to Hawkins Island—barren, mostly rock and scrub, a half-mile wide west to east. The second stage crosses the water to St. James—barren, mostly rock, a long, low pink-painted Quonset hut on either side of the road, both of them named Cutler’s Last Stop in script neon on the roof. If it can be made out of shells and the bleached bones of washed-ashore fish, Cutler sells it, and they serve as foul weather way stations for those who don’t want to take the last leg in rough seas.


  


  One lane in either direction, each half again as wide as an ordinary highway lane. The first two legs rise in easy humps over the water to let all but the highest seas pass beneath it; the third leg is nearly flat, nearly a mile long, with sixty feet of rock and cement for shoulders, each shoulder’s oceanside edge bordered by fencing made of outward curving, thick iron pipes theoretically able to break up damaging waves before they swamp the road and wash it clear.


  


  On a grey day, a foggy or rainy day, if you sat at the western end, the traffic looked for all the world as if it were climbing out of the sea, speckled with water, straining for solid land.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Do you know how long it’s been?” Ronnie Hull said, sitting cross-legged in the bed of her pickup, a blanket around her shoulders, a wool cap pulled down snugly over her hair. So far, a steady breeze had kept insects from her face and hands, but she doubted that grace would last much longer.


  


  Beside her in the roadside clearing, Rick Jordan sat on the lowered tailgate of his own truck, a much more dented, scratched, and beaten version of hers. “Haven’t a clue.”


  


  “A month,” she told him, then forced herself to cough to clear an obstruction in her throat. “At least a month.”


  


  They faced west, parked just out of reach of the two goose-neck streetlamps fixed on either side of the causeway’s end. The clear sky allowed them to see the low arc of mainland Georgia’s glow at the horizon, as if it were burning. Between here and there, however, there was only the night, and the longer they watched it, the more it shifted and rippled, a black satin curtain that rose out of the sea.


  


  Invisible waves slapped against the rocks and fallen trunks that lined the shore. Trees that lined the road whispered to themselves; something splashed in the marsh behind them; something flew overhead.


  


  Night noises.


  


  “Impossible,” he said.


  


  She glanced over, could barely see him. Working his boat had darkened his skin, sun glare and wind and the life that he led had added a few lines. Not yet thirty, four years younger than she, and he looked ten years older. Seemed that way, too, sometimes.


  


  “You can see for yourself.” She waved a clipboard at the causeway. “Almost a month, and once the sun goes down no one comes over.”


  


  He grunted.


  


  Her eyes narrowed. “You think I’m wrong?”


  


  “I think I don’t see what difference it made.” He shifted. “Who cares? So what?” He shifted again, and the track creaked, softly. “Ronnie, it’s a scary drive in the dark. I don’t do it myself when I can avoid it.”


  


  “You don’t get it, do you?”


  


  “Guess I don’t.”


  


  “Rick, pay attention—when the sun goes down, the island’s cut off.”


  


  He said nothing for a long time, then: “Actually, you’re wrong, you know.”


  


  “I’m not.”


  


  “What about the newspaper?”


  


  She glared at him and looked away. “Okay. So the paper gets delivered. But nothing else, Rick. No one else.”


  


  When he didn’t respond right away, she pulled the blanket closer around her shoulders and stared at the causeway. Four times in the past five months, the delivery truck made it this far before, according to the various drivers, a bunch of drunks whooping and yollering stopped it and grabbed most of the bundles. No one was hurt, and one of the drivers even thought it was kind of funny.


  


  She didn’t.


  


  No delivery meant no sales, and no sales ...


  


  Finally, after the last incident, she had made it a point to bring herself and her rifle here each delivery night. If the Teagues tried it again, they were going to be in for a seriously unpleasant surprise.


  


  And Rick, the poor sweet dope, had volunteered to keep her company.


  


  “Spooky, though,” he whispered.


  


  “What?”


  


  He nodded toward the causeway.


  


  Yes, she thought, it is.


  


  But it’s not so spooky that somebody, some time, wouldn’t make the trip.


  


  * * * *


  


  Night noises:


  


  In a patrol car parked behind a dune on the beach, squeals and giggles and a long muffled groan;


  


  In the kitchen above the newspaper office, the soft ticking of an oven clock and the buzz of a cooking-done alarm;


  


  In the sheriffs department office, the mutter of static on the dispatch radio, and cards slapping on a desk, a complicated game of solitaire that’s been running for weeks;


  


  At the marina, boats rock and creak at their moorings;


  


  On the beach, the steady paced crunch of boots in the sand;


  


  Over the island the distant rumble of an airliner heading for Atlanta;


  


  In the Edward Teach, an old parrot in a gold cage, staring at the door and squawking softly to itself.


  


  * * * *
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  lmost autumn; close to midnight.


  


  A cold wind blows off Lake Erie, hushing through stunted grass that fights to live a little longer; an arrowhead of geese calls under the stars, soon followed by a flock of ducks whose calls aren’t quite so lonely; a streak of pale smoke from a wood stove, a curling plume from a fireplace, a stubborn mist that floats at the base of a dead tree, resisting the wind, shredding anyway.


  


  An L-shaped motel on a small country road not far from a small town that crawls up a small hill; twelve units in all, slowly filling with hunters asleep long ago after filling the bar; one open door, one light in a room large enough for two beds, a chest of drawers, a table and chair, no more; backed to the door is a large dusty car, its trunk open, the bulb burned out six months ago and never replaced; the interior roof light is on because the passenger door is open, and exhaust puffs from the tailpipe in time to the soft grumbling engine.


  


  And on the car radio, barely loud enough to hear, a man sings of cattle whose brands are still burning and whose eyes are made of fire.


  


  * * * *
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  A tall man the dark contrives to make much thinner than he is slams the trunk lid shut and winces at the sound. A silent apology to no one in particular, and he slides in behind the wheel, rubbing his hands together, adjusting the dashboard vents to catch as much warmth as he can.


  


  The room light turns off, the door closes, and a moment later a woman takes her place beside him and watches their breath begin to fog the windshield.


  


  “Are you sure, John?” she asks, Louisiana clear and smooth in her voice.


  


  “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just the pizza. I ate too damn much.”


  


  They watch the road beyond the parking lot, but nothing passes, nothing moves.


  


  “I have to tell you something,” she says, still looking straight ahead.


  


  “Okay.”


  


  “I think... I think I’m more scared now than I was before.”


  


  He doesn’t answer; he can’t.


  


  They watch the road, listen to the geese.


  


  “John.”


  


  “Lisse, I couldn’t tell you any more than I already have.”


  


  “It’s been almost two years.”


  


  “Ah.” He reaches out, takes her hand, squeezes it, lets it go. “You want to know why now, right?”


  


  “I want to know why anytime.”


  


  “I couldn’t answer that one either.”


  


  He reaches out, turns on the headlamps, turns the parking lot grey. Waits for her to tell him to turn them back off, unpack the car, let’s get inside where it’s warmer, where we can go to sleep and forget about driving in the middle of the night to a place we’ve never seen except in a dream.


  


  His dream.


  


  If she asks, he will do it.


  


  And he knows she won’t.


  


  She won’t because they’ve seen too much together, been through too much, watched too many people die in more ways than one; she won’t because she’s seen the carrion crows with the bright blue eyes; she won’t because she’s seen what a nightmare can do when it doesn’t wait for sleep.


  


  She won’t because she’s listened to the tapes John had made while writing his book. Interview tapes of murderers waiting to die. Tapes of murderers who killed dozens, friends and family and strangers, for no other reason than just because they were in the mood.


  


  One of them was John’s father-in-law.


  


  “Well.” John rubs his eyes, rubs his shoulders, pretends to slap himself awake. “Into the breach, I guess.”


  


  “Whatever you say, Prez.”


  


  He snarls.


  


  She laughs. His height, the way his unruly hair strikes his brow, those deep-set eyes and slightly high rasping voice ... once, in college theater, he had been given the part of a young Abe Lincoln, and the resemblance had been so uncanny he had been tagged “Prez” until he graduated. He probably wouldn’t have minded, but she’s seen how people look at him oddly once in a while, trying to place the face, thinking they know him, or somebody like him.


  


  Untrue.


  


  As far as she knew there is nobody in the world like John Bannock.


  


  Who else, she wonders, has a son who causes famine?


  


  * * * *


  


  He puts his hands on the steering wheel, thinks again about not going, and shakes his head. Not because he has no choice. Not because he’s as frightened as Lisse. Not because he believes he’s finally gone insane.


  


  He has a choice, but it doesn’t matter.


  


  There’s only one place to go, and once he finds it he knows that he’ll find explanations. That’s all he wants. Peace, and explanations.


  


  Finally he leans over awkwardly and kisses her cheek, settles himself and releases the brake. The car drifts onto the highway, drifts almost silently in its lane until at last he feeds it gas, and the motel is left behind.


  


  Lisse turns off the radio; there’s nothing there now but murmuring static. “Will he be there do you think?”


  


  “He better be.”


  


  “Will he know you? You only met him... what, twice?”


  


  “Something like that.” He grins. “Terribly auspicious. It was on death row, in Rahway Prison, in the lovely and hospitable Garden State of New Jersey.”


  


  “Now there’s a recommendation.”


  


  What he doesn’t remind her of is the phone call, the one at the hotel in New Orleans where he had met her, when Casey Chisholm called him and said, “God help you, John. God help you, you’re marked.”


  


  And disappeared.


  


  Until last night, in the dream, and John saw him again and couldn’t explain why, but he knew they had to leave.


  


  Miles later she yawns and groans and whispers, “I love you.”


  


  He glances at her in mock horror. “Uh-oh, that means trouble.”


  


  She punches his arm, “No, that wisecrack answer means you got to tell me the truth.”


  


  “Who said?”


  


  “An old bayou tradition. You don’t say ‘I love you’ back, you got to give me an answer and it’s got to be the truth.”


  


  “I’ve never lied to you, Lisse.”


  


  “Good.”


  


  “So what’s the question?”


  


  No sound but the engine, and the old tires on the road.


  


  “Are we going to die?”


  


  * * * *
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  lmost autumn; between midnight and dawn.


  


  Two different cars on two different roads—one moving slowly, the other taking its time. One travels in moonlight that’s lifeless, cold, and damp, the other through a rainstorm that produces no wind; one crosses a prairie speckled with early snow, the other climbs a wooded hill while the valley below burns end to end.


  


  They travel at an hour that has no real name. Some call it Saturday morning, the rest call it Friday night.


  


  It didn’t matter.


  


  It’s the dead time.


  


  * * * *
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  The prairie doesn’t seem quite so wide in the dark, its expanse not so forbidding.


  


  A good thing, too, because the driver is bloody sick and damn tired of looking at a horizon that’s always too damn far away. Her fingers are stiff from gripping the steering wheel, her butt is numb from sitting so long, her brain is on automatic because she dares not think too hard about too much. She and her companions have been on the road for just over a year, spending almost all their money, taking jobs to make more to spend more, finally returning to the city they had fled. Just in case. Just in case she was wrong.


  


  She hadn’t been.


  


  In fact, she knew she hadn’t been, but for months all that thinking and dreaming and wondering and grieving for the loss of her husband had almost convinced her that she had made a huge mistake. That she, and those with her, were truly destined to remain in Las Vegas, let the rest of the world take care of itself.


  


  Wrong.


  


  Dead wrong.


  


  The dreams, when they began, were at first only unnerving. Then frightening. Then terrifying. Then ... revealing and oddly comforting.


  


  On the road again, she sings silently to herself; I can’t wait to get back on the road again.


  


  A bitter snort of a laugh. A fearful glance around to see if she’s disturbed the others. A self-pitying sigh because no one asks her what’s the matter, are you okay, Beatrice, is everything okay?


  


  No, she answers anyway, everything is not okay, but thanks for asking.


  


  Beside her a woman sleeps, her head resting against the window. Her face is covered with a soft cotton veil that begins just below her eyes, and every so often, in her dreams, she twitches, moans, a finger brushing the veil as if making sure it’s still there. In the backseat are two girls, one now twelve, the other now thirteen, with the most improbable names the driver has ever heard in her life— Moonbow and Starshine. Equally improbable is the way they’ve managed to sleep for so long, curled tightly against each other, making no noise at all.


  


  The driver smiles, flexes her fingers, ducks and twists and tilts her head to stretch and ease her neck, rubs each shoulder in turn.


  


  Once in a while, although not so frequently anymore, she turns to say something to her husband, and it isn’t until she sees the veil that she remembers that her husband’s gone. That she’s a widow. That he was murdered.


  


  She blinks each time, and bites softly on her lower lip. These days there are no tears; they were shed and are gone. These days there’s only anger, the only reason she’s in the car, forever driving.


  


  In the morning the girls will wake and want to know if they’re there yet.


  


  In the morning she’ll have to tell them that she doesn’t know.


  


  She has to force herself to remember how long it’s been since they left Las Vegas for the second time, and most of the time she doesn’t bother because it doesn’t matter. A month, a year, who cares, her husband is dead, and so is the man who tried to save him, and all that’s left now is the progression of the sun, rise and set, and the procession of traffic that passes them every day, and the wondering if this town, this city, this farm, this crossroads, will be the place.


  


  If her husband were here, he’d know.


  


  But he’s not.


  


  All she can do is head east.


  


  And trust the dreams.


  


  * * * *
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  On the far side of the hill, the sky glowing above it in spite of the rain, the road becomes a switchback, and the driver takes it slowly, carefully, wondering why in hell they just didn’t make the thing straight. Up and over, none of this twisting and turning and mentally crossing a few fingers that some idiot isn’t barreling down on her from the opposite direction because, really, there’s no place to pull over. No shoulders, just trees, and a narrow two-lane road.


  


  Actually she doesn’t really mind it, but it seems such a waste, all that work following someone’s pioneer winding trail instead of heading directly into the next valley, no curves, no obstacles; they haven’t even named the road, so the pioneer’s work was all for nothing.


  


  She sighs.


  


  She sniffs.


  


  The rain eases, and mist begins to form tiny clouds that drift between the tree trunks onto the road.


  


  Beside her, a large woman bundled in a green coat hums softly in time to the windshield wipers’ sweep. Some kind of gospel tune, the driver supposes, but she doesn’t know what it is, and she doesn’t want to ask because Eula Korrey, for some damn reason or other, expects them to know the name of every blessed tune in the book, and spirals off into a pouting huff when she discovers they don’t.


  


  And don’t particularly care.


  


  A soft noise behind her, and she checks the rearview mirror. She can’t see very well, there are no lights along the road, but she can make out a small figure tucked under a blanket. On the back shelf is a cowboy hat; she has a feeling the little guy has left his boots on.


  


  “Be dreaming,” Eula says quietly, white-gloved hands folded in her lap.


  


  “I guess so.”


  


  “You know what he dreams of?”


  


  “No, and I don’t ask.”


  


  Eula shifts, and the driver, whose name is Susan, sees a flicker of pain across the woman’s gleaming black face.


  


  “You still aching? It’s been over a year.”


  


  Eula nods carefully. “This ain’t the way it’s supposed to be, getting all banged up like that.” She shakes her head in anger, in confusion, brushes a finger across the green felt hat that lies between them. “Ain’t the way, nossir. Not the way it was written.”


  


  “It doesn’t make any difference how it was written,” Susan answers calmly. “It’s written a lot of different ways. Sometimes they get to fight us, and sometimes they get to win. For a while.”


  


  “Maybe. But I’ll bet none of them talk about us getting all banged up.”


  


  Susan grins, suddenly laughs and catches herself quickly before she wakes the boy up.


  


  The last turn at the bottom is the sharpest, and she slows the car to the pace of a fast walk, is ready to stomp the accelerator to shoot across the valley, when Eula straightens and says abruptly, “Look.”


  


  It takes a moment, but Susan finally sees, and brings the car to a halt, leans back, and says, softly, “Joey, wake up. Come on, cowboy, rise and shine.”


  


  The headlights have pushed some of the dead time to the side, and at their farthest reach she can see a lone figure waiting in the middle of the road. He sits on a great black horse, rain dripping from his hat. He doesn’t squint at the light, he only nods and leans over the animal’s neck, pushes a hand through its long mane and sits upright again. The horse bares its teeth, works the bit, and begins to move slowly toward the car.


  


  Eula fusses with her grey hair, pulls the hat into her lap. “Sit up, boy,” she tells Joey without looking around. “Sit up, now, child. Time to pay attention.”


  


  Feeling oddly at ease, and just as oddly anxious, Susan stares straight ahead as horse and rider pass the car; she looks in the rearview mirror to watch them turn around, the red glow of the taillights reflected in the horse’s large eyes. When they stop beside her door, she presses a button and the window slides down.


  


  “Evening, ladies,” the rider says, touching two fingers to his hat brim.


  


  The boy says nothing; the women nod, mutter, “Good evening, Red,” and wait, paying no attention to the cold rain that bounces through the open window. He doesn’t bend over, they can’t see his face, but they can hear his voice and that’s all that matters.


  


  Red ignores the rain as well, peering into the dark beyond the headlights. His left hand holds the reins; his right hand rests on his thigh. The horse snorts and tosses its head, steam in clouds from mouth and nostrils.


  


  “He knew,” Red says, sounding pleased, patting its neck. “Soon as he saw me, he knew.”


  


  “I want to ride him,” the boy says, his voice loud in the silence.


  


  “Hush,” Eula scolds.


  


  “Well, I do,” Joey says, pouting.


  


  Red swings easily out of the saddle then, and for just a second they can hear the sharp sound of sharp spurs. And the stamp of a hoof. Susan isn’t positive, but she thinks she caught the brief reflection of a single flame in the windshield.


  


  Red pushes back his hat, and rests his arms on the window’s shelf. A quick grin for the boy, and a shake of his head. “Not now.”


  


  The boy slumps dejectedly, head down.


  


  “Sit up,” Eula snaps. “Pay attention, child.”


  


  The boy does what he’s told, but it’s clear he’s still pouting.


  


  “Nice automobile,” Red says to Susan, nodding his appreciation. “Good way to travel. If you have to travel this way.”


  


  The car is an old and long, white Lincoln Continental, with a hood ornament in the shape of a charging silver horse. The engine is nearly silent.


  


  “I like it,” she answers stiffly. She doesn’t look at him. She doesn’t want to see his eyes. It’s bad enough she can feel his breath on her cheek.


  


  “How’re you feeling, Miz Korrey?” he asks. “You healing up all right?”


  


  Eula purses her lips, unsure, before she answers, “It ain’t supposed to hurt. I still got bruises, you know. Susan here, her face ain’t healed yet either.” She turns her head. “Ain’t written that way.”


  


  Quick grin, here and gone.


  


  “No, I don’t guess it is,” he tells her gently, so gently she stiffens and looks away. “But that’s the way it is. That’s the way of it.” A long pause. “You understand, Miz Korrey?”


  


  “Yes sir, I do,” she answers. A smile of her own. “Don’t gotta like it, though.”


  


  He laughs and nods. “It’ll get better,” he promises. “Much better.” He steps back from the car, and before they realize what he’s done, there’s the sharp ring of his spurs and he’s in the saddle again.


  


  And all they hear is that voice.


  


  “It’s almost time.”


  


  Susan can’t help herself; she has to know: “How?”


  


  Another pause; the sound of rain on the roof.


  


  “We ride in, we take over, just the way it’s supposed to be.” A pause that might have been a silent laugh. “Don’t fret. I’ll tell you when.”


  


  “Are we alone?”


  


  “We’re always alone. But no, there’ll be some help, I think. Gotta check that out directly.”


  


  “Will they fight us? Again?”


  


  “They’ll try,” he says, a quiet laugh in his voice. “Won’t be much fun, otherwise.”


  


  At last Susan smiles, confidence returned. “But we’ll win, Red, right? This time we’ll win.”


  


  He doesn’t answer.


  


  He rides away.


  


  Mist on the road, rain skating down the windshield, and she watches him ride away, droplets of scarlet fire splashing from the horse’s hooves.


  


  * * * *
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  eep autumn; Tuesday; just past morning.


  


  High clouds and a slow breeze and a sun already drifting past its peak; waves and tide are high, the last fierce signs of a hurricane just gone, one that shied away from the coast but left its winds behind; small twigs on the roads, a handful of dead branches, here and there a few shingles trapped in a gutter; a road crew working on the hanging traffic light at Midway and Landward; the sound of chainsaws; the sound of hammers.


  


  A handful of surfers gather on the beach, gauging height and courage and the size of their boards; two beachcombers with metal detectors, each with a burlap sack flung over a shoulder; gulls swarming the flotsam the waves have left behind, dropping shells onto the jetty rocks, then scrambling for the meat; photographers still and video do their dances for the right angle, an impromptu party ranging across a pair of dunes, a child crouching intently over a tide pool while his father looks on, smiling.


  


  A dead bird in the woods; still twitching.


  


  * * * *
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  The house wasn’t the smallest that Casey had ever lived in, but sometimes it felt like it. It was a two-story, low-ceiling square of no particular design, with a screened-in porch that faced Midway Road, and a slightly canted chimney above a peaked slate roof. What faded paint was left on the clapboard looked either blue or grey, depending on the sun, on the rain, on the way the trees gave or took away the shade. The yard, while not garden magazine lush, was at least neat—front, sides, and back—and there was a hedge along the road with thorns an inch or two long, thick as a man’s thumb.


  


  He hated trimming that damn hedge, and he had the bandages to prove it. It was, he reckoned, a continuing test of his resolve, and his threshold of pain. Still, he decided as he stepped back and let the pruning shears swing idly at his side, it looked pretty good. Fairly even along the breast-high top, the corners as crisp as they were ever going to get, and most of the leaves still hung on.


  


  A point in his favor then: he hadn’t killed the stupid thing yet.


  


  All in all, a decent morning’s work.


  


  His free hand reached over his head in a bone-snapping stretch; a satisfied groan, a handkerchief across his face to take the sweat away before he tucked it back into his hip pocket. Several cars passed the house in both directions; he didn’t recognize them, and none greeted him. A police cruiser drifted south with a quick press of its horn, and he waved without looking, halfhearted at best.


  


  Discouraging visitors—a skill he wasn’t exactly proud of, but he’d also gotten pretty good at it over the past couple of years, here and elsewhere. He was, and had been for a long time, no longer the local curiosity, just some kind of weird guy who preferred his own company.


  


  He snorted, shook his head at a major understatement— at most, he went into town once a month, to stock up on groceries for the next three or four weeks ... and spoke to no one; at most, the only people he saw out here were those who drove past or those who rented the houses under his care... and he spoke to them only when courtesy demanded it.


  


  He knew little of what went on around the rest of the island, and until now, he hadn’t particularly cared.


  


  Alone was what he had wanted, and alone was what he had achieved.


  


  He wasn’t sure why, but now that had changed.


  


  His place was one of a cluster of eight, all the same save their colors, four on either side of the road, and the only one occupied at the moment, which meant his work was pretty much done for the day. He could, of course, hit each house one by one, see what cleaning had to be done, if his latest repairs still held or if something new wanted fixing, but that would imply an initiative he didn’t feel like tapping into just now. It wasn’t that he was lazy, and it wasn’t that he wasn’t a little proud of how he had handled the responsibilities he’d been given.


  


  It was just that he didn’t feel like it.


  


  Not today.


  


  Today was for lazing.


  


  like hell, Chisholm, give it up, you‘re stalling.


  


  Today was for hanging out, for appreciating the weather and the scenery and the constant smell of the sea in the air. For laughing at the gulls as they squabbled over nothing, maybe walking over to the marsh to watch the herons strut their stuff in the shallows, maybe hike on over to the beach, sit on Daddy Whale’s head and watch the silhouettes of fishing boats skimming slowly across the horizon.


  


  Whatever he would do, though, work wouldn’t be it.


  


  stalling


  


  It was, all in all, a pretty sweet deal, this job of his. He was, for the most part; his own boss. As long as he did what he was supposed to do, when he was supposed to do it, days like today could be taken without guilt.


  


  His landlord had proposed the arrangement when Casey had been sent to him to inquire about a rental. In retrospect, it must have looked like a bizarre conversation. Norville Cutler barely came up to Casey’s chin, yet he acted as if he were a good foot taller.


  


  * * * *


  


  “No sweat, I think I can help you. Man, you’re a pretty big guy. Handy at all?”


  


  “I’m no expert, not much good at plumbing, but... I can work, yes. If it matters, I learn fast.”


  


  “Good. Got some places up on Midway, that’s the main street in case you ain’t figured that out yet, the only one that goes one end of the island to the other. They aren’t much, the houses, but they pay their way. Had a guy, stupid son of a bitch, couldn’t find his ass with a map and a flashlight, he cut out on me last month, the stupid bastard, didn’t even give me notice. So I’m figuring . . . you want to work, keep them in shape, keep the tenants happy, you know the kind of stuff I mean, you can use one for yourself.”


  


  “Sounds good to me.”


  


  “It is, mister. It’s damn good. Better’n most deserve. Best part is, I won’t bother you hardly at all. I’ll know if you’re not doing the work, don’t have time for inspections, but you know what I mean. You do your bit, I’ll stay outta your hair.”


  


  “I get a choice of places?”


  


  “Hell, no, I’ll show you which one. Except for the tenants, and that’s only late spring to maybe October, the only neighbors are behind you. Some old lady, a couple of nig—black guys, an old man and his son, they won’t bother you at all, you won’t even know they’re there most of the time. You’re not from around here, am I right?”


  


  “Right.”


  


  “Kentucky... no, Tennessee, am I right? You spent some time elsewhere, but I figure ... yeah, Tennessee.”


  


  “That’s not bad.”


  


  “What do you do?”


  


  “What?”


  


  “You made a living before here, right? You didn’t just pop out outta the ground, right? So what do you do?”


  


  “I... nothing. I don’t... nothing.”


  


  “The law after you?”


  


  “The law? No.”


  


  “Well, Mr. I Don’t Know Nothing, you take care of me, I’ll take care of you. Off the books, the whole nine yards. Just don’t stiff me, pal. People around here, they’ll tell you, I don’t like it when someone stiffs me.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A cool breeze touched his face, and Casey was grateful for the slight shiver it caused, and he was suddenly tempted to forget the walking, the beach, and just go inside, take a nap, let the rest of the day slide by. Like all the other days since he had arrived on the island. Let them all slide by and behind him, forget him, make it seem possible that he had never been anywhere else, never done anything else but slap paint on walls and hammer nails into boards and rake yards and replace shingles and wash windows and weave mesh patches into screens torn by age and nosey squirrels.


  


  And when he awoke, it would be nearly dark, time to begin the process of trying to get a good night’s sleep.


  


  Without the dreams.


  


  Without the nightmares.


  


  of a church bell tolling, no one at the rope


  


  A process that generally began with supper. Out of a can or out of the microwave. Then, weather permitting, a half-mile hike through the trees to the beach, and another hike along the wet apron. Listening to the ocean, listening to the birds, dodging the waves trying to snare and soak his feet. Once in a while, if the tide was low, climbing clumsily out to the end of a jetty where he could see nothing but water ahead of him, nothing but sky above.


  


  Where he could be alone.


  


  Where he could feel small.


  


  Too small to matter.


  


  explosions.


  


  He was close to five inches over six feet, his shoulders and chest broad, arms and legs to match. His hair was thick and long, brushed back and curled black to his shoulders. High cheeks and a dimpled chin, heavy brows and a nose that time had left something less than sharp. A face, all in all, that made no apologies for the beatings it had taken, physical and otherwise, and was all the more imposing for it.


  


  Or so others had told him. He wasn’t sure about the imposing part, but he had often used the size, and a grumbling voice that sounded born in a deep canyon, to good advantage in his former life.


  


  the law after you?


  


  No, but my dreams are.


  


  maybe so, but you‘re still stalling.


  


  * * * *


  


  a ghost-white car gliding out of the fire


  


  * * * *


  


  He grinned and shook his head.


  


  Stalling indeed, and making a bad job of it, too.


  


  He slapped his leg lightly with the shears, told himself there was no need to rake up the debris he’d snipped from the hedge, told himself there was no need, right now, to oil the hinges on the porch’s screen door, and certainly no need to sweep the porch itself. Or vacuum the living room. Or dust what little furniture he had.


  


  By the time he was upstairs he was laughing aloud; by the time he had taken a shower and changed his clothes, he was almost excited.


  


  For the first time since he had exiled himself to this end of Camoret, he was going into town with no other purpose than to walk among the living.


  


  He stood in front of the low, white pine chest of drawers in his bedroom, hairbrush in one hand, checking his reflection in the slightly warped mirror hanging on the wall above it. He had gotten used to the distortion. Somehow it seemed to fit.


  


  The idea for the trip had come to him only last week, as he returned from the grocery store with his latest batch of provisions. With virtually all the tourists gone until spring, the only people he had seen were locals. And something about them had sparked his curiosity: a feeling of tension, unease, behind the faces that either smiled blankly at him or glanced at him with no more than a passing curiosity. For days he had passed it off as his starved imagination; and for days he had been unable to forget it.


  


  Yesterday he had actually straddled his bike and pedaled a hundred yards down the road before anxiety turned him around in a spray of dust and pebbles.


  


  None of your business, he’d told his shadow as he raced back for home; none of your business, and you’re probably wrong anyway, so let it go, keep on keeping on with what you’re already doing.


  


  Hiding.


  


  This morning he had stood at the sink in the tiny kitchen and said, “From what?”


  


  During each monthly grocery run, he usually treated himself to lunch at either Betsy’s or the Tide, where he eavesdropped unashamedly and, if he was lucky, grabbed an old copy of the Camoret Weekly. This way he was able to pick up some of what was going on around the island. So, as far as he could tell, there had been no unusual spike in the death rate, violent or otherwise, the famine had evidently had little effect here, the plague had mercifully left them untouched, and thus far they had escaped the current turmoil that swept across the mainland.


  


  From what? he asked the reflection, and it gave him a disgusted look that told him not to be so stupid, he knew damn well from what.


  


  ghost-white


  


  Nevertheless, it was time.


  


  Well past time.


  


  He put the brush down, ran a hand across his chest, and reminded himself this was only an experiment, not a complete change in habit. The recluse was only checking the landscape, not surrendering the safety of his cave.


  


  He hurried out of the room to the landing, and paused at the top of the narrow staircase. His bedroom was on the right, in front, a second bedroom on his left. Behind him, on the right, was the bathroom, and on his left, another room he used for storage.


  


  The door was ajar.


  


  “Damnit,” he muttered harshly, and took a step down, trying to ignore it.


  


  He couldn’t.


  


  He returned to the landing and pushed the door open, stepped over the threshold and looked to the right, where another door, a closet, was open as well.


  


  His eyes closed briefly and he took a deep breath. The house was poorly constructed, he knew this. Doors sometimes opened on their own, the frames weren’t always true. Once he’d understood this, he was determined not to read anything into it. Yet, as he kicked the closet door shut and for good measure whacked it with the heel of his hand, he decided it was past time to nail the damn thing shut.


  


  He didn’t need this.


  


  He didn’t need this at all. Especially not today.


  


  The first thing he had done after Cutler had shown him around and left, was drag his rope-bound suitcase into the storeroom. There he had emptied most of it into the closet, and hadn’t been back since.


  


  Except to close the goddamn door.


  


  He glared at it now, daring it to defy him, then left the room, slammed the outer door behind him, and took the stairs down one at a time. Five minutes later he was on the bike and on his way. He grinned into the faint wind of his own making; he laughed at a blackbird that tried to hop beside him, gave up, and soared away; he coasted and laughed again and wished he had done this a long time ago.


  


  It was an odd feeling, this good feeling; not until now did he understand how much he had missed it.


  


  How much had been lost by being so alone.


  


  * * * *
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  Between the sheriff’s department and a redbrick building that served as town hall and courthouse was a large pocket park, grass and high trees and a public bicycle stand where Casey locked up his bike. Wiped nervous hands on his jeans, scolded himself for acting like a kid on his first date, and headed south.


  


  Three blocks later he stopped.


  


  Unlike a number of other eateries on the island, Betsy’s didn’t pretend to be anything other than what it was—a simple sandwich shop, no frills, no fancy summer prices. A few tables, a few booths, a short counter along the left-hand wall for those who wanted nothing more than a slice of pie and a cup of coffee. A pine forest mural along the back wall that had always amused Casey because whenever someone popped out of the kitchen, it seemed as if they were walking out of a tree. Open at six for breakfast, closed at seven. Having established it just before the turn of the century, the original Betsy and her family were long gone, her several successors not bothering to change the name.


  


  Gloria Nazario was the current owner, a pleasantly rotund Cuban refugee whose brother, Hector, did most of the cooking while she did most of the serving and a black man named Junior Raybourn did most of the sweeping up.


  


  Casey sat on the first stool nearest the door. Although the room was nearly full, no one had done more than glance up when he’d entered, which was fine by him. Today he wanted to listen as much as eat; with his back to the room, he was, he figured, about as invisible as someone his size could get. And with the long mirror on the wall behind the coffee urns and other counter paraphernalia, he was able to watch most of the room without having to stare.


  


  The waitress, a too-thin young woman with too much makeup and bottle-blond hair that needed touching up at the roots, took his order without speaking, despite his awkward attempts at conversation. She wrote, she checked a price on the menu, and walked into the kitchen.


  


  Not a word.


  


  Not a look.


  


  All right, he thought; so I’m a little out of practice.


  


  Yet he couldn’t help a check in the mirror, just to be sure he still looked presentable. There had been a few times, after pedaling home, when he’d noticed things sticking in his hair—bits of leaves, once a spider, once a feather that the wind had tucked behind his ear. The image of what people must have thought had made him laugh then; he didn’t laugh now.


  


  There was nothing wrong that he could see.


  


  All right, no problem, she’s having a bad day.


  


  Nevertheless, as he waited for his lunch, he was puzzled by the glances people gave him when they thought he couldn’t see them—not really unfriendly, just... wary. Suspicious. Not that the reactions surprised him very much—he was, after all, the stranger who lived among them. Curiosity was to be expected when he sidestepped his routine.


  


  Still, he was more than relieved when the meal finally came and he was able to concentrate on fueling his body, not his imagination.


  


  Not to mention, he reminded himself, a little judicious eavesdropping if he could, picking sentences and fragments out of the conversations that filled the shop.


  


  It wasn’t that difficult; it was as if he weren’t there.


  


  In the booth by the entrance three men, suits and ties and briefcases, argued about the Ausso-Indonesian War, debating the moral ambiguities of New Zealand desperately trying to keep herself neutral despite the deaths of her citizens in the initial incident. Other island-cluster nations had begun to declare for Indonesia. China was concerned. Australia was puzzled that no one, yet, had officially declared for her. Race rather than right had entered the propaganda, and the continent nation couldn’t understand why she had been left to stand on her own.


  


  A friend passing the booth suggested the three ought to concern themselves more with North Korea’s massing troops a few miles north of the Demilitarized Zone. “We’re gonna get sucked in,” he said bitterly. “Just like the first time. You watch, we’re gonna get sucked in.”


  


  * * * *


  


  From somewhere else:


  


  “You really going to sell?”


  


  “Hell, I’m tired of having to do the causeway route every time I want to see a damn movie.”


  


  “You get an offer?”


  


  “Sort of, yeah.”


  


  “Don’t tell me...Cutler.”


  


  “Eat your dessert, we’re late the judge’ll kill us.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “Goddamn Freck says I shouldn’t have been out so late. Jesus, it was only nine o’ goddamn clock. Who thinks they’re gonna get mugged at nine o’clock, for God’s sake? Here, for God’s sake.”


  


  “Dumbass deputy couldn’t arrest a jaywalker, the stupid son of a bitch. So ... what, he say you were asking for it?” “As much as.”


  


  “Stupid son of a bitch.”


  


  “Tell me about it. I swear to God, I can’t wait to get out of here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “... have to pry that boat out of my cold dead hands.”


  


  “So you’re not selling?”


  


  “You deaf, boy? I’d rather sell my wife.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey slid a month-old copy of the Weekly toward him, scanning the headlines and sighing without a sound. A fragmented Yugoslavia continued to tear itself apart; revolutions in Brazil, Chile, plus a half dozen more across Central and Southern Africa; India and Pakistan glared at each other across mountain passes, exchanging random artillery fire, raising banners; Japan altering its constitution to allow for a full-blown, full-time army and navy.


  


  All of this he had already seen on television, but seeing it in print, no matter how briefly covered, somehow made it worse.


  


  He picked at his french fries, flipped over a page, and glanced through several articles that were, in essence, ill-disguised editorials, righteous rants against the growing number of households leaving the island because of “hooligan activity” and “bald political pressure,” all not so vaguely attributed to an “unholy alliance” between Norville Cutler’s various businesses and Mayor Cribbs’s alleged greed, the purpose of which was neither hinted at nor explained. Casey had the feeling that were he a regular reader he’d already know. He also sensed an angry desperation here, a warning of some kind that time was running out for whatever the editor felt was on the way; and it didn’t, he figured, have anything to do with the problems on the mainland.


  


  I really ought to get out more, he thought, and ate, read, after a while frowned because there was something about the tabloid-size newspaper that didn’t seem quite as it should be. Blatant editorializing in what were supposed to be ordinary news reports was one thing, the weekly newsmagazines did it all the time, but as he flipped the pages back and forth randomly, he suspected the answer was right there in front of him. Something to do with ... frowning deeper, he turned to the back page, then to the classified section, the want ads, the garage sales. Another page or two at random, and he finally realized what it was—advertising. There were hardly any ads, display or otherwise, and while he was no expert, he was fairly certain that ad revenue was what kept a newspaper in business.


  


  Especially this time of year. The Monday before Thanksgiving, a few weeks before Christmas, the paper should be bulging with holiday sale announcements, even if many of the seasonal shops had already shut down.


  


  “You have to go to the office for a new one,” Gloria said as she slid his bill toward him. Her hair, long and black, was caught in a hairnet, her face touched with lines drawn by the work she did. Large black eyes, watching him, not smiling.


  


  “You don’t sell it anymore?”


  


  She shook her head. “Not worth it.” A glance toward the door. “Not to no one hardly anymore.”


  


  He laid his money next to his plate, a gesture to indicate he didn’t want the change.


  


  “You work for him, don’t you?” she asked as he pushed off the stool.


  


  “Who?”


  


  “Mr. Cutler.”


  


  He shrugged. “I guess so. Yes.”


  


  She nodded once. “Okay. So don’t come back no more, okay? Go somewhere else.”


  


  He stared in disbelief, but she had already turned her back, fussing with coffee cups, fiddling with one of the urns. A deliberate, and fearful, dismissal that made him want to at least ask for an explanation. But the set of her back, the way her hands darted at doing nothing changed his mind.


  


  Avoiding the gazes of the other customers, he left, stood on the sidewalk, squinting until he grew accustomed to the bright afternoon sun. Until the surge of anger that followed him outside subsided. Not enough, however, to completely quash the temptation to walk into another shop to check the owner’s or clerk’s reaction. He almost did it. He almost turned into the gift shop next to Betsy’s on the right, or the photo shop on the left. Just to see. The problem was, even if he was asked to leave, or treated coldly, he still wouldn’t know why. He was only a handyman, for crying out loud, and hadn’t seen Cutler more than a handful of times since he’d taken the job. His pay was usually picked up at Cutler’s downtown office—only twice had Cutler brought it out himself, and that was because the man wanted to check on his properties, not because he was the kindly employer who cared about his people.


  


  What the hell was the guy doing that for God’s sake hired help should be tarred with the same brush?


  


  It was, if he thought about it long enough, almost amusing. He had heard of people being barred from bars before, but never from a sandwich shop. Begone, you weirdo, and never darken my mayonnaise again.


  


  With an imperceptible shake of his head, and a fleeting one-sided grin, he started up the street, hands in his pockets, telling himself that he was undoubtedly overreacting. Gloria had problems with Cutler, that much was obvious; no reason to believe that anyone else would treat him the same. Hell, most of Camoret didn’t even know who he was, much less who he worked for. But each time he paused to enter another store, another shop, he changed his mind and moved on.


  


  Halfway up the next block he reached a cedar-shake building no larger than a small bungalow set well back from the sidewalk, as if distancing itself from the businesses on either side. A white picket fence divided concrete from grass and two large cherry trees slowly and at last dropping their leaves. He knew there were only two rooms inside—a small waiting room, and a large office behind it. Norville Cutler Enterprises, and the only person he’d ever seen there was Mandy Poplin, the receptionist he assumed doubled as a secretary. He supposed he could always ask her what was going on; not that she would tell him. Each time he picked up his pay, an envelope filled with cash and a receipt, their conversation was little more than formally polite.


  


  Here’s your pay, Mr. Chisholm.


  


  Thanks, Mandy. Nice weather we’re having.


  


  Yes, it is. We’ll see you next month.


  


  He walked on, annoyed less at his treatment now than at the deflation of his adventure. All that buildup, all the anxiety, all the reasons why he shouldn’t get involved in town life again, all for nothing.


  


  Abruptly he stopped and looked over his shoulder.


  


  Gloria Nazario had already known he worked for Cutler. She had asked him several months ago, and it hadn’t seemed to bother her then. So what had changed?


  


  Go back, be polite, be deferential, ask.


  


  He couldn’t do it.


  


  Instead, he crossed the street and walked another block, absently checking the Christmas decorations in some of the windows, Thanksgiving displays in others. What he would do, he decided, is pick up the latest Weekly edition, see if there was something in there, something new, that would give him more information. Maybe even ask the editor himself. Assuming, he thought with a quick sour grin, that the man didn’t toss him out on his ear.


  


  A quicker step, another block, and he hesitated only a second before entering the Camoret Weekly’s office. The door had barely closed behind him before he wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake.


  


  * * * *
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  The outer room was empty, a stack of new papers on the counter, still bundled. A wall clock ticked loudly. A man’s voice in back, raised in anger.


  


  None of your business, Casey cautioned. He grabbed a paper, fumbled in his pocket to produce a dollar bill he dropped on the counter, and turned to leave.


  


  None of your business; until he heard another man cry out and the sound of something large crashing onto the floor, followed by the distinct sound of breaking glass.


  


  Don’t, he ordered as he lifted the flap; asking for trouble, he warned as he dropped the paper where he’d found it, crossed the room hurriedly and opened the door just enough to stick his head through.


  


  An old man leaned heavily against the left-hand wall, panting, one hand over his heart. On the floor at his feet a scattering of folders and papers, and a computer monitor, its face shattered. A short man in jeans and brown leather jacket, heavy beard and tight curly hair, stood in the middle of the room, arms folded across a chest so large it made him seem deformed. A much taller man in denim coveralls, whip-lean and stringy dark hair, sideburns down to his jaw, had his hand on a printer as if ready to sweep it off its stand.


  


  For an instant the three stared at Casey as if he’d dropped in through the ceiling.


  


  Casey looked at the old man and said, “Trouble, Mr. Hull?”


  


  “Who the hell are you?” the short one demanded. “Get lost.”


  


  Casey ignored him. “Mr. Hull?”


  


  The editor blinked rapidly, head trembling. Although his hair was mussed, his bow tie askew, he didn’t look as if he’d been hurt, just scared half to death. His lips worked, but made no sound.


  


  “Damnit, Cord, stuff this jerk somewhere, I ain’t got time for this shit.”


  


  The tall one grinned. “Whatever you say, Stump.” He sniffed loudly and shook his head. “Ought to know better,” he said to Casey. “Ain’t right, butting in.”


  


  A brief unanswered prayer to be somewhere else, and Casey nudged the door all the way open with his foot as he stepped onto the threshold, letting them see him all for the first time. Cord Teague stopped before he’d taken two steps, his fisted hands unsure what to do next.


  


  “Aw, Christ,” Stump said. “Shit, I know you, you’re that retard at the houses,”


  


  Casey didn’t move; he just stood there.


  


  He wasn’t about to start anything himself, but he’d been in enough fights in his life to know the signs—the bluster, the doubt, the wonder just how tough this big man was. Sometimes there was good advantage to looking the way he did.


  


  “Well, goddamnit, Cord, I got to do everything myself?” Stump reached to a nearby desk and picked up a length of pipe. He brandished it at Casey, one last warning. “Stupid retard.”


  


  Deliberately, slowly, Casey let his face go blank. Nothing there but the eyes. Slightly narrowed. Watching.


  


  “Stump,” Cord whispered, backing slowly toward the alley door, unable to take his gaze from Casey’s face.


  


  Casey straightened, just enough, and filled the doorway side to side. Still no fists, no warning glare. He just stood there. Watching.


  


  Cord grabbed the doorknob. “Stump.” His hand slipped off, and he tried again. “Stump, let’s ... come on, Stump, leave it be.”


  


  “I told you once, I told you a hundred times, you stupid son of a bitch, we can’t let—”


  


  “Just leave,” Casey said, his voice quiet. Rumbling. The mutter of thunder on the far side of the horizon.


  


  Stump blinked at him, frozen for a moment before he raised the pipe as if ready to club him, but he couldn’t stop his hand from trembling just enough to betray his nerves.


  


  “Leave,” Casey repeated. “You’ve made your point Get out.”


  


  Cord yanked the back door open and stepped into the alley. “Come on, Stump. Jesus ... come on.”


  


  Stump was clearly torn between giving ground and losing face in front of his brother. A warning glare at Hull, and he kicked viciously at the papers by his feet, whirled, and made to take one last bash at the printer Cord was supposed to have tipped over.


  


  Casey was faster.


  


  He grabbed Teague’s wrist and hauled up, nearly pulling the shorter man off his feet. Off-balance, Teague cocked his free arm to throw a punch, teach this meddler a lesson, and stopped when he saw Casey’s expression. Didn’t resist when Casey wrenched the pipe from his grip. Said nothing when Casey dragged him to the door, dangling like a small child about to be punished, and shoved him gently outside.


  


  Closed the door and locked it.


  


  Hull sagged shakily into a wheeled leather chair, hand still on his chest, the other ineffectually swiping at his hair. His face was pale, eyes bright with either shock or tears. His left couldn’t seem to stop jumping.


  


  “You all right?” Casey asked again, gently, setting the pipe down on a desk behind him.


  


  Hull nodded mutely, hesitantly.


  


  “Okay.” He started for the door, paused and said, “I’m taking a paper, okay? There’s money on the counter.”


  


  The editor didn’t respond save for a weak gesture of thanks, and Casey left, picked up his newspaper, and went outside. Across the street he saw Deputy Freck leaving the sheriff’s office. He called out and waved, checking for traffic as he trotted to the other side.


  


  Freck, hands on his hips, eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses, waited impatiently.


  


  “Might want to check over there, on Mr. Hull,” Casey told him, pointing with the paper. “He had some trouble with Stump Teague and one of his brothers.”


  


  “Is that so?”


  


  “Nearly wrecked his office.”


  


  “No kidding.”


  


  Casey didn’t know what to say next. He glanced over at the Weekly office, muttered, “Just thought you ought to know,” and started for the park, half expecting to be stopped. When he reached the bike stand, he fiddled unnecessarily with the combination lock, using the time to see what the deputy would do.


  


  Instead of checking on Hull, the deputy watched him, hands still on hips, and what might have been a smirk on his lips.


  


  A gust of anger, a temptation for confrontation, before he dropped the newspaper into the deep wire basket behind the seat and wheeled the bike to the curb. Once there he paused for a trio of cars to pass, then pushed off, waiting until he was steady before looking back again.


  


  Freck hadn’t moved.


  


  The anger returned, and he pedaled hard, leaning over the handlebars, letting the wind nearly blind him. It wasn’t Freck that bothered him, it was the shame he felt for not staying to make sure the old man was all right.


  


  Not your business, he told himself harshly.


  


  No, he answered, but it damn well used to be.


  


  * * * *
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  eep autumn; Tuesday; late afternoon.


  


  Norville Cutler considered himself a decent judge of a man, a fairly canny businessman, and someone who could measure the size of a customer’s wallet and its willingness to be emptied even before that customer took off his sunglasses so his vision could adjust to the deliberately dim lighting of either of the causeway shops. It was for the latter reason that most of the time he could be found in the Cutler’s Last Stop on the westbound side. He didn’t give a flying fart who left the damn island; he only cared about those on the way to it. They were the ones with the most money to spend. He also kept at least two people on duty at all times—a woman pretty enough to convince any man in Bermuda shorts that a genuine Caribbean shark’s tooth was just the thing to add to a key chain, and a man with just enough flare and exotic danger about him to convince most women in large hats and rhinestone sunglasses that a genuine Puerto Rican coral necklace was the perfect thing to accentuate that marvelous tanned cleavage.


  


  All of which had made him a comfortable living. But what had made his fortune before he’d reached fifty came after he had taught himself the finer points of real estate management—buying and selling, appraisal, and making sure that what he wanted was on the market when he was ready to buy it, and not a moment before.


  


  Obstacles were only hurdles, not impenetrable walls.


  


  “I don’t believe it,” he said. “One stinking old man, and you can’t even handle that.”


  


  A man of average height, an easy living paunch, and a three-piece tailored suit with French cuffs and gleaming Italian shoes, he didn’t for a minute believe in the Good ol’ Southern Boy image. His idol was the shark that used to belong to the large bleached jaw mounted on the wall behind him. He also didn’t believe in getting too close to his off-the-books employees, which was why he stood behind the display case, hands spread on the glass top.


  


  “I don’t understand.”


  


  Outside, a rising sea slammed against the causeway walls and barriers. A slow wind hummed around the building’s corners. The sun just past its zenith; the long front window reflecting the interior in cold pale grey despite the brightness outside.


  


  Stump and Cord Teague stood in the wide aisle, hangdog, and not a little afraid.


  


  “He busted in,” Stump told him flatly. “We was in the middle of the message when this guy busts in.”


  


  “Chisholm,” Cutler said.


  


  Cord, half a step behind his brother, nodded, his hands trying to find a place to hide.


  


  Cutler stared at the rings and necklaces, bracelets and pins in the case under his hands. A part of him thought that no one knew Mandy Poplin made most of them; another part wondered why the Teagues had to become such a problem, especially since he was so close to the end. Three brothers, none as stupid or thick as they made out in public, parents long since gone, no wives or steady girlfriends, living in raised shacks on the edge of the marsh. They were his pet project, and he was, now, beginning to regret it.


  


  “You tell him anything? Chisholm, I mean.”


  


  “No,” Stump answered, insulted. He swiped angrily at his beard. “We was just startled, that’s all.”


  


  “Big,” Cord whispered. “Sumbitch is big.”


  


  Cutler knew exactly what he meant. It was one of the reasons he’d hired the man—someone that big lurking around, the tenants were less apt to cause him grief.


  


  “Hull knows anyhow,” Stump said with a sharp nod. “He didn’t get hurt, like you said, but some of that computer stuff ain’t working so good no more.” When he grinned, his long teeth seemed startlingly white amid the black mustache and beard. “We didn’t finish, but I know he gets it.”


  


  Cord wandered off, peering in the cases, grunting to himself, staring at the walls where stuffed marlin and shark, sea bass and barracuda were mounted on polished pine shields. “Tall,” he said, his voice quiet, barely heard. “Was tall, that retard.”


  


  Cutler ignored him. “Look,” he said to Stump, “if he understands, that’s fine. Real fine.” He raised a finger. “But I don’t want one more issue of that rag on this island, you hear me? If that damn daughter of his, or any of her friends, try stopping you stopping the next truck ...” He sniffed, looked at the ceiling. Shook his head slowly. “He’s been sniffing around Atlanta, Savannah, Mr. Teague. For an old man he sure gets around, sure knows a lot of people he shouldn’t. It just isn’t healthy.” Abruptly he gripped the sides of the case and leaned forward, forcing Stump back a step. “You know the old saying, that Sixties thing? War is not healthy for children and other living things? Something like that?” His eyes narrowed. “This is war, Mr. Teague. We’ ve won some, we’ve lost some. But if you know what’s good for you, we won’t lose any more.”


  


  He straightened.


  


  He smiled.


  


  A gust of wind slapped at the building, the ceiling lights flickering, just for a moment.


  


  He took an envelope from his jacket pocket and laid it on the glass. “You’re getting rich, Mr. Teague, you and your kin. Make sure you live long enough to spend it.”


  


  * * * *
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  It didn’t take long for Whittaker Hull to clean up. Once the papers had been piled on his desk, a broom took care of the glass, and a spare monitor kept in a closet replaced the one Teague had smashed.


  


  He couldn’t stop shaking.


  


  He stared at the pipe lying on Ronnie’s desk and knew it had been meant for his leg, or his arm, but only after it had been used on the rest of the office’s equipment. He reached out, and pulled his hand back. He couldn’t touch it.


  


  He couldn’t stop shaking.


  


  He sat, he stood, he opened the alley door carefully to be sure the Teagues had gone; he went into the front room and saw the dollar bill Chisholm had left on the counter.


  


  The sheriff, he thought; I’ll report this to Vale and let him handle it.


  


  “Oh ... Christ,” he whispered, half in disgust, half in defeat. He leaned heavily against the counter, one hand absently fussing with his tie. Sure, let good old Vale handle it. Each time the delivery truck had run into trouble, he had reported it, and each time, Oakman had assured him he would get right on it. Handle it personally.


  


  Nothing had happened.


  


  Hull didn’t think Vale was in Cutler’s pocket, but it didn’t matter. The sheriffs growing lack of courage had, over the past couple of years, become legendary. No, infamous. Make peace at all costs had become the man’s motto, and to hell with the next election, he was on his way out anyway, why rock the boat, stir the pot, make waves.


  


  He sighed loudly and lowered his head.


  


  He couldn’t stop shaking.


  


  He couldn’t banish the image of Chisholm standing in the doorway, appearing out of nowhere. For a second Hull was positive he had seen anger there, close to rage, and had actually, momentarily feared for the Teagues’ lives. Chisholm could have crushed them without half thinking, but he hadn’t.


  


  That voice had done it for him.


  


  He closed his eyes, in shame for his own weakness, for not putting up a fight no matter the consequence, and in remembering that voice.


  


  “Dear Lord,” he whispered.


  


  He couldn’t stop shaking.


  


  * * * *
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  Being a minister in a community of such flux and flow in population was a challenge Lyman Baylor had accepted with enthusiasm. He hadn’t cared that many of his colleagues, and most of his family, considered this tantamount to exile; he hadn’t cared when his father had questioned his sanity, since the alternative had been a thriving congregation in New Orleans.


  


  “But that,” Lyman had argued, “is already established. All I’d have to do is go there and fit in to something that’s already running. I wouldn’t be much more than a mechanic, making sure everything gets oiled.


  


  “But this ... this is going to be work. Hard work. And I don’t mean the accounts and the politics and all the rest of that business. This is souls, Dad. I’m talking about souls.”


  


  Five years later, close enough to thirty to count the hairs on the back of its head, he was still excited. Still smiling each morning, still writing each sermon as if it were his first, still delighted each time he picked the hymns for the church’s electronic carillon. He knew that half his congregation, mostly the staid and the elderly, hadn’t yet stopped thinking of him as a mere child, just a caretaker preacher until a real one came along, but he didn’t care. He had never missed a service, never missed a call on the sick and the shut-ins, never missed an opportunity to be seen in every quarter of the island.


  


  “They’ll think you’re a pain in the butt, Ly,” Kitra had cautioned in the beginning. “They’ll call you a Bible-thumper.”


  


  “You mean a religious man.”


  


  “No, you know full well what I mean. An extremist. That’s not the same. And they’ll avoid you, Ly. They’ll think you’re a nut and they’ll make our lives miserable.”


  


  Not anymore.


  


  On official duty, as he called it, he wore his light grey suit and maroon shirt, white cleric’s collar; off-duty, he dressed in his civvies and spent time on the docks talking with the fishermen about tides and fish and baits and seasons; spent an evening or so a week in one of the town bars, the more respectable ones at first, talking and listening and playing a little pool or a few games of darts; took Kitra to the restaurants and got to know the owners, the waitresses, the waiters, the busboys; visited the few remaining steady members of the parish and got to know their lives.


  


  Never pushing;


  


  Never apologizing when asked his profession. But always... always making sure the people he spoke with knew when services began on Sunday morning.


  


  “You know,” Ben Pellier had once said, “no offense, but you sure don’t act like a preacher.”


  


  Lyman had paid his bill and said, “Well, actually, Ben, yes, I do.”


  


  And he was official today as he backed out of the rectory driveway, first on his way to Whittaker’s office to drop off the church’s ad, then over to Mayor Cribbs’ office to demand a reason why Geraldine Essman’s murderers had not yet been apprehended. It had not, of course, been reported as murder, but Lyman knew in his heart it wasn’t anything else but.


  


  Mrs. Essman had lived in a small bungalow on Draper Street, a block in from Midway Road. The place had been burgled the night before Halloween, the last straw in a long stretch of incidents the old lady had suffered since the beginning of the year. Word was, she had been mildly beaten and locked in a closet. Word was, the moment Deputy Salter had opened the closet door she demanded the name of the best real estate agent on the island.


  


  Two weeks later, after prowlers had broken a kitchen window, a massive heart attack put her in a grave behind Reverend Baylor’s church.


  


  Lyman had known her well.


  


  Left untouched and undisturbed, she would have lived to be a hundred.


  


  He smiled at the image of her, sitting as always in the front pew, watching him carefully, daring him to err either in Scripture quotation or interpretation. A tough old bird who deserved much better. As a matter of fact—


  


  And he cried out when something slammed into the side of the car.


  


  He jammed the brakes on, switched off the ignition, and looked worriedly to his right, in time to see a bicycle wobble backward and fall against the curb. Oh, Lord, he thought, licked his lips, touched his heart briefly, and moved as fast as he could around the rear bumper.


  


  Oh, Lord, he thought again when he saw the big man sitting in the street.


  


  “Mr. Chisholm,” he said, kneeling beside him. “My goodness, Mr. Chisholm, are you all right? I didn’t see ...I was ... I’m so sorry, I should have been more careful. Are you all right, sir? Are you injured?”


  


  Chisholm closed his eyes tightly, snapped them open and stared at him, clearly dazed. A hand brushed across his forehead, then back through his hair.


  


  Lyman, fighting to regain some use of his lungs, put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “You wait right here, Mr. Chisholm. I’ll phone—”


  


  “No.” Chisholm shrugged the hand off, and winced, inhaled sharply. “No, it’s ... I’m okay.” He managed a smile, then a waggle of his hand, a help-me-up gesture Lyman was slow to obey. But once on his feet, the big man brushed grit and dirt from his legs and smiled again. “My fault.”


  


  Lyman wanted very much to believe it, found it easier when he saw the two six-packs still in the bike’s carrier basket. “I was thinking,” he offered by way of weak apology.


  


  Chisholm nodded. “Yeah, so was I.” He took an unsteady step back, half closed one eye, and examined the car’s back door, right hand absently massaging his left shoulder. “At least I didn’t dent it.”


  


  Lyman couldn’t help it—he looked as well, and felt a flush when he heard Chisholm laugh. “Yes. Well.” He pointed at the bike. “Will it work, do you think?”


  


  “I sure hope so. It’s a long walk, otherwise.” The big man took a step toward the curb, froze a moment when balance seemed to leave him, then leaned over and hauled the bike upright. A swift examination, and he nodded. “Looks fine.” He straddled the seat and took a deep breath. “Listen, Reverend, I’m sorry. It really was my fault. I would have seen you if I hadn’t been so preoccupied.”


  


  “That’s all right,” he said, relieved. He started for the car, hesitated, looked back, a pointed stare at the beer. “Listen, Mr. Chisholm, if you, uh ... I don’t know, want to talk or something ... you ... well, you know where to find me.”


  


  Chisholm’s sudden smile made him uncomfortable; there was no humor in it at all. “No thanks,” the big man said gruffly, and pedaled away before Lyman could say anything else.


  


  Curious man, he thought as he stood by the driver’s door and watched Chisholm go. Kitra swore he was hiding from the police, and a few of his parishioners had suggested he was just a simple man, as in simple in the head. Lyman didn’t believe either theory, but he was intriguing, no doubt about it. Perhaps an unscheduled visit... whatever the man was, it was clear he was troubled. A grimace, then, as he chided himself for not insisting Chisholm see a doctor immediately, if for no other reason than to further dampen his conscience.


  


  He shook his head, was about to slide in behind the wheel, when suddenly he straightened and looked over the car’s roof. Squinted. Looked back the way Chisholm had gone, and shook his head again.


  


  Odd, he thought.


  


  For a minute there he could have sworn he’d heard the clear sound of hoofbeats.


  


  Nerves, he decided immediately; the aftershock of the accident, and a good dollop of guilt.


  


  Nevertheless, as he backed the rest of the way into the street and turned the car toward the center of town, he checked the rearview mirror just as a strong gust of wind rocked the vehicle and lifted a cloud of dust and dead leaves from the street.


  


  For a minute there he heard the hoofbeats again, and saw in the swirling cloud the hazy figure of a riderless dark horse walking slowly away.


  


  He gripped the steering wheel tightly until the wind died and the dust settled, and there was nothing left in the road but Casey Chisholm on his bike.


  


  Guilt, he decided as he drove off, shaking slightly; most definitely guilt.


  


  * * * *


  


  4


  


  Jasper Cribbs loved politics. He had no illusions about his place in the larger Georgia scheme of things, but considering the hoops those boys in Atlanta had to jump through just to get something done in their districts, he wouldn’t change places with any of them for any amount of money. He’d rather be a big fish in a little pond, a bullfrog in a spit puddle, than some self-important, I-got-higher-ambitions asshole’s lackey.


  


  He considered being mayor of Camoret Island much like being in the entertainment business, and he was one of those slash people that Hollywood was so fond of these days. Actor/director. Writer/producer. Fact was, he was probably a double-slash man these days—acting the part of the small-town Southern mayor, complete with the hick name and the suspenders and an ample belly, directing the town’s welfare from his position of power, and producing the whole thing from behind the scenes, where very few knew what the hell he was up to.


  


  Which, considering what he was up to, was the best place to be these days.


  


  The perks weren’t so bad either.


  


  Being who he was, and making the money he did, he was virtually guaranteed that Mary Gwen was always happy. Nothing more that woman liked than to spend his money, run a few committees, and stay out of his way. In his eye, the perfect marriage.


  


  It gave him a house on the bay at South Hook, a miniature antebellum, four-acre estate already paid for, and something else to keep his wife happy, and out of his hair.


  


  Daughter Mariana was another matter entirely. How such a child could have sprung from his loins was a continuing mystery. He loved her dearly, but he sure didn’t understand her. She did and said the right things at the right times, of course, he wouldn’t have it any other way. A beautiful child, looked just like her mother when her mother could still fit into that honeymoon bathing suit, but the girl was as stubborn as a stump. Still, unlike her mother, she had the instincts of a barracuda, and that made him proud.


  


  Most days, though, the most satisfying part of the job was his office. Sitting on the top floor of the town hall in his brown leather swivel chair, doing all his acting and directing and producing. Healthy leafy plants in big pots, nice paneling, pictures of him and whoever on the walls, nice carpet, a desk big enough to be the mayor’s but not so big as to intimidate the little folks.


  


  But the best feature was the lightly tinted fan-shaped window, near high as the ceiling, divided by white-painted wood strips into something that looked like a peacock’s tail, curved at the top, all joining at the base.


  


  At three stories, Town Hall was the tallest building on the island except for the watch tower on the ridge at South Hook. So he could swing his chair around, put his feet on the low sill, and look down at Camoret without anyone knowing he was up here. It wasn’t a great view, not the bay or the fancy houses, not even high enough to let him see the ocean, but it let him see the people who elected him. Keep an eye on them, so to speak, help him more than once prepare for surprises.


  


  Like just a few bits ago, watching that caretaker lunk come out of Whittaker’s office, not looking all that happy. He spotted Deputy Billy and nearly ran across the street, did some pointing with a newspaper back at Hull’s office, and Jasper figured he already knew what was going on. A point for the deputy—he never moved. A nod, a couple of words, and the next thing Jasper knew the lunk was on his way out of town, pedaling like the Devil himself was after him.


  


  Good work, he had mouthed, and as if Freck had heard, he kind of glanced up in the mayor’s direction, gave a small salute, and walked away. Not going, Jasper had been pleased to note, anywhere near that old man’s place of business. A minute or so later one of those damn little Japanese or Korean or some damn thing cars comes hauling ass up the street, turns onto Landward without stopping for the light, and vanishes.


  


  He recognized the car as Stump Teague’s, and had grinned. Message delivered.


  


  Things like that just made his day.


  


  He sighed contentedly, checked over his shoulder to be sure he really had finished all the work his secretary had piled on his blotter, then hooked his thumbs under his green tartan suspenders and pulled them away from his chest, dared himself to snap them loose, and chuckled when he refused. Mariana had done that enough when she was little; he didn’t need to revisit that kind of pain.


  


  Against the far wall by the room’s only visible door, a grandfather clock chimed the hour. He checked it against his watch, sniffed, scratched absently around the beginnings of his jowls, and pulled lightly at his second chin as he squinted back down at the street.


  


  A slow humorless smile.


  


  Wouldn’t be long now. Deadline was the end of the year, and he didn’t see many problems meeting it. Probably do it early, as a matter of fact. He had done some checking just that morning, had taken a surveyor’s map from his safe and looked over the extent of his and Cutler’s project. There were only six properties left, and three of those abutted Cutler’s rental shacks, mostly easy pickings. One of the remaining was already in negotiation, and the other two ... well, people do change their minds once in a while.


  


  He grunted a laugh.


  


  Hardest one, he figured, would still be Senior Raybourn. That man couldn’t, wouldn’t see reason. Hell, he was only a goddamn cook, for God’s sake, but he held onto that stupid little house like it was some kind of gold mine. Cribbs could make him rich with one stroke of his gold-tip fountain pen, but that old black bastard wouldn’t sell. And after the Essman woman’s death, they had to move carefully. Quietly. Besides, he sure as hell didn’t need some sniffing-around, civil rights fancy suit jackass lawyer kicking up dust. The fact that the Raybourns were the only blacks on the island made them too conspicuous. For now. Later, though, if push came to shove and he had to move in a hurry, all the damn marches in the world would be a world too late.


  


  What he needed now was peace. What he needed was to make sure Hull didn’t sniff out the truth. That old man, and who would have thought it, had already stirred a few embers that threatened to become a fire. Damn editorials had some important people talking. If today’s little message didn’t sink in ...


  


  Maybe it was also, time to see that others didn’t get to feeling bigger than their britches, as his daddy used to say. Time to make sure Oakman doesn’t develop a sudden case of conscience and an affinity for upholding the Law; time to have a quiet word with Billy Freck, make sure he truly knows who runs things around here, and it ain’t, no disrespect intended, that little dandy, Norville Cutler.


  


  His and Norville’s silent partner would not take lightly to such a situation.


  


  He squirmed a little at the thought.


  


  Not from guilt; he hadn’t minded taking the man’s money at all. Especially when it was clear there were tons of it to go around.


  


  He squirmed because he wished, devoutly wished, he knew what the man looked like. So far it had only been a voice on the telephone, a special delivery package, an unexpected deposit in one of his bank accounts. Norville, of course, didn’t give a damn as long as the checks didn’t bounce. He, on the other hand, liked to know who he was dealing with. Want to look into a pair of eyes, see where the lies hid, see where the truth kind of bent and twisted a little.


  


  One of these days, he decided, not too strenuously; one of these days he was going to demand a meeting.


  


  He laughed aloud.


  


  “Jasper, don’t you have better things to do than looking to behead the golden goose?”


  


  Like, it was probably time too to see what could be done about the Reverend Baylor’s increasingly disturbing Sunday sermons. That Bible wimp had been listening to Whittaker too much. Jasper didn’t think it would take too much to back him down, but—


  


  He straightened, and scowled.


  


  “Well... hellfire,” he muttered. “Speak of the goddamn devil.”


  


  Lyman Baylor’s car came to a lurching halt right down below him. A minute later he climbed out of the car and hustled across the street, right into the Weekly office.


  


  “Whittaker,” he said quietly, “you know what’s good for you, you’ll keep your damn big mouth shut.”


  


  And he sighed when the preacher soon stormed outside and marched back across the road, ignoring a van that nearly ran him down, nimbly dodging a scatter of kids sweeping by on their bikes. He held his breath until Baylor vanished inside the sheriffs office, expelled it in a silent whistle. The call would come soon enough, Oakman asking what he should do; meantime, there was a breather. A chance for him to think a little.


  


  The wind picked up, strong now; he could almost feel the chill through the glass. The shadows were growing long, the day’s warmth slipping away with the sun. He watched as a few leaves blew over the rooftops across the way, spilled out of the alleys and tumbled into the street. The traffic light swayed.


  


  A faint shiver; he rolled his shoulders.


  


  Directly opposite was the barbershop, an old-fashioned, sit-in-a-high-leather-chair-and-let-the-man-do-his-work place, not one of those new-style salon things that catered to both men and women. He loved that barbershop. A place where a man could unwind, let old Farelli or his son do all the talking while you nodded and dozed and forgot the world for a while. Jasper touched at his thick dark hair, thinking maybe it was time for a trim. Time to pick up on a little gossip.


  


  He blinked.


  


  The roof, like all the roofs on the island, was slightly peaked to let the rainwater rush off, A lot of leaves up there now, spinning and lifting. Same with the gift shop just to the left, with the drugstore between it and the newspaper.


  


  He frowned, not quite sure what he was looking at.


  


  The wind picked up in a brief roar, enough to startle him, enough to send all those leaves flying.


  


  One plastered itself against the window, and Jasper stared at it, amused, studying its underside, the points and the veins. Watched as it was joined by another. By a dozen. By a score of them, and more. Pinned by the wind to the glass-feather panes. Light dimmed in the office, and movement made him look up, and look behind him.


  


  The shadows of the leaves trembled on the walls around him, magnified, shifting.


  


  Crawling, he thought, and abruptly laughed aloud.


  


  When he looked back at the window he could barely see outside. The leaves, dead and all colors, left hardly any glass uncovered, and above the wind he could hear them as they vibrated against the panes, shifting as though seeking firmer purchase, seeking a way in.


  


  He could hear them.


  


  Scratching.


  


  His imagination, of course, yet he couldn’t help stretching out a hand toward them, feeling the cold seep through the glass, almost feeling how brittle, how frail the leaves were.


  


  Scratching.


  


  He pushed the chair back slowly, not stopping until it bumped up against the desk.


  


  Scratching.


  


  The room nearly dark.


  


  He licked his lips, tried to smile, wished someone were in here with him, just to see what he saw. Hear what he heard.


  


  All those leaves, and their faint, insistent scratching.


  


  Suddenly a handful fell away right in front of his eyes, and the light that broke the wall nearly blinded him. He put up a hand to shade his eyes, realizing the wind had calmed, watching as the leaves skittered down the panes and vanished below the sill, leaving only a few behind.


  


  It took a long time.


  


  And when a soft voice said, “Mayor Cribbs?” he yelled and jumped to his feet, tripped over a leg of the chair and nearly fell against the window.


  


  “Mayor Cribbs?”


  


  He stared dumbly at his desk, panting, touching his face with the fingertips of one hand, while the other shook so hard he had to clamp it against his chest.


  


  The intercom; it was the intercom.


  


  “Sweet Jesus on His throne,” he whispered, and dropped heavily into the chair, leaned heavily against the desk, and fumbled a bit before he pressed the right button.


  


  “Mayor?”


  


  “Yes, Mrs. Grummond,” he answered, acutely aware of how high his voice sounded.


  


  “There’s a call for you, Mr. Mayor,” his secretary said. “Sheriff Oakman.”


  


  “I’ll call him back, take a message.”


  


  “He says it’s important.”


  


  “Take a message, Milli. I’m busy right now.”


  


  He took his finger away and placed his hand on the blotter, pressing down until the trembling stopped. Breathing deeply. Smiling uncertainly. Staring at the desk because he didn’t want to look at the wall and see a small shadow there, crawling slowly toward the ceiling.


  


  Toward him.


  


  A good ten minutes later he leaned back, shook his head, and decided to call it a day. There was nothing that would keep him in this office one second longer. He’d call Mary Gwen, have her meet him in the restaurant of her choice, and spend the next few hours listening to her gab and fret and complain and eat, while he did his best to drink himself to sleep.


  


  Once decided, he relaxed.


  


  A touch of the real world, that’s what he needed. The perfect solution. Maybe he’d even tell Mary Gwen about it, let her laugh at him a little, make a little fun.


  


  Just what he needed.


  


  Briskly he rubbed his hands together. He adjusted his jacket, smoothed his hair, made sure there was nothing on the desk that needed signing, and stood. Posed for a moment for an invisible audience, practiced a smile, and went to the coat tree next to the grandfather clock, where he took down his topcoat, draped it over his shoulder, and opened the office door, not once looking back at the glass-feather window.


  


  An automatic touch to his breast pocket, and he scowled when he realized he’d left his good pen on his desk.


  


  “Damn,” he muttered, turned and headed back.


  


  Stopping halfway across the room when he stepped on something, looked down, and backed away.


  


  There was a leaf on the carpet.


  


  Dead, and trembling.


  


  * * * *
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  Casey sat on the front porch, cigarette in his right hand, legs stretched out and crossed at the ankles, and wondered, not for the first time, what it was about this island that allowed such warm afternoons so late in the year, yet let the temperature take a relative nosedive once the sun had set over the mainland. Maybe it had something to do with the Gulf Stream, maybe something to do with the water that remained warm most of the year and kept the sea breeze warm as well. Or maybe, he thought with a lopsided smile, he didn’t know what the hell he was talking about.


  


  The house’s shadow had finally reached across Midway Road, the sun low enough not to reflect in the windows on the other side of the street. The air was still. Lightly chilled. With no inhabited houses nearby, the neighborhood was dark, and silent. Motionless.


  


  It was getting on time for supper, but he wasn’t about to move. Despite an ice pack and some chewed aspirin, his shoulder was still sore to the touch, and darkly bruised, but not nearly as bruised as his ego. He hadn’t stopped beating himself over the head since he’d returned, a constant berating for being so blind stupid as to not see that car, and for practically running away when all Reverend Baylor had wanted to do was lend him a hand.


  


  Stupid; really, really stupid.


  


  Not to mention the still churning anger over what had happened in the Weekly office, and afterward, with that smug deputy sheriff. If he had had any brains at all, had had a lick of sense, he would have insisted the deputy go check on the old man, not taking no for an answer. And he should have gone with him, instead of taking off like that. Hell, for that matter, he should have stayed with Hull for a while, let the guy vent a little if he’d needed to, or checked the man himself to be sure he wasn’t hurt.


  


  But he had left—don’t get involved—he had given his conscience a pat on the head by dutifully talking to the law, then stopped at the liquor store for his beer, and compounded his nonsense by good God almighty hitting a car backing out a driveway. A minister’s car, yet.


  


  “A minister’s car,” he whispered, and shook his head.


  


  Some days it just didn’t pay to get out of bed.


  


  Some days it just didn’t pay to get half-baked ideas like testing himself to see if he could still function around people.


  


  Some days it was hardly worth taking a breath at all.


  


  “Oh, now, there you go,” he said sourly to the self-pity waiting to pounce. He had had enough of that already, and except in a dream now and then, he’d hoped he’d gotten over it.


  


  Right, he thought; sure.


  


  He recognized the signs: the time of day, the stillness of the air, the retreat of the sun ... the darkening of his mood. A beer would go down good about now, but he held off deliberately. One now, when he really craved it, and it would be one a little while later, one a little while after that, another and another until the fridge was empty, and he was crawling into bed.


  


  A hangover in the morning, and it wouldn’t stop the dreams.


  


  Tempting, though; awfully damn tempting.


  


  * * * *


  


  lying in a hospital bed a thousand miles north, bones broken and muscles torn and drugs to soothe the pain, but Lord there wasn’t enough to prevent him from seeing that ghost-white car gliding out of the fire, the dead in the streets, the explosions and the rain and the open mouths, screaming, the open mouths, demanding answers, the children . . . the dying children. . . and listening to the sound of hoofbeats on the road.


  


  * * * *


  


  He crushed the cigarette under his heel and closed his eyes. Only for a moment.


  


  The sputtering sound of a small motor made him sit up; the twilight bright beam of a single headlamp made him wonder; and when he saw what it was, he couldn’t help a grin.


  


  An old red scooter, and it moved very slowly.


  


  With a silent groan, he pushed stiffly out of the chair and opened the screen door, leaned against the frame with his arms folded, and watched as Junior Raybourn putted up the road, passed the house and, to Casey’s mild bemusement, made a slow wide turn before parking at the curb at the foot of the walk. Junior wore a screaming red helmet, aviator goggles, an old high school football jacket, heavy pants, heavy boots, and padding on his knees and elbows.


  


  But he never wore gloves.


  


  He cut off the engine and sat for a few seconds, head cocked to one side as if listening to the echoes. Bouncing slightly on his seat. Fingers dancing across the handlebars as though he were playing a piano.


  


  Casey watched, but said nothing. He knew enough not to speak yet, because Junior didn’t much care for conversation; it confused him sometimes, and sometimes made him cry—no tears, just pursed trembling lips and a hound dog sadness around his large dark eyes. He was, as far as Casey could tell, Senior Raybourn’s only child, if a man nearing forty could still be called a child. He had no idea what had happened to the mother or what had caused Junior’s condition; he only knew that Junior and his father lived on Draper, the street behind Casey, one house down, and that Junior worked at Betsy’s and sometimes ran errands on that scooter of his. Never traveling more than twenty-five miles an hour, hugging the curb all the way.


  


  Not once in two years had they ever come calling.


  


  On the other hand, he had never gone to their place either, or even, when he was at the Teach, passed a word with the old man.


  


  Finally Junior stood and very carefully took off his helmet and goggles and placed them on the seat. His hair was short and shot with white, his features broad, his skin much darker than his father’s. Long legs, long torso; a whippet of a man, and just as skittish. A second while he examined the sky, then pulled a bright red wool cap from his jacket pocket, and pulled it on. Smoothing it with his palms. Folding it up in front and measuring with his fingers to be sure it was even all around. Finally he unlatched the rear compartment and took out a large paper shopping bag, stared at it for a moment, then clasped it gingerly to his chest. When he walked slowly toward the house, his gait was awkward, small steps, then widening his stance as if he were a fat man distributing shifting weight.


  


  Halfway to the house he realized Casey was there, and he stopped. Blinked very slowly, his lower lip out.


  


  It took Casey a while to realize what was wrong—him. Standing at the top of the steps, practically looming over the yard. A smile to dispel menace, and he slipped his hands into his pockets and stepped down to the walk.


  


  “Evening, Mr. Raybourn.” Friendly, and soft.


  


  Junior nodded quickly and hurried the rest of the way, stopping just before he collided with Casey. He held out the bag, nodded again when Casey took it without looking inside. He didn’t have to; he could smell herbs, spices, chicken.


  


  “Mrs. Nazario,” Junior said, looking at the sky, not Casey. His left arm was bent so his fingers could stroke his left shoulder. “She said. She said I should tell you.” He shifted his weight awkwardly from foot to foot. Nervous now, afraid he’d forget. “She said. She said sorry she was that way with you. Today. At the place where I work.” He swallowed hard, sniffed, fingers at his shoulder looking as if they were plucking guitar strings. “She said you was to eat that.” He nodded at the bag. “For supper.”


  


  “Well, thank you, Mr. Raybourn.”


  


  Junior grinned. “She said. She told me. This week is Thanksgiving, you know.”


  


  “I do know that, Mr. Raybourn, yes.”


  


  “She said you was, if you could, you was to come to Betsy’s for dinner.” He grinned again, still staring at the sky, fingers leaving his shoulder, strumming the air. “Thanksgiving dinner. We have real special food then. She said. You was to come. That’s—” He frowned, bit down on his lower lip. “Day after tomorrow.”


  


  “Well, you know, that’s very kind of her, Mr. Raybourn. I’ll—”


  


  “No,” he said, shaking his head rapidly. “No, my name is Junior. Call me Junior. Mr. Raybourn. He’s my daddy, don’t work with me, I work all by myself. I got the scooter, you know. It’s Junior’s scooter. My name is Junior.”


  


  “Okay, sure. Then you call me Casey, okay?”


  


  Junior shifted his weight again, scanned the sky, the roof, nodding as he thought about it. “Okay.”


  


  Casey smiled. “Great. And thank Mrs. Nazario for me, will you please?”


  


  “Yes, sir, I surely will.” Junior took a step back. “I have to take my scooter now. Suppertime.”


  


  Casey nodded, and held out his hand.


  


  Junior stared at it, fearfully, suspiciously, before reaching out to take it with a firm grip. He shook it once, nodded sharply... and suddenly moaned soft and deep in his throat.


  


  No, Casey thought; Lord, no.


  


  A brief intense blast of cold, followed immediately by heat close to furnace fire.


  


  Junior snatched his hand away and rubbed it hard against his chest, a wide-eyed stare while his lips worked, a tic in one cheek, one eye blinking.


  


  “Junior—”


  


  “Scary,” Junior said and hustled away. “Scary.”


  


  Casey didn’t try to stop him, didn’t try to explain because he wasn’t sure himself what had happened. Only knew that he had felt that cold before, and that heat; only knew that some had claimed, in the life he had left behind, that he had used it to bring a man—


  
    

  


  “No,” he whispered angrily, and went back inside, only half listening to the scooter fade down the road. The next time he saw him, he would tell Junior a good one, the best lie he could come up with that would make sense to the man. Or maybe he wouldn’t say anything at all. Ignore it. Forget it.


  


  “Son of a bitch,” he said harshly to the empty house. Not angrily now; wearily. “Son of a bitch. Just... leave me alone.”


  


  He ate the meal, he had a beer, he walked upstairs to fetch a fresh pack of cigarettes from his bedroom and stopped in the hall, looked into the storeroom.


  


  The closet door was open.


  


  Not just a little.


  


  It was open wide.


  


  * * * *
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  eep autumn; Wednesday; early afternoon.


  


  Reed Turner sits on a bench in a riverside park. Not much of a park actually; barely wider than the road that runs behind it, and high enough above him that drivers probably couldn’t even see him there, under huge trees whose limbs are almost as fat as their trunks. One day before Thanksgiving, and his jacket is folded on the seat beside him. Crazy. It’s crazy. Just a week ago he and Cora had been in Atlanta, and though it wasn’t exactly cold there, it had been damn chilly. Here, not all that far away, it felt warm enough to be late spring. Crazy.


  


  The South hadn’t turned out to be anything like he’d thought, like he’d read about, like he’d seen on TV.


  


  But then, nothing was anymore.


  


  He scratches a cheek that needs a shave; after a vigorous push through tangled hair that needs washing, he spreads his arms along the back of the bench, stretches out his legs, watches the sluggish water drift past him, toward the sea. He’s been here for almost two hours and hasn’t seen a single boat come up from the port at the river’s mouth. Yesterday, at this same spot, a cabin cruiser had grumbled west, half a dozen people on deck, holding drinks, listening to music, dressed as if they were going to dinner at a restaurant so fancy he couldn’t begin to imagine what it looked like inside.


  


  Cora had sneered at them, telling him they were obviously pretending nothing was wrong.


  


  “They should see what we’ve seen,” she’d said bitterly. “Stupid bastards, they don’t care.”


  


  But maybe, he thinks now, they have seen and they don’t want to see anymore.


  


  Atlanta had not been fun. A week before they arrived, the city had been torn up by outsider gangs hunting for fresh turf. It had taken what was left of the Georgia National Guard and some help from Alabama to drive them out, blood and bodies left behind, and every paper he read made some kind of hand-wringing reference to the Civil War and General Sherman. They’d left after only one day, afraid of the roadblocks and checkpoints, the uniforms, and the stares.


  


  Savannah, so far, has been quiet.


  


  It is, he thinks, like being in another time. The old houses, the once in a while passing of a riverboat, the trees large and heavy-limbed, the cobblestones, the way the people he’d talked to so far didn’t seem to care about the skirmishes in eastern Europe, the war in the Pacific, the wars he’d stopped counting in Africa and the Middle East.


  


  For that matter, he doesn’t much care now, either. He has more important things to worry about.


  


  He thinks ... he fears that Cora is going to leave him.


  


  Since the middle of September she’s been making comments about the futility of their search. Not her usual sarcasm; bitter now, and venomous. The last time they believed they were on the right track was last spring, early April. Since then, they’ve been going on the strength of his dreams. His dreams, not hers.


  


  Last night she said, “Walking on water? You saw him walking on water? Tell me again, Turner. One more time.”


  


  He didn’t want to. He recognized the tone, the expression, the set of her lips. Belief turned to doubt had finally curdled into mockery.


  


  “I don’t know where I am,” he told her anyway, “but I’m standing beside this huge bird, and I can smell stuff— fish and oil and... and sea air and ... and like it smells around mudflats, you know? I’m looking over a hill of some kind, really low, and I can see him ... I know, okay? I know it sounds dumb, but it looks like he’s walking on water, out to some kind of island.”


  


  He’d glared at her, daring her to make fun, but all she’d done was give him a look—pity or disgust, he couldn’t figure out—and walked away, back to the cheesy motel room they’d rented. With, she reminded him, the money she made doing the waitress thing. Her money, not his; his dream, not hers.


  


  He watches the river, eyes half closed. She wants to stop. She’s had it, she doesn’t care anymore, she wants a place to stay that has more than one room, that has more than a view of a beat-up highway, that doesn’t smell of all the people who have slept there before.


  


  He pulls his arms to his sides, grips the edge of the bench seat. Is it his fault there were all those islands out there? How the hell was he supposed to know that? It was why, at her insistence, they had gone inland, to Atlanta. She was sick of the ocean, sick of water, sick of everything that even hinted at something nautical.


  


  And the night they fled the chaos, he had had the dream again, and only with a promise, a swearing, that if they didn’t find him by Thanksgiving he’d give it up would she go with him on the road one more time.


  


  Two more days.


  


  When he’d looked at a local map and saw all those islands off the Georgia coast, he’d almost cried.


  


  Two more days, and it’ll be over, and he’ll lose her, because after all this time, in spite of his promise, he knows he can’t stop.


  


  And she can.


  


  She will.


  


  He sits up, lowers his head, lets his hands dangle between his knees, feels the sun on the back of his neck, and thinks, angrily, Jesus Christ, it’s practically winter, why the hell isn’t it cold?


  


  Nothing’s right anymore. Not even the weather.


  


  His eyes close. He rocks slowly back and forth. For the first time in months he thinks of his mother, of his nearly always drunk father who never hit him, just pretended he was sober, of the house in Maple Landing, burned to the ground, vanishing into the surrounding forest weed by weed, sapling by sapling. Of his friends, all of them dead; of his family, all of them dead; of the people he didn’t really like, all of them dead. Of the houses he’s seen here, many of them painted or trimmed with an odd shade of blue—to keep the ghosts away.


  


  It may work for these people; it doesn’t work for him.


  


  He rocks back and forth, listening to the river, and the traffic above and behind him.


  


  Suddenly, so suddenly his eyes snap open, he realizes that he’s tired. Worse than tired. And he knows this to be true: that without Cora, no matter how he feels, he won’t go on.


  


  The chase is over.


  


  That his dreams were probably nothing more than hope born of the ashes of what used to be his life. That Chisholm, as he always had, would somehow make it right.


  


  Funny thing; he probably ought to cry, but he hasn’t the strength. What the hell. It’s over.


  


  He sits up, takes a deep breath, rubs his eyes with the heels of his hands, stretches until one shoulder pops, picks up a stone and flings it into the water, wonders if Cora will stick around when he tells her.


  


  When he hears her footsteps on the grass behind him, he can’t decide if he should smile when he tells her, or be solemn. When she touches his shoulder, he says, “Cora, we have to talk,” as he stands and turns.


  


  And sees her face, flushed and bright, and sees the man and woman standing behind her.


  


  “Me first,” she says, her voice trembling. “Holy shit, Reed, me first.”


  


  * * * *
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  Junior Raybourn stands motionless in Betsy’s kitchen, holding a broom, staring at the oven.


  


  Hector Nazario, stained white apron, thick black hair grey-dusted at the temples, thrice-broken nose, watches him warily, wondering if maybe he should get Gloria in here. Raybourn, he was all right most of the time, but sometimes he acted as if the world wasn’t here, and that spooked him.


  


  “Junior,” he says quietly.


  


  Junior blinks very slowly and points at the round face of the thermometer fixed to the oven’s side. “Mr. Nazario, is that Fahrenheit or centigrade?”


  


  Hector gasps so loudly Junior drops the broom. Its clatter sounds like snapping wood.


  


  “Oh, no,” Junior says, fumbling for the broom, backing away at the same time, face contorted as if he’s ready to cry. “I’m sorry, Mr. Hector, I’m sorry. Did I say something bad?”


  


  * * * *
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  Earlier, only a few minutes past noon; under a soft blue sky and small wandering clouds and a breeze comfortable in the sun and winter-cool in the shadows:


  


  Cora soon enough grows weary of walking. She’s been walking for what seems like hundreds of years, and all she wants to do now is find a place, a cave, a hideout, a something that will let her sit down for more than a couple of hours at a time, to he down for more than one lousy night. She doesn’t bother trying to figure out just when the end came; it doesn’t make any difference. One day she was working out ways to pick Chisholm out of a zillion people in a city, the next she’s ready to pack it in and go ... away.


  


  Not home.


  


  There is no home.


  


  She’s left Reed on the bench, unable to look at him anymore, knowing that he’s finally realized she’s reached the brink. He’ll have to work it out for himself, whatever it is he’s going to do. She, however, is done. Finished. Over. Through. It had taken them a while to understand that Chisholm wasn’t just running, he was hiding, and whoever first said this was a big country didn’t know jack shit, because it wasn’t a big country, it was a goddamn monster, and two ordinary people haven’t got a hope in hell of finding someone in it if that someone doesn’t want to be found.


  


  The worst thing is, she knows Reed will try. He’ll really try to pretend that he’s given up, too, and that he’ll go wherever she wants. In the end, though, he’ll still be looking, and she’ll know it, and sooner or later they’ll have the fight to end all fights, and she’ll lose him.


  


  “Oh, God,” she whispers. “Oh, my God.”


  


  She’s left the riverside tourist area, all those old warehouses made into something else, all those new sidewalks and streets and signs and stuff; what she sees now are buildings of brick and wood and a couple of them mixed, and they look as tired as she feels. No tourists here. A guy on a street corner, leaning against a lamppost, drinking out of a brown bag; two guys in the doorway of a barred-window liquor store, arguing quietly; little old ladies, most of them black, hustling with heads up and shopping bags in hand; a few kids cutting school, earphones on, jiving—did they still call it jiving?—to whatever music they have stuck in their pockets; the smell of old beer and old urine and old vomit, exhaust and rubber and once in a while the sickening wash of fresh paint.


  


  No one gives her more than a glance.


  


  It doesn’t take a genius to figure out she looks as miserable as they do.


  


  This, she thinks, is a bitch of a way to spend her formative years, and she giggles. Aloud. High-pitched, almost keening.


  


  And still no one looks.


  


  She hesitates, not wanting to go too far, not wanting to get lost. Across the way is a low and clean yellow building whose entrance faces the corner, its windows bricked over, and on the roof a neon cross in blue and red. There’s a sign over the door, but she can’t read it clearly, Tabernacle of Something Something. Passing it is a tall black man, and a child who barely comes to his waist, colorful bows in her hair. They’re laughing, the little girl skipping ahead and waving her arms, then racing back and grabbing the man’s hand and holding it for a while before rushing off again, examining store windows or the warped stained plywood where store windows used to be, finding something in the gutter and tossing it away as soon as the man scolds her.


  


  Cora watches, and is surprised to feel something she hadn’t felt in a long, long time: envy, and she wonders if Reed ever thinks about Maple Landing, about his family, about their friends. Lately she has, all except for the family part. Tries to anyway, except for the family part, but he keeps popping up.


  


  Cora, get supper; Cora, what the hell you doing wearing clothes like that, you look like a slut; Cora, come here, girl, you’re in real bad trouble; Cora, come here. Come here, girl, Daddy won’t hurt you. Goddamnit, Cora get your ass—


  


  The unexpected blast of a horn makes her jump, eyes wide and a hand to her chest as she realizes she’s stepped off the curb, almost into the path of a dusty old car. Reflex brings her free hand up in a screw-you-watch-where-you’re-going gesture, but she can’t catch a breath as she backpedals to the sidewalk, and she bends over for a moment, hands on her knees, mouth open, gulping and swallowing, glaring at the automobile and wishing, in that same moment, the damn thing had hit her.


  


  Her vision is blurred, not quite tears filling her eyes, but she can see a man leaving the tabernacle, and her mouth opens even wider.


  


  Damn, she thinks; damn.


  


  He’s tall, broad, long wavy black hair, dressed in black. By the time she straightens and slaps the tears from her eyes, the man has walked away, moving down the side street, his back to her.


  


  “Oh my God,” she whispers, and without thinking, without looking, dashes across the street.


  


  “Hey!” she screams. “Hey, wait up, it’s me, Cora!”


  


  At the same time, the car that nearly hit her darts to the curb and a man scrambles out, clinging to the open door. He calls, “Casey! Hey, Casey!” and Cora stumbles to a halt not far behind him.


  


  “Casey! Hey, it’s me!”


  


  The big man looks back over his shoulder, puzzled, and Cora sags.


  


  It’s not him.


  


  Of course it’s not him, you idiot. You think he’s gonna show up out of nowhere, out of some stupid yellow for God’s sake sidewalk church just because you’re feeling sorry for yourself?


  


  The man from the car shrugs an embarrassed apology, the big man in black waves a no problem, and Cora decides she’d better head back. Reed is probably worried half to death about her, and she might as well get this it’s-over stuff over with. Then the man from the car turns to her, and she can’t help herself—she stares.


  


  Wow, she thinks; he looks just like—


  


  “Excuse me,” he says, moving toward her slowly. He’s tall, lanky, heavy brows and unruly hair. “Did you say your name was Cora?”


  


  She backs up warily. Doesn’t nod, doesn’t shake her head.


  


  “Cora Bowes?” He stops, glances at the car, looks back at her. “Bowes, is that right? Cora Bowes?”


  


  Far up the street, the little girl laughs, and her father laughs with her.


  


  “Who ... who wants to know?” she demands.


  


  “I...” The man shakes his head, pushes a shock of hair off his brow. “You thought” he jerks a thumb over his shoulder—”you thought that man was Casey Chisholm.”


  


  She can barely breathe; she can barely see.


  


  A woman steps out of the car, stares at her over the roof. “John?”


  


  The man holds out a hand, palm up. “I’m not going to hurt you, Cora. But... you did think he was Casey, right?”


  


  She nods before she can stop herself.


  


  He smiles, a broad and relieved smile that makes her grin in return. ‘That,” he says, pointing to the woman, “is Lisse Montgomery. My name ... I’m John Bannock, and if you’re really Cora Bowes from New Jersey, then I think you and I have to talk.”


  


  * * * *
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  Deep in the eastern Alabama hills a stout black woman stands in front of a shack whose foundation is a series of cracked and stained cinder blocks. At her feet lies a young man, not much more than a boy, whose skin is cracked and red, pustules covering his face and arms, eyes swollen shut, streaks of dried blood spreading from his nose. In the shack’s doorway lies a girl child, naked, skin so taut it seems every bone in her body is trying to break through.


  


  A little boy in a cowboy suit stands in the middle of what used to be a hardscrabble garden. Most of the plants have withered, and when he touches the last one with a finger, it vibrates and snaps, its leaves black-brown before they hit the ground.


  


  “This is boring,” Joey says, pushing at his cowboy hat until it hangs down his back by a thin rawhide string.


  


  “I know, child,” Eula says, pulling on her white, lace-cuff gloves. “I know.”


  


  They look to Susan, who leans against the long white Continental, arms folded across her chest. She watches the sky; she says nothing; but she’s frowning.


  


  Red had come by to see her; her, not the others. Met her deep in the woods and told her he had things to do, a couple of things to see to, some arrangements to make.


  


  “What kind of arrangements?”


  


  “Want to make things easier, that’s all. Even the odds a little.”


  


  She had almost lost her temper. “Even the odds? Against us? What kind of talk is that?”


  


  He had leaned over from his saddle, that awful smile there and gone. “You were beaten once. They were too. Kind of like to make sure that don’t happen again.”


  


  “But it can’t.” She had looked fearfully to the sky. “How can it?”


  


  He had straightened, creaking leather, his voice low and deep. “You were beaten,” he said again, and there was green fire in his eyes. That smile. She had backed away and watched as that great black horse took Red into the woods.


  


  Now she watches the sky. Frowning. Wondering.


  


  Even the odds a little.


  


  The idea makes her nervous.


  


  * * * *


  


  5


  


  In the Edward Teach, Ben Pellier is trying to explain to Mariana Cribbs—who is too damn distracting in her tight jeans and a T-shirt that’s cut off just above her navel—why he’s put a cover over old Peg so early in the day.


  


  “That’s silly,” the young woman says. Her blond hair is piled in curls and ringlets around her head, something she saw in the movies last week.


  


  Ben figures she’s used at least two cans of hair spray to keep it all up there. Has to be; not a single strand has moved since she walked in.


  


  She sashays down to the end of the bar, tries to look up under the bottom of the floral cloth draped over the cage. “He’s lonely, Ben. He wants to see his friends.” She lifts the cloth a little. “Hey, bird. Hey, Peg. Pretty bird, you want some light?”


  


  Ben says nothing. He waits until Mariana suddenly gives up, dusting her hands on her hips, looking at him with a strained smile. He nods.


  


  She hears.


  


  Old Peg, sitting in his cage.


  


  Squawking softly to himself.


  


  * * * *
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  John Bannock can’t believe his luck. One day before Thanksgiving, and out of an entire city ... hell, an entire section of the whole entire country, he runs across not just one, but two people searching for Casey Chisholm.


  


  And to make things even more incredible, they just happen to be from where Casey used to live.


  


  Once all the introductions had been made, the exclamations of surprise and shock, he had taken the kids—and they surely weren’t much more than that—to the small hotel west of town where he and Lisse had booked a room. He could tell they were hungry, and by the way Lisse had fussed over an impatient Cora, he had known they were nearing the end of their rope. A decent meal was in order, some peace, some normality, so they had sat in the restaurant, and he watched their reluctance, and their suspicions, give way to the temptations of the menu.


  


  As they ate, he noticed that Reed was the one who told most of their story, while Cora was the one who kept asking questions he didn’t yet want to answer. An interesting pair. He couldn’t figure out how they’d stuck together for so long.


  


  The only time, in fact, that Cora’s smile seemed genuine was when Lisse called him Prez, and the girl had said, “That’s it! You look like Lincoln a little. You know that? Bet you’re sick of hearing it, too, right? Boy. Hey, Reed, doesn’t he look like Abe Lincoln?”


  


  By the time their second helping of dessert had been cleared away, however, Cora had grown silent and Reed hadn’t done a very successful job of trying to hide the yawns that threatened to split his cheeks wide open. Without asking, John had booked a second room, hustled them off without much more than perfunctory debate, and after splashing a little cold water on his face, brought Lisse to the hotel bar, where they found a booth shadowed enough to be private, close enough to the bar itself so he could keep an eye on the large-screen TV near the center of the back wall.


  


  He can’t believe his luck.


  


  Lisse, a sweater draped over her shoulders, turns a mint julep slowly in her hands without picking it up. “They never make them right,” she complains mildly, nodding at her drink. “You get outside the Deep South, they look awful pretty but they taste awful.”


  


  “I thought we were in the Deep South.”


  


  She snorts. “John, you got a lot to learn. Louisiana is Deep South. This place ... it’s way too North. Too many people from the North living here.”


  


  He smiles, touches her arm.


  


  She is luck too. Fate, maybe. Maybe Destiny. She had been a waitress in a New Orleans hotel when they’d met, and somehow—even now he couldn’t really explain it— they’d ended up traveling together. Nearly dying together. She could have left him any time over the past couple of years, but she hadn’t. And that’s something you just don’t question.


  


  A trio plays desultory jazz in a corner—bass, drums, keyboard—but not loudly enough to muffle the TV, which shows news footage of a riot outside an arena in a city he didn’t catch. Cops and kids. And the kids seem to be dressed pretty much the same; a uniform of sorts. Like an army.


  


  “I’ve been thinking, Prez,” Lisse says, sitting back, arms extended to keep hold of her glass.


  


  He looks at her and rolls his eyes, moans, looks to the ceiling, and mouths a fake prayer. Looks back at the auburn hair dusting her shoulders, curls and waves that shift and shimmer in the dim light.


  


  “Oh, hush,” she says lightly. “We got those kids now, we got to start making a plan.”


  


  “I thought we had a plan.”


  


  “Oh, some plan—look in every pissant town and holler in the universe for a guy who clearly doesn’t want to be found.” She inhales, sighs. “Case you hadn’t noticed, it’s getting on toward the end of the year.”


  


  He nods; he’s noticed.


  


  “So I’m thinking, tomorrow we find a place that’ll feed us Thanksgiving dinner until we’re nearly dead. Then, on Friday, we check those islands out there,” and she waves vaguely eastward. “I mean, how many of them can there be?”


  


  “You believe Reed’s dream then?”


  


  She looks at him as if he ought to know better. “I believe yours, right?”


  


  A shrug—okay, you win.


  


  “I’m just hoping he isn’t somewhere in the Caribbean, you know what I mean?”


  


  That thought had occurred to him once, but he doesn’t think so now, and tells her so. The only explanation he has is that it doesn’t feel right, Casey being somewhere that far away. It just doesn’t... feel right. Not, he realizes sourly, that he’s been exactly one hundred percent on the mark thus far. If he had been, they wouldn’t be here now, watching a battle on TV and drinking mint juleps.


  


  He almost laughs.


  


  A group of men come in, boisterous, name tags on their suit jackets, swarming the bar, convincing the bartender that the game, whatever it is, is on another channel. The battle is quickly replaced by a commercial, but the noise level remains high, and Lisse slips closer, one hand fussing at her hair, twirling a strand around a finger. Nothing coy; just a habit.


  


  “You didn’t tell them about you,” she says.


  


  “Nope.”


  


  She bumps him with her shoulder. “You afraid they’ll run off?”


  


  “They’ll think I’m nuts.”


  


  “Oh, for ...” She takes a long drink, makes a face, and pushes her glass away. “John, they have been on the road for nearly three years, looking for a man they know did something special. Something kind of like what you did. What in God’s name makes you think they’re gonna think you’re nuts?”


  


  He doesn’t answer.


  


  He can’t answer.


  


  Even now, all this time later, he wakes up in the middle of the night and sees his young son on the back of a huge palomino, a little kid in a cowboy suit who isn’t a kid at all, trying to ride him down. Trample him. Kill him. That the boy was adopted doesn’t make much of a difference in the middle of the night—Joey is his son, and his son tried to kill him.


  


  “I’ve been thinking something else,” she says, briefly leaning her head against his shoulder.


  


  “Spare me.”


  


  “Hush.”


  


  “You’re thinking in threes, I’ll bet.”


  


  She nods, and winces when one of the name tag men yells at the jazz trio to shut it down, are they drunk and blind, can’t they see there’s an important game going on?


  


  “If Casey is one, and I’m another, and we’re talking about Death and Famine ... who’s the third?”


  


  She hesitates before answering, “I’ve got a better one for you: If there’s three, and it’s what we think it is, who’s the fourth?”


  


  * * * *
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  “Lady Harp?”


  


  “Yes, dear?”


  


  “Do we really have to go?”


  


  “Yes, dear, I’m afraid we do.”


  


  “But I like it here. The school’s neat, and Star’s got a boyfriend, and Momma, she even goes out again.”


  


  “I know, dear, but we have to go.”


  


  They stand outside a small Missouri cottage, the girl scowling, the woman searching the stars for something to guide her.


  


  “I like it here,” Moonbow says softly.


  


  Beatrice Harp can’t respond to that. She likes it here, too. After all the driving, all the hunting for something to which she could not put a name, it was nice to settle down for a while, to pretend all was well, that once the new smallpox had run its course, all, in fact, would be well.


  


  If it hadn’t been for the fighting, she might have actually come to believe it.


  


  But whatever it was that had driven her and her late husband to help a young man fight his demons in the desert, whatever that had been had returned, and she could no more ignore it than she could ignore the way the moon looked bloated and ready to burst.


  


  “Tomorrow’s Thanksgiving,” Moonbow says miserably. “We should at least have Thanksgiving dinner.”


  


  “We will.”


  


  “At a diner or something, right?”


  


  “I don’t know. But we’ll have that dinner if it means so much to you.”


  


  The girl shrugs. Maybe it does, maybe it doesn’t, but Lady Harp should at least give them a chance to find out.


  


  A movement at the front door turns them around.


  


  “Momma?”


  


  In the doorway Jude Levin stands in her nightgown, her veil still on, her hands twisting the fabric as if trying to keep it on and yank it off at the same time.


  


  “Momma?”


  


  “There’s a man,” says Jude anxiously. “I couldn’t sleep, every time I closed my eyes I saw a man.”


  


  Beatrice keeps her gaze on the stars. She wonders which man Jude is talking about—the one who seems so awfully big and awfully dark, or the one who rides the horse whose hooves give off tiny fire.


  


  * * * *
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  “Cora, please, I’m begging you—go to sleep.”


  


  “Aren’t you the least bit curious about this guy? For all we know he could be a pervert or something.”


  


  “Come on, you think he’s a pervert?”


  


  “Well... no.”


  


  “Then go to sleep.”


  


  “He never answered my questions.”


  


  “He was trying to feed you a decent meal, Cora. The first decent meal we’ve had in I don’t know how long. And these beds are the nicest beds we’ve slept in for months. You looking a gift horse in the mouth?”


  


  “I’m looking, Reed, to find out what the hell’s going on here.”


  


  “Cora.”


  


  “Okay, okay.”


  


  “Don’t okay. Lie down. Sleep.”


  


  “Okay, okay, I’m lying down. You happy now? I’m lying down.”


  


  “But you’re not sleeping.”


  


  “Well, how can I sleep? You’re talking all the time.”


  


  “Cora—”


  


  “For God’s sake, Reed, how many times do I have to say I’m sorry?”


  


  “But—”


  


  “Shut up, Reed. Just... shut up.”


  


  * * * *
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  Sheriff Vale Oakman likes to visit the harbor at night. Water slapping softly against hulls and pilings, lights from nearby houses reflected in the water, the hollow sound of his shoes on the planks of a pier. The smell of salt and fish, brine and oil, damp wood and old paint. A boat moves cautiously around the Hook into the bay, running lights like the lights of a large Christmas tree. From across the water, at the base of the hill, he hears music, splashing, and someone laughing, wonders who’d be so stupid, or drunk, to be swimming this late at night, this late in the season.


  


  He makes his way past the fancy boats whose owners are preparing to put them in dry dock; he listens to a radio in a houseboat, not quite muffling the sounds of someone having a damn good time in bed; he hunches his shoulders against a gust of wind that slips through cracks in his leather jacket, ruffles the heavy fur collar, makes his nose run.


  


  There is a small gap then, one that requires that he leave the long boardwalk and take a few steps across a rock-and-sand beach raked clear of debris. The next pier belongs to the working men. The fishermen. The charters. The boats not nearly as sleek or large or smelling of money. Five minutes, taking his time, and he reaches the berth for the Lucky Deuce, a boat he figures has about two more seasons in her before she sinks to the bottom before she leaves the bay.


  


  Rick Jordan sits on a butterfly cleat near the bow, Ronnie Hull standing beside him, both in fleece-lined denim jackets and baseball caps, Rick smoking a cigarette, Ronnie with a beer in her hand.


  


  “Very romantic,” Oakman says with a smile.


  


  Ronnie looks at him, startled, not smiling at all, not pleased to be interrupted. “I suppose you came all this way just to tell me you’ve arrested the Teagues, right? For all that crap they’re doing to my father and the paper?”


  


  The sheriff shakes his head. “Sorry, Ronnie.”


  


  She looks away across the water; he doesn’t exist for her any longer.


  


  “What’s up, Sheriff?” Rick says.


  


  “Want to remind you it’s your time in the Tower. Four days, starting Monday.”


  


  Rick stares evenly at him. “You came all this way just to tell me that?”


  


  The boat in the bay sounds a horn and is answered by one on shore, half a mile up.


  


  “I like the walk,” Oakman answers truthfully. “Cool, clear night, all those stars, a shooting star or two. Nothing better, right?”


  


  “Except,” Rick says sourly around his cigarette, “if you’re stuck in the damn Tower.”


  


  The bay that’s formed by Camoret’s southern hook is usually fairly calm unless the weather is particularly fierce. The Hook itself is higher than the rest of the island by several hundred feet and is heavily wooded. A south wind generally blows straight across, and what slips down the steep hillside is weakened by the trees it has to pass. The houses there, in several tiers formed by several narrow roads, are large. Expensive. Each on at least a two-acre plot. A splendid view of the mile-wide bay, the white beaches below, the docks that moor the boats and yachts that belong to the houses.


  


  No one lives along the top of the ridge. Even if the land were wide enough to hold a house, building there would invite certain disaster from hurricanes and winter storms, but there’s a watch tower there, in the middle, a steel-and-wood lattice beneath a round metal cabin open on all sides from waist-high to the eaves of the conical roof. The volunteers who work there in six-hour shifts are hired and paid by the town, not the state, to look for fire and to track storms when the alert has gone out. Not half bad in spring and summer, a bitch of a job when even the Gulf Stream can’t blunt the worst of the cold.


  


  At the start of every season, it’s the sheriff’s job to round up the volunteers and set the rotation. In late autumn, in winter, that meant the fishermen, and the shopkeepers who close down until spring—those, that is, who don’t flee the island for someplace warmer. And anyone else who happens to feel the pull of civic duty and the chance of adventure.


  


  Rick snaps his cigarette into the water. “I’ll be there,” he says at last.


  


  “Good. Thanks.”


  


  “No problem.”


  


  There’s nothing more to say, and he walks away, hands in his pockets, listening to the water. The boat is still out there, its lights smaller as it heads toward its berth. An airliner flies over, high enough to be little more than a speeding star that leaves a rumbling behind it as it heads for the coast.


  


  “Sheriff.”


  


  He stops. It’s Ronnie.


  


  “One more thing happens to my father, or the paper, I’m going to the state.”


  


  He doesn’t turn. “No need, Ronnie.”


  


  “He was nearly killed. If it hadn’t been for that Chisholm guy, he would have been killed.”


  


  Oakman does turn then. “Tell me, Ronnie—if all this stuff is going on, why doesn’t he file a report? I can’t do much if he doesn’t file a report.”


  


  “Reverend Baylor did.”


  


  “But your father denied it. Specifically said it was all a misunderstanding.” He walks away. “Get him to stand up, Ronnie. Get him to do more than blow hot air in those editorials of his, and I’ll see what I can do.”


  


  He keeps walking, a sudden churn of acid in his gut making him wince. One more year, he thinks; one more year and I’m out of this job and off this island. He’d even spent half the day showing Verna and Salter those Arizona brochures.


  


  “Jeez, Vale, why Arizona?”


  


  He had pointed at all the photographs. “Look closely, Verna. You see any damn water?”


  


  Deputy Salter, face covered with enough freckles to make him look diseased, told about a cousin who had moved there and near died from the heat. “Dry heat, Sheriff. Not like we got here. Sucks the water right outta your body, leaves you looking like a mummy.”


  


  Oakman had directed a pointed look at his own hefty build and spread his arms wide. “Jesus, Dwight, you think I’m worried about losing a few pounds? No water, weight loss, sounds like hog heaven to me.”


  


  He doesn’t hear Ronnie’s footsteps until she’s grabbed his arm and yanks him around.


  


  “Well, tell you what, Sheriff,” she says, making his title sound like an obscene curse, “the next time Stump


  


  Teague or any of his brothers walks into my place of business, I’m going to shoot first and file a report later, you hear me?”


  


  “Now, Ronnie, no call—”


  


  “I’m going to kill him, Sheriff. I’m telling you right now I’m going to kill that little snake before he kills my father.”


  


  * * * *
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  The living room is spare. An old couch and an easy chair face an old television set, a table between them that holds an ash tray; a brass floor lamp in the corner, faded prints on the walls, faded carpet on the floor. Against the back wall a low bookcase, filled with magazines and books and three different Bibles, all of them well used.


  


  Senior Raybourn has taken some time off; Ben didn’t give him any trouble, told him to take as much time as he needed. Senior appreciated that because something’s wrong with his son, something he can’t figure out. It would be easier if the boy would talk, but Junior won’t come out of his bedroom to explain, has been there since last night. He sits on his bed and rocks back and forth, humming softly, left hand at his shoulder, fingers weaving the air. As far as the old man can tell, his son hasn’t been hurt, no bruises or scratches, but nothing Senior has done has made the boy speak, and now he paces the living room, gnawing lightly at his lower lip.


  


  Please, Lord, he prays; please, Lord.


  


  All Hector told him was that Junior had come back from a delivery, had said something remarkable about some thermometer in the luncheonette’s kitchen, then wouldn’t do any more work, only whisper-pleaded for his father.


  


  The delivery was to the big man who lives in the house on Midway Road, off right and behind Senior’s backyard.


  


  Senior wants to be angry, but what’s the point? He’s old, he can’t fight, and that man is a giant, could swat him down like a fly.


  


  Please, Lord.


  


  The last time he had seen Junior like this, it was years ago, when they had been walking along the beach and a whale breached out beyond the jetty. Scared the poor boy half to death, gave him fits and nightmares; he wouldn’t eat for two days, wet his pants, wet his bed. The clinic doctor—damn toad Alloway with his thick glasses and fat lips, eyes that looked like a fish about to die—he couldn’t do nothing for the boy, started talking about sending him away, put him in a place where people knew about things like this. Senior had never talked so hard and fast in his life, finally convinced the doc that he could take care of his son better than any stranger. Alloway, reluctantly, finally agreed, and Senior had prayed and cleaned and held his son and it wasn’t long before he was back to himself.


  


  He wasn’t so sure now, though, he could handle another time like that. He was old. His back wasn’t so good anymore, his knuckles ached after working all day, and his eyes weren’t so good either.


  


  If anyone found out Junior was this way again, they’d take him away for sure.


  


  They’d take him away, and Senior would die.


  


  Please, Lord, please.


  


  A footstep in the hallway stopped the pacing. He turned just as Junior reached the doorway, stood there looking around until he saw his father.


  


  “Daddy?”


  


  “What is it, son? Are you all right? What is it?”


  


  “Scary.”


  


  Senior swallowed the urge to cry. “What is, boy? What’s scary? What that man do to you, huh? That man do something to you, son?”


  


  Junior shook his head quickly, shifted his weight from foot to foot, then crossed the room to the bookcase, hands on hips, scanning the shelves.


  


  Senior closed his eyes briefly. “Junior.”


  


  Junior picked up a magazine and sat on the couch, flipped the pages front to back, looked up and smiled. “I like this,” he said.


  


  “I know, son. Pretty pictures.”


  


  Junior shook his head, His lips moved for several seconds before he said, “No, Daddy, pretty words.”


  


  “Junior...” Please, Lord, give me strength. “Junior. Son.” He dropped into his chair, did his best to keep his old eyes from tearing up. Gripped his knees with his hands to keep the fingers from trembling. “Son, words aren’t pretty, not like the pictures. You can’t look at them like that, son.”


  


  “But they say pretty things, Daddy.”


  


  Oh, Lord.


  


  “Junior... Junior, how do you know that? You can’t hardly read.”


  


  And Junior said, “Yes, I can, Daddy. Sure, I can. Every word. You want to hear?”


  


  * * * *
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  Norville Cutler stands by the register in the eastbound Last Stop, opening and closing the drawer. He can hear the sea trying to tear at the barriers between it and the building. Can feel the building shudder slightly when the waves are high.


  


  One light overhead.


  


  No lights outside.


  


  Not a car or truck has passed in at least an hour, in either direction.


  


  The fish mounted on the walls seem larger, their eyes not so dead, not so black.


  


  He should be home now, listening to Mandy taunting him from upstairs, her voice husky as she tells him what she’s wearing, or what she’s not wearing, what she’s going to do to him once he gets into the bedroom. Or the hall. Or the top of the stairs. He should be home, but he doesn’t need the distraction. He needs to think. He needs to think hard, because he’s beginning to feel it’s all on the edge, ready to fall one way or the other, and he doesn’t like the feeling that it’s going to fall the wrong way, come apart before he can do anything about it.


  


  Nothing specific, not really.


  


  Just a feeling, and after all these years, his feelings, his instincts have seldom led him wrong.


  


  The farce with Hull and Chisholm was a sign of it, he was sure. That should have been a done deal, no problems, a simple matter of a few well-placed bruises as a taste of what might be in the old man’s future. But his boys screwed it up, and now he has to worry what Hull is going to put in the next edition. He had no doubts—there would be another edition, no matter what he tried.


  


  A shade less than six weeks to go; he needs assurances nothing else will go wrong.


  


  Trouble was, there was only him and Jasper, and Jasper was so damn sure there was nothing wrong at all that there absolutely had to be something out there aiming to gum it all up.


  


  Cutler doesn’t consider himself a superstitious man, yet he never deliberately tempts the Fates either. That would be stupid. It’s like going to church once in a while. Cover your ass. Just in case. You never know.


  


  So when things go without a hitch for as long as this deal has, he can’t help himself; he just has to worry. Not because there’s bound to be a disaster, but because the folks involved tend to grow complacent, and that’s when serious mistakes are made. Law of averages, he once told Jasper, it’s the law of averages.


  


  He isn’t sure yet how big a mistake Teague’s failure is, but he feels he has to do something, and do it soon. Just in case.


  


  He closes the cash register drawer.


  


  He opens it.


  


  He decides to get hold of Teague and tell him to hold off on what they’d planned for Senior Raybourn. Give it another week, maybe two. That would be cutting it awfully close, but everything else should be in place by then, and if Senior doesn’t sell... hell, ain’t no one around here gonna miss a fat old cook and his halfwit son.


  


  The drawer slams shut.


  


  He listens to the sea, and he smiles.


  


  Hell, if the ocean hasn’t gotten to him after all these years, why in God’s name should he be worried about some old fart’s newspaper that isn’t even heavy enough these days to kill a damn fly. He’s got no proof, and Jasper keeps reminding him they can always shut him down with a good old lawsuit.


  


  A laugh.


  


  A shake of his head.


  


  A puzzled frown when he hears something moving across the gravel parking lot in front. He moves away from the display case toward the window, wondering if he should get the gun in the register drawer, gets halfway across the room when the door opens, the wind slams inside and sets the light to shaking, and he sees someone standing on the threshold.


  


  “Closed,” he says. “Come back tomorrow.”


  


  “Don’t think so.”


  


  It’s an old man, kind of lean, wearing tired old jeans and scuffed old boots, an open vest with some kind of Indian designs on it, a low-crown western hat tied loosely under the chin by a beaded string, and his hair is in for God’s sake braids that hang down his chest.


  


  “Mr. Cutler?” The man smiles. A quick smile, here and gone. Not much else to see beneath the hat’s brim.


  


  “Who wants to know? I told you we’re closed.” He looks out the window, up and down the causeway. “Jesus, man, where’s your car? You walk the hell out here?”


  


  That smile again.


  


  Cutler wishes the guy would move closer; he can’t see much of his face, just that flash of a smile. He clears his throat. “Look, if you’re a salesman, I ain’t buying.”


  


  “I ain’t selling, friend,” the man answers. “But I sure could use some of your help.”


  


  He takes a step in—the sharp ring of spurs—closes the door behind him, and there’s nothing inside now but the sound of the sea, and the light above their heads almost too dim to cast a shadow. Shimmering a little, making the dead fish look as if they’re trying to twist off the walls.


  


  “Got a proposition for you, Mr. Cutler. Something I think just might ease your troubled mind.”


  


  Cutler wants to laugh, wants to throw this geezer out on his ass, wants to get home to Mandy and whatever’s she’s planning for him tonight, because for no reason at all, right now the last place he wants to be is in this place, right here.


  


  With the grizzled old man in the Indian vest.


  


  “I don’t get it,” he says hoarsely.


  


  “Oh, you will, Mr. Cutler. Believe me, you will.”


  


  * * * *
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  Kitra Baylor had known full well what she was getting into when she’d married Lyman. Her uncle had been a preacher, her grandfather, a close cousin. She’d known their wives and had seen firsthand what a fish bowl they lived in. Yet it hadn’t deterred her when she’d met that ordinary-looking guy with the thinning blond hair who burned to a crisp every summer before settling into a meager, hardly-worth-it tan, grew red-faced every fall when the Falcons blew another game, and whose moral outrage at every injustice had him pacing through the night, trying to figure out what could be done to make it right.


  


  When they’re alone in the rectory, she calls him the Lone Ranger, and she knows, despite his protests, that he’s secretly pleased.


  


  Tonight, in the kitchen, she stands back from the stove and draws a wrist over her forehead to clear it of perspiration. Another pie finished, one more to go. Tomorrow morning, after service, she’ll take most of them to those parishioners who don’t have a whole lot to be thankful for on the holiday; the remaining three are for her husband, who can eat a gallon of ice cream, or three pumpkin pies over the course of two days, and not gain a stupid ounce.


  


  “My Lord, you are beautiful,” Lyman says from the doorway.


  


  She blushes and waves at him—go on, tell me another.


  


  Once, in another lifetime, she had won a beauty pageant in North Carolina, and the experience had excited and terrified her so much she’d never done it again. But her looks had stood her in good stead, as a grade school teacher, and as the preacher’s wife. While it raised some minor problems, it smoothed over a whole lot more.


  


  “Listen, dear,” Lyman says, standing behind her, arms around her waist, hands clasped at her stomach, “I’m thinking of taking a look in at that Chisholm fellow up the road. I’m pretty sure he hasn’t seen a doctor.”


  


  “Ly, you worry too much.”


  


  “I can’t help it. I mean, Kit, he slammed into my car!”


  


  “I know, dear. You’ve told me a hundred times.”


  


  She covers his hands with one of hers and squeezes gently. “Leave him be, honey. Leave him be.”


  


  He sighs into her hair. “I suppose.”


  


  They stand for a long while, silent and still.


  


  “The horses,” she says at last, disengaging herself from him, fussing with her apron.


  


  “What?”


  


  “If you want to do something useful, find out who’s been riding those stupid horses up and down Midway all night. You know there aren’t—” She stops when she sees the expression on his face. “What, Lyman? What’s the matter?”


  


  So he tells her what he had seen after the collision with the big man, Chisholm, how he’d passed it off as a combination of adrenaline and shadow, a freakish spurt of imagination.


  


  “But that’s not the same,” she tells him, shaking off the shivers his story had given her. “What I hear is real, and I don’t like it.”


  


  “I know, dear,” he says. He takes a second. “I’ve heard them, too.”


  


  * * * *
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  The tide slams against the jetties, artillery fire from the mouths of deep-bore cannon that seem too loud to be natural. Foam bubbles in cracks; water boils over the boulders; the moon has turned everything a lifeless silver, except the black clumps of seaweed scattered across the sand at the farthest reaches of the waves. Sawgrass trembles away from the wind. Sand hisses down the slopes of the dunes. A candy wrapper bounces and twists along the beach until it bumps into a shoe torn at the toe, coming apart at the heel.


  


  Dub Neely reaches down, picks the wrapper up and stuffs it clumsily into his coat pocket, and walks on, into the trees and along a narrow path worn by those who sought the sun in summer. His head is down, his gait unsteady, moonlight reaching the ground in fits and starts as bare limbs sway and pine limbs quiver, and it isn’t long before the off-and-on light makes him dizzy, makes the beer in his empty stomach begin to work its way up to his throat.


  


  He doesn’t bother to fight it; it’s only a matter how far he can get before he has to stop.


  


  Ten yards before he grabs hold of a bole with one hand and vomits, closing his eyes as his throat turns raw, wiping his mouth with an already stained sleeve. Ten minutes before he moves on, shuffling, ignoring the tiny knife points of sand that dig into his soles through the gaps in his shoes, thinking only of the cot he has waiting in the empty house near the swamp and the blanket that will cover him and protect him against the cold. Nearly tripping over an exposed root. Scraping his shoulder against a trunk that has no business being where it is, so he slaps at it angrily, snarls, spits, and walks on, concentrating on not stumbling, because if he falls he knows he won’t get up until the sun rises again and his bones will ache and his head will swell and he’ll be in no condition to beg for Thanksgiving dinner. Which, if he’s lucky, will be more than a few scraps. And when he stumbles again, he decides the hell with it, the hell with Thanksgiving and the hell with food and he might as well die now because there’s no sense anymore, there’s just no sense. He’ll end up as he should, like that tiny skeleton over there, the skeleton of a small bird that lies beside a pile of other tiny bodies, more birds the insects and crows have cleaned to the bone.


  


  When they move, he isn’t surprised.


  


  He’s more drunk than he’s been in months, so it makes perfect sense that those little skeletons can move, can rise on skeleton legs and skeleton claws and waddle and hop toward him. In and out of the moonlight. No eyes. Just beaks and bone. A fascinating example of biology gone mad, and he grins as they gather at his feet and begin to peck at his shoes.


  


  It isn’t until the first one draws blood that Dub Neely begins to scream.


  


  * * * *
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  t had been a long time since Casey had been in a church, and it wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable as he’d feared. A little strange, perhaps, but not uncomfortable. At least there were no signs of impending lightning or other manifestations of Divine disapproval for his absence. For which, he supposed, he ought to be grateful, all things considered.


  


  The church was crowded, and experience had taught him to arrive early so he could sit at the far end of the back pew. Unfortunately that allowed him to become the target of curious stares, a few cautious nods and, to his guilty delight, three outright glares of hostility as the three Teague brothers filed in, each wearing a blue serge suit a good full size too small. Mayor Cribbs and his family were there, Norville Cutler and Mandy Poplin—the woman from his town office—Hull and his daughter and a young man Casey didn’t know, but from his gait appeared to be more at home on a boat than on land.


  


  The others, most of them, were just faces. Faces he recognized but had no names, or names that did not come readily to mind; faces of strangers; but the faces he enjoyed the most were the faces of the children. Clearly most of them didn’t want to be here. It was Thanksgiving. They were supposed to be home, taking in the smells, stealing nibbles from platters, annoying mothers in kitchens, ready to eat and watch football and maybe play a little touch or tackle in the yard before the sun went down. They definitely weren’t supposed to be in a stuffy old church.


  


  He smiled to himself, and now and then lowered his head to hide the pain memories set upon him.


  


  For the life of him he couldn’t explain why he was here. It had just happened. He’d awakened, showered, and found himself dressing in the best clothes he had. Not a suit, but decent grey slacks and a white shirt and dark tie, and shoes he hadn’t worn in... too long. Too long. A dark wind-breaker, not the denim jacket, and the next thing he knew he was outside in springlike sunlight, walking south, taking his time, standing for a long while outside Baylor’s church before sighing, shrugging, and finally going in.


  


  Candle wax and polish; a vaulted ceiling whose thick exposed beams represented the hull and keel of Noah’s ark; several tall windows down each side—frosted, not stained glass; above him, a gallery for the organist and choir; whispers and coughs and the creak of wood.


  


  As he sat there, alone despite the couple squeezed in beside him, he tried to remember the last time he’d been inside a church; two years, at least. He tried to remember the last time he’d held a Bible; two years, at least.


  


  I don’t belong here, he thought suddenly, but suddenly it was too late.


  


  The organ sounded the first note, the congregation rose, and the service began. The hymns, some familiar; the prayers, some familiar; the faces of the strangers, and the faces of the children. Sprays of wheat and trays of fruit and gleaming vegetables; warm sunlight through the high, wide window behind the simple wooden cross suspended from the ceiling; autumn flowers and a large pumpkin and the faces of the children.


  


  I don’t belong here.


  


  Reverend Baylor was a curious, pleasant contradiction. He seemed stiff, almost formal, until he sang; he seemed uncomfortable until he climbed into the pulpit, looked out over his congregation, and gave them such a smile that Casey nearly wept.


  


  I don’t belong here.


  


  Lord, he thought, I think I know what You’re doing, but You know as well as I do that I don’t belong here.


  


  Not anymore.


  


  The sermon held no admonitions, no threats of hellfire and brimstone, although Casey had to admit that’s exactly what he had expected; it was brief, humorous here and there, somber in a plea to pray for those souls under attack physically and otherwise. No mention of the Millennium, but he didn’t have to say the word, just caution his flock that a little introspection as the year comes to an end would do no harm, a little acceptance of the man who had hung upon the cross would help in the coming times.


  


  Casey didn’t know the hymn that ended the service, knew only that it was anything but solemn, a loud and joyous prayer of thanks that in a smaller church in another place would have had the congregation clapping and swaying in time to the music.


  


  He was out of the pew before the last note had faded, out of the church and into the fresh air before anyone else thought to move. He hurried down the walk toward the street, breathing heavily, deeply, trying to decide if he should go home for his bike or just head on into town to take advantage of Gloria Nazario’s kind invitation. There was no temptation not to go; she had offered, and he would accept, and with luck be able to apologize to Junior for scaring him like that.


  


  He looked right and saw Midway Road stretch too far north. Nope; no bike. By the time he got home he’d be sweaty and unfit for civilized company, and a shower and change of clothes would get him to the restaurant too late. Better just to go on; it wasn’t all that far, maybe he’d get lucky and someone would offer him a ride. And if he was too early, it was a beautiful day; he could stroll around a little, take in the sights, check out the seasonal decorations.


  


  Behind him the chatter of the congregants leaving the church, the cries of impatient kids to hurry up, some laughter, someone clapping an order to a child. He didn’t turn to look; he didn’t want to see.


  


  ”Mr. Chisholm!”


  


  Damn, he thought, but he couldn’t ignore it.


  


  As he turned, Reverend Baylor waved from the top step, a request to wait a while, until he’d finished greeting his people. At the same time a young woman strode toward him, stunning and blond, a smile just for him.


  


  “Mr. Chisholm?” she said, holding out her hand.


  


  He took it and nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”


  


  The smile broadened. “I’m Kitra Baylor. My husband almost killed you the other day.” And she laughed.


  


  Casey couldn’t help staring, and couldn’t help noticing that she didn’t seem to mind the rudeness; he realized immediately she was used to it.


  


  “Are you all right?”


  


  “Yes, ma’am, I am,” he said, just barely stopping himself from scuffing a foot on the ground. “A little bruise on my shoulder, that’s all, nothing serious.”


  


  People flowed past them, and Kitra greeted with ease those who greeted her without once making him feel as if he were being ignored.


  


  “Have you seen a doctor?”


  


  “No need, Mrs. Baylor. Really, I’m fine.”


  


  “Well, you should have,” she scolded lightly, a shake of her head. “You never know about these things.” She leaned closer, lowered her voice. “Lyman is feeling so guilty, I’m hoping you’ll stay a moment and ease his mind. That is, unless you have an appointment?”


  


  He grinned. “No, ma’am, I sure don’t. Not for a while, anyway. I think, though, that—”


  


  He stopped when the Teagues came up in a phalanx behind her. Stump and Cord in front, the third brother behind. Casey knew that one had to be Billy Ray, as tall as Cord but bulldog thick rather than whippet thin. They had the same stringy dark hair that tried pathetically to look halfway combed, the same narrow-eye stare meant to intimidate and cower. They looked enough alike to be twins.


  


  He touched Kitra’s arm to encourage, her to move her off the walk and out of their way, but surprisingly she wouldn’t budge. A simple nod, a simple, “Good day, Mr. Teague,” to Stump, and she turned back to him and said, “Do you have dinner plans, Mr. Chisholm?”


  


  Cord and Billy Ray moved on and waited by an expensive-looking small sedan with a handful of dents in the passenger door and along the rear fender. They folded their arms loosely, arrogantly, across their chests, tucked in their chins, paid no attention to the kids who raced by and stared. Stump, however, brushed past Casey, paused, looked up, and said, “Well, well, well, look what crawled out of his cave.”


  


  Kitra’s face went blank. “Mr. Teague,” she said coldly.


  


  “Didn’t figure you for a churchgoer,” Stump said, showing his teeth. “Thought you’d be stinking by now, you know? Thanksgiving beer and all that?”


  


  “Mr. Teague,” Kitra snapped.


  


  “Ain’t talking to you, lady,” he said without looking at her. “Talking to the big retard here.”


  


  Casey looked over Kitra’s head and saw Reverend Baylor watching them anxiously as he spoke with the mayor’s family. Then, before he knew what he was doing, he took hold of Stump’s arm and pulled the man toward his car. Teague tried to yank free, but couldn’t; tried again, and Casey, still smiling for those who were pretending not to stare, said in a low voice, “Keep it up, Teague, and I’ll pull it out of its socket and beat you over the head with it. Go home, get drunk, I don’t care, just get the hell out of here before someone gets hurt.”


  


  He released Teague just as the man tried a third time to get free, which made him stumble into his brothers. Cord taught him clumsily; Billy Ray straightened instantly, his arms hanging loose and ready at his side.


  


  With a careful shake of his head, Casey warned them not to be foolish. “Gentlemen, this is a real bad time, in case you hadn’t noticed.” He looked straight at Cord, who couldn’t hold his gaze. “Go away, boys. Don’t ruin these nice people’s day. You got a problem with me, you know where I live.”


  


  He turned his back, still smiling, and returned to Mrs. Baylor’s side, softening his expression to tell her everything was all right, there’d be no trouble.


  


  “Mr. Chisholm,” she began.


  


  “I think I’d better leave, ma’am,” he told her. “I’m having dinner with the Nazarios, and I don’t want to be late.”


  


  Tires squealed; someone shouted an angry warning at the driver.


  


  “Please tell your husband that really, I’m okay, no need to waste a doctor’s time. Thank him for his concern. I really do appreciate it.” He shook her hand. “You have a good day. I hope I’ll see you and your husband again soon.”


  


  Without giving her a chance to reply, he cut across the lawn, long strides and swinging arms, clumsily dodging a chaotic game of tag, grinning at a red-cheeked baby in the arms of her mother. Once on the street he kept to the grassy shoulder to let cars pass, was grateful neither Mrs. Baylor nor the reverend tried to catch him.


  


  His chest was tight; breathing didn’t come easily.


  


  You, he told himself, are a goddamned idiot.


  


  “You know where I live,” he whispered, mocking the deep voice he had used, and he grimaced. “Good Lord, man, are you nuts? You think you’re some kind of cowboy?” He shook his head at his foolishness, pushed a hand through his hair, sensed a car pulling up and moved onto the grass.


  


  The automobile, glaring gold in the sunlight, paced him.


  


  He finally looked.


  


  Mandy Poplin gave him a polite smile and a quick wave, while Cutler just stared, the shadow of a smile under narrow watching eyes. If it was a signal or a message, Casey didn’t get it, and didn’t try; instead he nodded, smiled back briefly, and looked away.


  


  The gold car paced him for another twenty yards.


  


  Casey resisted the urge to look again, to demand an explanation; instead, he stopped. Gently massaged his left shoulder. Rubbed the back of his neck. Checked the painfully blue sky, saw a single dark bird riding a current, the shape of its wings telling him it was a hawk.


  


  The car moved on, slowly, Cutler watching him in the rearview mirror until Mandy nudged him and he returned his attention to the road.


  


  See you, Casey thought, sighed, and walked on.


  


  Another hundred yards before the curbs and sidewalks began. He moved off the road, still disgusted at the way he had behaved back there.


  


  you know where I live


  


  Good Lord, what an idiot.


  


  He hadn’t just asked for trouble, he had begged for it, dared it, waved a red flag, thumbed his nose, did just about everything but take a swing at the jerk right then and there just to get things in motion. Hindsight suggested that’s exactly what Stump was after, that he had no intention of taking the first step. A setup a blind man could have seen coming a mile away.


  


  If he were smart, then, he would turn around and go home, prepare as best he could for the company he’d no doubt be having sooner or later—and probably sooner; if he were smart, he’d pack his bag, get on the bike, and get the hell off the island, because any chance of things staying the same now had been reduced from slim to none. He never should have gone into town, never should have butted in at the newspaper; he never should have thought he could live a normal life again.


  


  He couldn’t; not now, not here.


  


  He almost turned around, but with a one-sided smile he figured that no, he wasn’t all that smart. For the time being the threat of crisis was over, and there was no sense worrying about what might come later. This was now, it was a beautiful day, and after all, there was a Thanksgiving meal waiting for him down at Betsy’s, prepared by virtual strangers who had asked him in without knowing who or what he was.


  


  Not smart, maybe, but he knew what was right.


  


  * * * *
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  The sun was warm, the breeze comfortably cool, and his mood lightened considerably as he passed the houses that marked the real beginning of town. Kids on the lawns, grandfolks on the porches, a touch football game in front of the school with boys and men some not yet out of then-Sunday best, leaves scooting along the street, a few birds in the sky.


  


  It was, he judged, almost ridiculously perfect.


  


  When a hand touched his shoulder, however, he stiffened instantly, went cold, and braced himself as he looked back angrily, readying for a fight.


  


  “Mr. Chisholm,” said Whittaker Hull, dropping his hand, stepping back quickly.


  


  Casey cleared his throat, managed an apologetic smile. “Sorry. I was expecting someone else.”


  


  His daughter was with him, her red hair up and bound behind her head, an autumn dress and a sweater, stockings and pumps. He thought, for some reason, the outfit didn’t look natural on her. “Miss Hull.”


  


  Hull waved a long-fingered hand, settled it on his tie. “I never did thank you for your intervention, Mr. Chisholm. It was rude of me. I should have done it sooner. I should have called or come out.”


  


  “You should have beaten the hell out of them,” Ronnie said to Casey, her face lightly flushed.


  


  “Now, Ronnie,” Hull said, a touch to her arm. A weak smile. “She has a temper.”


  


  Casey cocked an eyebrow and answered, “So I see,” as he walked on, Hull on his right, Ronnie on his left.


  


  “You should have,” she insisted. “They deserved it.” She frowned at him. “More, if you ask me.”


  


  Hull sighed. “They haven’t scared me off, though, have they, dear?”


  


  “No, but that’s only because you’re too stubborn to take a hint.”


  


  Hull laughed loudly as he sent a playful poke at Casey’s arm. “She doesn’t tell you, of course, that it runs in the family. With, I might add, a few extra notches of intensity.”


  


  Casey, only vaguely aware of what they were talking about, kept silent. Although curiosity wanted him to ask why the Teagues had been in the office in the first place, he said nothing. Curiosity killed cats, not to mention other things. A quick look around, but he didn’t see the young man who had been with them in church. Another question he refused to ask.


  


  Hull slipped his hands into his pockets, suit jacket pushed behind him. He kept his gaze straight ahead. “We don’t see much of you around here, Mr. Chisholm.”


  


  “No.”


  


  “A fortuitous visit, then. The other day, I mean.”


  


  “Yeah. I guess you could call it that.”


  


  Ronnie made a face. “Awfully coincidental, if you ask me.”


  


  “Ronnie, please.”


  


  “Well, Dad, he could have done more than show them the door. My God, they trashed the office, remember? They were going to beat you up.”


  


  “Ronnie, that’s enough.”


  


  “Dad, he works for Cutler. It just seems to me—”


  


  Casey stopped suddenly, and the Hulls moved a few steps beyond before they realized he wasn’t with them. Whittaker lifted a hand in apology for his daughter’s temper and accusations; Ronnie just glared.


  


  “For one thing,” Casey said, keeping his voice low and calm, “I really don’t appreciate being talked about as if I were invisible. And for another, Miss Hull, I’m not much more than a glorified handyman. I hammer nails, I rake leaves, I throw a paintbrush around. Cutler pays my salary, such as it is, yes, but if you don’t mind me saying so, I think you’re way out of line here, if you’re trying to put me in the same company as the Teagues.”


  


  She wouldn’t back down, staring at him as if her expression alone would break him into telling the truth—that he’d gone easy on the Teagues because they all worked for the same man.


  


  “Ronnie,” said Hull sharply, “I think that’s quite enough. Mr. Chisholm extricated me from a dangerous situation and for that, Mr. Chisholm, I am eternally grateful. If there’s anything I can do ... please. Name it.”


  


  Casey only shook his head, and made it clear by his stance that he wasn’t moving until they did. And he wouldn’t be joining them.


  


  Ronnie didn’t seem to care. One last stabbing jut of her chin as if to punctuate her remarks, spoken and unspoken, and she walked away. Hull passed a hand over his forehead, fumbled for something else to say, an apology, an explanation, and finally hurried after her, catching up only when she began to cross the street at the next corner.


  


  Well, Casey thought, you sure could have handled that better, don’t you think?


  


  Maybe he could have ... hell, he certainly could have. The young woman only wanted to protect her father, and wanted his protectors not to stop halfway. It was understandable, her reaction, but he wished she hadn’t picked today of all days to confront him.


  


  He was beginning to regret not going straight home. It seemed as if the world was out to get him, one way or another, either in punishment for leaving the house, or for not leaving it sooner.


  


  Less than a minute later, however, the day and the neighborhood soothed his mood once again. Still, he couldn’t help wondering just what it was he had missed, burrowing himself away out at the end of Midway Road all this time.


  


  In the old days he would have made a pest of himself, asking around, looking for reasons why Stump Teague and his brothers were out to get an old man like Hull; in the old days he would have used his influence, if he could, to find out exactly what Norville Cutler had to do with it—he doubted very seriously that the Teagues were acting on their own. He didn’t think they were stupid, not by any means, but he doubted they left their home in the marsh to hassle and frighten folks just for the hell of it, for free.


  


  Which made him recall that deputy’s reaction to the news of the attack, and that threatened to set his temper off again.


  


  In the old days he would have marched that smug little man by the scruff of the neck over to the newspaper office himself, badge or no badge.


  


  In the old days ...


  


  A noise much like a growl deep in his throat. The old days, he reminded himself sternly, were exactly that—old. Past. Gone. If not forgotten, definitely irretrievable. He was a different man now. He was a nobody, exactly as he’d planned it. Exactly as he wanted it.


  


  Yet he couldn’t rid himself of Ronnie Hull’s disdainful voice, or the sneer that had split Stump Teague’s thick scruffy beard on the church walk. It nettled. It grated. It was, in many ways, a familiar itch he couldn’t avoid scratching.


  


  Okay, so maybe it wouldn’t hurt to ask a question or two once he reached Betsy’s. It wouldn’t be laying the groundwork for interference; it would be a simple information gathering exercise, so he’d know better who to avoid. A way of protecting himself, so he wouldn’t get sucked in.


  


  But it’s tempting, Case, ain’t it, he thought as he pushed open the sandwich shop door; you gotta admit, it’s awfully damn tempting.


  


  * * * *
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  It was a simple meal, just the basics—turkey, mashed potatos, fresh-baked bread, dressing, vegetables. A bottle of inexpensive wine for each table. Portions average, not huge. The food good, not exquisite.


  


  He was placed at a table near the back, Gloria and her brother fussing silently around him, embarrassing him when he finally understood that they had heard what he had done for Whittaker Hull. Treating him, for some reason, like some kind of local hero. Junior apparently wasn’t working today, and there weren’t many other diners, mostly old men and old women who obviously had no desire to stay at home, eat alone on Thanksgiving, and the Nazarios treated them like family. From the greetings, the mild banter, this was evidently an annual tradition.


  


  There was quiet laughter, then, and soft conversation, and it didn’t take long to see that the register had been locked up; today there would be no money exchanged. And though he got the occasional glance, no one spoke to him, which was fine until he had finished his dessert and realized how badly he missed it sometimes—the conversations, the good-natured teasing, the arguments, the debates... the contact.


  


  In the old days.


  


  This, he decided glumly, was turning out to be a really bad idea.


  


  Still, he took every opportunity to do a little shameless eavesdropping and, as Gloria or Hector cleared away the tables, ask a few questions he hoped sounded harmless. It was Hector who gave him the most information once all was done, sitting with him for a while to have a cigarette break, a glass of wine, cool off from being in the kitchen all morning.


  


  * * * *


  


  Bad times, you know? Bad times, Mr. Chisholm. I am speaking only what I hear, you understand. People talk, I can’t help it if I have big ears. But you must see it too, Mr. Chisholm, out where you are. Nobody lives there except you, yes? One by one the houses are sold, and they don’t get sold again, true? A place like this, all the ocean and the beach so close, they could be sold for a lot of money, I think. Even the little ones. But they don’t. They just sit there now, empty, falling apart. Even Junior’s father, they want him to sell, but he won’t. He say he got no place to go, but still they try, always they try. Once, I hear, they came after him with some clubs and things, and he chased them away with a shotgun, maybe a rifle. They still bother him, but they don’t get so close anymore.


  


  Now some people say there gonna be a big casino out there, maybe a hotel, maybe a lot of big fancy houses like down at the Hook. Drain the marsh, you know? Fill it in, that wouldn’t be too hard, it ain’t that big. Nobody knows for sure. The mayor say he don’t know nothing about it, he too wants more people living here to help the business places like ours. But he’s a rich man, Mr. Chisholm, and like all rich men he wants to get richer. Maybe him and that Cutler, they want the island to themselves, I don’t know.


  


  But some people don’t like that, they talk about it, they get hurt sometimes. Mrs. Essman, you don’t know her, I think, they bother her so much she die, but nobody say it’s anybody’s fault. And Mr. Hull and his paper. Mr. Hull, he keep saying we in for big trouble, and they keep trying to stop him, but they can’t do that yet. Some day, maybe, they will. I think it will happen that some day it will come.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Hey,” Gloria said, giving her brother a playful slap across the back of his head. “You retiring? You clean the oven already? All the dishes done?”


  


  Hector laughed heartily, shook Casey’s hand, and hustled back into the kitchen, a good-bye wave over his shoulder.


  


  Casey sensed then it was time to leave. He rose, patted his stomach, and thanked her for her kindness and for the delicious meal. It was, he told her, the most pleasant Thanksgiving he had had in a long time.


  


  “You just come back,” she told him, walking with him to the door. “And I am very sorry for the way—”


  


  “It’s all right,” he assured her. “Really. I think I’m beginning to understand.”


  


  “Maybe,” she answered doubtfully. “You just come back, I’ll be nice next time.”


  


  When the door hissed shut behind him, he inhaled deeply, smelling the warmth and the sea, feeling the comfortable weight of the meal in his stomach. He walked slowly northward, the streets empty now, a pleasant autumn silence broken only by the sound of a light wind in his ears.


  


  He tried not to think about what Hector had told him. It was, at the least, none of his business. Land speculation, the little guy getting forced out, big fish in little ponds maybe thinking to get bigger—old story. A very old story. Big city, little town, nothing changed, and certainly, absolutely, nothing to do with him.


  


  He passed a little gift shop and glanced in the window, at a display of humorous cards touting the approaching Millennium, at a pyramid of books—some novels, some nonfiction—predicting the various miraculous changes or unmitigated disasters the new Millennium would bring. There didn’t seem to be any middle ground. It was either a new Eden or the Apocalypse, pick one and live with it, pick the other and prepare to die.


  


  He walked on.


  


  None of it had anything to do with him.


  


  Not anymore.


  


  By the time he reached the Landward intersection, the blinking red light pale in the bright sun, he began to wish he had brought the bike anyway. Still a good three miles or so go, and his legs were already feeling a little wooden. As he reached the town hall he glanced over his shoulder, hoping to spot a car heading in his direction. Another block had him praying for a newfound ability to fly.


  


  A piece of work, Casey; you’re one piece of work.


  


  A grunt, a self-pitying sigh, and he moved on, passing a wide empty lot thick with trees, although the weeds near the sidewalk had been recently cut down, their stalks left to rot on the ground. He had almost reached the far side, when movement near a low shrub made him pause.


  


  Soft burbling, like birds muttering in high branches.


  


  The paperlike rustling of wings.


  


  Curious, he sidestepped until he could see past the shrub, and it took a few seconds for him to understand— several large black birds stood around something lying in their midst. Pecking at it. Tearing at it. Ripping pieces of it away and raising their heads to slide those pieces down heir gullets. He could see red, some white, and what looked to be fur. When he took a step toward them, they stopped their feeding and looked up.


  


  Good Lord, he thought, and pressed a hard hand to his stomach.


  


  They were crows or ravens, he wasn’t sure which, but he was pretty damn sure neither had bright blue eyes like these birds did. Before he could decide whether it was actually true or just the light under the trees, one of them puffed its wings and strutted toward him, cocking its head, ordering him away. At the same time, another hopped backward pulling at something pink and stringy, just far enough for him to see the squirrel’s head. Its blinking eyes. Its trembling mouth.


  


  He swallowed hard and quickly backed onto the sidewalk, suddenly turned and grabbed a lamppost, leaned heavily against it, swallowed, and gulped air in a desperate effort not to lose his dinner.


  


  The squirrel was still alive.


  


  They were eating it alive.


  


  He could hear the crows’ soft voices, almost as though they were talking to themselves, could hear the flutter of wings, one annoyed squawk, the snap of a beak. He shoved away from the lamppost and nearly ran up the street. Swallowing. Gulping air. Blue eyes and a live squirrel—please, God, it had to be the light.


  


  When he looked back from the next corner, he couldn’t see them, couldn’t hear them, and told himself there was no question but that it had to have been the light.


  


  A few yards farther on, his stomach finally calmed, the taste of acid in his mouth gone when he spit twice into the gutter and wiped his lips with the back of a hand.


  


  Blue eyes? he thought; oh, brother, what next? They going to wear top hats and tap dance for you?


  


  He didn’t notice the cruiser until it pulled over to the curb.


  


  “Need a lift?” the sheriff asked, window rolled down, elbow on the ledge, sunglasses on.


  


  Casey didn’t think twice; he nodded, and the back door opened as if a switch had been thrown. “Thanks,” he said gratefully as he slid in and pulled the door closed, stiffened when he realized Deputy Freck was in the front, too.


  


  Oakman pulled away, swinging into the proper lane, keeping to the speed limit. A glance in the rearview mirror: “Hope your friends don’t see you,” he said with a chuckle. “Looks like you’ve been arrested.”


  


  “A chance I’ll have to take,” he answered with a shrug.


  


  Freck looked at him through the mesh that separated front seat from back, his sunglasses dark. “Your friends,” he said, “are troublemakers, you know.”


  


  “What?”


  


  “You hang around with the wrong crowd, Chisholm. Got to be more careful, you know what I mean?”


  


  “I don’t hang around with anybody,” he said, suddenly wishing he could see their eyes.


  


  Freck grunted, faced front. “Good thing.”


  


  They rode for a few minutes in silence, until the sheriff, smiling tightly, said, “You planning on staying? On Camoret, I mean.”


  


  Casey didn’t get it, the comments and the questions; he didn’t like them either. “Unless you know something I don’t about my job, Sheriff, I guess I probably am.”


  


  Oakman nodded. “Good. We like new people, like them to be happy.”


  


  “I’m not exactly new.”


  


  Oakman lifted a shoulder. “No, but you kind of keep to yourself, you know? New is when you first get involved, you know what I mean? Meet people, talk to them, visit them, make friends. That’s good. That’s real good.”


  


  They passed the school, the church; the trees moved in and hugged the roadside, dappled shadows on the tarmac. The cruiser abruptly picked up speed, pushing him back against the seat and didn’t slow again until the sheriff made a sharp, squealing U-turn and parked in front of the house, keeping the engine running. Relieved, Casey left the car as fast as he could without, he hoped, seeming rude, walked around the back, and stopped at the passenger-side door.


  


  “Thanks,” he said, looking past Freck toward the sheriff. “Appreciate it.”


  


  “No problem, glad to help,” Oakman said. Still smiling. “Just keep your nose clean, son, that’s all we ask around here.”


  


  Casey didn’t know whether to be angry or just ignore what he couldn’t help thinking was a not-so-subtle threat. A nod, and he walked away, and stopped again when Freck’s lazy voice said, “You don’t vote, do you?”


  


  “What?”


  


  No eyes, just the sunglasses. “You want to be a good citizen, you got to vote. But you don’t.”


  


  Puzzled, Casey nodded. “That’s right. I don’t. Not that it’s any of your business.”


  


  Freck’s lips parted in a shark-smile. “Yeah. Well, damn, I’m sorry, Chisholm. You know, truth is, I just plain forgot. Ex-cons can’t vote, can they?” He picked at something on his upper lip. “Don’t hardly got any rights at all, the way I understand it.”


  


  Warm sunlight turned winter cold; Gloria’s meal turned acidic and boiled.


  


  “Thing is,” he heard Oakman say, “I do like to know who lives on my island, you know what I mean, Mr. Chisholm? Something like that—a conviction for robbery and attempted murder, for example—I need to know these things. Keeps me up to date. Helps me in my job.” Oakman leaned over then, to peer around his deputy. “Like I said, Chisholm, keep your nose clean. You done all right so far. Let’s not screw it up.”


  


  Freck grinned and faced front, still picking at his hp.


  


  The cruiser roared away, trailing exhaust that lingered before the wind took it.


  


  Son of a bitch, Casey thought. Son. Of. A. Bitch.


  


  * * * *
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  For the rest of the day he slammed through the house, kicking at air, cursing his shadow, trying to sit and failing, trying to relax and failing.


  


  How did he know?


  


  How the hell did he know?


  


  He’s the sheriff, you idiot, and he has computers, you jerk.


  


  But it’s been two years; why bring it up now? Who cares? He did.


  


  He switched on all the lights, turned on the TV and watched the news until he couldn’t stand the sight of fighting anymore, not caring that some of it was as close as Savannah; he grabbed his windbreaker and started for the beach, hoping to walk it off, but before he was halfway there he realized the day’s warmth was gone and the wind-breaker wouldn’t be enough to keep out the cold that would be settled on the beach; instead he walked, practically marching, around the curve toward the marsh, lashing out at stones, picking up rocks and throwing them as far as he could until his shoulder began to ache; he trippedwhen he reached a depression in the road and nearly went down, his left hand out to stop him, his car-struck shoulder flaring fire into his neck.


  


  Son of a bitch.


  


  there’s a great violence within you, a man had told him once; it’s a frightening thing.


  


  Tears of frustration blurred his vision as he made his way home. He didn’t bother with the road now; he cut through the yards of houses that were empty, some of them for several years, and he yanked at the branches of dyingbushes, bulled his way through a rotting wooden fence.


  


  a frightening thing


  


  Years ago he had been cold, and hungry, and broke, and lost.


  


  Years ago he had stood at the counter of an old convenience store, one great fist trembling in the air, apologizing as he demanded the clerk give him money. Just for food, that’s all, he told her; that’s all he wanted, just food.


  


  The cop who came in just at that moment nearly shot him where he stood.


  


  He slapped at his eyes with the backs of his hands to drive away the tears, drive away the image of the cop and the girl and the ride to the station and the walk to his cell.


  


  By the time he reached Draper Street, his rage was so great, his breathing so tight, he felt as if he were going to pass out. He stomped across the blacktop, figuring on cutting through Mrs. Essman’s yard to his own just beyond, when he heard someone calling.


  


  Scowling, jaw set so hard it was nearly trembling, he looked to his right and saw Senior Raybourn on the sidewalk, a faded racing cap on his head, open topcoat, baggy trousers. One quivering finger pointed straight at him.


  


  “What did you do?” the old man demanded.


  


  It was almost too much: anger, frustration, confusion, the need to weep, and the urge to strike out.


  


  It was almost too much.


  


  So much so that Casey nearly laughed aloud at the hysteria he felt at the sight of old Raybourn shaking that crooked old finger, his scar-circled eyes squinting myopically, his bandy legs shifting and jerking as if he couldn’t decide whether to get closer or not.


  


  “What did you do to my boy?”


  


  Casey shoved his temper down, raised a hand, shook his head. “Nothing. I didn’t do anything.”


  


  Raybourn’s voice rose hoarsely. “You did something, damnit! He ... you did something!”


  


  The street was empty, the only car parked in Raybourn’s drive. There were more stars than light in the sky; only one street lamp worked, and it was halfway down the block.


  


  Go slow, Casey; go slow.


  


  “Mr. Raybourn,” he said as calmly as he could, “I didn’t do a thing. He delivered something to me day before yesterday, a package from Mrs. Nazario, and I—” He shook his head again, slowly. “We shook, Mr. Raybourn, that’s all. After he gave me the package we shook hands, and we both got a little shock. Like static electricity.” He lifted his shoulders. “I swear to you, sir, that’s all that happened.”


  


  Raybourn’s lips worked furiously, and he took a stiff step forward, shook himself hard as though driving off a chill. “You touched him.”


  


  “Yes, because we shook hands,” Casey repeated, calm beginning to fray. “I took the package, I thanked him, and we shook hands. That’s it.”


  


  “More. There was more,” the old man insisted.


  


  “Damnit, no!” Casey said, voice deep and loud in the empty street. So loud, so deep, it backed Raybourn up. It was Casey’s turn to point. “I did not do anything to harm him, Mr. Raybourn. Not one damn thing.” His turn to take a step. “Go home, Mr. Raybourn. Go home and ask him again. Ask him again and leave me the hell alone.”


  


  Raybourn resisted for a moment, then wheeled about and hurried off, muttering loudly. Casey watched until the old man reached his porch, looked over his shoulder, and angrily pushed the front door open.


  


  The slam was loud enough to create a faint echo.


  


  I don’t believe it, he thought as he stomped into Mrs. Ionian’s yard, stomped around the house; I just do not relieve this.


  


  He kicked and slashed his way through the hedge fence at the back, and strode around the side of his house with one arm swinging, desperately wanting to tear something down, rip something out of the ground and hurl it into the sea.


  


  He shouted wordlessly, took a shadow-punch at the house, and shouted again.


  


  He didn’t feel any better.


  


  Especially when he reached the front and saw Stump Teague and Cord standing on the porch steps, lounging as if they were waiting for an old friend.


  


  “Well, well, well,” Stump said, hands clenched at his sides. “Evening, retard.”


  


  Casey glared at them, his shoulders hunching, his head lowered. “Believe me,” he said with a slow shake of his head, “you do not want to do this now.”


  


  “Yeah, we do,” a voice said behind him. He turned quickly, just in time to see the fist, and the brass knuckles it wore.


  


  * * * *
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  wenty years ago, Magnolia Court was one of the first hotels drivers saw as they approached Savannah from the west. A simple, low, four-story rectangle set beneath ill-grown trees, its sandstone walls looking cool, inviting, peaceful, promising a haven for those who wanted to visit the city but not sleep there. Then the visitors grew scarce, most of the Court’s trees died, stain and neglect discolored the walls, and by the time Savannah had begun its renaissance, it was too late. The Court was already more than halfway in its grave.


  


  John Bannock didn’t care.


  


  Magnolia Court was convenient, reasonably clean, and it was cheap and better than staying in some two-bit motel.


  


  “I think,” Lisse said as they took the elevator down to the lobby, “you’re going to have to talk to those kids today.”


  


  “I will, I will.”


  


  “They’re going to leave, John, if you don’t. Cora is, anyway. She’s had it.”


  


  He faced away from the doors and examined himself in the mirror that was the back wall. His face had become shadows and hollows, his posture more slumped than usual, and there wasn’t a whole lot of meat left on his bones. They hadn’t starved, he and Lisse, but their appetites had shrunk each time their island search had come up empty.


  


  She, on the other hand, looked as good as ever. She’d cut her hair once—he had thought it made her face and neck look too long—but it was back to her shoulders now, and its deep auburn seemed to flicker tiny flames in the elevator’s indirect lighting. Slender to begin with, her weight looked to be the same as when they’d started out; only the angles of her face had grown slightly sharper.


  


  She grinned at his examination. “Too late, Prez, you had your chance before we got dressed.”


  


  He felt heat in his cheeks and turned around. Even after all this time, all that had happened, he still wasn’t used to her being so forward.


  


  The doors opened.


  


  The dark-slate lobby floor gleamed with fresh cleaning; the tall potted plants shone with recent misting. Muted voices held a conversation somewhere, but he couldn’t see anyone but a bored clerk at the registration desk.


  


  “John—”


  


  “After dinner, Lisse, okay? I’ll talk to them after dinner.”


  


  She grabbed his arm, yanked it gently. “That’ll be too late.”


  


  “You’re a pain, Montgomery.”


  


  “Yeah, I know.”


  


  She led the way to a couch near the entrance, a low table in front of it, armchairs on its flanks; she sat him down and headed for the gift shop, not knowing if the local paper had a holiday edition or not. He watched her go, the simple dress hugging her hips in a way that reminded him of her waitress’s uniform, and the way she used to exaggerate the roll of those hips to get his attention. He had thought it simple flirting then; now he knew better.


  


  A soft chime, the elevator doors slid open, and the kids walked out. Stiffly. Not touching. Space between them widening as soon as there was room. It didn’t take a psychic to know they’d been arguing again. When he raised a hand to get their attention, it was Cora who saw him, and he didn’t miss the hesitation in her step before she poked Reed in the side and nodded in John’s direction. They wore clean shirts, clean jeans, but they walked as if they were trudging barefoot across sharp stones.


  


  End of the rope, he thought; Lisse is right. They’ve reached the end of their rope.


  


  He stood and smiled as they approached, asking about their night, their sleep, reminding them as Cora took the chair on his left, that he’d made reservations for Thanksgiving dinner in the hotel restaurant.


  


  “Some Thanksgiving,” Cora grumbled as she shifted and draped a leg over the arm.


  


  “Better than eating beans out of a can,” Reed snapped. Grimaced. Looked an apology at John.


  


  She made a face and stared out the glass wall behind the couch. The hedge-rimmed parking lot was practically empty, save for a single police car idling near the hotel’s two-lane entrance. “Maybe we’ll see the march or something,” she said, as if that could only be the most boring thing in the world.


  


  John frowned. “March?”


  


  “It was on TV,” Reed explained when Cora didn’t seem inclined to answer. “Some people are protesting today. They’re supposed to march into town and have some kind of rally by the river.” He tucked his hands between his knees. “You know—stop the violence, where are the cops when you need them, peace on Earth, stuff like that.”


  


  “They’re going to start way out here?”


  


  The boy shrugged. “I guess. Somewhere out here, I don’t know where.”


  


  “Heck of a march.”


  


  Reed shrugged again and slumped back, didn’t move when Lisse returned empty-handed. Cora only gave her a halfhearted wave.


  


  Another patrol car moved into the parking lot and stopped beside the other.


  


  “It’s supposed to be cool, you know?” Cora said, foot bouncing, one hand folded atop the other on her stomach. “It’s Thanksgiving, it’s supposed to be cool. This sucks. I went out before, and it’s like seventy degrees out there.” She turned her head slightly. “Who the hell are you, mister?”


  


  “Cora,” said Reed angrily.


  


  “What’s the problem? He knows about us, we don’t know jack about him.”


  


  Her voice sounded brittle and hollow in the empty lobby. The desk clerk looked up for a second before returning to his paperwork. A family of five spilled out of the elevator, the two youngest children racing across the lobby, chasing each other in circles. Their laughter seemed too loud; their parents made no move to hush them.


  


  John pushed forward until he was on the edge of his cushion, a thumb stroking his cheek. Lisse sat back, smoothing her skirt as she tucked her legs under her. He looked at her, and she nodded.


  


  “What?” Cora demanded.


  


  “Cora, please,” Reed said. “Look, Mr. Bannock, I got to admit, I’m pretty curious myself. But for me, as long as we know the same guy, I guess that’s all right with me.”


  


  Cora scowled. “Not for me.”


  


  “No kidding.”


  


  “Hey,” Lisse said, not raising her voice. “Y’all keep pecking at each other like that, you’ll bleed to death before John gets in a word.”


  


  Reed blinked, then grinned; Cora pouted and sank deeper into her chair. Foot bouncing. Hands pressed to her stomach.


  


  John cleared his throat. He wasn’t sure this was the right thing to do, that he still might scare them off no matter what Lisse believed. He pulled absently at the skin under his chin, left hand patting his knee as if he were keeping tune to a slow marching song.


  


  Then he looked to the high ceiling, the faded tiles, the embedded lights, and said, “My son is a killer.”


  


  * * * *
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  I was writing a book, he said, refusing to meet either Cora’s or Reed’s astonished gazes. Believe it or not, I used to do people’s taxes and accounts, but a friend of mine, a pretty popular nonfiction writer, knew how I hated that job and talked me into working on something he had set up for me. What it was, was a series of in-prison interviews with mass murderers and serial killers. Men, women, a couple of kids not much older than you guys.


  


  My wife, Patty, and I... we had split up, partly because of that, the writing, the traveling, partly for other reasons. There’s no sense giving you all the details, most of them wouldn’t make sense to you anyway. But I learned pretty quickly from talking to all those killers that, unlike what the textbooks and profilers say, they were, all in all, pretty ordinary people. Families not perfect, but they weren’t horribly unusual either. No abuse, no rape, no beatings, nothing like that. These killers did what they did just because they felt like it.


  


  Because they were in the mood at the time.


  


  What I couldn’t find out was why. At least I didn’t find out right away. It was the famine time, you see, and things were, as the saying goes, tough all over. It didn’t occur to me until a whole lot later that not having a lot of food was only part of the famine’s structure. The rest, the biggest part, I think, had to do with the fact that a lot of people had few emotions anymore. Not real ones, anyway. They reacted the way they did because it was expected of them—crying and laughing and acting guilty or sorry—it was a false front, an act, a mask they put on and took off whenever they felt like it.


  


  They really didn’t feel a damn thing.


  


  Not when they held their children, not when they cut someone’s throat or dumped poison into their food or pushed them off a cliff.


  


  And even when I figured that out, sort of, it still didn’t make much sense—the why of it, you know?—until...


  


  Joey is my son. He’s adopted. At least, I used to think he was adopted. I mean, I used to think we chose him, Patty and I, to be our son, until I realized too late it was actually the other way around. He chose us... he chose Patty because he needed a way to get around the country. So he could see people. So he could touch them. Literally touch them. Sort of drain them, I guess, or turn off the switch that makes emotions real, that makes people care, that... damn, I don’t know.


  


  Anyway, Patty helped him move from one place to another, but I don’t think she really wanted to. I think today she had no choice. A little kid in a cowboy suit can’t really ... oh, hell, that doesn’t make much sense either.


  


  Patty’s dead now.


  


  Joey isn’t.


  


  I’m pretty sure he’s still alive.


  


  I have no idea where he is, not at this moment, but I have a bad feeling I know where he’s going.


  


  See, there was this horse he ...


  


  Oh, hell.


  


  Listen, you two, I know we’re all looking for the same guy, okay? We’ve all experienced something, I don’t know exactly what you’d call it, but we’ve experienced something that’s making us do this. And we know we have to do it by the end of the year.


  


  Casey called me once, after all the troubles you guys had at home, back there in New Jersey. He told me I was marked, or something like that. I didn’t know what that meant, I thought he was nuts, until Joey... until I had to...


  


  Let’s just say that I thought at the time that I had killed him. My own son. My Joey.


  


  I’m sorry, but it’s hard. My son isn’t my son, yet I can’t help calling him that. I can’t help it. Patty loved him. I loved him.


  


  Listen ... I don’t care who out there believes the Millennium is the End, and who thinks the Millennium is just another turn of a stupid calendar page. It doesn’t matter. You know Casey better than I do, you know what happened better than I, but you know that he’s different somehow, that he was able to stall or put off track or whatever the hell you want to call it whoever it was who caused all that death and destruction back then.


  


  I did the same thing.


  


  Lord help me, I did the same thing, and now it’s all coming to a head and if we don’t find Casey ... I don’t know. I don’t know what we’re supposed to do, I don’t know if what we’re supposed to do is going to do any good, but right now, I can’t see that we have any choice.


  


  We eat, we rest, tomorrow we get in the car and we try to find him.


  


  I mean, what the hell else can we do?


  


  * * * *
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  “Susan,” Cora said softly.


  


  John blinked, looked up. “What?”


  


  “Her name is Susan, and Casey fought her, but not until... you know.” She rubbed a finger harshly under her nose. “He almost died. We, uh, went to the hospital and his hair had turned all white and we didn’t think he was gonna live, you know? We didn’t think he was gonna live, so we left. There was nothing left of home, so we left. We were scared. I guess.” A shrug. “We came back, and he was alive, and he was gone.” Another shrug. And, surprisingly, the biggest smile John had ever seen on her face as she looked across the table. “So we aren’t alone, huh, Turner?”


  


  Relieved, Reed smiled back. “Nope. Guess not.”


  


  She giggled, though her eyes shone wetly. “You thought we’d think you were nuts, right?”


  


  John admitted it.


  


  “Well, we are, don’t you think?”


  


  Lisse sat up slowly.


  


  “I mean, of all the people in the world, we’re the ones who know what’s going on. I mean, for sure. And we’re weird, right? Reed’s got his dumb dreams, and I just follow along.” She shook her head, chin trembling, foot bouncing harder, faster. “I don’t like it. I want to go home.” Her voice rose a little. “But I can’t, can I? I can’t go home, because there ain’t no home to go home to. And even if there was—”


  


  “Honey,” Lisse said gently, “you ever do any waitressing, traveling around like you did?”


  


  Startled, Cora frowned. “What? Sure. Yeah. We needed money, so ... yeah, sure.”


  


  “You ever have some bad-tooth wonder make a grab for your ass?”


  


  Cora snorted. “Hell, yeah, lots of times.”


  


  “You ever slap his hand?”


  


  She shook her head. “Didn’t want to lose my job. But what does this have to do with anything?”


  


  Lisse uncurled her legs, straightened her skirt, fussed with her hair. “Nothing. Just wondering. Besides, it’s after noon, and I’m hungry.”


  


  She grinned, and winked.


  


  Cora opened her mouth, closed it, shaded her eyes with one hand, and her shoulders began to shake. At first John thought she was crying. Until he heard the quiet laughter, saw her other hand wave as if batting something away from her face. When she hiccupped, her laughter exploded, filing the lobby, making the desk clerk grin uncertainly.


  


  “You’re ...” Cora swallowed air, hiccupped again. “You’re crazy, lady.”


  


  “Like you said, girl. But that doesn’t change the fact that I’m hungry, and John here is buying.” Lisse stood, reached out a hand until Cora took it, then pulled the girl to her feet. “It may not seem like it, sugar, but you think about it, we got a lot to be thankful for. We haven’t been raped, we haven’t been killed, we can still walk, and John still has a wallet full of money. The rest of it, that doesn’t matter today. Okay?” She looked at Cora sternly. “That doesn’t matter today.”


  


  Arm in arm, then, they walked off toward the restaurant.


  


  John lifted his eyebrows, tugged at one ear, and stood.


  


  “What happened?” Reed asked, looking around as if he’d missed something vital. “I don’t get it. What happened?”


  


  “Mr. Turner,” he said with an exaggerated shrug, “don’t ask me. I’m just the funny-looking guy with the wallet full of money.”


  


  * * * *
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  The restaurant wasn’t large, but pale walls and white table-cloths, the white uniforms of the waiters, white flowers in milk-glass vases, glass walls on two sides made it bright and seem cavernous.


  


  The two dozen diners seemed lost in all that space.


  


  There was plenty of talk, rattling of silverware and glasses and plates; music from hidden speakers, the occasional squeak of a heel on the bare floor, the scrape of a chair leg, a mild scolding of one of the children, a braying laugh. Yet the room seemed almost silent. Hushed.


  


  John and the others took a table near the front window, which gave them a view of the parking lot and its shaggy hedge wall. He faced the glass, Lisse across from him, the glare putting her face in veiled shadow. They didn’t need to order; there wasn’t a menu. Dinner with all the trimmings was what the hotel had promised and what it delivered, no substitutions, take or leave it.


  


  The family of five sat two tables over, the parents grimly determined to give their children a good time. Over by the side wall another family, two children this time, and John wondered what had brought them here, of all places, to celebrate a holiday best celebrated at home. The other diners were mostly singles, only three or four couples; since there were no meetings posted on the message board beside the elevator, he guessed they were probably mostly in sales of some kind. Real tourists generally stayed closer to the riverfront, where all the supposed action was.


  


  It wasn’t until he’d finished his salad that he realized the others were looking at him.


  


  “What?” he said.


  


  “This isn’t a funeral, John,” Lisse told him, scolding mildly. “You want misery, go to the front desk and look at our bill.”


  


  He grinned, rolled his eyes. “Sorry.”


  


  Another moment of awkward silence before Reed said, “There was this lady at home, she wanted to get married in a spacesuit or something.”


  


  Lisse laughed. “You’re kidding.”


  


  Cora giggled, swore it was true, that the woman in question, when she wasn’t running her small grocery store, spent half her time looking for alien landing spots in the woods around the town, which there wasn’t much of since the place was in the middle of the wood. Or she signaled them with flashlights in the middle of the night, and spent the rest of her time trying to convince everyone that the aliens were already walking around and we had to do everything we could to make them feel welcome.


  


  “I think she figured that getting married in a spacesuit would bring them out in the open.”


  


  John laughed, more at the animation in the young man’s face than at the story itself, and watched with admiration as Lisse unashamedly goaded them on, demanding more information with whoops of delight.


  


  Over her shoulder he could see four cruisers at the entrance now, two of the cops dragging riot gear from a trunk as they joked with the others.


  


  From a table in the middle of the room, a fat man in a rumpled suit complained about the sun, why couldn’t someone pull a curtain or a shade, he could barely see his food.


  


  “Listen,” Lisse said, thickening her bayou accent, using her hands, “you think that’s something? I worked at this hotel, the Royal Cajun, near the Mississippi, in New Orleans? You ever been there? No? Too bad, you ought to go, it’s like no place you ever seen in your life. Anyway, we had this guy used to come in once in a while, he weren’t much taller than a good spit, he used to talk to the river.”


  


  “Yeah, right,” Cora said. “So what?”


  


  “So what? Honey, the river talked back. Told him what to order, what to wear, told him once that he should go into acasino and bet everything he had on number four.”


  


  Reed, his mouth filled with turkey, giggled. “Did he?”


  


  “Damn right. Bought the hotel, made me manager, told John there he didn’t pay his bill, his ass’d be on the streetbefore he took another breath.”


  


  They looked at him.


  


  John nodded solemnly and crossed his heart. “True. All true.”


  


  “So ...” Cora frowned. “So what did you do?”


  


  John snapped his napkin open, draped it over his lap. “What could I do? I married him. Hell, he was rich, right? You can do stuff like that in New Orleans, they don’t care. That made me her boss, so I fired her ass when she wouldn’t bring me breakfast in bed.”


  


  Reed choked, Cora coughed into a laugh, and he saw in the distance what looked like flags and banners moving along the highway. The march, he thought; I’ll be darned, they’re really doing it.


  


  * * * *


  


  “There was this guy once. In Kentucky? He wanted to make me a hooker. Said I’d make lots of money. Reed said go ahead, he was tired of begging.”


  


  “I did not.”


  


  Lisse reached over and covered Cora’s hand. “Did you kill him, sugar?”


  


  “Kicked him in the balls.”


  


  Lisse nodded her approval. “Good choice, dear. Men are like that, you know. You hit him in the head, he wouldn’t feel a thing.”


  


  “Hey,” Reed protested, and Lisse rapped a spoon against his skull.


  


  * * * *


  


  John could see the marchers, a hundred of them, maybe more. He couldn’t hear what they sang or chanted, could only see them from the chest up because of the hedge. They seemed to be having a pretty good time. The parking lot cops were gone, joining a score or more others he could see who were lined up on the shoulder. They didn’t appear very concerned. A couple of the children spotted them and clamored to go outside to see the parade.


  


  The fat man complained again, louder, telling his waiter that he didn’t much appreciate eating in a fish bowl.


  


  * * * *


  


  “He was my favorite customer,” Lisse said, nodding at John. “I knew he was kind of sweet on me because he kept tipping me half the stupid bill.”


  


  “You did?” Cora said.


  


  John nodded. It was true. Almost, anyway.


  


  “Took me on a picnic on a ferry boat. One that goes across the Mississippi, down by the hotel.”


  


  That was true, too.


  


  Lisse sat straight, fluffed her hair. “Defended my honor when a scumbag from hell tried to deflower me.”


  


  “Tried to what?” Reed said.


  


  “Wow,” Cora said. “Kind of romantic, huh?”


  


  Another truth, but not all of it. Not by half.


  


  “Hey, come on,” Reed protested, “I helped you out a lot of times.”


  


  Cora blushed fiercely, suddenly, and became fascinated with the slice of pie the waiter slid in front of her. Her cheeks fairly glowed.


  


  They’re in love, John decided; they’re in love, but they’re afraid. He didn’t blame them.


  


  * * * *


  


  The marchers, evidently confined to a single highway lane, began to pass the hotel. Several children pressed against the restaurant wall to watch, calling to their parents, who called them back to their tables to eat their dessert and stop making a scene.


  


  Lisse looked over her shoulder, watched for a few seconds, and looked back with a disinterested shrug, then grimaced when the fat man demanded to see the manager. John made a face that made her smile; Cora and Reed suggested several things the fat man could do to take care of the sun, none of them even remotely physically possible.


  


  A young boy appeared at John’s side, fair hair slicked back, clip-on tie decorated with tiny spacemen and a few drops of gravy. “Mister?” he said. “Mister, can I have your grapes?” and he pointed to the table’s centerpiece.


  


  “Edward Pearl,” the woman at the next table scolded, “you get right back here, young man. Now, hear? And stop bothering the nice man.”


  


  “But Momma—”


  


  John plucked a few grapes from their stem and handed them over. “Better git, Eddie,” he said in a low, man-to-man voice. “Your mother’s a little mad.”


  


  The boy took them quickly, stuffed them in his mouth as he hustled back to his table.


  


  “I’m sorry,” the woman said as she gave the boy a halfhearted swat on the rump.


  


  “No problem,” he told her. And almost said, I know how it is, I have a son of my own.


  


  It was an effort to look away; it was an effort to pick up his fork and cut himself a piece of pie; it was an effort not to dress Eddie Pearl in a cowboy suit.


  


  “John?”


  


  He didn’t look up; he didn’t dare; he was afraid the bright sun would put a tear in his eye.


  


  “John.”


  


  He waved his left hand—I’m okay.


  


  “You know,” Reed said, “there was this woman, I forget where, Carolina or something, she—”


  


  “Oh, please,” Cora said. “She was drunk, okay?”


  


  “She was not. She liked me.” He looked to Lisse to plead his case. “We were in this little town—”


  


  He stopped when one of the kids called to her parents across the room at the top of her shrill voice, flapping her arms excitedly, telling them to come look at the other parade. Edward Pearl immediately climbed up on his chair and pointed confirmation, neatly swiveling a hip away from his grasping mother. The commotion instantly sent the other children running to the side wall, pressing against the glass, waving and shouting.


  


  John half rose to see what all the fuss was about, but Reed beat him to it when he said, “Holy shit.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Crows, John thought; oh my God, it’s the crows.


  


  crows in a flock, bright blue eyes, tearing out the throat of his—


  


  He blinked, rubbed his eyes hard and blinked again.


  


  “Damn,” he whispered.


  


  It wasn’t the crows at all.


  


  A dozen people, maybe more, wearing dirt-smeared black dusters and stiff cowboy hats, bright blue bandannas tied across their faces, only their eyes exposed, running full speed toward the hedge wall in front, spreading out quickly and expertly, their backs to the hotel.


  


  Ten paces away they reached into their coats and pulled out shotguns and rifles.


  


  “Lisse;” John said.


  


  The fat man rose and slammed his napkin onto his table. “‘I have had just about enough of this,” he bellowed. ‘“Where the hell is the manager?”


  


  The first shot turned a handful of the police around, and a flagbearer dropped below the level of the hedge, screaming, but not before John saw her spitting blood.


  


  There was no single second shot; it was a fusillade, from both sides.


  


  One of the black-coated raiders turned sideways as he ran, ignored the march, and aimed at the hotel.


  


  When the first bullet shattered the glass wall near the top, John grabbed Cora’s arm and yanked her from her chair, yelled to Lisse and Reed, and spun around, intending to make a run for the lobby. At the same time, the other customers panicked, parents racing for their children, others for the exit.


  


  The wall exploded inward in half a dozen places.


  


  A waiter went hard to his knees, fumbling at a spear of glass embedded in his side; more shards brought a woman down, draping her facedown across a table, the glass sparkling in her back; the children scattered, shrieking, screaming, stumbling over upended tables and toppled chairs, while hands frantically grabbed for their arms; at the back of the room another waiter slumped against the salad bar, gleaming red hands clasped across his stomach; the fat man plowed through tables and chairs toward the exit, still bellowing, kicking aside a crawling man, stepping over another.


  


  The screams inside matched the screams outside.


  


  John saw two men fall near the exit, knew he’d never make it, and threw Cora to the floor behind a long serving table, tipped it onto its side, and dropped beside her with a heavy arm across her back. He couldn’t see anything now, not without lifting his head, not without taking his arm away as Cora lay there, shrieking, kicking her legs.


  


  Pitchers and vases exploded, knives and forks danced and spun, a light fixture in the ceiling flared and threw sparks, and there were sirens inside and out, blaring above the explosions, above the gunshots, above the screaming.


  


  He looked to his left, over Cora’s head, and saw Eddie Pearl’s mother sprawled on her back, arms outstretched, one hand clutching a napkin, nothing left of her face; and next to her he saw the boy, staring at the ceiling, legs twitching, a gaping hole in his throat and blood drowning his clip-on tie; he looked to his right and saw a little girl hobbling as fast as she could into the lobby, one shoe off, her white sock bright pink, while behind her a heavyset man tried desperately to scoop her up with one arm, the other hanging dead at his side.


  


  He couldn’t find Lisse.


  


  Wood splintered over his head, and he felt needles slam into his back and the backs of his legs.


  


  “Reed!” Cora shouted, and scrambled out from under his arm and to her knees, trying to see over the table, a cut on her cheek running red to her jaw.


  


  “Down!” John yelled. “For God’s sake, get down!”


  


  He pulled at her hip, but she shook him off. “Reed! Reed, where are you?”


  


  When he lunged for her and missed, he cursed and grabbed the table’s edge, hauled himself up, and squinted through the bright sunlight.


  


  Into silence.


  


  A long, deep, warm silence.


  


  No flags or banners left on the highway; bodies in the parking lot; bodies in the restaurant.


  


  When the moans began, he thought he’d go deaf; when the crying began, he staggered to his feet and stumbled across the floor, not caring about the wounded, not looking at the dead.


  


  “Lisse,” he said. “Lisse?”


  


  Cora screamed.


  


  He whirled, nearly fell over, and saw Lisse standing dazed just inside the lobby, the sleeve of her dress torn at the elbow, her hair falling disheveled over her eyes. Swaying. Someone’s blood fresh on her shoulder and the side of her neck. Calling to him without speaking, pointing mutely at the body that lay at her feet.


  


  “Reed!” Cora screamed, and began to run. “Reed!”


  


  * * * *
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  oonbow Levin was supremely unhappy.


  


  First, she had, a year or so ago, lost her best friend in the whole world. She had been his princess, her mother was going to be his queen, and they were going to live in a seriously large castle someplace that wasn’t anywhere near the desert, and he would fight dragons and demons every night just for her.


  


  Then she had lost her home in the desert, because she and her family had to run away from things she still wasn’t quite sure she really understood. Only that it cost her the best friend she’d ever had.


  


  Then Starshine, the stuck-up creep, had turned thirteen only a few weeks ago, and suddenly she was this high and mighty hotshot, smartass teenager who was, to hear her talk, the greatest thing that ever walked the earth on two legs, and Moonbow had suddenly become the baby of the house.


  


  Then ... and then there was her name.


  


  Moonbow.


  


  Living in the desert outside Las Vegas, it didn’t matter. People may have looked at her a little funny once in a while, but no one ever really made fun of her. Not even in school, where some kids had names as truly weird as hers. There was one kid named Goldust, for crying out loud, and another who called himself Snakeyes and swore it was his real name. So she was who she was, and was called what she was called, and no one cared, no one bothered her.


  


  Once Nevada had been left behind, however, everyone ... just everyone looked at her and Starshine as if they’d crawled out of some big old mountain cave in the middle of the night, and she was getting real sick of hearing them say, “Hey, kid, your mother a hippie or something?”


  


  Last week Starshine announced that she wanted to change her name to Tiffany, and it was the only time Moonbow ever saw Momma lose her temper as bad as that. She’d grabbed Star by the shoulders and shook her, hard, and yelled that she had to be proud of her name, that it was what made her special, and if she ever even thought about changing it, Momma was going to whomp her within an inch of her life.


  


  If Moonbow hadn’t been so scared, she would have laughed at the terrified look on her sister’s face.


  


  The memory didn’t change the fact, though, that she was still awfully miserable.


  


  She sat on a log on the bank of some stupid river she didn’t even know the name of, shivering a little in the coat that was too long, the one Beatrice had bought for her just last week. Her jeans were new and so they were too stiff; her sneakers were new, and they were stiff too, and would probably give her blisters before they were broke in. Their Thanksgiving dinner had been in a nice little restaurant that had cut-out turkeys and Pilgrims and Indians on the walls, and it was all right, she supposed, for a store-bought meal, but it wasn’t the same as having Thanksgiving at home.


  


  Which she didn’t have anymore.


  


  In serious misery, then, she hugged herself, watched her breath float away in the sunset’s golden light, and hunched her shoulders when her sister sat beside her, buried in her own too-long coat. She wore a baseball cap pulled as low as she could get it, trying to hide the haircut she’d given herself the night her mother had lost her temper.


  


  Somewhere out there, some kind of strange bird made some kind of strange noise; Moonbow didn’t think it sounded very happy at all.


  


  “This,” said Starshine, “sucks.”


  


  “I know.”


  


  “Big-time sucks.”


  


  “Yeah.”


  


  “I mean, who does old Harp think she is, ordering us around like that?”


  


  “Momma’s dream. That man, remember?”


  


  “Screw Momma’s dream, and screw the man, too. We all have dreams, Bow, but they don’t take us all the way across the country.” She stomped her feet to keep them warm. “This really sucks.”


  


  They watched the sluggish water lose its rippling sunset streaks, watched mist rise from the surface and slide into fog that crawled and puffed along the banks. The trees on the other side hardened into an uneven dark wall; a flock of geese called their way south overhead. Behind them, the dirty white wall of the lousy motel turned grey, then brown, then black, with only lighted windows to mark the fact that there was a wall there at all.


  


  They listened to the river; they listened to their heartbeats.


  


  “I’m gonna run away,” Starshine said at last.


  


  Moonbow gasped, shook her head violently. “You can’t, Star. God, you can’t do that.”


  


  “I’m thirteen, I can do what I want.”


  


  “You’re only thirteen,” Moonbow told her. “If they don’t catch you right away, somebody else will and they’ll... you know. You know?”


  


  “I don’t care. I can’t take this stupid crap anymore. Iwant to stay in one place, Bow. I want to take Momma’s gun and go back to Missouri to that place we had, and I want to stay there forever. And if anyone tries to make us move, I’ll blow their stupid heads off.”


  


  They heard voices in the distance, men laughing. Moonbow figured they were going into that crumby-looking bar across the road from the motel. She didn’t remember what it was called, but there was nothing but old pickups and vans in the hard-dirt parking lot when she’d left the room to come out here, and the neon stag over the entrance was missing two legs and an antler. She had overheard Beatrice say something to Momma about how this motel maybewasn’t such a good idea after all, and that had only added to her misery.


  


  “If you go,” she finally said, “I’m going with you.”


  


  They shifted closer to each other, bumped shoulders, and maybe, she thought, Star wasn’t really so bad after all.


  


  The fog rose and slipped into the trees.


  


  A honky-tonk bar band blasted the night each time the bar door opened.


  


  “Damn,” Star said, kicking at the ground. “It’s freezing out here. Let’s go inside and watch some TV.”


  


  “They only get three channels. I checked.”


  


  “Better than sitting out here, freezing our butts off.”


  


  “Momma still mad at you?”


  


  Star didn’t answer.


  


  Quiet footsteps behind them, and when a long leg in jeans stepped between them, they moved aside to make room for their mother.


  


  “It’s cold out here,” Jude said, rubbing her arms even though she wore a heavy coat. “You girls should come in where it’s warm.”


  


  Her hair was waist-long and unbraided tonight, but her weighted veil was still on, only her large dark eyes showing, shining in the dark. Moonbow knew that sometimes, when it was real hot, she took it off when she was in bed. Never anytime else. Not even when they were the only ones in the room, not even though they’d often told her that they wouldn’t mind it if she did.


  


  Momma never showed her face to anyone.


  


  Not even to the man who would have made her his queen.


  


  “So,” Jude said, clasping her hands in her lap. “What do you think?”


  


  “About what?” Starshine asked sullenly.


  


  Jude shrugged. “I don’t know. Anything.”


  


  Starshine stamped her feet again and yanked on her cap’s brim. She muttered something Moonbow didn’t catch, but she figured it wasn’t too bad, because Momma didn’t start yelling again, she only rapped a knuckle against Star’s thigh.


  


  Star said, “Ouch,” but she didn’t move away.


  


  A car backfired on the road.


  


  They could hear a pair of male voices raised in drunken argument.


  


  “Nice place,” Star said, her sarcasm thick.


  


  “We’ll be out of here in the morning, dear.”


  


  “And then where, Momma? Then where do we go?” Starshine pushed off the log and walked to the riverbank’s edge, swatting at the reeds that grew up to her waist. “When are we going to stop, Momma, huh? Is this what we’re gonna do for the rest of our lives?”


  


  Moonbow tried to signal her sister to shut up, but it was too dark now, and the fog too thick. If it hadn’t been for the window lights, she wouldn’t be able to see her at all.


  


  “Darling,” her mother said patiently, “I know you’re tired. I know you’re disappointed about leaving all your new friends. But—”


  


  “I’m not disappointed,” Star said angrily. “I’m sick, Momma. I’m sick of it all. I want... I want...”


  


  “To go home,” Moonbow whispered. She leaned against Jude’s arm and sighed loudly. “It isn’t fair, Momma. You know this isn’t fair.”


  


  “But...” Jude’s hands fluttered helplessly across her lap, through the air in front of her face, back to her lap again. “But we have to do this, kids. We have to. It’s important.”


  


  Starshine yanked a reed out by the roots and flung it as far as she could into the river. “Please, Momma, don’t tell us about the stupid dream again, okay?”


  


  Jude’s voice hardened. “It isn’t stupid. Believe me, it is not stupid.”


  


  “Enough, Momma, okay?” Star said wearily, and she trudged back to the log, sat next to her sister. “Enough. We don’t want to hear it anymore.”


  


  “Is that true, Bow? Is that really true?”


  


  Moonbow shuddered at the pain in her mother’s voice, but she couldn’t deny that Star was right. They had been dragged across more than half the country, no say at all in where they were going, what they were going to do. In the beginning it was kind of fun, an adventure, like one of those quests she saw in the movies and read in her books.


  


  It used to be fun, staying out of school, living in a different place every day, eating in diners and fast food restaurants and real restaurants every day; it used to be fun, until they had settled in Missouri and were reminded of what it was like, how nice it was not to be moving anymore, how nice it was to be able to come back to the same room, the same beds, the same house.


  


  Every day.


  


  “Oh, Lord,” Jude said, and pushed herself to her feet. “Oh, Lord, dear God, what the hell have I done?”


  


  * * * *
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  Beatrice, hands cupped under her head, lay on a queen-size bed that sagged almost comically in the center. She would have moved to the other one, but that mattress had a depression at the top that made it feel as if her head were hanging over a great hole. The ceiling, stained and peeling and sagging itself a bit near the far wall, appeared to recede when she stared at it too long, but there was nothing else to look at in this miserable little room. The television barely worked, the furniture was barely adequate, and when she’d looked through the mildewed drapes a few minutes ago, all she could see was that horrid little bar across the road.


  


  If she could sleep, it would solve everything. At least for the time being. If she could sleep, she’d be shut of the children’s complaints and Jude’s silent protests and her own persistent doubts that somehow she had made a terrible mistake.


  


  Sir John, she thought, I think I’m going to stop.


  


  My dear Beatrice, he answered, his form thin and shimmering in front of the chipped and streaked door, you know you can’t do that.


  


  Yes, I can, dear. Believe me, I can.


  


  And what will you do, then?


  


  She sighed, shifted, and said aloud, “I’ll go back to that lovely place we just left. The children love it there, nobody bothers Jude, and I think I can get my old job back.”


  


  Darling, really ... selling houses?


  


  “I was getting damn good at it, I’ll have you know.”


  


  Yes. Perhaps you were.


  


  “And I’ll get better, believe me. And when we have enough money, we can move to a bigger place, with more people, more things to do, and I’ll sell even more houses, John, and ... and ... do whatever I want and not have to worry about a bloody damn thing.”


  


  The ghost—if it was a ghost; she couldn’t be sure, and she really didn’t give a damn—smiled wanly, shook its head sadly.


  


  My dear, you can dream about selling castles in Wales for all I care, but it isn’t going to change a thing. You cannot go back. You must go on.


  


  A series of backfires made her jump, loud voices and stumbling footsteps had her squinting to be sure she’d put the latch on the door.


  


  “John—”


  


  I’m sorry, my dear, truly I am. Besides, how will you ever find someone else to love if you go back to that dreadful Missouri place?


  


  “John, don’t be silly.”


  


  I’m not, Beatrice, I’m not. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m rather dead, and you’re too young to be in mourning for the rest of your life.


  


  “John, you haven’t even been gone two years, for heaven’s sake. It would be ... I don’t know, unseemly.”


  


  Two years, two centuries, what difference does it make?


  


  “Two centuries would mean I’m dead as well.”


  


  The figure smiled broadly, touched the side of its nose, and pointed at her with a long trembling finger.


  


  Temper, my darling, temper.


  


  Beatrice rolled onto her side, facing the wall.


  


  That won’t do it, you know, Bea. I’m still here.


  


  “Don’t I know it, you old goat,” she muttered.


  


  Sounds of a scuffle outside had her rolling over and sitting up quickly, feeling her heart beating hard, feeling a ribbon of cold encircle her neck.


  


  Go on, my dear, the ghost told her gently; you really don’t have a choice, you know. It’s coming. Coming soon. And you have your part to play.


  


  “Damn you, John Harp, I wish you were really here so I could strangle that scrawny little neck of yours.”


  


  What, and have to die all over again? I think not, my dear. I’ll just stay in your imagination for a while longer, if you don’t mind. It’s so much safer.


  


  She grinned, shook her head, and pushed a rough hand through her short brown hair, grimaced and raked her fingers through her bangs. She must be getting dotty, that’s the only explanation, arguing with a ghost and threatening to kill it. Dotty, and tired, and not a little afraid.


  


  “Sir John,” she said.


  


  And someone hammered on the door.


  


  * * * *
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  Moonbow watched her mother pace in front of them, hands gesturing helplessly, mumbling, looking up now and again to the sky.


  


  “Star,” she whispered.


  


  Starshine shook her head sharply, an order to be quiet.


  


  Not fair, Moonbow thought; Momma believes and we don’t. It’s not fair.


  


  Pinpricks of damp cold as the fog drifted over her face; the cry of a mournful bird deep in the woods across the river. In one of the rooms behind her someone turned on a TV, music and voices blending harshly and loudly. A car’s engine. A truck’s rumbling. When she checked over her shoulder, the window lights were smeared and fading.


  


  “Momma? Momma, maybe we’d better go inside now.”


  


  “I need to think,” her mother said. “I need a minute to think.”


  


  “There’s nothing to think about,” Starshine told her. “We’re tired, Momma. We’re sick of it.”


  


  “No,” Jude answered sharply, harshly. She spun around, faced them, and the girls recoiled. “You think I’m not tired, Star? Do you really think this is the way I dreamed of bringing up my girls?” She took a step closer, lowered her voice. “Do you honestly believe that this,” and she spread her arms, “is the way I want us to live?”


  


  Moonbow felt her sister trembling, grabbed her hand, and squeezed it hard to stop her from answering.


  


  “Trey Falkirk died so we could get away, and don’t you ever forget it,” Jude said, each word the crack of a fierce barbed whip. “He loved us all, you know that more than anyone, and he did what he had to do so we could do what we have to do.” A hand lifted quickly. “Don’t ask, Star, don’t ask, because I don’t really know. All I know is, Lady Beatrice agrees that we have to keep on, we have to find that man I saw. We have to find him soon.” The hand dropped as if it were too heavy to hold up. “After that... I don’t know. I do not know. But I do know that if we stop now ...”


  


  She looked up, looked back and touched the weighted bottom of her veil with one finger. “If I can live with this for the rest of my life, you can live with me just a little while longer.”


  


  “Not fair,” Star said quietly. “That’s not fair, Momma.”


  


  “No,” she said flatly. “It isn’t.”


  


  Moonbow was surprised. This wasn’t like Momma, not like her at all, using what had happened to her face to make them do what she wanted. She’d never, ever done it before, and it was more than a little frightening now.


  


  “All right, Momma,” she said, giving Star’s hand another squeeze, more gently this time.


  


  Starshine slumped in defeat and said again, quietly, “It’s still not fair.”


  


  “I’ll make it up to you,” Jude said, dropping to her knees in front of them, a hand on their knees. “I swear to God, I’ll make it up—”


  


  The first scream stopped her.


  


  The second one brought the girls to their feet.


  


  “Lady Bea,” Starshine shouted, and jumped over the log, sprinted for the motel.


  


  Moonbow and Jude were right behind her when they raced around the corner, right behind her when she reached the concrete walk that stretched the length of the building. They reached the door to their room together, and Moonbow froze.


  


  Lady Beatrice was on the far bed, skirt bunched up around her waist, a nearly bald, pot-bellied man standing beside her, leaning over her, pinning her arms down by leaning on her wrists. A long-haired man with a backward-turned ball cap on knelt on the mattress, his jeans bunched around his ankles, ignoring her thrashing as he tried to rip her panties off her hips.


  


  Starshine shrieked and charged into the room, leaped on the kneeling man’s back, and began to pummel his head with one hand while reaching around to claw at his eyes with the other. The man roared in surprise, then laughed, and with one arm flung her off and against the wall. She hit hard and didn’t move and all Moonbow could think of was that she looked like a broken doll.


  


  Momma didn’t run, didn’t yell.


  


  Moonbow watched, unable to move, as she walked over to the suitcase by the TV, opened it, and reached in.


  


  “Hey, bitch,” the second man said with a near toothless grin, “you don’t have to—”


  


  He shut up when he saw the gun.


  


  “Damnit, bitch,” the kneeling man said, then punched Beatrice twice in the face. “Hold still, damnit.”


  


  “Get off her,” Jude ordered calmly, and pulled the hammer back.


  


  The second man blinked stupidly; the kneeling man punched Beatrice again and looked over his shoulder. “Aw, Jesus,” he said in disgust, “go to hell and wait your turn, huh? I’ll be done in a minute.”


  


  Moonbow clamped her hands over her ears when Momma pulled the trigger; she turned away when the kneeling man snapped upright with a strangled gasp and a large red stain spread across his upper back; she leaned against the wall and didn’t move, didn’t make a sound, couldn’t hear anything but shouting and firing and sirens and voices, and one kind voice that kept asking if she were all right, it’s over, don’t worry, hey, kid, hey, are you all right, did he hurt you?


  


  She saw whirling lights that stained the fog red and blue, an ambulance that had backed up to the walk, men in uniform strutting around, people standing like dark ghosts in the fog watching and pointing, a man standing over her putting a blanket around her shoulders, someone on a stretcher covered head to toe with a sheet, Lady Beatrice huddled in the backseat of a police car talking to a lady cop, Starshine on a stretcher, oxygen mask over her nose and mouth.


  


  Momma in handcuffs, taller than the two policemen who led her away.


  


  That’s when she decided she couldn’t take anymore; that’s when she decided it would be better if she went away for a while. Somewhere in the dark where it wasn’t so cold; somewhere in the dark, without any fog.


  


  * * * *
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  carlet fire and emerald sparks.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  No one is left in the houses around the deep Ozark lake, all the boats pulled up and taken away, or placed high on saw-horses and covered with tarp. Windows are either boarded or shuttered, doors bolted, all tools and playthings locked away for the season. The water is smooth, not a ripple on the surface. The sky high and pale as the moon rises above the mountains. The air sharp and cold, a razor waiting to be used.


  


  * * * *


  


  Scarlet fire.


  


  Emerald sparks that blur through the sky like comets.


  


  * * * *


  


  Susan stands at the top of a grassy slope that leads down to the water, arms folded, chin tucked. Below, Joey stands with Eula on a short dock, the boy excitedly pointing at shooting stars and the old woman nodding, though she’s seen it all before.


  


  There is no wind.


  


  There is no sound.


  


  Until Joey giggles at something Eula has said and runs off the dock, up the slope, and circles Susan three times before stopping, hands on his hips, panting and grinning. Eula follows much more slowly, her head down, white-gloved hands clasped at her stomach, purse dangling from a strap over one wrist.


  


  “I saw a movie today,” Joey says, squinting at the stars.


  


  “Did you,” Susan says, her tone impatient.


  


  “There were these guys on these really really big horses. They had cloaks and hoods and spears and everything. There was smoke and clouds and they were riding really really slow, and there was all this awful loud music.” He scratched his forehead vigorously and frowned. “I think that was supposed to be us, right?”


  


  Eula slipped but didn’t fall.


  


  Susan said, “Yes, they were supposed to be us.”


  


  “So how come we don’t look like them, huh?” He looked up at her. “How come, huh? They were neat.”


  


  “Don’t matter, child,” Eula said, joining them, taking deep breaths, patting the back of a hand across her cheeks and brow. “We are what we are.”


  


  “Yeah, but they were neat.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A mountain on the other side of the lake cuts a black hole in the sky, and above the hole, just for a moment, there is scarlet fire and green sparks and the sound of explosions that make the trees tremble.


  


  * * * *


  


  “It ain’t fair,” Joey pouts, standing downslope from the women, hands still on his hips. He uses his chin to point at the mountain. “He’s having all the fun.”


  


  “Isn’t,” Eula corrects absently. “It isn’t fair.”


  


  “That’s what I said.”


  


  Susan can’t help it—she shakes her head and laughs, and Eula laughs with her.


  


  “What?” Joey says, demanding. “What did I say that’s so funny, huh? You’re making fun of me again.”


  


  “No, child,” Eula tells him, reaching out a hand to touch his shoulder. “No, child, we’re not.”


  


  ‘Then what are we waiting for?” he wants to know. His voice deepens as only a child’s can. “He hurt me. That man hurt me and I want to hurt him. I want to hurt him now.”


  


  “Patience,” says Susan.


  


  Joey turns and stamps a booted foot. “I’m out of damn patience.”


  


  Eula straightens.


  


  Joey glares at her for a second before bowing his head. “Sorry.”


  


  “Better be.”


  


  “I am.”


  


  Susan grins. “No, you’re not.”


  


  Joey looks up and grins back. “Nope. I’m not.”


  


  “But you will be,” she says, “if he finds out.” And she points to the lake, and Joey turns and moans and backs up slowly.


  


  * * * *


  


  The great black horse rides easily across the water.


  


  Not a ripple, not a splash.


  


  Scarlet fire drips from its hooves, emerald sparks dance from its nostrils and hit the water and turn to steam that turns to fog that rises and spreads in a slow-rising wind.


  


  Red sits easily in the saddle, hat pulled low, one hand on his thigh, the other holding the reins. His head bobs side to side as if he was singing to himself, and when he reaches the shore, he looks up, and he’s smiling.


  


  Slowly Susan lowers her arms. “Yes?”


  


  Joey runs down the slope and stands to one side so he can pat the horse’s flank while he walks. Red leans over, pulls playfully on the boy’s hat.


  


  “Yes?” Susan asks again.


  


  “I saw us on television,” Joey says excitedly. “We had hoods and stuff, and there was lots of neat smoke and stuff, and there was like these big wood things with pointy things on top.” The horse stops when Red’s eyes are level with the women’s. “So how come we don’t have those things, Red? How come, huh? Are we gonna get them?”


  


  “Hush, child,” Eula scolds.


  


  Joey looks at her as if he’s going to disobey, then mutters, “Yes, ma’am,” and spends a few seconds taking care of his hat.


  


  “You feeling better, Miz Korrey?” Red asks the black woman.


  


  “Yes, sir, I am. All healed, all better.”


  


  “Good. That’s good. And you, Susan?”


  


  “Fine,” she says shortly.


  


  Red grins at her—it’s there and it’s gone.


  


  The horse lowers its head, sweeps it around abruptly to stare at Joey, who gasps and backs away so quickly he falls on his rump, nearly rolls down to the water. He jumps up, muttering, brushing at his jeans, straightening his gunbelt, fussing again with his hat.


  


  “Here, child,” Eula says, and pats her leg until he stands beside her. One arm goes around his shoulder; she hugs him once, tightly.


  


  Red pushes his hat back, crosses his hands over the saddle horn, leans over, and whispers something when the horse shies and stamps and lashes its tail. When it’s quiet, he smiles—there and gone—and takes a deep breath.


  


  Closes his eyes.


  


  Opens them and says, “Be pleased to know it’s time to hit the trail.”


  


  Susan says nothing, but her expression is smug; Eula nods; Joey whoops and hollers and breaks into a war dance until he slips on the damp grass and nearly knocks Eula down. This time she grabs the back of his neck and holds him at her side.


  


  Red’s face is impassive. “You know where you have to be. You know when you have to be there. There is no rush. We have plenty of time. I took care of a few things.” He sniffs, rubs the back of his neck. “Don’t believe I’ll see you again before then.”


  


  “Even the odds?” Susan says.


  


  Eula looks at her, puzzled.


  


  “Maybe,” Red says.


  


  “What do you mean, maybe?” Susan, isn’t pleased. “Either you did or you didn’t.”


  


  Eula draws herself up. “What are you two talking about? What odds?”


  


  Red gives her the smile. “Just trying to make sure you don’t get all bruised again, Miz Korrey.”


  


  Eula’s expression tells him she’s not sure if he’s mocking her or not, but she says nothing, only grunts softly.


  


  “And on the way?” Susan asks. “On the way?”


  


  Red frowns at her. “You know.”


  


  She scowls back. “That’s not right.”


  


  “It’s the way it is. What can I tell you, but it’s the way it is.”


  


  “My palomino,” Joey says, impatiently shaking off Eula’s hand.


  


  “Waiting on you, pardner.”


  


  Joey nods thoughtfully. “And can I hurt him? Can I hurt John Bannock?”


  


  Red grins. “Son, when it’s time, you can do all the hurting you want to. Any way you want to.” He holds up a finger. “But nothing before then, you hear me, son?” His head turns. “You hear me, Susan? You listening? Nothing before then.”


  


  The horse steps back, snorting, tossing its head.


  


  Red’s voice lowers, the sound of a dark wind blowing before thunder. “It’s my time, you understand?” Staring hard until she has to look away. “You’ll have yours again, but now it’s my time.”


  


  A tug on the reins, a clucking noise, and the horse begins to turn down the slope.


  


  “Red,” Eula says.


  


  He looks over his shoulder, nothing visible under the brim but cold green eyes.


  


  Eula glances at Susan, then straightens her shoulders. “How is it written? How will it be? I wasn’t supposed to get no hurting, you know. It wasn’t supposed to happen. So how is it written?”


  


  No one moves.


  


  No one speaks.


  


  Until at last he says, “There is no written, Miz Korrey. There is no written.”


  


  “But the Book—”


  


  “Man writes,” he told them all, “but it’s only words. They mean nothing. Not to us.”


  


  “That’s no answer,” she complains.


  


  And he says, “Oh, yes, Miz Korrey. Oh, yes, it is.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He rides across the water, not a ripple, not a splash.


  


  Scarlet fire in scarlet ribbons wind from the great black’s hooves.


  


  Emerald sparks from its nostrils scatter over the lake.


  


  This time the water boils.


  


  * * * *
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  n autumn wind blows across a Tennessee hillside, husking through the dying grass, slipping around headstones whose words are worn, whose surfaces are laced with spider-leg cracks. Dead flowers on distant graves shudder and lose their petals. Sharp blue sky and clouds like thin smoke. Trees in their colors spinning leaves into the air.


  


  Casey stands alone beneath a weather-bent sycamore, hands in his pockets, shoulders up against the wind, hair stabbing at his eyes. White hair, not black, but still thick, still barely reaching his shoulders; he’s long since given up trying to swipe it away.


  


  He watches a small group of mourners standing beneath a sagging faded canopy. A few old women huddled in black, a few old men in black suits or dark suits, their ties knotted, their faces reddened, hair slicked, old shoes polished as best they could be. No young ones; no one younger than fifty. There are chairs, but no one uses them. The time has passed to sit in the presence of the dead.


  


  Their bodies block what he knows is there—a coffin none of them, or the woman inside, could have afforded in this life. On the gently curved lid, a trio of flowers picked from the dead woman’s garden only that morning, having lasted this long some said just to be where they are. A simple wreath propped on a wobbly tripod stand wrapped in green paper. A spray of lilies in a cheap glass vase that’s much too short for the length of the stems.


  


  On the far side of the grave, a giant of a man in a black frock coat and gleaming black boots, his face masked by shifting shadow, holds in his left hand an open Bible, his right hand passing tenderly over the coffin now and then. He doesn’t look at the Good Book; he doesn’t need to, he only holds it for the others. His voice reminds Casey for no reason at all of a river that flows in the lightless recesses of a cavern—deep and slightly rough, musical without song. He gestures toward the valley, toward the mist-covered hills that make up the horizon and the mist that covers the green valley floor; he gestures, and he speaks, and the old men and the old women nod, and whisper, “Amen,” and close their eyes against the tears they thought they had already shed.


  


  Casey orders himself to turn away, that he doesn’t need to see this, that he’s seen it already, but he doesn’t turn and he doesn’t stop listening and somewhere below his heart he feels the twisting of a knife.


  


  I don’t need this.


  


  I don’t want this.


  


  The wind grows stronger, the mist dances and thins, settles and thickens, and the air is streaked with a thousand flying leaves like a flock of tiny birds determined to peck the eyes from his head. He ducks away, hisses when a sharp edge lays open a cut on his cheek. And one on his forehead. And another over the thick eyebrow above his left eye.


  


  “I don’t need this!” he yells, and one old man dressed in old black looks over his shoulder, scowling, shaking a finger, and looks back to the grave.


  


  “Damnit, I don’t want this!” Casey shouts, and an old woman dressed in the best black dress she owns looks over her shoulder, sunken cheeks quivering, the scarf around her head fluttering in the wind. She says nothing, but she doesn’t have to, and Casey snaps a curse at her, shows her his back, and glares at the valley that dares look so peaceful on a day like this, with a wind like this.


  


  While the leaves dart at him again, and again cut his face.


  


  Finally he protects his eyes with his hands and leans against the tree, listening to that voice, to the soft sobs and the soft moans and far up the hillside the not-so-soft sound of horses racing down from the crest.


  


  Don’t look, it’s only a dream.


  


  The voice, the sobs, hooves pounding the turf.


  


  Don’t look.


  


  He can’t help it.


  


  “Lord, no,” he whispers, and begins to run, slapping away the leaves, leaning into the wind, because there is a herd up there, one hundred or more horses of all colors and breeds, stampeding down the slope, kicking over headstones, digging grass up in great spraying clumps, heading straight for the funeral under the faded canopy over there.


  


  He calls a warning, but no one listens.


  


  He stumbles, spins in an awkward circle, runs again and wonders why the living hell they can’t hear the beasts that are only a few yards away, heads tossing, manes rippling, steam puffing from their nostrils and foam bubbling from their mouths. He waves his arms and yells; he waves his arms and the leaves blind him; he sees a stump and veers around it, doesn’t see the exposed root that scrapes along his ankle, causing him to falter, to fall, and for a few feet he’s on all fours before he’s up again. Still running. Still yelling. Until something happens to his legs and he’s on the ground again, sprawled and watching helplessly—


  


  While the herd sweeps through the funeral, snapping the canopy posts, trampling the wreath, shattering the vase, slamming aside the old men and the old women, swallowing them in their midst, and all he can see now is a red-tinged cloud and the horses and falling shadows, and all he can hear are the women, who are too old to scream for very long as they’re broken.


  


  Blood on his face and agony in his legs,, he watches the herd continue headlong down the hill and vanish into the valley covered by the mist.


  


  I don’t need this, he thinks.


  


  I don’t want this, he begs.


  


  And when the wind takes the dust, there is nothing left but the canopy lying torn and twisted on the ground, covering the mourners, who don’t move at all.


  


  The coffin is gone.


  


  The man in black is gone.


  


  Casey knows he can walk, but he crawls instead, keeping well away from the flapping canopy shroud, wincing as the leaves continue to shred his cheeks; swallowing bile, swallowing blood, until he reaches the lip of the fresh open grave. He knows that if he looks he’ll see either the man in black or the dead woman’s coffin, or, he thinks, he’ll see himself.


  


  Down in the mist a horse screams, and there is thunder.


  


  He settles back on his heels, searching the sky, refusing to give the dream the satisfaction of showing him the all too obvious.


  


  The wind pushes trickles of dirt into the hole.


  


  The canopy ripples, its edges snapping like frayed pennants.


  


  The smell of fresh-turned earth; the stench of crushed flowers.


  


  He searches the sky, bows his head, leans forward, and looks.


  


  The grave is empty.


  


  I don’t want this.


  


  Nothing’s there.


  


  I don’t need this.


  


  And a voice says, “Yes, you do.”


  


  * * * *
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  “No,” Casey protested.


  


  “You need it,” the voice insisted, and he felt something cool and wet slide into his mouth.


  


  He choked, swallowed the water, and said, “Damn.”


  


  The voice laughed softly, and he opened his eyes and saw above his head the familiar mottled ceiling of his bedroom. He blinked rapidly and hard because the light was bright and it was difficult to see anything but shapes and shadows moving around the room. Something fluttered by the window that overlooked the front yard; he concentrated on it until it focused into the old white curtains ruffled by a breeze. Beside the window he saw an IV stand, an empty plastic bag hanging from a hook, clear plastic tubing draped over the top.


  


  A good start, he thought, and turned his attention to his water bearer.


  


  A moment later he recognized her face. “Hi,” he said, abruptly ashamed at how weak he sounded.


  


  “Hi, yourself,” Ronnie answered. Red hair pulled back, away from her brow and ears, a size-large checkered shirt that puffed and molded when she moved. “How do you feel?”


  


  His eyes closed momentarily as he took careful, fearful stock—his face felt stiff, as if it were mildly sunburned, cotton batting had been crammed into his head, his chest didn’t feel quite right, and his left leg had clearly been carved out of old wood.


  


  Deeper, far deeper, there was a suggestion of great pain.


  


  “Strange,” he decided, somewhat surprised. “Okay, but strange.”


  


  “Good enough.” She gave him another sip of water, cautioning him with a look not to drink too much at once.


  


  “I’m home.” He knew he sounded stupid, clearing his throat several times because it felt lined with iron shavings.


  


  She nodded as she held the glass to his lips. “Yep, you are.”


  


  “So I’m not dead.”


  


  “Nope. Beat all to hell, though.”


  


  His eyes closed again.


  


  He remembered, and held his breath for a long time, dampening the turmoil combination of anxiety and rage that made his neck muscles bulge, his head tremble slightly. He could sense Ronnie’s unease and forced calm upon himself; a truce, momentary and fragile.


  


  Then he slowly folded the sheet down and away from his chest, noting as he did the welts and bruises on the backs of his hands, the tiny cuts. When his torso was exposed, he couldn’t see much, but he saw enough. More scratches, and a vast multicolored bruise that spread side to side and down to his stomach; he couldn’t help thinking how much like mold it looked. He didn’t bother to prod it, test it. It should hurt like hell, it didn’t, and he let well enough alone.


  


  “Damn,” he muttered, voice rasping.


  


  What he thought was: Why the hell aren’t I dead?


  


  He used his right hand then to examine his face, felt padding and rough edges down to his neck, up into his hair. “Do I want a mirror?”


  


  She laughed silently. “Probably not today, no. You’ve got twenty or thirty stitches, and a ton of mummy bandages.” She gestured toward his chest and legs. “The good news is, there’s nothing broken.”


  


  “Small favors, I guess.” He tried to sit up, groaned, and gave up when something long and hot flared in his spine. When his eyes closed, the pain eased.


  


  “Dr. Alloway says you’re supposed to take it easy,” she told him. “Not that you haven’t figured that out already.” She called, “He’s awake,” over her shoulder and put the glass on the nightstand, next to a trio of drugstore pill bottles. “Sorry,” she said, keeping her voice low. “They insisted.”


  


  A few seconds later a man’s voice in the doorway: “Mr. Chisholm, I’m so pleased you’re back with us.”


  


  Another man, much younger: “Thank God.”


  


  Quiet footsteps across the floor, a faint rocking motion as Ronnie settled gingerly on the edge of the mattress.


  


  “We were awfully concerned, Mr. Chisholm.” Reverend Baylor, at his left side. “I hope you don’t mind, but we had some prayers for you at service.”


  


  “Whatever works,” Casey answered, and sighed at how flip his response sounded. “Thanks.”


  


  “Are you hurting, Mr. Chisholm?” Whittaker Hull, from the foot of the bed, speaking gravely.


  


  For an instant Casey saw the brass knuckles, the fist, the face behind them, and he flinched before he realized that he didn’t hurt much at all.


  


  “No,” he said, amazed.


  


  “That,” Ronnie said, “is because you’re all doped up. When it wears off...”


  


  * * * *
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  He stands in the modest belfry of a modest church, and Hell boils below him—houses burning, glass melting, buildings exploding, trees afire all the way to the horizon; people running and crawling and screaming and dying, or dead already, faces turned to the night sky, blind to the rain and the lightning.


  


  A shotgun blast.


  


  The sound of an ax meeting the back of someone’s skull.


  


  An automobile strikes a tree and adds fuel to the fire.


  


  A cry for help.


  


  A cry for mercy.


  


  The flames are too bright in the middle of the night, and he can’t see anymore what’s real down there in the midst of flickering sliding shadow; he can’t find his friends to see who’s still alive, and he can’t find the woman who brought all this to the town that was his home.


  


  A boy far below looks up at him in horror.


  


  He stiffens and rage takes him—the woman is right behind him.


  


  A voice in his ear: “Believe it or not, we’re on the same side.”


  


  * * * *
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  He had questions, but he couldn’t stay awake long enough to ask them all, sometimes asked them twice because he couldn’t remember the original answers.


  


  So the answers came in spurts and soft whispers, as the light dimmed and brightened and dimmed again, as the pain made its way to the surface on the tips of jabbing spears and lances, fighting the medication, fighting his sense of time and place.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Who found me?”


  


  “Senior Raybourn,” said Reverend Baylor. There was amusement in his tone. “He said he was coming back to take care of you, whatever that meant. He had his shotgun, so I can imagine you must have ... well, never mind. It doesn’t matter. He found you on the walk, said there was more blood than skin, and thought you were surely dead. I think, Mr. Chisholm, that disappointed him somehow. At any rate, he called the sheriff, Gloria Nazario, and me. By the time I got here, Sheriff Oakman had already arrived.”


  


  “The Teagues. It was the Teagues.”


  


  “So you’ve said. A number of times.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Chilly.


  


  The furnace loud.


  


  Fresh sheets, a clean blanket, someone gave him a sponge bath because he couldn’t stand, couldn’t walk, and would be damned if he’d crawl.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What day is it?”


  


  Ronnie grinned. “Maybe you should ask what week it is.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Gloria Nazario brought him soup, fed him over his feeble protests, dried his chin with a napkin, all the while looking as if she’d murder the first person who looked at her sideways. She had taken over his care, and no one argued. Not even Hector, who sometimes stood in the doorway, staring at him as though trying to figure out what he was.


  


  Gloria had no gossip, no news. All she said was, “Eat.”


  


  When she had to leave for Betsy’s, Kitra Baylor took over, sitting in a corner armchair, reading, checking to be sure his pills were administered on time. When he tried to talk to her, all she said was, “Sleep.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Whittaker Hull had more questions than answers, and Casey had a bad feeling he was going to show up on the Weekly’s front page. Thank God, the man hadn’t taken any pictures.


  


  As far as he knew.


  


  “Are the Teagues in jail?”


  


  “No.”


  


  “Why the hell not?”


  


  “Why did they attack you, Mr. Chisholm? Do you think it’s because you helped me, is that what it was? Did you say something to Stump at church Thanksgiving morning? I saw you talking to him, with Mrs. Baylor, and later, when you took him away. Well, I saw what you did; I don’t know if you talked to him or not. He has a rather nasty temper. It doesn’t pay to have it aimed at you. As you’ve already found out. What did you say to him, Mr. Chisholm? May I call you Casey? What did you say to him, Casey? What did you do? Do you know something? Do you know what’s going on?”


  


  * * * *


  


  A strong night wind that prowled around the house, voicing its displeasure at not being able to get in.


  


  Once, the sound of rain snapping at the window, and the night seemed much darker.


  


  * * * *


  


  A chubby man, with thin strands’ of short brown hair that refused to lie down properly across a tan-mottled scalp. Heavy lips, pale eyes, ears that stood out from the side of his head. Glasses in thick black frames.


  


  Clark Gable ears, Casey thought, and must have said it aloud because the man scowled and shook his head with impatience.


  


  He had a needle; he used it.


  


  Casey drifted forever each time the man left.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What day is it?”


  


  “Eat.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “What day is it?”


  


  “Sleep, Mr. Chisholm, sleep. It’s the best thing for you right now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  


  “Why aren’t they in jail?”


  


  “Sadly, Casey, it’s the way of it here. You haven’t been around. You saw it in my office. Now you know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sometime, he didn’t know when, but he still couldn’t sit up without nausea spinning out of the dizziness that spiraled along with it...sometime during the next few days, Sheriff Oakman came to see him, full uniform, without the sunglasses. Perched on the foot of the bed, hat pushed back, gunbelt leather creaking each time he shifted. He said nothing about the last time they had spoken.


  


  Casey couldn’t think very straight, drug and pain at constant war, yet it didn’t take long for him to catch on:


  


  “So you say it was the Teagues, Mr. Chisholm?”


  


  “I don’t say so. It was them. Billy Ray hit me first. I don’t remember much after that.”


  


  “So you don’t really know if Stump and Cord took their licks, too.”


  


  “Don’t think they just stood around, Sheriff. Stump was pretty ticked at me.”


  


  “It was near dark, that right?”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “Near dark. You told me before, you said that you were angry at something. Senior Raybourn, for one.”


  


  “Yeah, I was.”


  


  “And it was near dark.”


  


  “Like I said.”


  


  “So you were blind angry, it was near full dark, no streetlights, no moon, and you saw Billy Ray clear as a bell. That right?”


  


  “I saw him. Yes. I said something to Stump, who was on my steps, and Billy Ray said something, and I turned, and he hit me. With brass knuckles.”


  


  “Well, I don’t know about that, Mr. Chisholm. Doctor Alloway says those injuries aren’t consistent with the use of brass knuckles. For one thing, your jaw isn’t broken.”


  


  “Okay. Maybe it was just his knuckles. What the hell difference does it make?”


  


  “Makes a lot of difference, Mr. Chisholm. The way the light was, the way your mood was, can’t really believe that you saw what you claim you saw.”


  


  “I don’t claim anything, Sheriff. I saw what I saw.”


  


  “Almost full dark, no—”


  


  “Sheriff, I don’t really give a damn what you think just now, okay? As soon as I can walk and think straight, I’m coming down and I’m swearing out a complaint, and you’re going to arrest those sons ...”


  


  “Mr. Chisholm, you okay?”


  


  “Unless it’d give you pleasure to see me throw up my lunch, Sheriff, you’d better leave now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He resented all those people trampling through his house. Poking through his things. Making themselves comfortable on what little furniture he had. Walking in and out as if they owned the place. Every so often he could hear laughter downstairs, that hushed kind of laughter heard in hospitals and sick houses, joy muted in deference to the ill and injured.


  


  A doctor came by several times—Alloway? Calloway?—but he could barely remember the man’s face from one visit to the next, only that he was going bald and doing a lousy job of hiding it.


  


  He was angry. At himself for being ambushed when he had been expecting it, and at the world for refusing to just leave him the hell alone.


  


  * * * *


  


  He thought it was morning; it was certainly bright enough. And he could smell the sea.


  


  Someone stood in the doorway.


  


  He squinted, shaded his eyes.


  


  “Mr. Raybourn,” he said. Pulled at his throat with two fingers, hoping he wouldn’t sound too hoarse, wishing his eyes would work better—focus was blurred, light was vaguely hazed. “It looks like I owe you a pretty large debt, sir.”


  


  Senior Raybourn stepped into the room, baggy pants and suspenders, his cap in one hand. “Don’t owe me nothing.”


  


  “Yes, I do. You saved my life.”


  


  Raybourn’s lips pulled at one corner. “To tell the truth, I was going to shoot you.”


  


  Casey smiled in turn. “Yeah. I kind of heard that.”


  


  “My boy ...”


  


  Casey waited, praying the old man wouldn’t start up again about the handshake.


  


  “I went home last night, he was looking at a magazine.” Two hands at the cap now, twisting it. “Night I saw you, he was reading it, Mr. Chisholm. Stories and everything. The boy can’t read all that well, but that night he was reading it like he’d been reading all his life.”


  


  “Look—”


  


  “Last night he looks up at me and he says, ‘I like the pictures, Daddy, all these pretty pictures.’ “


  


  Casey didn’t get it, and frowned to prove it.


  


  “Couldn’t read worth a lick, Mr. Chisholm. The boy couldn’t read no more. Whatever you done, it didn’t stick.” He slapped the cap on. “Couldn’t remember that he did, either.”


  


  Casey spread his hands—I don’t know what to say.


  


  Raybourn backed out of the room, turned to leave, and looked back. “He’s my only kin, Mr. Chisholm. You do something to him again, next time I’ll finish it. I swear by God, I’ll finish it right.”


  


  * * * *


  


  A week after he woke up the first time—maybe it was longer, he couldn’t tell, time meant little or nothing and he really didn’t care—he lifted his T-shirt and looked at his chest, and the bruise had shrunk dramatically and was so faded it had turned pale grey, little more than a shadow lurking under his skin. There were still a couple of bandages on his face, but the stitches had been taken out, assurances given that he probably wouldn’t have any scars. None, that is, that would scare anybody.


  


  He supposed he ought to feel good about that.


  


  He couldn’t figure out why he didn’t.


  


  * * * *


  


  The doctor—it was Alloway, not Calloway; a small victory he relished—instructed Kitra and Gloria that Casey was to take the medication only with his meals, but not to skip or skimp the dosage. Very important for the healing process, he declared; vital.


  


  “I don’t want anymore,” Casey protested that evening.


  


  “You heard the doctor,” Gloria said.


  


  “I don’t care.”


  


  Hands on her hips, she watched until he swallowed, and he hated her for it.


  


  * * * *


  


  The sheriff returned.


  


  “Had a talk with Stump Teague,” he said. Casey frowned, shook his head to drive off the cobwebs. It almost worked.


  


  “Says he was on the mainland, him and his brothers. They got a bartender to swear to it.”


  


  “The bartender’s lying.”


  


  “Your word against his, Chisholm, and he don’t have a record.”


  


  “No, but I’ve got the bruises.”


  


  “No kidding? Can’t hardly see them from here.”


  


  “Get out, Sheriff.”


  


  “Why? You gonna throw up again?”


  


  He stayed, trying to chat with Kitra Baylor, but she insisted he leave, Casey needed his rest.


  


  “Rest?” Oakman snorted. “Man’s been lying on his fat back for two weeks, give or take. He gets any more rest, he’ll be dead.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Eventually, what few visitors he had only came by in the evening. They had jobs, and his condition wasn’t life-threatening; he wasn’t dying. They didn’t stay long, either, and he didn’t encourage them to. He couldn’t figure out why they had bothered in the first place.


  


  Eventually they stopped.


  


  The quiet was a relief.


  


  He used the time to practice sitting up, then walking, not doing very well at either and cursing himself for it; he used the time to stare out the window and watch the season slip closer to winter. It was still pleasantly warm when the sun was out, but there were days when clouds killed the warmth, and the wind had a touch of ice on its breath.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rick Jordan brought him a portable radio, spent an entire afternoon telling stories about what could be seen from the fire tower on the ridge. About the people he could see with his high-power binoculars, and what they were doing. Casey laughed, but he didn’t know why. The young man was so earnest in his attempt to pass the time, Casey didn’t have the heart to ask him to repeat whatever it was he’d just said.


  


  When he left, Casey pounded the bed in frustration, glared at the pills, and decided it was time to stop. The hell with Alloway, the hell with Gloria and Kitra and their Mother-knows-best looks. He was tired of living in a shifting cotton fog.


  


  After dinner that night, he tucked the pills under his tongue, drank the juice Gloria handed him, and closed his eyes. Listened to her move around, straightening the sheet and blanket, turning off the radio and the Christmas carols it played, whispering with Kitra and Hector in the doorway.


  


  He kept his eyes closed until he heard her leave the room, then spit the pills onto the bed; he kept his eyes closed until the front door closed and he heard two cars pull away.


  


  When he was sure he was alone, he used elbows and palms to sit himself up, keeping his eyes half shut because opening them, even this time of day, let in too much light and made his head ache. Next, using bed and nightstand, he pushed carefully to his feet. Swayed. Swallowed. Used the bed to get him close to the door, then lurched across the floor and grabbed onto the frame.


  


  There was no pain.


  


  Just that damnable fog.


  


  A few deep breaths, a few curses for encouragement, and he shuffled down the hall, bracing his hands against the wall, refusing to lift his feet because he knew he would fall.


  


  Once in the bathroom he turned on the light, groaned, and grabbed onto the smooth round edge of the sink.


  


  The mirror on the medicine chest door was streaked with leftover cleaner, but he could see his reflection well enough, and it made him grin.


  


  “Mummy bandages,” he muttered. “Lord, she wasn’t kidding.”


  


  His knees weakened.


  


  He snapped them rigid, splashed cold water on his face, drank from his palm until the cold stung fingers and throat, then splashed water vigorously over his head.


  


  The fog almost lifted; it would have to do until all the medication was purged from his system.


  


  Then, with fingers that disobeyed him half the time, he peeled the bandage patches from his forehead, his cheeks, from his left temple and the blunt of his chin, tossing them aside, not caring who might find them. He couldn’t manage to lift the T-shirt over his head, so he grabbed a pair of manicure scissors from the cabinet and patiently, fumbling, cut it off.


  


  When he was done, he stepped back as far as his arms would permit while one hand still held on to the basin.


  


  “Lord,” he whispered. “Good ,.. Lord.”


  


  There were splotches of dried disinfectant—iodine, something else maybe, he really couldn’t tell—and there were dark lines here and there the adhesive had left behind.


  


  Nothing else.


  


  No scars, no signs of the gashes and the cuts; no scratches, no bruises, no fresh-looking skin, and when he tested his skin with a rough finger, no tenderness.


  


  I was hurt, he thought; damnit, I know I was hurt.


  


  The fog settled, and his legs slowly lowered him to the cool tile floor.


  


  I was hurt.


  


  He crawled back to his bed. It might have taken him all night for all he knew, but when he awoke at dawn, there was a powerful thirst and his bladder screamed at him, so he half crawled, half walked back to the bathroom, closed the door and took one more look in the mirror.


  


  Nothing.


  


  Nothing.


  


  * * * *
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  “Son of a bitch!”


  


  He looked at the date on the Atlanta Journal someone, probably Mrs. Baylor, had left at the foot of the bed.


  


  It was Monday. Only five days until Christmas.


  


  Three weeks, maybe a few days more, of living in that damnable fog.


  


  Five days.


  


  Enough time for all that to heal, vanish, as if it had never existed?


  


  I don’t know.


  


  No.


  


  * * * *
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  Hector called his name as he came up the stairs, and Casey was ready, sitting on the edge of the mattress, bathrobe draped over his legs.


  


  “I’ll bring you breakfast,” Hector said, surprised to see him up. “You don’t—”


  


  “I’ll come down,” Casey told him with what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Just give me a hand here.”


  


  “I don’t know. I—”


  


  Casey grabbed the robe. “I’m coming down. Just make sure I don’t fall on my face.”


  


  “Gloria’s gonna kill me.”


  


  Casey smiled, and with the man’s hand on his arm, managed to get to the kitchen without stumbling. It took a while, the fog was thin but there, but he made it. When he sat at the table, it was like sitting on a throne.


  


  Hector fussed, worrying about what his sister would say, every so often glancing at Casey’s face, puzzled but too polite to ask any questions.


  


  Casey lifted his shoulders in an exaggerated sigh. “Man, I am starving.”


  


  That pleased the cook. “A good sign. Good sign.” He made a large meal; and Casey ate it all—the eggs, the toast, the cereal, the bacon. His stomach suggested it was too much too soon; he didn’t care. He needed strength, and what he usually received wouldn’t do it.


  


  After he finished, he sat back and sighed, loudly. “You are a genius, Mr. Nazario, a pure genius.”


  


  “Gracias,” Hector said as he washed the dishes. “I get your pills in a moment.”


  


  “I’ll take them later.”


  


  “But the doctor—”


  


  “I’ll take them later, Hector, don’t worry about it. Soon as I get back upstairs.”


  


  Hector shrugged. “Okay. Then I—”


  


  “By myself.”


  


  A few seconds passed before Hector turned slowly, dish towel in one hand.


  


  “You have no idea how grateful I am,” Casey said. “Without you and Gloria, the others ...”


  


  It was a gamble, and he knew it. Offense could be easily taken.


  


  Hector studied him for a long time before dropping the towel onto the counter. “It is difficult, I know, for a man who has been alone to suddenly have all these people.”


  


  Casey nodded.


  


  “It would be nice to be alone again. At least for a little while.”


  


  Casey thanked him without a word.


  


  “Gloria,” the man said, “is still going to kill me, though.”


  


  They grinned at each other before Nazario, in silence, insisted on finishing his cleaning. When it was over, Casey asked him if he could get in touch with Rick, there was something that needed done. Again Hector studied him, shrugged, and nodded. Didn’t leave until Casey assured him a dozen times that he could indeed get back upstairs on his own and that if anything went wrong he’d get in touch immediately.


  


  “How?” the man asked. “You don’t got a phone.”


  


  “I’ll tie a message to a sea gull.”


  


  Hector almost laughed, then picked up his coat and left without looking back.


  


  It took a while before Casey realized he was truly alone that the silence was a comfort, that he was finally on his own. Almost. Then, weak-legged and slightly nauseous, he made his way back upstairs. An hour later he was on the living room couch, in jeans and shirt; he hadn’t bothered with shoes or socks, he wasn’t going anywhere and the house was warm. He was proud of himself. He had managed to dress without falling over, to shave without slitting his throat, and to get back down the stairs without breaking his neck.


  


  He kept a small towel beside him, every so often mopping the sweat from his face and neck, sometimes his arms. It wasn’t the furnace, he finally decided, it was the last of the medication slipping from his system. Not fast enough, though; not nearly fast enough. He still felt as if he were a ghost in his own house, insubstantial and incapable of thinking in a straight line for very long.


  


  He figured patience, in this case, was the greatest virtue he had.


  


  The greatest gift, right now, was the silence that told him the house was empty. He had no idea why, suddenly, all those people had volunteered to care for him. Maybe it was his standing up to the Teagues, maybe it was the us-against-them feeling they seemed to have. It didn’t matter. It had been welcome. For a while. Now it was not. One last thing, and it would be time to put up the walls again. Not quite so high, maybe, but high enough.


  


  One last thing, and he could return to what he had been.


  


  No; to what he had become.


  


  * * * *


  


  He dozed.


  


  He dreamed.


  


  He woke up with a start, face covered in sweat, legs trembling as if they had run a long way.


  


  In the dream he had run from window to window, peering out at a night that had no business being as dark as it was, looking for the source of the hoofbeats he heard. Slow and measured, they circled the house, as slow and measured he had heard them on the beach that night last summer.


  


  They didn’t stop until the dream did.


  


  “I’m not yours,” he whispered harshly, rubbing the towel roughly over his face, turning his skin pink. “Damnit, I’m not yours. Leave me alone.”


  


  He reached for the television’s remote control, figuring it might be a good idea to catch up on what he had missed. No one had filled him in except for comments about the weather. Of course, there was always the chance they had, in fact, talked to him, but he’d be damned if he could remember anything. Pretty much anything at all.


  


  The set snapped on to an incomprehensible commercial just as a pickup drew up in front of the house. He watched the truck, tense, until Rick climbed out of the cab, hitched up his jeans, and trotted up the walk.


  


  He knocked.


  


  Casey loved him for it.


  


  “Open,” he called.


  


  The younger man pushed the door open slowly without entering, and when he finally stepped in, Casey laughed and said, “You expecting me to jump you?”


  


  Rick grinned and ducked his head, embarrassed. “Sorry. Hector didn’t tell me what you wanted, I didn’t...” He grinned again. “Sorry.”


  


  “No problem.” He cleared his throat, wished he had brought something to drink from the kitchen. “Look... look, I have no right to ask you, but I need a favor.”


  


  Rick shrugged. “Sure.”


  


  Careful, Case; careful.


  


  “I, uh... it’s got to be between you and me. No one else.”


  


  Rick looked around the room, at the ceiling briefly, and shrugged. “No sweat.”


  


  When Casey explained what he wanted, Rick thought for a moment and suggested a better way. It was as if he did this sort of thing every day, and Casey had to restrain himself from asking why the unquestioned agreement. He didn’t want to blow it, to say something wrong.


  


  After a brief argument about payment—”It’s a favor, Mr. Chisholm, let’s leave it at that, okay?”—Jordan left, and Casey switched to a news station, turned up the volume.


  


  Not that he needed to.


  


  The images were sufficient to tell him that little had changed. What made him groan aloud, however, was the rumor that Australia, faced with the possibility that China might enter her conflict with Indonesia, had raised the flag of nuclear weaponry. The newsman suggested it was only a stand-back-this-isn’t-your-fight warning, and it was, after all, only a rumor. What he didn’t have to say was that China wasn’t a nation that took well to bluffing.


  


  Meanwhile, in San Francisco, another gang war had ended at the intervention of the National Guard.


  


  Meanwhile, in Athens...


  


  My God, Casey thought; my God, it’s really starting.


  


  He turned the set off and stared out the window.


  


  Not me, he thought.


  


  Not me.


  


  Leave me alone.


  


  * * * *
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  he Lighthouse Hut was just shy of seventeen miles east of Savannah. In its day it had been a fun place to travel to, to get fine lobster, a decent steak, halfway good small combo jazz, and drinks that were generous to a fault. In its day its side parking lot was always full from sunset to past midnight, and drivers heading south along the coast couldn’t help but listen to the music that refused to stay confined within its uneven clapboard walls. It wasn’t even close to resembling a lighthouse, and it didn’t have such a great view of the ocean because the land it was on was lower than the road that passed in front of it, but no one minded because after the sun went down there was nothing out there to see anyway.


  


  A new highway killed it. With no nearby exit ramp, drivers could only look and wonder as they went by, and only the faithful made the effort to get off. But even they eventually gave up, and the paint peeled and the parking lot tarmac cracked and the signboard on the roof quickly faded and, during a hurricane in ‘88, was blown to the ground.


  


  The only thing that remained, really, of the old Hut was the large and gaudy, somewhat comical plaster statue of a gull on the wing that stood near the entrance.


  


  It was the first thing Reed Turner had seen when John got lost trying to find the entrance to the Camoret Causeway.


  


  “That’s it!” he had yelled, practically deafening everyone in the car. “Cora, look, there’s the giant bird!”


  


  John had asked no questions. He pulled into the lot and parked, facing east, hadn’t even taken his hands off the steering wheel before Reed was out of the car and moving stiffly toward the road. His left arm and shoulder were still swollen from a slam it had taken when he’d fallen over a table during the fighting.


  


  He stood there until the others joined him, then pointed toward the sea. “Look,” he said quietly. “That truck, you see it?”


  


  Despite the low clouds, the dim light, John saw it. Not much of a truck in the distance, a pickup whose color was as dull as the air around it, but because of the angle and the low pitch of the land, it looked for all the world as if it were riding on water.


  


  Reed took Cora’s arm and tugged on it. “That’s it,” he insisted. “That’s what I saw. Remember? The dream? That’s where he is.” His face was flushed, his forehead slick with sweat, and when she put an arm around his waist, he sagged gratefully against her. “I know it, Cor. I know he’s out there.”


  


  “You’re sure?” Lisse asked him.


  


  He nodded, a grin more like a grimace.


  


  “Well, hell, why not?” John said. “It’s the only damn place we haven’t looked, right? So let’s get back in the— well, damnit!”


  


  A few drops at first, a brief warning before the wind rose abruptly, the clouds split, and the storm began.


  


  An hour later they were still in the parking lot, still in the car. John kept the engine running so the heater would work, the only light the green glow of the dashboard that lay shimmering green ghosts on the windows. Lisse was asleep; he didn’t wake her. It was, in fact, a miracle she was here at all. The blood he’d seen on her at the hotel he had immediately assumed had been Reed’s.


  


  It wasn’t.


  


  It was hers.


  


  A piece of the window had sliced neatly through the side of her neck. No sooner had he reached her, and reached for her, than she had collapsed, lying across Reed’s legs, while Cora knelt and screamed for help.


  


  He had taken off his shirt and wadded it against her wound, did his best to staunch the blood that flowed from Reed’s upper chest and back, did his best not to scream himself when, as the paramedics arrived, he became convinced they were both dead.


  


  Even later, at the hospital, fending off reporters while, at the same time, trying to accommodate the inquiries of the police, he was positive that when it was over, only he and Cora would be left. And for the first couple of hours, Cora in the emergency room on a gurney, sedated for her hysteria, he wasn’t so sure he wouldn’t be the only one.


  


  When a nurse finally grabbed him and sat him on a bed, he protested until she pointed out the dribbles and runs of blood the glass and splinters had caused.


  


  “You are not,” she said sternly, “going to bleed to death on my watch, mister.”


  


  For the better part of half an hour, she plucked wood and glass needles from his back, the back of his head, the backs of his hands and arms. She kept telling him he was lucky, all things considered, and he kept telling her she didn’t get it, that his friends were out there somewhere, probably dying.


  


  “Well, you’re not going to do them any good like this,” she said, slapped on disinfectant and a few bandages, and pushed him back to the overcrowded waiting room.


  


  He had learned rather quickly the truth of the cliché of a waking nightmare.


  


  The smell of blood, the smell of terror; voices raised and voices pleading; weeping and moaning, loud arguments and denunciations, hysterical laughter and not a few mordant jokes; people wandering dazed in torn clothes, in hospital gowns; the staff clearly near the end of its tether, doing its best to hold on.


  


  The hospital was far too small to handle all the victims. Not enough operating rooms, the staff overburdened. He found Reed just as the young man was in the process of being transferred somewhere else. Cora had insisted on going with him; John hadn’t argued. In the chaos, despite the best efforts of the increasingly harried nurses to keep track of all the admissions, all the treatments ... despite the families that refused to sit down and wait patiently, their demands growing shrill, fear feeding upon itself... despite his determination once Reed was safely on his way ...


  


  He lost Lisse.


  


  Three hours of roaming, paying no attention to suggestions and commands, sitting only when he was threatened with eviction by a cop... three hours, maybe more, he didn’t bother to note the time because it no longer had meaning, he found her in a tiny windowless room on a different floor. With no idea how she’d gotten there, and not caring at the moment, he’d stood over her, staring at her bloodless face, at the thick dressing that wrapped halfway around her neck.


  


  He held her hand.


  


  He whispered to her.


  


  He followed the drip of the IV attached to her right arm.


  


  He had listened to voices in the hallway, but couldn’t get anyone to come in and tell him how she was, how she would be, only that she had been in surgery. At the nurses’ station he was told she would be all right. Blood loss had been replaced on the operating table, the vein sutured, the sliced muscle repaired.


  


  Well past midnight a resident came in to check on her, told him her blood loss had indeed been severe, but it looked as if she would be left with little more than a scar on her neck.


  


  “You shouldn’t stay.”


  


  “I have to.”


  


  The doctor didn’t argue. He shrugged, made notations on her chart, and left.


  


  John never saw him again.


  


  The only time he left her side was when he went in search of a chair, found it in a room whose signs warned of oxygen use, and carried it back. Sometime before dawn he fell asleep. Sometime later he woke up with a startled gasp, took several seconds to understand where he was, and saw Lisse.


  


  Her eyes were still closed, but she was turned slightly toward him. She had moved, and that made him cry. Silently, one hand pressed to his eyes until he couldn’t stand seeing the body of little Eddie with that hole in his throat anymore. Relief. And exhaustion. And a dreadful, certain feeling that he hadn’t seen the last of the blood, or the dead.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lisse’s first words had been: “He’s after us.”


  


  * * * *
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  The Morlane County prosecutor shook his head sadly and said, “Your Honor, much as I can sympathize with the young ladies’ plight, I cannot in good conscience see how we can even think of entertaining such a foolish notion, considering the seriousness of the charges and the clear risk to flight on the part of the accused.”


  


  The judge, an elderly man whose robes were obviously meant for a man twice his girth, rapped a pencil idly on his desk. “Crawford, save the fancy talk for the courtroom, would you mind? I’ve got a kicking mule ulcer going here and I want to go home before I die.”


  


  “Okay, it’s a stupid idea, Judge.”


  


  “That’s better.”


  


  “Then you agree.”


  


  The judge shook his head. “Not so sure about that, Crawford.” He leaned back and tented his fingers under his chin, the pencil clamped between his palms, tip aiming at his lap. “Mrs. Harp, I’m going to ask you one more time to find yourself an attorney. Granted, what you’ve done thus far is first-rate, but being a lawyer in your own country doesn’t really amount to a hill of beans over here. The systems are too different. You’re a solicitor, not a barrister, if I understand the distinction correctly. You’ve never argued a case in court. You’re treading on awfully thin ice here, ma’am, and I don’t want to see your client pay for your mistakes.”


  


  Beatrice smiled. “Your Honor,” she said politely, “if we could stick to the matter at hand, please?”


  


  The judge’s chambers was a small room, bookcase-lined, the desk old and scarred between the areas of high polish; all in all, not very imposing. But then, as Judge Trueax had explained earlier, it didn’t have to be.


  


  Beatrice wore a simple grey suit, and what she had told the girls were sensible shoes. The only jewelry, a small gold pin on her lapel, in the shape of a winged bird.


  


  “Your Honor,” she said, “may I assume you have... seen Mrs. Levin?”


  


  Judge Trueax nodded gravely.


  


  She gave him points for not wincing.


  


  “Then where would she go? How could she hide? Her veil is on at all times, and without it...” She spread her hands. “I don’t see the harm, and the children miss her. They need her, Your Honor.” A self-deprecating smile. “I am not exactly the motherly type, and they need mothering right now. Now, more than ever.”


  


  “Your Honor,” Crawford Marlbone protested mildly, “I admit this is an unusual case here—as far as the accused is concerned, that is. However, she has—” He stopped when he saw the look on the judge’s face. “She’s killed a man, Judge.”


  


  “Saving me,” Beatrice reminded him.


  


  “Doesn’t take away from the killing part, ma’am. The public deserves—-”


  


  “From what I read in the local paper, Your Honor, the public thinks Mrs. Levin has done the world a favor.”


  


  “Maybe yes, maybe no,” the judge answered, “but that’s not for us to decide.”


  


  “She’s not going to run,” Beatrice insisted. “In point of actual fact, she has nowhere to go.”


  


  “Doesn’t matter,” said the prosecutor.


  


  “In her condition, it matters quite a bit.”


  


  “Judge, we’re talking precedent here. You want to start something you can’t stop down the road?”


  


  The judge leaned forward, let the pencil drop to the desktop. He pulled a tissue from a box, blew his nose, tossed the tissue into the overflowing wastebasket beside him, pulled out another, and mopped his brow. “We got Christmas barely around the corner, it ain’t all that cold outside, why the hell do they keep the furnace blowing like this? I swear, I’m going to catch pneumonia before the year’s out.”


  


  “When the year’s out,” Marlbone said with a laugh, “it won’t matter. We’ll all be dead, remember?”


  


  “How could I forget? Every damn TV show and magazine’s been telling me the same thing ever damn day— damned, no matter what the hell I do.”


  


  “Then perhaps,” said Beatrice quietly, “you ought to listen.”


  


  The two men looked at her carefully, not sure if she was serious. Neither, however, was sure enough to smile.


  


  “One night,” she said, as if making a final offer. “The motel’s two blocks away around the corner. An armed guard—”


  


  “Judge, this isn’t Mobile. We haven’t got—”


  


  “At the door. There is no exit, you can seal the bathroom window if you wish.” She. looked at Marlbone. “No one has to know, Mr. Marlbone.”


  


  “Trust me, Mrs. Harp—they’ll find out.”


  


  “By then it’ll be too late. It will be tomorrow and she will be back in court, and back in her cell afterward.” A corner of her mouth pulled slightly. “It’s not as if we’re Donnie and Clyde, you know.”


  


  The judge fumbled with his pencil, then leaned back and aimed a loud laugh at the ceiling.


  


  Bea frowned until Marlbone leaned over and tapped her knee. “That’s Bonnie and Clyde, Miz Harp. Bonnie and Clyde.”


  


  “Ah. Yes. Well, the point is the same, you see. We’re not a gang. We are two women and two children. I hardly think we pose a serious threat to society. At least,” she added as the judge wiped tears from his eyes, “not for one short evening. As I understand the procedure, the trial may not even begin before Christmas. One night, now, could absorb a lot of the sting.”


  


  “I must admit, I’m tempted, Crawford.”


  


  Marlbone puffed his cheeks, rubbed his jowls thoughtfully, hooked a thumb in his vest pocket. “Judge, if word of this gets out before we pick the jury ... I don’t know. Mrs. Harp here is a clever woman. Accused murderer of a scum-of-the-earth bastard allowed one night with her children because she won’t be home for Christmas, said scum-of-the-earth bastard killed while trying to rape the accused’s lawyer.” He shook his head. “You really think I’ll be able to find a fair jury after that?”


  


  “Then don’t let it get out,” Bea said reasonably. “I’m certainly not going to say anything.”


  


  Judge Trueax pointed the pencil at her. “One word, and you’re in a cell with your client.”


  


  Marlbone rolled his eyes.


  


  “You have my word on it, Your Honor.”


  


  “If we work this right, Crawford, there’s no precedent.”


  


  “If we work this right,” the prosecutor said sourly, “it’ll be a damn miracle.”


  


  “Well,” said Beatrice with a sly tilt of her head, “it is the season for it, isn’t it?”


  


  The judge opened the center drawer and dropped the pencil in. “See to it, Crawford, will you? And Mrs. Harp, you make damn sure I see you both here first thing in the morning. I will not be made a fool of, do you understand? Be grateful you found yourselves in this county, not somewhere else. We’re small, my dear lady, but small doesn’t mean we’re stupid. One wrong move, and your British ass is mine.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The room, Moonbow thought, was much nicer than that other one. The TV worked, the beds were comfortable, there was no smell in the bathroom, and they couldn’t hear anyone in the adjoining rooms. It would have been a lot nicer if Momma would talk, but all she did was sit on the edge of the bed, her head down, her hands still in her lap.


  


  Star wasn’t much better. She spent most of the time in the bathroom, like always, trying to make her hair look good. That was impossible. The way she’d cut it, it’d take weeks for anything to happen so she didn’t look like one of those orphans in the old movies.


  


  “Lady Beatrice?”


  


  Beatrice stood by the bed farthest from the window.


  


  She was packing.


  


  “Lady Beatrice?”


  


  “What is it, dear?”


  


  “I don’t understand.”


  


  “It’s quite simple,” she answered, keeping her voice low, staring pointedly at the door so Moonbow would do the same. “We’re going to leave as soon as we can.”


  


  “But how?” She pointed at the door. “There’s a—”


  


  “Oh, for God’s sake, Bow,” Star said from the bathroom door. “Will you can it, huh? You’ve been yapping all night, you’re giving me a headache.”


  


  Moonbow stuck her tongue out at her sister; Starshine did the same and sat beside their mother.


  


  “Momma? Momma, you ever going to talk to us again?” She winked broadly at Moonbow. “Are we going to have to learn sign language?”


  


  “Oh, no,” Moonbow declared in mock horror. “I can’t learn that. I can barely talk good as it is. Momma, please don’t make me learn that finger stuff. I’ll make all kinds of mistakes and Star’ll make fun of me.”


  


  “Will not.”


  


  “Will too.”


  


  “Girls,” said Beatrice softly.


  


  Jude looked up then, and Moonbow could sense the smile behind the veil, could see it in those large dark eyes. Her mother was in one of her long loose dresses, the kind that flowed and danced like water when she walked. Her hair had been braided, and it hung down to her waist, so thick that Star had said she could have clobbered the guard with it and run away.


  


  The smile vanished.


  


  “You must never forget, girls,” Jude said, “that I’ve killed a man.”


  


  “Momma,” Starshine said angrily, hands on her hips, a scowl on her face. “Momma, that man was trying to rape Lady Harp. He threw me against the wall, and could have broken my neck.” She touched the side of her head where the edge of bruise crept out from under her hair. “He would have killed you, Momma. He would have killed you.”


  


  She clapped her hands and rubbed them together.


  


  End of story.


  


  Moonbow watched her mother’s eyes, but for the first time in a long time she couldn’t read them, couldn’t figure out what she was thinking or what she would say.


  


  Then Lady Beatrice closed the suitcase and snapped the locks in place, slapped the lid, and said, “Get your coats, don’t forget whatever money you have left.”


  


  Moonbow lifted her hands. “But—”


  


  “Now listen to me, child,” Lady Beatrice snapped, “I’ve no time to argue, and certainly no time to explain. Just do as you’re told and we’ll soon have your mother out of here.”


  


  “But—”


  


  “What are you,” Starshine said, “a billy goat? We’re gonna bust outta here, see? We’re going over the wall. Ain’t that right, Lady Bea? We’re hitting the road, leaving the narcs in our dust.”


  


  Beatrice opened her mouth, closed it, and shrugged defeat. “Whatever you say, Starshine. Just be ready when I come for you.”


  


  “What?” Jude twisted around sharply. “What do you mean? You’re not leaving?”


  


  “Yes, dear, I am. Just for a minute.” She beckoned, and the girls came close. “Now listen to me—and no questions, Moonbow, just listen—I want you to make noise. Happy noise, as if you’re so glad to see your mother you can’t stand it. Not too loud, but loud enough that the gentleman outside will hear and be pleased. You understand? While you’re doing that, you put on your coats. Jude, be ready to take the suitcase.”


  


  She crossed the room and put on her coat, buttoned it to the neck, and put her hand on the doorknob.


  


  Moonbow saw her take a deep breath and close her eyes, and would have sworn she heard her whisper, “Sir John, this is crazy,” before she opened the door and went out.


  


  Starshine immediately began singing a nonsense tune, and her mother laughed. Not loudly, but loud enough.


  


  Once the door closed, they kept up the noise while scrambling into their coats, kept up the noise while they sat side by side on the bed and stared at the drapes that covered the window.


  


  Holding hands.


  


  Waiting.


  


  Moonbow thinking that unless Lady Beatrice had a really really big gun, this was going to put them all in jail for the rest of their lives.


  


  When the door opened again, they shut up instantly.


  


  Lady Beatrice poked her head in, nodded her approval, and said, “Time, ladies. Please don’t dawdle, I’m not as good at this as my husband was.”


  


  The next thing Moonbow knew she was outside, and it was dark, the fog as thick as it had been the other night, and the cold felt good on her face as she followed her mother and sister along the front of the building to the parking lot on the side. She wanted to look around, to spot the cops she just knew had to be watching, had to have them all their sights, but she didn’t dare. She just walked, and prayed, and, when Lady Beatrice opened the doors of an automobile Moonbow had never seen before, she didn’t hesitate—she climbed right into the front seat, closed the door, put on her seatbelt, and hunkered down as low as she could.


  


  It didn’t occur to her until Lady Beatrice had started the engine that she hadn’t seen the guard who was supposed to be stationed outside the door. She turned and stared, and after a moment she saw his fog-dimmed figure—sitting in a chair on the far side of their room, hat down over his face, hands clasped across his stomach.


  


  “Is he dead?” she asked fearfully.


  


  “Don’t be foolish,” Lady Beatrice answered as she pulled into the street. “He’s just very tired and needs a good night’s rest.”


  


  The fog spun whorls and webs as a light wind pushed down the street ahead of them.


  


  Traffic lights and streetlights and store lights were smears of white and color, and when she looked over her shoulder she couldn’t see the motel anymore because the fog had swallowed it.


  


  “Thank you,” Jude said from the backseat.


  


  “Don’t thank me yet,” Lady Beatrice said. “We still have a long way to go, and we don’t have much time.”


  


  “They’ll come after us, you know.”


  


  “Then,” Lady Beatrice said as she pushed the accelerator all the way to the floor, “they’ll have to learn to fly.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Moonbow dozed, woke up once, and looked at the woman who drove the car. “I know you,” she said sleepily.


  


  “Do you now?”


  


  “Yes. You’re an angel.”


  


  * * * *
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  Rick Jordan hated driving in a storm. His boat was more predictable than the handling of this damn pickup, and by the time he reached Hawkins Island he was ready to pull over and wait it out. The problem was, there wasn’t anything on this miserable piece of rock to protect him, so he took to the next causeway stage and made his way slowly to St. James, gripping the wheel so tightly his fingers threatened cramps.


  


  The last time, he thought sourly, he’ll do a favor for someone he hardly knew. Next time, the guy can drive his own damn self.


  


  A huge wave slammed into the rocks on his left, shaking the roadway, making him hold his breath and pray the structure would hold. A few seconds later another one struck the northside barrier, and a sheet of sea water slapped the pickup into a sideways skid. He yelped involuntarily, prepared himself to get out in case the truck toppled, and didn’t relax a whit until the causeway touched St. James. Immediately, he pulled over into the Last Stop’s parking area, and sat there, trembling, sweating as hard as it was raining outside. He would have stayed until the storm passed, but the engine decided it had had enough and conked out, leaving him without heat or the radio.


  


  “Well, shit,” he muttered. He supposed it could be worse; he supposed he could be stuck in the Tower, exposed to every drop, every ounce of wind, plus the thing would be swaying a little, enough to make a man seasick.


  


  It wasn’t much consolation.


  


  He slid over to the passenger side, yanked his cap down tight and zipped his jacket up to his neck, then shoved open the door.


  


  “Shit!” he yelled when the cold rain hit him, and he ran for the entrance, pushed inside, and stood dripping on a narrow piece of rubber welcome mat. Panting. Wiping his face with one hand, while he opened the jacket with the other.


  


  There were only a couple of overhead lights on, one at the end of the building to his left, one right above him. To the right the display cases and walls were uncomfortably indistinct, as if the fog had turned black.


  


  “Bad time to be on the road,” a voice said, and Rick turned his head so fast he felt a painful twinge in his neck.


  


  Cutler stood behind the last case, a gleaming, stuffed barracuda on the wall above him. His coat was on, he held a hat in one hand. “If you’re thinking of buying, I’m closed.”


  


  “Just getting in out of the rain,” he said. “Can’t last long, not at this rate.”


  


  The building vibrated.


  


  The surf sounded like thunder.


  


  Rick slipped his hands into his pockets and turned around, to look through the glass door. He could barely see the truck; he couldn’t see Cutler’s car at all. Just his luck Mandy wasn’t working here today—she was a whole lot easier on the eyes than this jerk.


  


  “Heard you got real friendly with Chisholm,” Cutler said, his tone making easy conversation, two guys caught with nothing to talk about.


  


  Rick shrugged. “Helped him pass the time, that’s all.” He didn’t like the way his reflection faded in and out, the way the rain struck the glass, shattering into starbursts. But he didn’t want to look at Cutler, either. He was sure that pose under the fish was deliberate, and if he thought about it long enough, he’d probably start laughing.


  


  Cutler wouldn’t like that.


  


  Not that he’d do much about it. Not physically, anyway. The man usually picked on people who couldn’t really fight back. The fishing community, such as it was, was pretty tight. Go after one, you go after them all. Even Stump Teague wasn’t that stupid.


  


  Of course, there were other ways of fighting—a whisper to the bank here, a word to the mayor there ... a friend of his tried to get friendly with Mandy a year or so back, next thing the guy knew the sheriff and Freck were climbing all over his boat. Violations up the ass that drove the man first into bankruptcy, then off the island.


  


  Still, standing under that dead fish, those sideburns puffed, that hair so salon perfect... he wished Ronnie could be here to see it.


  


  “You like helping ex-cons, do you?”


  


  Rick closed one eye, turned his head. “Ex-con?”


  


  “Yep. Attempted murder, grand larceny. North Carolina, I think it was.”


  


  He looked back to the storm. “Huh.”


  


  “Gotta be careful, you know.” Slow footsteps; the back light went out. “Some folks don’t like to charter with folks who run with ex-cons.”


  


  The air lightened outside, less like night now than late afternoon. The wind had stopped.


  


  Rick tugged at his cap. “You know, Cutler, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear that was a threat.” He looked over again, and Cutler was still at the last display case, no definition now, just a form in the dark. “No kidding.”


  


  Cutler laughed quietly. “Purely an observation, my boy. Purely an observation. Perception, Mr. Jordan. It’s all in the perception.” The snap of a cigarette lighter. “Just a word to the wise, that’s all. Businessmen like ourselves, we have to watch that perception.”


  


  Rick grunted a laugh. “Cutler, the only things that perceive me are the fish, and they don’t give a damn because they’re already practically dead anyway.” He brushed some condensation off the door. “No offense, but I talk to who I want.”


  


  “So I notice.”


  


  The center light went out.


  


  Rick took his hands from his pockets, flexed his fingers, leaned closer to the door, squinting as he looked east. The rain had eased to a heavy drizzle, and he could see breaks in the clouds.


  


  And something else: “Hey, looks like someone’s coming.”


  


  From right behind him: “Tough. I’m closed.”


  


  He jumped, jumped again when a hand reached around him and pushed the door open.


  


  “Any time, Mr. Jordan. Any time.”


  


  Another tug on his cap, his jacket closed again, and he hurried to the pickup just as a car pulled in behind it. And as much as he wanted to get out of here, to get home and call Ronnie, tell her what Cutler had said, he walked over to the passenger side just as the window rolled down.


  


  Four people in there, and Jesus, he thought, they look like they’ve been through a goddamn war. Bandages and bruises, the guy in back with his arm practically molded to his chest, the lady in front with a small bandage on her neck, not enough to hide the fading bruise there that ran practically all the way around.


  


  “Hi,” he said, leaning over so he could see the driver better. ‘The place is closed, sorry.”


  


  The driver, a clump of dark hair falling into his eyes, smiled wanly. “Just our luck.” He glanced into the backseat, rapped the steering wheel a few times, and nodded. “So ... maybe you can help us,”


  


  “Whatever I can.” He just wished the guy’d hurry up. The rain was dripping down his neck, and the damp was beginning to seep into his bones.


  


  Cutler’s, automobile pulled out of the lot, just short of spitting gravel and grit.


  


  The driver watched it for a few seconds before: “We’re ... we are on the right track for Camoret Island, right?”


  


  “Oh, yeah.” He straightened and rubbed at the small of his back. “Don’t want to disappoint you, though,” he said, raising his voice so the man could hear him. “We’re just about closed down too, for the season.” A polite smile for the woman. ‘The days are still kind’ve warm, but the beach is still pretty chilly when the wind gets blowing.”


  


  The man said something he didn’t catch, and the woman, looking as if she was afraid to turn her head, said, “Motels or anything?”


  


  “None that are open.” He squatted then, fingertips of his left hand balancing him against the door. “You’re Louisiana, huh?”


  


  Her smile was bright, though her skin was sickly pale. “That’s right. You from there?”


  


  He shook his head. “Nope. Had a girlfriend once, though, she was from Baton Rouge. She—”


  


  From the back an impatient cough.


  


  Rick took the hint, figured it was the girl, not the guy in the sling. “Anyway, if you folks are needing a place to stay, I really don’t know how to help you. The guy that just left, he’s got about the only office that stays open all year.” He wiped a hand over his face, shook the rain off. “I can tell you how to get there, if you need to.”


  


  “I’d sure appreciate it,” the driver said. “We’ve been a long time getting here, and from the looks of it, that’s no small island you have there.”


  


  Rick never thought of it as small, or large, or any size at all. It just was. Shining wetly now as the sun rammed gaps in the swift-moving clouds.


  


  Then the young guy said something, and he frowned. “What?”


  


  “Casey Chisholm,” the guy repeated. “You know a man named Casey Chisholm?”


  


  Rick stared at him for a moment. “Well, as a matter of fact, I kind of do, yeah.”


  


  He didn’t think he would have gotten a more astonishing reaction than if he’d up and handed them each a million-dollar bill. The girl in back started crying, the boy whooped, the driver closed his eyes and grinned, and the woman with the auburn hair took a sharp deep breath and started to laugh. Her hand waved an apology, but she couldn’t seem to stop, and he rose slowly, not sure what he was supposed to do next.


  


  “Hey,” the boy said, leaning over to see him better, “can you tell us how to get there? To where he lives, I mean. Can you show us?”


  


  Rick wasn’t sure. It was pretty obvious these people had nothing to do with Cutler, so that was all right. On the other hand, Chisholm was far from being a hundred percent, and maybe didn’t want surprise visitors just now. But the looks on their faces, the kind of look usually saved for that big Christmas present in the corner, that made him think again.


  


  “Tell you what,” he said. “I’m fixing to go over there now, as a matter of fact. Why don’t you just follow me. It isn’t hard, but... just follow me.”


  


  Without waiting for a response, he returned to the pickup and slid into the cab. Once inside, he yanked off the cap and tossed it aside, told himself he smelled like a dead wet fish on a hot dry morning, and started the engine.


  


  He didn’t want to think about what he was doing.


  


  He wasn’t looking forward to seeing the expression on Chisholm’s face.


  


  Nevertheless, he had a pretty good feeling about this. A pretty good feeling that he was doing the right thing.


  


  And if he wasn’t... hell, it was no skin off his back. Chisholm wasn’t a friend, wasn’t a neighbor; he was just someone Rick had helped out a little because Ronnie had asked him to. He’d just go there, deliver the message the mainland pharmacist had given him, and go home. Call Ronnie. Have dinner with her. Let her pump him for information.


  


  He grinned as he pulled onto the road, checking the rearview to be sure the strangers were following.


  


  So Chisholm gets mad at him. So what?


  


  Ronnie was going to be awfully happy about what he knew, and he knew just how to dole it out.


  


  Damn, he thought, laughing aloud; damn, sometime I just step in it, you know what I mean?


  


  * * * *
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  “Because I watched them, Jasper, that’s how I know ... follow them? How the hell was I supposed to follow them? My car’s the only gold one on the island, Jordan would have spotted it in a minute...Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Jasper, he turned left on Midway and waved for them to follow along. The only reason he’d go that way is to see Chisholm ... no, I don’t know who they are ... no, I didn’t talk to them, I was already gone ... Good Lord, you are the most... no, I didn’t count them, for God’s sake, it was raining! There’s a passel of them, though, I could see that much . . .


  


  “Look, Jasper, you’re not getting the whole picture here. Think about it: they were not supposed to get this far. We were assured they’d already be taken care of, and Chisholm would be on his own. Assuming our boys hadn’t already stomped his ass into the next century, that is. So now he’s not alone, and I don’t think our friend is going to be very happy when he finds out. I think maybe you and I, we ought to get a little creative around here ... you know damn well what I mean, and if you’re taping this, Jasper, so help me God, I’m gonna skin you bald, you hear me?


  


  “All right, all right, don’t get all huffy. Just watching my back, same as you, and don’t tell me you’re not. The thing is, we got exactly two weeks, am I right? Now surely we can come up with something in two lousy weeks. Put your brain on the boil, partner, see what you can come up with. Meanwhile, we got another problem ...


  


  “Right. Exactly right. Our friend doesn’t want to wait any longer. Time to stop screwing around here, time to make that old black bastard see the light. If you know what I mean. Can’t use Stump again, he’s got no finesse. We gotta have finesse this time, and I think I know just the man.


  


  “Best thing about it is, partner, the son of a bitch works cheap.”


  


  * * * *
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  he minute the rain stopped, Casey grabbed his jacket and left the house. He didn’t intend to go very far, only wanted some clean fresh air and a good strong walk to help clean out his system.


  


  As soon as Jordan had left, he had made his way back upstairs, stripped, and stood under a hot shower, bracing himself against the tiled wall with one hand, letting the heat and the steam do its work. He stayed there for so long his skin began to redden, but he gave himself no complaints. It felt good. Almost sinful.


  


  Afterward, he shaved, brushed his hair, and dressed. He sang loudly to the empty house. He walked from room to room and looked out the windows, not to see anything in particular, just to walk, to give his legs some exercise. The storm frustrated him, but it also allowed him time to sit for a while between his wanderings, for which he was grateful. He knew that if he’d gone out right away, he would have walked himself right back into bed—too much, too soon.


  


  He ate as large a lunch as his stomach would take, bemoaning how much better Hector’s touch was.


  


  He considered a cigarette and changed his mind, walked the house again instead, taking his time, working up a sweat that had him back in the shower—no luxury now, purely utilitarian—and into a fresh set of clothes.


  


  That was okay.


  


  He felt good. He felt clean. He felt somehow less vulnerable for feeling so ... good.


  


  Once he stood on the porch steps, feeling the light breeze feather-touch his face, he realized he was in danger of being convinced he was back to normal.


  


  Still, the rain-cleared air smelled wonderful. Intoxicating. Cold enough to make him rub his hands together, not so cold that he had to fetch gloves or a hat. Brisk, he decided; he and the air felt brisk.


  


  And it reminded him, suddenly and powerfully, of the day he had left that North Carolina cell for the last time, the day he had walked through that high, sliding, pocked-with-rust iron door into the free world. The same intoxication, the same feeling of power, the same feeling of such immense giddy relief that his knees had almost buckled.


  


  A feeling of such immeasurable sadness, for the time he had lost and could never regain.


  


  He adjusted his coat, pushed stubborn hair away from his brow, and strode down the walk to the street. An automatic look left, a check right, and he crossed over, angling toward the narrow path that would, if he had the strength, take him to the beach.


  


  No hurry, he cautioned; no hurry, Case, either you get there or you don’t.


  


  No hurry.


  


  * * * *


  


  He rested under a fat-bole evergreen whose lower branches had been stripped away, those remaining looking as gnarled as a man’s arthritic knuckles. There was no wind, just the sand and the tide marks and the roll of the surf.


  


  A sky too large and too high, too clear of clouds after such an abrupt and nasty storm.


  


  He could see the stone whales a hundred yards off to his left; to his right a tall dune that, he seemed to recall, had been much taller when he’d first arrived on the island. A pair of gulls strutting on the wet apron, wings out and legs dancing whenever a wave swept its foam toward them. Broken shells. The faint darkened rim that marked a long dead bonfire from a long forgotten party.


  


  He wanted to go out to the jetty, feel the ocean’s power beneath him, but he knew he wouldn’t make it. The sun was on its way down, the sawtooth shadow-line of the trees crawling toward the darkening water. So he leaned against the tree and listened to the sea.


  


  After a long time, he whispered, “I know what you want, but I can’t do it. You know I can’t do it.”


  


  The unbearable sadness of something never retrieved.


  


  He didn’t turn, didn’t start, when he heard cautious footsteps behind him, softly crackling over the dead leaves and needles that lay thick and thin on the ground.


  


  Even here, he thought; even here, I can’t be alone.


  


  Eventually a man came up beside him, barely reaching his shoulder, his oversize coat too thick for the weather, his hair unkempt beneath a pushed-back watch cap that looked as worn as his face.


  


  “You listening for them?” asked Dub Neely.


  


  “For what?” Casey said.


  


  The faint smell of liquor.


  


  Neely smacked his lips loudly. “They got me, you know.”


  


  Casey did look then, and looked down. The man’s shoes were wrapped and wrapped again with duct tape, but he could see dark stains on the bottom of the trousers, and when he took a step away from the trees onto the sand, dark stains spotting his bare ankles.


  


  “Looks like you walked through the briar patch.”


  


  Neely shook his head. “Them birds is what it was.” He looked over his shoulder, eyes rimmed red and pouched. When he smiled, there weren’t many teeth. “Them birds got me.”


  


  Casey didn’t understand and didn’t ask.


  


  “Dead birds,” Neely said, as if that would explain everything. “Walking bones, you know? Came right at me.” He lifted one foot a couple of inches off the ground. “Damn near bled me to death.”


  


  Casey nodded, tilted his head, pulled his lips briefly between his teeth so he wouldn’t smile.


  


  “The thing of it is,” Neely continued, facing the ocean, idly flicking something off a sleeve, “I wasn’t as surprised as I ought to have been once I realized what was happening. An astounding bit of nature gone hog wild, and it was, in its awful morbid way, rather fascinating. The prerogative of a drunk, Mr. Chisholm; being able to observe the impossible without losing his mind.”


  


  “Is that so?”


  


  “Damn straight.” Neely rolled his shoulders, smoothed his cap down into place with both palms. “Son of a bitch, you look at that?” He pointed toward the water. “Some fool, looks like he left a perfectly good can of beer out there. Idiots don’t know what they’re missing, you know what I mean? Ain’t got no sense the good Lord gave them, and what they do got they ain’t got a clue how to use it. Stupid bastards. Hell of a storm. Had to hide under somebody’s porch, man. Could’ve gotten pneumonia, something like that. Hell of a storm. The phrase, I believe, is gully-washer, right? No matter. A hell of a storm.”


  


  He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a flask, shook it next to his ear to gauge its content, then twisted off the top and took a quick drink.


  


  “Hell of a storm, man. Walking bones. Damn near killed me, but I got away. Close thing, but I did get away.”


  


  He took another drink and put the flask away.


  


  “Weird shit, man. A perfectly good can of beer all by its lonesome.”


  


  Casey, saying nothing, pushed off the tree with his shoulder, put his hands into his pockets, and started down the trail toward home. The treetops had begun to blend with the sky, lowering it, and the tide on its way in had begun to snarl and roar. Considering the way weariness had begun to slip over him, it would be a good idea to get home before full dark.


  


  “Hey!” Neely called.


  


  Casey ignored him. He needed to sit. He needed to eat. This would be the longest half mile he could ever remember, but he wasn’t about to stop to rest. Not now. Or stop to have a conversation with a drunk.


  


  “Hey!”


  


  He would sleep hard and long tonight. Tomorrow he would decide what he would do about the Teagues. Since the sheriff obviously wasn’t going to do anything on his own, Casey had to make up his mind how far he was going to push this. Make the complaint and force the law into at least making a show of caring? Wait a couple of days and maybe do a little peace-keeping of his own? Forget the whole damn thing and hope there wasn’t a recurrence?


  


  “Hey, I’m ... I’m talking to you!”


  


  Whittaker Hull wanted to know what he knew, but he didn’t think he knew anything. What was there to know? What did it matter to him anyway? Did he really give a damn?


  


  “The horses, goddamnit!”


  


  He stopped.


  


  “I want to ... I want to know if you was listening for them damn horses again!”


  


  Ah ... hell, he thought; oh ... hell.


  


  But when he looked back, Dub Neely was gone, nothing at the end of the trail but a faint glow from the water, and a darkness that looked all too much like a wall.


  


  * * * *
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  By the time he reached the edge of the woodland, twilight had turned to dusk, and he had used up all the curses he knew, aimed at the stupidity for walking so far so soon after he’d left his sickbed. His breath came in short gasps, pockets of sweat gave him shuddering chills, and his eyes weren’t working quite the way they were supposed to. As if he had to walk through a world just out of focus enough to give him a headache if he looked at it too long.


  


  Slowly, unsteadily, he passed between two of Cutler’s rental houses and grinned at the sight of Midway Road. Nothing spectacular, it hadn’t been miraculously paved while he’d been gone, but it meant that, if he had to, he could crawl the rest of the way home and not lose too much skin in the process.


  


  A bonus, then, when he saw Rick Jordan’s truck parked at the shoulder in front of his own place. Jordan himself sat on the lowered tailgate, legs swinging lazily, cigarette in one hand, his head drooped low as though he might be napping.


  


  “Rick,” he called, and winced at how weak he sounded.


  


  Jordan dropped to the ground, arms slightly away from his sides as he searched for the voice. Nodded when Casey called him again, and wandered over, a hand in his hip pocket, the other flicking the cigarette away.


  


  “No answer,” he said, nodding toward the house. “I thought maybe you got yourself snatched or something, and holy shit, Chisholm, where the hell have you been, you look like holy hell.”


  


  Casey shrugged nonchalantly. “Just went for a walk on the beach.”


  


  “The beach?” Jordan stared at the houses, the trees beyond, measuring the distance. “You out of your mind?”


  


  “Yes,” Casey said, and laughed. “Come on inside, I have to sit, and sit fast. You can tell me—”


  


  “Can’t,” Jordan said. “I have a date with Ronnie, and if I don’t get cleaned up in a hurry, she’ll sink me in the marsh.”


  


  They stopped at the pickup’s hood, Casey resting a hip against it.


  


  “So?”


  


  “So, I don’t get it.”


  


  “You don’t have to, Rick. Not yet anyway. Did you find out?”


  


  Jordan pulled a bottle of pills from his jacket pocket and handed it over. “Supposed to be antibiotics and painkillers and stuff, right?”


  


  “Right. That’s what...” He scratched under his chin. “Alloway? Yeah. That’s what Alloway said.”


  


  Jordan took off his cap, slapped it lightly against his leg before jamming it back on. “Now I really don’t get it.”


  


  Casey looked at him hard.


  


  Jordan flinched apologetically. “Hey, sorry.” He pointed at the bottle. “Valium.”


  


  “What?”


  


  “That’s what the man said. Valium. You know, it—”


  


  “I know what it is, Rick,” he said sharply. “What I don’t know is how it did what it did.”


  


  “Hell, that’s easy. There’s enough there to make you stupid for the rest of your life. Kind of.” He shook his head, kicked lightly at a tire with a heel. “Man, I didn’t know half of what the guy was talking about. I always thought it was, you know, what shrinks gave you to calm you down. You know, nervous rich lady stuff. I didn’t know it helped if you were having a fit or something, things like that.”


  


  Casey turned the bottle over and over in his hand. “Neither did I, Rick. Neither did I.”


  


  “That dose there, though, it’s enough to ...” He laughed shortly. “Hell, I already said that, didn’t I? So how come, huh? Why’d the man lie to you?”


  


  Casey didn’t know.


  


  Jordan started for the truck door, stopped, and shook his head. “You really don’t know?”


  


  “Nope.”


  


  “You find out, you tell me? I have to admit, I’m awfully curious.”


  


  “You and me both, Rick. You and me both.” He tucked the bottle into a palm, rolled it back and forth. “And thanks. Thanks for doing this. I owe you one.”


  


  “Nah. No sweat.” Jordan opened the door and climbed in, then stuck his head out the window. “You might want to move over there, Casey. You don’t need being run over on top of everything else.”


  


  Casey moved, but slowly.


  


  More questions, and he was getting angry because he was too exhausted to think them through.


  


  “Something else,” Jordan said after he started the engine.


  


  “What?”


  


  Jordan pointed up the road.


  


  Casey turned and saw, almost hidden in the dusk, a car parked at the bend.


  


  “They came to see you,” Jordan explained. “From the looks of them, they got themselves beat up pretty good, too.”


  


  “Who are they?” he demanded. “Rick, who—”


  


  But Jordan had already pulled the truck into a tight U-turn, the engine and muffler too loud for talk. A hand waved over the roof, and the pickup was gone. Casey stared after it, the pill bottle tight in his hand, then stared at the car until a door opened, and a man slid out.


  


  “Casey?”


  


  He couldn’t see clearly, didn’t recognize the voice. Too tired to be tense, too confused and suspicious to answer. The only thing he was sure of was that Rick wouldn’t have left him if there was any threat.


  


  He hoped.


  


  Then he heard another voice: “Casey? Reverend Chisholm?”


  


  Oh my Lord, he thought; oh my sweet Lord.


  


  He reached out with his free hand for something to hold on to. All it found was air, and it was still fumbling when Cora Bowes exploded from the car and ran toward him, crying, hands and arms flapping, until she fell against his chest and he had no choice but to hold her.


  


  “Cora,” he said, his voice deep and husky. “My God ... Cora.”


  


  * * * *


  


  a lifetime ago in a world dead and buried, three kids pulling a prank, and he’d caught them and lectured them and laughed and sent them on their way and one was dead and two were ...


  


  two belonged to a lifetime ago


  


  in a world dead and buried.


  


  * * * *


  


  He held her tightly, too stunned to speak, too many things abruptly awakened. Anger and joy and despair and the realization that he was about to fall. He held her more tightly, looked over her head, and saw someone hurrying toward him, arm in a sling tight to his chest.


  


  His eyes widened.


  


  He grinned despite the wail of failure that begged for his attention.


  


  “I’ll be damned, Reed?”


  


  Reed Turner, heedless of his injury and ignoring Cora, fell against him too, clumsily, his good arm trying to encircle the larger man’s back. He wasn’t crying, but he couldn’t speak.


  


  Too much, Casey thought; this is too much, I don’t... dear God, I can’t—


  


  “Casey, it’s good to see you again.”


  


  The man was tall, lank, and once he was close enough and Casey could see his face and that jumble of hair, he squeezed Reed and Cora so tightly they gasped and squirmed and squeezed him back.


  


  “John,” he said flatly, no emotion left in him.


  


  Bannock nodded, almost sheepishly. A half turn to indicate the woman waiting hesitantly near the car. “That’s Lisse Montgomery, Casey. She and I... well, we kind of had an adventure. We, uh ... we ... you were right, you know. When you called that time? You were ... hey, are you okay?”


  


  He wasn’t, and he wasn’t about to play the role.


  


  “The house,” he said, blinking heavily. “I think you guys had better help me to the house.”


  


  * * * *
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  n a mountaintop in Tennessee he sits on the great black and scowls at the twinkling lights of a large town spread across the far horizon, at the lighted roads that lead to it. He pushes at the brim of his hat until the hat rests above his forehead. His old-leather gloved hands are folded over the saddle horn. Leather creaks when he shifts. The bridle sings when the black bobs its head.


  


  Beside him the long white car idles almost silently.


  


  The driver’s window is down.


  


  The passenger window is down, and Joey, his hat off, sticks his head out and frowns.


  


  “I felt something,” he says.


  


  Red nods. “Yep.”


  


  “It didn’t work, huh?”


  


  “Doesn’t look like it.”


  


  “How can it not work?”


  


  Red brushes a thumb over the pale stubble on his cheek. “Sometimes it just don’t.”


  


  “That’s stupid.” And Joey yelps when Eula smacks him across the back of his head, yanks him back inside, and forces him to change seats with her.


  


  “I apologize for the child,” she says.


  


  Red nods. Just once.


  


  “Still, it seems ... odd, don’t you think?”


  


  A gentle criticism that makes him swing his head around. There is no expression on his face, and she looks straight ahead, hands in her lap. Waiting for an explanation.


  


  The black stamps a hoof and backs up until Red and Eula are even.


  


  “We’ve been doing this a long time,” he says.


  


  She nods. Just once.


  


  “Maybe ... don’t rightly know, but maybe we’ve kind of had it a little easy.”


  


  No reaction.


  


  Joey whimpers.


  


  “Maybe... maybe we tend to forget we are what we are. We ain’t no more than that.”


  


  She looks at him for a long time before, at last, she nods, reluctantly, the possible truth of it.


  


  “Maybe,” he says quietly, “I was wrong.”


  


  No response.


  


  None at all.


  


  Then Susan says, “Together.”


  


  The black shies.


  


  emerald sparks and scarlet fire


  


  “No more trying to even the odds, okay? because there aren’t any odds, Red. There’s only us. There’s only them.”


  


  He takes a slow deep breath, and when he exhales fog is born on the ground, curls around the black’s hooves, rises in patches and puffs above the white car’s tires, spreads down the mountainside and soon smothers all the lights of the city and the roads.


  


  “Yep,” he says, and pulls his hat down. “Yep.”


  


  “Good.”


  


  He smiles. Not quick now; it lasts.


  


  And Joey scrambles over Eula’s lap, looks up at him, and says, solemnly, “I want to play.”


  


  When Red laughs ...


  


  ... down in the city, a thousand people scream.


  


  * * * *
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  arly Wednesday afternoon, Lyman Baylor stands in the center aisle of his church, imagining the pews filled for Friday’s Christmas as they had been on Thanksgiving, imagining himself up there in the pulpit, his words of such force and conviction that no eye is left dry, no soul left lost, no lips left without a smile.


  


  So what do you think, Dad? he thought; you think I’m throwing it all away now?


  


  The sun has reached the front of the building, slips into the nave from a small round window over the choir gallery, taking his shadow and stretching it toward the large cross hanging from the ceiling. There is little warmth left; the church is damp and chilled, but he’s used to it, that’s part of the building’s character—no matter how hard the furnace works, there’s always someplace that doesn’t quite get the heat.


  


  Behind him the front door opens.


  


  “Ly?”


  


  “Here,” he answers.


  


  Kitra, in a light topcoat that matches her red scarf, comes up beside him, takes his hand. A scan of the empty pews, and she chuckles, hugs his arm, sweeps her free hand across the nave. “You remember?”


  


  He does.


  


  The wedding had been a disaster. Not content with being scornful of his mission, neither had his family been silent about his choice of mates. Too beautiful, they said; turn too many heads, they said, and you know that means temptation; too stubborn, they warned, too sure of herself; her mind doesn’t think the way yours does, son, and she’ll have you in grief before the honeymoon is over.


  


  They said.


  


  As a result, his side of the aisle had been sparsely attended, while hers was hardly attended at all. Her family, although they liked him well enough, couldn’t see the winner of an important beauty pageant spending the rest of her life tending to the needs of a cleric and his charges. And a Methodist, for God’s sake, her despairing father had said; couldn’t he at least, her mother said, couldn’t he at least be one of those rich Episcopalians?


  


  The outdoor reception had been rained on.


  


  The honeymoon reservations in Bermuda had been lost, and it took two of their six days before they were able to regain their room without threat of having to move somewhere else.


  


  And he had gotten so sunburned on the beach that he couldn’t lie on his back for almost a week.


  


  He squeezes her hand. “They’re right, dear. It can’t last. I’m sorry.”


  


  “I know.” She kisses his cheek. “What a pity.”


  


  “So where are you off to?”


  


  “I’m going to drop in on Mr. Chisholm. I can’t believe he sent everyone away like that. How will he manage?”


  


  Lyman looked at her, frowning. “You haven’t heard?”


  


  “Heard what?”


  


  “He has company.”


  


  She steps back, a hand to the flat of her chest, and he wonders why she’s gone ever so slightly pale.


  


  “Company? Who?”


  


  “I don’t know, not exactly. Whittaker told me that Ronnie told him that....” He laughs. “Sounds like a game of telephone, doesn’t it?”


  


  Kitra’s smile is so clearly forced he can’t help but wonder again.


  


  “Anyway, I think there are four of them. Two couples. Rick Jordan met them on the causeway and brought them in. And that,” he says with spread hands, “is all I know, dear. Torture won’t get you anywhere.”


  


  There is a moment, a heartbeat long, when the silence is too loud. Then she takes his elbow and says, “Well, then, I guess you’ll just have to take me to dinner, Ly. I’m all dressed up with no place to go.”


  


  “You,” he tells her fondly, “are strange.”


  


  A swift kiss, which makes him look guiltily toward the altar, and they walk side by side to the door.


  


  “I think I’ll talk about friendship on Sunday.”


  


  “Yes?”


  


  “Sure. This time of year, so many feel so despondent, so alone, as if they don’t have any friends, and they always forget the best friend they ever had.”


  


  Kitra hugs his waist. “You’re amazing, Lyman.”


  


  “Not really.”


  


  But he’s pleased. Very pleased that the color is back in her cheeks.


  


  “I’ll meet you at the car,” he tells her on the stoop. “I just have to lock up.”


  


  Just as she reaches the bottom step and he has taken the key from his pocket, they hear a slow, rhythmic, soft screeching. With no idea what in heaven’s name it is, he rushes back inside, stops at the head of the aisle, and grabs for the back of the nearest pew.


  


  The cross has begun to swing over the altar, its brass chains scraping against the eyehooks that hold them to the beams overhead. Although practically new, they sound centuries rusted, and Lyman can’t help but think of an old ship on the ocean.


  


  From the doorway Kitra says, “Lyman, tell me it’s the wind, all right? Just tell me it’s the wind.”


  


  * * * *
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  Ben Pellier has finally finished wiping down the tables, laying out the half-dozen sets of darts near the board, and with Alma, making sure all the salt and pepper shakers are filled, the sugar packets are on the tables, and the individual silverware settings are all rolled up in their wine-colored cloth napkins. Senior is sweeping the floor, humming quietly to himself.


  


  Opening in three hours, and he’s ready for business, early for a change.


  


  From the kitchen door, Alma says, “See if he’s hungry, dear.”


  


  Ben nods and dusts his hands on his apron as he approaches the bar. As he scratches under his patch, he says, “Hey, you old fart, you ready to eat?”


  


  Pegleg stares at him, then bobs his head several times. “Ready to eat,” the parrot answers. “Ready to eat.”


  


  Alma laughs. “He’s always ready to eat, that one.”


  


  Senior sweeps the last of the dirt out the front door, takes a swipe or two at the steps, and leans the broom against the wall as he pulls a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. There’s a light wind blowing in from the ocean, and his lighter fights him until he finds just the right angle of cupped hand and bent back.


  


  “Those things’ll kill you, man,” Ben calls as the wind slips inside, stirs the fresh sawdust Senior has spread over the bare wood.


  


  “Too old to worry about it,” Senior tells him with a broad grin.


  


  “And that makes the place look bad, you standing out there like that,” Ben adds.


  


  “Why? Because I’m black?”


  


  “No, because you’re old and funny-looking, you’ll scare all the women away.”


  


  They laugh, shake their heads, and Senior returns to his smoke while Ben mimes for him to shut the door, then turns to see that Pegleg is okay. The old bird hates the wind, hates the breeze, will go nuts if anybody blows in his face. A story has gone around that it’s because the bird doesn’t like being reminded of his younger days aboard a ship that sailed the Pacific.


  


  The truth was, Ben bought the stupid bird near fresh from its egg, but the story makes for a better story, and he’s never contradicted it. He has no idea why Peg doesn’t like the wind, and he really doesn’t care. If it bothers his old friend, then it bothers him. “


  


  “Alma,” he calls, “hurry it up, will you?”


  


  Peg stares at him from his cage.


  


  Ben laughs. “Oh, don’t look at me like that, huh? It ain’t my fault she’s slow.”


  


  Peg spreads his wings as if stretching, then pecks once at the cage. He lifts his head as if testing the wind, says, “Ready to eat, Ben. Ready to die.”


  


  * * * *
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  Billy Freck sits at his desk in the sheriff’s office, legs propped on the edge, toothpick hanging out of the corner of his mouth. He’s back near the window so he can see the parking lot behind the building, as well as straight across the room to the entrance. Verna is at her desk, straightening up before she goes home, once in a while answering the radio, giving instructions.


  


  There are strings of red and silver stuff he never knows the name of looped around the walls, cutouts of snowmen and reindeer on the window, and a small Christmas tree at the end of the visitors bench.


  


  As if, he thinks, that’s gonna make anyone cheer up.


  


  Oakman has already left so he doesn’t miss dinner at Betsy’s.


  


  “How’s it look out there, Verna?”


  


  “Quiet.”


  


  “Too early for any excitement, I guess.”


  


  “I guess.”


  


  He takes the toothpick out, examines it, puts it back. “Heard the ex-con’s got some of his gang up there on Midway.”


  


  Verna doesn’t answer. She sweeps her blotter clean with the edge of her hand, adjusts her glasses, takes her purse from the bottom drawer.


  


  “You think they’ll rob the bank or something?”


  


  “Or something.”


  


  “You don’t care, do you?”


  


  “Billy,” she says without turning around, “right now, all I care about is getting out of here and not coming back until first thing in the morning.”


  


  He grunts.


  


  She stands and stretches, keeping her back to him.


  


  “You do your Christmas shopping yet?”


  


  She nods.


  


  “You buy me anything?” he asks around a grin.


  


  She lifts a hand slowly over her shoulder and gives him a languid wave before stepping around her desk, checking it one last time, and pushing through the barrier gate. She points to the radio on her way to the exit. “Keep an ear out, will you, until Salter comes in?”


  


  She doesn’t wait for an answer.


  


  Billy salutes her back. “Yes, ma’am, I surely will. You can count on me. Absolutely, you tight-ass bitch.”


  


  He swings his legs to the floor and saunters over to her desk, drops into her chair and begins to search through the drawers. He’s never found anything there yet, but there’s always a first time. Besides, it makes noise. The office is too quiet, and he doesn’t like the quiet. No one in the cells below, he’s the only living thing left in the building, and the more noise he can make without making a racket, the better he feels.


  


  The radio snaps and hisses quietly, as if it were muttering to itself.


  


  When, not surprisingly, there’s nothing for him to find, he concentrates instead on the meeting he’s got set with Mariana later tonight. Her old lady’s got some damn dinner party or other, so Mariana can’t get out until that’s over. Then he’s going to meet her down at the harbor, and with luck make a few waves of his own.


  


  He’s no fool. He knows she’s only using him when she’s got nothing better going on, but he has no intention of being the one to end it. Whatever “it” is. At least not until he gets his final payment from Cutler. Once that’s tucked away in the bank, he’s going to walk into Oakman’s office, throw the cheesy tin badge into his fat old face, tell him a thing or two or three, and get the hell off this island.


  


  He’s not sure yet where he’s going, but with the money he’s saved over the past couple, three years, there won’t be many places he won’t be able to afford.


  


  He rolls the chair back, has one leg ready to rest on Verna’s desk, when the radio’s speaker light winks on red and he hears someone whispering.


  


  “Shit,” he says, grabs the mike, and thumbs it on. “Salter, damnit, speak up, I can’t understand you.”


  


  He listens.


  


  “Dwight, that you? Whack your mike on the dash, it ain’t coming through so good.”


  


  The whispering grows a little louder, but he still can’t understand it.


  


  “Sheriff, that you? Can’t understand you, Sheriff, this speaker’s gone all to hell.” He raps the top of the speaker with his knuckles. “Sheriff? Salter?” Now he whacks the speaker with his palm, hits it again, and tosses the mike on the desk in disgust. “Goddamn cheap shit.”


  


  He listens a while longer, head tilted to one side, listening hard now because he thinks there’s more than one voice he’s hearing. Maybe not, but he sure knows what it sounds like—all those sons of bitches in high school who used to talk about him behind his back, stuck-up snobs who think you ain’t a whole person if you don’t have a whole family. Whispering about him in the cafeteria, in the halls, talking about his momma, how she run away one night and never came back; talking about his sister, how she’d climb under the sheet with any man or kid who asked her; talking about him because he only had three shirts and two pairs of jeans and all of them were made of old cotton.


  


  Talking about him, how he’ll end up in the gutter, just like the rest of the Frecks, just like the whole damn family.


  


  “Damn,” and he shakes his head, wondering where the hell all that came from. He glances over the radio’s face until he finds the speaker switch and, not caring if Oakman bitches or not, flicks it off.


  


  Maybe what he’ll do is, he’ll call down to Rick, the guy is an asshole, but he’s damn good with things like radios and stuff. Maybe he can come on up, take a look, see what’s wrong. To do that, though, he needs a telephone book, and after failing to find where Verna kept hers, he grunts to his feet and, stretching his arms over his head, looks around the room. He knows there has to be one here somewhere.


  


  When he finds it he laughs. Wouldn’t you know, it’s right out there in the open, on top of Dwight’s desk. He grabs it up, lets the cover fall open, and turns when he hears the radio whispering at him again.


  


  “Christ,” he mutters, and stamps over, kicking aside a chair on the way, reaches down to snap the switch off, and freezes.


  


  It is off.


  


  So is the speaker’s red light.


  


  But the whispers still slide from behind the speaker’s grill, and he knows, he just knows, they’re talking about him.


  


  * * * *


  


  4


  


  “Well, I’ll be damned.”


  


  Rick kneels near the bow of the Lucky Deuce, staring at the water. There’s the usual amount of flotsam there— plastic rings, some kind of food, bits of plants—but he also counts at least a dozen dead fish.


  


  He stands, looks around, then walks to the end of the dock and follows the boardwalk along the water’s edge.


  


  “Damn,” he says with a shake of his head.


  


  He doesn’t bother counting the number of dead fish.


  


  He couldn’t anyway; there are too many.


  


  * * * *
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  Norville Cutler sits on a park bench, arms spread along the back, topcoat open, hat on the seat beside him, watching old man Farelli fuss with the string of Christmas lights that outline the barbershop window. From down the street he can hear the tinny sound of carols carrying on the easy wind. Gold spiraled streamers are strung across Midway Road from the tops of the streetlamps, intertwined with tiny bulbs that will, he admits, look pretty nice once the sun has gone down. The street isn’t crowded, but there are enough pedestrians to make the town look alive. He suspects that the shops down by the harbor are just as busy. It’s times like this when he wishes he had gone into one of those businesses instead of peddling the tourist crap he does. Maybe someday he’d figure out how to sell it to the locals, really add to the pot that’s blossoming in the bank.


  


  He belches then, and laughs at himself. He’s just had lunch at the Tide, wants very much to go home and change into something more comfortable, but Mandy has decided to wrap presents today and has ordered him out of the house for at least another hour. Last year she did the wrapping naked, which meant she didn’t get a whole hell of a lot done, but this year, for some reason, she’s taking the season seriously. He has a bad feeling she expects him to pop the question, which he has no intention of doing. Not this year. Not next. Not ever.


  


  Old man Farelli has gone inside.


  


  Cutler glances at his watch, thinks for a second or two, and decides he’s had enough sitting around, waiting around, even though it’s only been a few minutes.


  


  It’s the deal.


  


  He knows it’s the deal.


  


  Time is almost up, his incalculable fortune just about made, and it’s making him nervous. Anxious. More so when Stump didn’t do the deed the way he was supposed to.


  


  “You didn’t say kill him.”


  


  “I said take care of him, what do you suppose that means?”


  


  “Didn’t think it meant kill him.”


  


  Jesus. Working with idiots like that, it’s amazing he and Jasper have gotten this far. One more place, though. One more place. And Freck already has his marching orders.


  


  Once that’s taken care of, he’s pretty sure it won’t make any difference whether Chisholm is dead or alive. That end of the island will be all his, and his partner will have nothing to complain about.


  


  It would be nice, of course, if he could find out what the man wanted with all that property. Prime land, but as far as he could tell, no sign of development activity, no matter what Hull claims to have dredged up in Atlanta.


  


  He taps the fingers of his left hand thoughtfully against his chest, considering Hull, thinking maybe, just to keep the old man honest, it wouldn’t hurt to have the boys pay him another visit. It wouldn’t be, he thinks with a laugh, as if Chisholm would be able to step in again.


  


  Another check of his watch and he gathers his coat closed with one hand, uses the other to push himself off the bench.


  


  Time to go.


  


  Time to see what kind of damage Mandy has done to his bank account—assuming she lets him open the presents early.


  


  He picks up his hat, sets its carefully in place, and walks the straight path to the sidewalk, where he nearly collides with Dermot Alloway.


  


  “Jesus, Dermot,” he says, “you ever look where you’re going?”


  


  Alloway, his cheeks flushed, his eyes nearly invisible behind a pair of heavy-frame glasses, purses his lips in disapproval. “I could say the same for you, Mr. Cutler.” Then everything about him sags, and he looks to Norville like a weary, hunted rabbit. “I have some news.”


  


  Cutler eases him away toward the curb, smiling and nodding when several people recognize him and greet him by name. “What news?” Still smiling.


  


  “He knows.”


  


  “Who knows?”


  


  “Chisholm. I had a call from a friend on the mainland. Chisholm knows about the medication.”


  


  Cutler waves at old man Farelli just leaving his shop. “And so...”


  


  “And so what if he tries to do something about it? My God, Norville, I could lose my license.”


  


  Cutler buttons his coat, claps the doctor heartily on the shoulder. “Not to worry, Dermot, my friend. Not to worry. Anything comes up, it will be taken care of, you have my word on it. Now you have a great Christmas, you hear? My best to the little woman.”


  


  He walks away, head up, back straight. There are those who studiously ignore him, those whose sideways glances are less than friendly, but he doesn’t care. Chisholm knows. So what? Anything he starts, I can finish. In this case, the man’s size was too obviously deceptive.


  


  A smile no one can see.


  


  He walks by the sheriffs office, thinks it might do him well to have a word with Deputy Freck, and looks through the glass door just in time to see Freck smash the dispatch radio on the floor.


  


  * * * *
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  There is a great stillness in the marsh, despite the steady wind that blows overhead. Ronnie stands in a broad-bottom skiff, poling toward the landing where she’s left her truck. On the seat that spans the middle are her laptop computer, a thick three-ring binder, and a large canvas sack tied snugly at the top.


  


  She checks the trees she passes under, studies the water and the land that pokes out from the reeds and weeds and the knees of cypress that have been stunted by saltwater seepage. She is afraid that once she sends in this last report of the year, her job will be finished. They’ll send someone out to check, they always do when they think she’s blown it, and each time it happens, she’s able to smile and be gracious as they apologize for the intrusion.


  


  Not this time.


  


  This time they’re going to see that she’s right, but after the holidays they’ll send out an army of researchers and biologists and what-all, and they won’t have any need for her. Especially when she tells them she has no idea what’s going on, that she has, despite the tests she’s run, the quick autopsies she’s performed, no idea why the snakes are all dead.


  


  As far as she can tell, every last one of them is dead.


  


  Floating on the surface, caught in the reeds, stretched and tangled on the ground, a few dangling from branches in what was left of the Spanish moss.


  


  It had taken almost all day to realize something else— that none of the bodies had been eaten, even nibbled at. Neither the birds nor the insects had touched a single one.


  


  She probably could have stood that, could have stood seeing all the serpents dead, could have taken it with only a raised eyebrow, a puzzled grunt. . She could have; she knew it.


  


  If it hadn’t been for the great silence she couldn’t even break by slapping the pole against the water.


  


  * * * *
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  In the Methodist church, the cross stops swinging, but something creaks just the same.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the Edward Teach, Pegleg ignores the fruit and nuts Alma has given him, and stares at the door, muttering to himself.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the sheriff’s office, Billy Freck grabs his cap, checks his revolver, and hurries outside, while on the floor, in a hundred pieces, there are whispers. And there is laughter.


  


  * * * *


  


  On the beach, waves pound the jetties and sawgrass quivers in the wind, seagulls dive for food, a lone cat prowls the dunes.


  


  And Dub Neely sits cross-legged on the head of Daddy whale, every so often taking a sip from his flask. He seems to remember talking the other day with the giant who works for Cutler, but he can’t remember what he said, can’t remember if the giant answered. He thinks it may be important, but he can’t remember why.


  


  It’s almost Christmas.


  


  He’s alone.


  


  That may be the reason he’s crying.


  


  But he can’t remember why.


  


  
    


    * * * *
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  hen Casey opened his eyes, sunlight pushing at the bedroom curtains told him it wasn’t the same day he had walked out of the woods. The question was, how long had he been asleep?


  


  Carefully, testing each limb, aware of a lightheadedness that threatened to undermine his equilibrium, he tossed the covers aside and sat up. On the chair in the corner were his shirt and jeans. By the nightstand were his shoes. He stared at them for a long time, as though he wasn’t sure what they were, then stood, waited, and headed straight for the bathroom.


  


  Weak or not, there were some things that didn’t pay attention to how he felt.


  


  When he checked the mirror and saw the stubble on his cheeks and chin, he figured it had to be Wednesday, good Lord don’t let it be Thursday.


  


  It wasn’t until he was in the shower that he remembered it all.


  


  As best they could, they had manhandled into the house. Someone, it might have been him, insisted on lying down in his bed, and they lugged him upstairs, undressed him, covered him up, turned out the light, and ...


  


  And nothing.


  


  But the fog was gone.


  


  He rinsed and dried quickly, opening the door just a crack so he could listen for voices, for sounds of movement. If they were still here, they would know he was awake. If they were still here.


  


  “Oh, sure,” he muttered. As if, after traveling all this way, for all this time, they were just going to tuck him in, kiss him goodnight, and leave. Just like that.


  


  As he dressed, he made sure he made a lot of noise. Stomping around the bedroom. Grunting loudly. Glancing at the door now and then to see if anyone was there. When he was finished, and still alone, he walked heavy-heeled down the hall to the stairs and paused, listening.


  


  They were there.


  


  He couldn’t hear them, but he knew they were there.


  


  He backed away from the stairs and looked into the guest room. Nodded. Someone had slept in the bed.


  


  In the storeroom the closet door was closed.


  


  Back at the stairs he hesitated. There were going to be a lot of questions, most of which he knew he wouldn’t be able to answer to their satisfaction. He could always tell them to leave, though, that he hadn’t asked any of them to do this, that they had been fools all this time, chasing after something that no longer existed.


  


  But that wasn’t going to happen.


  


  He remembered the looks on their faces when they first saw him that night; he wouldn’t be able to stand the looks they’d give him if he threw them out.


  


  So what would he do? What was the best way to handle this mess? The solution didn’t take long. He would be friendly, but distant. Interested in their stories, but cool. The most important thing to remember, above all else, was that nothing was going to change.


  


  He took the first step down, and felt the first twinge of panic. The second step added a little sweat to his palms. He nearly missed the third and had to grab the bannister for support. When he was halfway down, Cora stepped out of the living room, a tentative smile, an expectant look.


  


  “Reverend Chisholm,” she said, “someone was here to see you before. Some lady.”


  


  He stared at her for a long time before he said, “Cora, I am very glad to see you, but don’t ever call me that again.”


  


  * * * *
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  Lyman Baylor’s office was at the side of the house, with an entrance of its own so he could see parishioners without them having to tramp through the house—Kitra’s idea, to preserve at least a little of their privacy. It was a small room made smaller by the bookshelves and texts, the desk and chair, the two armchairs and standing lamp, and a large globe on a carved spiral walnut stand.


  


  In shirtsleeves and stocking feet he sat at the desk and flipped through the Bible his mother had given him. He wanted something new this Christmas, aside from the usual telling of the Story. He wanted something relevant. The problem was the congregation, which, on Christmas morning, didn’t want relevance; it wanted joy and remembrance and a promise that the following week wasn’t going to bring the end of the world.


  


  It should have been simple, forming a compromise that wouldn’t alienate that which he’d worked so hard for so long to create.


  


  He should have been able to do this in his sleep.


  


  But as the news worsened and the local situation became more puzzling, and dangerous to those who bucked the mayor’s as yet unknown plans for the island’s north end, he couldn’t find anything to say but the same old clichés.


  


  Not a bad thing.


  


  Not what he wanted.


  


  So he was pleased when he saw his wife hurrying up the sidewalk. Not only was the impending interruption a blessing of sorts, but it gave him a chance to watch her, to appreciate her beauty, to thank God she had chosen him and not the dozens of other suitors who had pursued her throughout her life.


  


  He grinned shamelessly, then, when she came in without knocking.


  


  “Lyman,” she said. “Lyman, my God, you’re not going to believe it.”


  


  It wasn’t difficult to pick up on her distress, and he was immediately on his feet. “What? What happened?”


  


  “Nothing. It’s Mr. Chisholm.”


  


  His stomach lurched, his temper sparked. “They got him again? Did they—”


  


  “He’s a priest, Lyman! That man is a priest!”


  


  * * * *
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  As soon as Casey saw them waiting in the living room, he knew he couldn’t do this in here. There wasn’t enough room; he would feel constricted, confined; he needed space. Much more space.


  


  “Get your coats, we’re going for a walk.”


  


  It was the tone, not the words, that made them move; it was the look on his face that trapped their questions inside.


  


  He waited for them on the porch. Making no plans, no rehearsals, he nodded them out the screen door and down the walk to the street, herded them left and used a wide sweeping gesture when he said, simply, “This is my home.”


  


  Bannock and Lisse walked on his right, Cora and Reed on his left.


  


  He flipped up his windbreaker collar, put his hands in the pockets, and with the sun at their backs, he followed the long road around the wide bend.


  


  * * * *


  


  Maple Landing, he began, and sensed Cora and Reed tensing, from the corner of his eye saw them move closer together and clasp hands.


  


  You weren’t there, John. You don’t know what all happened, unless the kids told you something. But the short of it is, Death rode into my village—actually, it was smaller than that—but Death rode in and tore it apart anyway. She brought others with her—they’d been riding and killing across the country for weeks—and almost everyone I knew, every member of my parish, died in a single night.


  


  I’m told that I fought her, but I don’t really remember.


  


  I woke up in the hospital, broken bones everywhere, more aches than a cranky old man on a rainy November night. They said I fell from the belfry, was lucky I landed in some pretty thick bushes. I’m here to tell you, I definitely didn’t feel lucky about then, all trussed and casted up like that, tubes running every which way out of my body, doped to the gills and still hurting like hell. Funny thing was, after all that had happened to me, they were too scared to let me know the least of it—that my hair had turned white. Every strand of it.


  


  Stupid thing is, that bothered me more than anything else. Pride, I suppose. No; vanity. Looking way too old before my time.


  


  What you see here comes from a lot of practice, straight out of a bottle.


  


  Pride, now, that took a hit somewhere else.


  


  There was a woman. Her name was Helen. I kind of think we were something like lovers, or at least falling in love. She stayed with me as long as she could, and then, one day, she left. It was too much, and she didn’t understand what had really happened. I don’t blame her. She had a life to lead, and I sure wasn’t it


  


  Took a while to get better, though faster than they suspected, and I was on my feet again. So I went back to the Landing and saw what had been done.


  


  The only thing left standing in one piece was my church. I had thought, lying there in the hospital, that I’d won. That I’d beaten her. But when I saw what was left—the blackened timbers, the craters, the abandoned houses only barely singed—I knew I had lost.


  


  I lost, John.


  


  Everything I worked for, I lost in one night.


  


  Everything I was, was buried in the ashes of the school and the video store and the luncheonette and the bar; it was as dead as the rotting dock down where this great old man used to rent canoes to the tourists, and Reed here, when he wasn’t being too lazy, was one of the guides; dead as the school blown apart by a little kid.


  


  There wasn’t a single soul left in Maple Landing. All the survivors had moved away, no forwarding address.


  


  I think it was sometime during those two days I spent wandering those streets that I called you, when I told you you were marked. I don’t know how I knew that, I just did. I knew you would end up same as me, somehow. I know I sounded crazy, but I know I was right.


  


  * * * *


  


  He looked over, and John nodded, pushing the hair from his eyes, shoulders slumping.


  


  “My son,” he said quietly. “Casey, it was my son.”


  


  Casey said nothing.


  


  There was nothing to say.


  


  * * * *


  


  I had a suitcase, Casey continued, and I threw stuff in it until there was no more room. Then I left, and I haven’t been back.


  


  I was foolish enough to think that I could change things. I thought I could make it up to those who had died because I hadn’t won. The place to do that, I figured, was back home, in Tennessee. I had a little money, so I took a bus down, and the first thing I did was visit my mother’s grave. I buried her, you know. One of the first things I did after my ordination was bury my mother.


  


  I can remember the day clear as any morning you’ve ever seen in your life. That day, though, the day I went back, it was drizzly and damp and I had to pull vines from her marker and chase leaves off the grave. I told her what had happened, promised I’d try to keep preaching. But it was hard. Awful hard. ‘Cause as it turned out I was doing it for all the wrong reasons.


  


  Like the song, you know? Don’t take your guns to town, boy, leave your guns at home? Something like that?


  


  I was mad. Hell, I was so full of rage I was damn near blind and twice as pigheaded. I was determined to let people know what was going on, what was happening right under their noses in their very own towns, even if I had to stomp it into them, but they were so took up with themselves that they used every explanation they could think of for the famines, the sickness, the violence; all but the right one.


  


  And that made me even angrier.


  


  I visited small churches and small tents and living rooms and day rooms and even a bowling alley once. One week, in Knoxville, I took to standing on street corners. But none of it worked. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t say the words as if I meant them, because ... because the anger had long since gone away, and I was just plain tired.


  


  Worse, though. Far worse, was that I couldn’t bring myself to believe a blessed word I said.


  


  Can’t go after the bad guys if you don’t have bullets for your guns.


  


  You have no idea how frightened that made me.


  


  So I figured I had one last chance—I tried to find the priest who had taken me from my cell, promising the moon and God knows what else so I wouldn’t have to do my full time. He and his wife took me into his home. Showed me what I was good for. Put me on the road, John, and damn if I didn’t end up in Maple Landing.


  


  I should have known he wouldn’t be alive after all this time, but when I saw his grave there in North Carolina, it ended.


  


  It all ended.


  


  I took off the collar and I haven’t worn it since.


  


  * * * *
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  “He’s what?”


  


  Whittaker Hull kicked away from his desk, his chair rolling halfway across the small office, the portable telephone so tight to the side of his head that his ear began to ache.


  


  “A priest,” Lyman repeated. “He’s a priest.”


  


  “I’ll be goddamned. Can’t be. Impossible. Him? You sure?”


  


  “I checked. Kitra’s a magician with a computer, so she did some searching, and there was a priest—an Episcopalian priest, Whittaker—named Casey Chisholm, disappeared about three years ago after a horrible incident at the place he was ministering to, up in New Jersey. Lots of people dead, the town practically burned to the ground.”


  


  “New Jersey? You’ve got to be kidding me, Ly. Oh my Lord, you don’t suppose—”


  


  “Oh, no, no, Whittaker, he had nothing to do with it, let me assure you. Somehow he ended up in the hospital, but once he was discharged—actually, if I read it right, he walked out—he vanished.”


  


  “Son of a bitch.”


  


  “Whittaker, please.”


  


  “But damnit, Ly, this isn’t good, you do realize that, don’t you? This isn’t any good.”


  


  “What do you mean?”


  


  “I thought maybe we’d finally have some muscle on our side. Kind of even up the odds with Cutler and the Teagues. Keep them off our backs, or at least make them think twice before they tried something else. But he’s a priest, for crying out loud, Ly, and he’s hiding. What the hell kind of ally is that?”


  


  “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”


  


  “Well, think on it a little, son. Think on it. Senior Raybourn’s got the only property left up there that doesn’t belong to some blind corporation we both know is owned by Cutler and that weasel Cribbs. Who the hell’s gonna protect him? You? Me? Rick? Oh Jesus Christ, Ly, sweet Jesus Christ.”


  


  “Whittaker.”


  


  “Go away, Lyman. I’ve got a Christmas editorial to write.”


  


  * * * *
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  “Bullshit!”


  


  They had turned around, late morning sun now in their faces, shadows trailing behind. No one had said anything until Cora, her face red, her hands bunched into quivering fists, took a few running steps, turned, and walked backward, her face twisted in anger.


  


  “That’s bullshit, Re—Chisholm. You don’t just hang it up just because ...” She spit dryly to one side. “All this time for nothing? We were ... all this time for goddamn nothing?” She shook her head violently, faced forward. “No,” she yelled at the sky. “No, that’s bullshit!”


  


  Reed had drifted away from his side.


  


  John and his lady had done the same.


  


  He didn’t know what else to say. He was more sorry than they could imagine that they had come all this way for nothing, to hear his sad story. It was frustrating because they clearly believed there was something he was supposed to do. And whatever that was, they would have a part in it. They couldn’t possibly know how often he’d sat on the porch at night, smoking, having a beer, trying to figure out the same thing for himself.


  


  He knew what was happening.


  


  His part in it, however, had ended years ago.


  


  Reed hurried to catch up to Cora, saying something to her, Cora shaking her head vehemently, shaking off the hand he tried to put on her arm.


  


  They were, he thought suddenly, so old. So damned old. The last time he had seen them they had been teenagers, priming themselves for graduation, for letting loose on the world what energy and dreams they had. And now their journey, whatever they had suffered, had stolen all that. Had brought them to him.


  


  And he couldn’t heal them.


  


  He couldn’t give them back what they had lost.


  


  He should have been angry. He should have demanded an explanation of their expectations so he could ... what, Casey? Tell them how wrong they’ve been? Tell them what a waste of time this was?


  


  He slowed. No anger, only a deep wrenching sadness that settled on his shoulders and made his chest and legs heavy. That made him stare at the ground as he walked, because the sun was too damn bright in his eyes.


  


  Lisse moved on to catch up with the kids—he couldn’t think of them as anything but that—and John couldn’t find anything useful to do with his hands. They burrowed into his pockets, fussed with his hair, rubbed his face, his chest, the back of his neck.


  


  Casey couldn’t stand it any longer. “You think it’s bullshit, too?”


  


  Bannock shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know because I don’t know what’s going on, not really.”


  


  “Yeah, you do.”


  


  A lopsided smile. “Then maybe I still don’t want to believe it.”


  


  “No one does, John. It’s the nature of the beast.”


  


  At the top of the bend they watched the others talking in the street. Cora pulling at the ragged cut she’d made of her hair, as if demonstrating a sacrifice she’d made, Reed hanging back as he spoke to Lisse, Lisse herself bowing her head and kicking at invisible pebbles on the tarmac.


  


  As Casey approached, they separated, Cora glaring defiantly at him.


  


  “I am not,” she said, “staying in there.” She pointed at his house.


  


  Casey nodded his understanding, held up a hand to keep her where she was, and went inside, opened a kitchen drawer, and pulled out two sets of keys. Back on the street he tossed one to her. “These are for that one,” he said, indicating with his chin the house directly across from his. The other set he gave to John, told him he could stay in the house next to his.


  


  “The electricity and water are still on. Bedclothes and things are up to you, for however long you plan to stay.”


  


  “What about the owner?” Reed asked, his tone anxious to keep things calm.


  


  “He won’t care. And if he does, I’ll fix it.”


  


  Cora immediately went to John’s car and stood at the trunk impatiently, until John unlocked it. She grabbed a battered duffel bag from inside and lugged it across the street. “Come on, Reed. Let’s see what we’ve got.”


  


  With an apologetic shrug, he grabbed his own bag and followed.


  


  Casey couldn’t think of anything to say despite the urge to run after them and shake them both until they at least pretended they understood.


  


  Then, at the foot of the porch steps, Cora turned and yelled, “Hey, Chisholm, I forgot—merry Christmas!” before she disappeared inside.


  


  He didn’t move.


  


  He didn’t respond.


  


  Without bothering to close the trunk lid, Lisse took the keys from John and drove the car down to the house they would use. After she parked, she only looked back once before beginning the chore of unpacking her own things, pausing as she did to watch a pair of black-mask gulls soar low over the yard, complaining to themselves.


  


  John poked at the hedge, pulled his hand back with a mild curse. “Sharp,” he said.


  


  Casey smiled. “That’s what thorns do.”


  


  “Yeah. I guess so.” He examined a drop of blood gleaming on the heel of his hand, wiped it off on his coat and stepped away, his head darting toward him and away like a bird examining something odd on the ground.


  


  “Think of this, Casey,” he said at last. “I had my son, and you had that woman.”


  


  Don’t, Casey thought.


  


  “We both know which one is riding now. No brain surgery there.”


  


  Don’t.


  


  “But did you ever wonder if there was somebody else? When you heard about all those people dying in the streets, all those old folks and all those children, did you ever wonder if there was someone marked for the one who spread the disease? Now that you’ve seen me, are you wondering if that person, whoever it is, if that one survived too?”


  


  Casey finally looked at him, his expression blank, uncaring.


  


  “We’re here, Casey. God knows why, but we’re here. What are you going to do if that other one shows up? Are you going to tell him that he’s wasted his time too?”


  


  “Not my problem anymore,” he said flatly. “And it’s not yours either.”


  


  John walked away, half turned as he did, and said, “Maybe so. Maybe you’re right. I’ll believe you a lot better, though, if you can tell me with a straight face that you haven’t heard the horses.”


  


  * * * *
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  he car was so dark it seemed to absorb the night.


  


  When it reached the first leg of the Camoret Causeway, the driver said, “Just a few more minutes, Mr. Stone.”


  


  In the backseat a man held a crystal glass half filled with rye. In his more playful moments, he called it rotgut, just to see if anyone knew what he was talking about. He wore a dark suit, a dark cashmere topcoat, on the seat beside him a derby he brushed clean every night. The suit was Saville Row, the shoes Italian, the shirt French, the leather gloves Spanish, the watch one of a kind from a small shop in Montreal.


  


  “Remind me,” he said, his voice baritone smooth.


  


  “Cutler,” the driver answered. “Norville Cutler. His partner is the mayor, Jasper Cribbs. An obstacle to what they implied was a land development deal. An old man and his retarded son.”


  


  “An old black man, right?”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  Stone held the glass up, examined its contents. “Are we politically correct these days, Dutch?”


  


  The driver’s laugh was a series of high-pitched chokes and wheezes.


  


  “I didn’t think so. I assume they have local boys?”


  


  “Yes, sir, they do. Apparently, not as effective as they’d like.”


  


  “Obviously.” He took a sip, and mock-shuddered. “Is there a timetable?”


  


  “They’d prefer Monday.”


  


  “What’s the matter with tomorrow?”


  


  “It’s Christmas.”


  


  “So?”


  


  The driver shrugged.


  


  “And I suppose the next day is out because it’s Sunday.”


  


  “I suppose so, sir.”


  


  “Oh well. They pay the bills, they can call some of the shots.” He laughed. “As it were.”


  


  The car slid over Hawkins Island and rumbled onto the next leg. Starlight shone off the sea on either side; Camoret’s lights shone like stars straight ahead.


  


  “The local law,” the man said.


  


  “A sheriff who’s on his way to retirement.”


  


  “Ah, my favorite kind.”


  


  “One deputy on our side, the others too scared to stand one way or the other.”


  


  “Ah, my favorite kind.”


  


  The driver wheeze-laughed. .


  


  “Local opposition?”


  


  “We’re not going to be lynched, sir, if that’s what you mean. Evidently there’s been a lot of noise, the usual kind—people complaining about land being taken off the tax rolls, suspected big money moving to take over the island, a few editorials in a weekly newspaper not big enough to wrap a fish in ... that’s about it.”


  


  “This,” the man said, “is almost too easy.” He took another sip. “We’d best be careful, Dutch. We don’t want to get overconfident or careless.”


  


  “No, sir.”


  


  “Right. So turn on the radio.”


  


  “It’ll still be Christmas carols.”


  


  “I don’t care. I’m in a good mood now. They won’t spoil it. In fact, I’m feeling right in the mood.”


  


  When they reached St. James Island, the man looked at the Quonset hut stores on either side of the road, his lips pursed in distaste at the hot pink paint and signs. “The same Cutler, Dutch?”


  


  “I think so.”


  


  “Call him.”


  


  The driver used one hand to dial a number on a cell phone, then handed it over his shoulder. The man in back took it with murmured thanks and held it to his ear, sipping as he waited for the connection to be made.


  


  Then: “Mr. Cutler, Merry Christmas. This is Santa Claus, about to land on your lively little paradise in the sea.”


  


  * * * *
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  Casey stood far from the church, under the wide branches of a tree old enough to be his great-grandfather. There was a sharp-edged moon, there were diamond stars, there was enough chill in the air for it to be no other season than winter. It would have been perfect had there been any snow.


  


  He hadn’t planned to be here.


  


  He didn’t want to be here now.


  


  Earlier that evening, however, he had been standing in the living room, a sandwich in his hand, and he had seen the kids rush out of the house and across the street. By the time they reached Bannock’s car, John and Lisse had joined them, and they all got in and they all drove away.


  


  Not one looked in his direction.


  


  Not one had spoken to him since he’d left them on Wednesday.


  


  He knew, though, that they had been discovering the island. Driving down the harbor to check out the boats, the houses on the Hook’s slope, the handful of restaurants down there; walking up and down the main business district, checking the shops, having a late lunch at Betsy’s, last night having a drink first at the Tide, then at the Edward Teach. As far as he knew, they had never mentioned his name, except to say they knew him back when and had dropped in to see how he was doing.


  


  Junior told him this.


  


  Early this morning he had ridden up on his scooter, a large bag of warm food in the carrier.


  


  “Mrs. Nazario,” he said when Casey met him at the steps. “She says you are supposed to be eating. I think she’s mad at you, Mr. Chisholm. I think Mr. Nazario isn’t mad at you, but I think she’s really mad at you, Mr. Chisholm.”


  


  “I’m sorry if she is,” he’d said.


  


  Then, his left hand fluttering around his left shoulder, he looked at the houses and said, “There are people around, they say they know you. Do they know you, Mr. Chisholm? Do they really know you from the time when you didn’t live here but lived somewhere else?”


  


  He had nodded, said nothing.


  


  Junior told him what his father had told him, what he had heard in the luncheonette. “I know they think I don’t hear good, but I do. I think they don’t know I know.”


  


  Casey smiled. “Yeah, Junior, I know the feeling.”


  


  Junior had shaken his head. Flapped his arms. “Lots of new people here, I can’t keep sense of them all. Does your friend have a fancy coat and hat?”


  


  “No, I don’t think so.”


  


  “Boy, one of them does. Funny hat.” He tugged at his own, this one with flaps he never tied under his chin, but just as vibrantly red. “Really funny hat. Funny face, too. Holes in it, Mr. Chisholm. Got holes in it all over. His friend has a mustache this big, too.” He stretched his arms out as far as they would go. “Funny.”


  


  Casey smiled again.


  


  When Junior left, wishing him a merry Christmas and hoping Santa Claus would visit and bring him lots of stuff, he had returned to the house and sat in the living room. The television stayed off; he didn’t think he could stand seeing another day of dying.


  


  He tried to read, but somehow the book’s language didn’t seem to be English.


  


  He tried singing to himself, but somehow he’d forgotten just where all the notes were.


  


  He fixed a leak in the kitchen sink, scrubbed the bathtub and the bathroom sink, swept the floors and vacuumed the rugs, and spent too damn much time standing at the living room window, wondering if maybe he should make the first move.


  


  When they all left, he ate the rest of the sandwich, used the dust pan and a brush to wipe up the crumbs, and decided to make an early night of it. If he turned on the TV, there’d only be church services and five different versions of A Christmas Carol, not one of them his favorite, the one with Alistair Sim.


  


  A few minutes before eleven, he put on his coat, grabbed his gloves, and went out.


  


  Fresh night air might help him think, although what he had to think about, he surely didn’t know.


  


  Things; that’s all, things.


  


  Before he knew it, he had found the tree, and the spot beneath where he could watch and not be seen. Far beyond the reach of the nearest street lamp.


  


  The carillon had played “The First Noel” and “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing,” and he had sung along with them, under his breath, watching his breath slip into the night and fade. He noticed how many cars were parked along the street, and wondered how many others had been driven to the mainland and parked on streets similar to this.


  


  How many people were left on Camoret Island?


  


  A stir of annoyance at himself.


  


  So what are you doing, Casey? Standing out here in the cold like a Dickens orphan? You feeling sorry for yourself, boy? You feeling a little lonely? You hoping Cora or Reed will come running out of the church and straight into your arms, beg your forgiveness, and drag you back inside where you’ll take your place at the altar while the congregation applauds and weeps and welcomes you home?


  


  What are you looking for, you stupid son of a bitch? You looking for a damn miracle?


  


  Or just a good reason to die.


  


  * * * *


  


  He waited a while longer—for what, he didn’t know—then decided it was time to head back. If he kept well to the side of the road and used the trees wisely, they’d never know he’d been here. No embarrassing questions, no need to lie.


  


  Assuming, of course, they bothered to talk to him.


  


  A last look, a sour smile, and he turned to leave, hadn’t left the protection of the tree when he saw a car glide toward him from the north. Its headlights turned the interlocking branches into cage bars, but they didn’t touch him as he pressed closer to the trunk.


  


  This late at night, he couldn’t help wondering why the vehicle was moving so slowly. Almost as if its occupants needed the time to check things out. Except, since it was halfway to midnight, there wasn’t much to see—Christmas lights on the houses, the lights spanning Midway much farther down, and that was about it.


  


  The engine barely made a sound.


  


  As it passed his spot, he tried to see inside, but all the windows were tinted; he couldn’t even see the dashboard’s glow. And once past the church and the bulk of parked cars, it sped up abruptly and vanished, leaving only a blurred taillight trail behind.


  


  A shrug, a tilt of his head, and he began the trip home. Long strides and swinging arms, not bothering to look behind him because he figured he’d hear any cars first and have plenty of time to get out of the way. Or hide.


  


  He quickened his pace when the carillon sang again, “Joy to the World,” sounding distant and small.


  


  Midnight, then.


  


  Merry Christmas.


  


  “Stop it,” he whispered harshly. “Stop it, no one’s listening, no one cares.”


  


  He broke into a trot when he reached his front walk, had the door closed behind him just as John’s car pulled up, made a U-turn, and parked. Lisse got out first, the kids climbing out of the back. Their voices were loud, exuberant, and he watched them give over to a round of hugs before separating.


  


  Only John looked his way, and might have come to the door had not Lisse grabbed his hand, laughed, and pulled him away.


  


  When the street was silent again, Casey took off his coat and gloves, tossed them onto the couch, and went upstairs. He made to pass the storeroom, changed his mind, and went in, crossed over to the closet, and stared at the door.


  


  It was open.


  


  Less than an inch, but it was open.


  


  This time he didn’t curse it, or kick it, or turn his back to it. He closed it gently with the fingers of one hand, pushing until he heard the latch catch, then reluctantly took his hand away.


  


  It’s the season, he told himself as he headed for bed; it’s the season, and the sentiment, it’s nothing you haven’t been through before. Forget it. Ignore it. Sleep in tomorrow, eat, read, and before you know it, Christmas will be gone.


  


  Sure, right, something answered; and then it will be one day closer to the end.


  


  * * * *
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  Christmas day on Camoret Island:


  


  Junior Raybourn sits cross-legged in front of the Christmas tree, wrapping paper torn and strewn around him, his red hat perched on the back of his head, a bow with an adhesive backing stuck to the back of his hand.


  


  He holds up a red and white cardigan with horn buttons and two pockets. “Is this mine?” he asks.


  


  Senior, from the sofa, nods. “All yours, son.”


  


  “Can I wear it to work do you think?”


  


  “I don’t know. You’d have to be awfully careful not to get grease on it.”


  


  “Oh.” He folds it carefully and returns it to its bed of red tissue paper. “I will think about it.”


  


  “Good.”


  


  “Do you like your present?”


  


  Senior holds up a Sherlock Holmes pipe, with the face of the detective carved into the bowl. There isn’t a chance in the world he’ll ever smoke it. “Fine, son, very fine.”


  


  “Miz Nazario helped me.”


  


  “You did a good job.”


  


  “I know. Is there football on? I’d like to watch some football now.”


  


  “We’ll check after breakfast.”


  


  Junior turns on his buttocks, raises his knees and hugs them tightly. “I think next time,” he says, resting his chin on his knees, “I’m gonna ask Santa Claus to bring me a book.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Jasper Cribbs stands in his driveway, tapping his foot impatiently, checking his watch every ten seconds. The women are, as always, late, and it’s getting him mad. They’re going to spend the day in Savannah with his in-laws, hardly the way he feels like celebrating the holiday. But it keeps Mary Gwen happy, and it doesn’t cost him a dime, so what the hell, bite the bullet, smile like it’s an election, and maybe next year they’ll both be stone dead.


  


  Now that would be a present he could get his teeth into.


  


  A car honks from the street and he waves without looking, reaches through the driver’s window, and pushes his own horn, a long blast that has the front door open and his wife and daughter scurrying out before the sound dies.


  


  “Let’s go, let’s go,” he urges with false joviality, clapping his hands, opening the door for his wife. “Can’t get the good stuff if we’re not there, you know.”


  


  “Oh, you,” Mary Gwen says, playfully slapping his arm. “Momma would shoot you if she heard you say that.”


  


  Your mother, he thinks sullenly, would shoot me in a heartbeat if she thought she could get away with it.


  


  Mariana, acting as if she were being asked to commit some utterly distasteful sacrifice, opens the back door and gets in on her own. Slams it shut behind her. She lobbied for days to stay home, as she has done every year since she was twelve, and resents the fact that even now, in her twenties, she has to do what Daddy tells her.


  


  He raps a knuckle on her window until she slides it down. “Cheer up,” he tells her. “It won’t be long, you know that. We’ll be back before you know it, and you can still see your friends.”


  


  She doesn’t answer; she just pouts.


  


  Spare me, he begs the sky as he rounds the back of the car; spare me.


  


  What sustains him today, what has lightened his mood considerably, was the call he’d received late last night from Norville.


  


  “He’s here.”


  


  “You sure?”


  


  “Just talked to him.”


  


  “He knows what to do?”


  


  “Jesus, Jasper, he’s a damn professional. Yes, I’m pretty sure he knows what to do.”


  


  “Fine. Let me know when it’s over.”


  


  “Jasper, trust me, I have a feeling you’ll know it anyway. Oh, and merry Christmas.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Whittaker Hull looks at his Christmas tie and utters a martyr’s sigh, “Darling, next time just give me the money, all right?”


  


  “Dad!” Ronnie protests with a laugh. “You have no idea how long it took me to pick that out.”


  


  He sighs again, twice as loudly, and looks sorrowfully at Rick. “She waits till the last minute, then grabs the first thing that sticks to her fingers that won’t bite back. Every year, son; she does it every year. I’m telling you now, be careful, or you’ll have a steamer trunk full of ties and underwear you wouldn’t wear on a bet.”


  


  “Dad!” Ronnie’s scowling this time. “Rick talk to him.”


  


  Rick holds up his hands—I’m not getting in this, don’t even talk to me.


  


  He has been invited to Christmas dinner, which Ronnie has cooked and which Whittaker’ has supervised. Their halfhearted arguments last most of the morning and well into the afternoon, but he’s jealous anyway, because none of it is very serious. She looks after her father, her father still acts as if she was fifteen years younger. He wishes he had a family of his own to treat him that way.


  


  Whittaker makes a show of unbuckling his belt, pulling apart his bow tie, slapping his hands against his stomach. “Brilliant as always, my dear. Brilliant as always.”


  


  Ronnie, still sitting, mimes a curtsy, a finger pushed up under her chin. But she does blush a little.


  


  “Yeah, great,” Rick agrees, pleased, and not a little relieved, that he doesn’t have to lie.


  


  “She’ll have you fat in no time,” the old man warns with a grin. “You’ll have to get a bigger boat just to get away from the dock.”


  


  “Dad,” Ronnie says, “we’re not married, you know.”


  


  “You will be,” he answers confidently. “I just hope you two will figure it out before I am consigned to my grave, listening to your mother complain for the rest of eternity.”


  


  “Not nice, Dad,” she scolds, rising to fetch the coffee.


  


  “Her mother,” he explains to Rick, “was a wonderful woman with but one bad habit—nothing in the universe ever satisfied her. And she was not... Lord forgive me, but she was definitely not the type to suffer in silence.”


  


  It takes a moment for Rick to understand that it’s okay to smile. When he does, the old man nods his approval.


  


  “Now.” Whittaker takes his napkin from his lap and folds it to place next to his plate. “So what have you heard about the fish, young Jordan?”


  


  “For crying out loud, Dad,” Ronnie complains, bearing a tray of cups and cookies into the room. “I won’t have talk like that at the table. It’s Christmas, can’t you take at least one day off?”


  


  “And you, I suppose, have no desire to know more about your little legless friends?”


  


  “It’s not the same thing.”


  


  “All the more mysterious, don’t you think? Two seemingly unrelated phenomena dealing with mass destruction of unknown cause and origin?”


  


  “I think that’s redundant,” she mutters.


  


  Whittaker ignores her. “As a matter of fact, since I had a feeling they wouldn’t bother to let you know anything, I took it upon myself to contact the state marine biologist who took all those samples. Did you meet him?”


  


  Rick shakes his head. After he’d made his report to Sheriff Oakman, he had gone to the Tower for his volunteer stint and had to watch the whole episode—vans and cars and men he supposed were scientist types—through his binoculars. No one spoke to him, before or after.


  


  “Well, you’ll be happy to know that thus far all they can tell me is that the fish are well and truly and still very dead.”


  


  “My taxes at work.”


  


  “My sentiments exactly.”


  


  “Dad, that’s enough. Change the subject, okay?”


  


  “Very well, my dear. What about...” He taps a finger to his chin and considers the ceiling for a while. “What do you know about the preacher who also happens to be an ex-con?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Vale Oakman sits at his desk, catching up on reports. Everyone else is off or on standby for the holiday. His decision. It’s better than sitting at home all alone.


  


  The last report is a requisition to the mayor’s office for a new dispatch radio. He’s trying to make it look like a stupid accident instead of Freck going off the deep end.


  


  “Whispering,” Billy had said. “It kept whispering at me.”


  


  He had kept it up until Vale sent him home.


  


  Verna, of course, was fit to be tied.


  


  And now, in the empty building, he writes the report and tries to ignore the soft whispers he hears in the front room.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the basement of the Methodist church, where Sunday school and church committee meetings are held, two long tables have been set up, covered with a white cloth and dotted with small white vases of fresh flowers. There are twenty-nine people sitting there this afternoon, all but one very old, all but one having no one at home to cook dinner for them, or to take them away, even for one day.


  


  This was Kitra’s idea, first implemented several years ago, and with a decent number of volunteers, and some donations from the local restaurateurs, a fairly good meal has been assembled. Cheerful music plays over the loudspeaker system, Lyman makes the rounds telling jokes and teasing and once in a while whispering a requested prayer for health and good fortune, while Kitra oversees the cooking and serving.


  


  The odd man out is Dub Neely, who sits at the end of the first table, the one nearest the three stairs that lead to the exit door. He has made a noble effort to clean himself, comb his hair, make sure his clothes are if not ironed, at least not smelling as if he’d just crawled out of a sewer.


  


  Few bother to speak to him; even the elderly know his reputation and don’t want this day spoiled by having to talk with a drunk. The only ones who show him kindness are the Baylors, and by the time he receives dessert, a large slice of German chocolate cake, he feels practically human again.


  


  “Not bad for a soup kitchen, huh?” Lyman says, dropping into the chair next to him, planting his elbows on the table, chin in his palms. “Makes you feel good and sad at the same time. So how are you, Dub? Taking care of yourself?”


  


  “Best I can, Pastor,” Dub answers, brushing crumbs from the corners of his mouth.


  


  “Dub, you call me Pastor one more time, I’m gonna have to start dragging you to services.”


  


  Neely grins. A long-standing game between them, one he knows the minister can’t win, one in which the minister refuses to accept defeat. “You talk to the other preacher yet?”


  


  Lyman doesn’t answer for a while. “No. Not yet.”


  


  “No offense, Pastor, but he ain’t coming to you, you know.”


  


  Lyman nods.


  


  “The way I figure it, he must be really out of it, you know? I mean, he didn’t show up last night or this morning, right? Wasn’t in church? You’re a preacher, whether you preach or not, you got to go to church. So I figure he’s out of it.”


  


  Lyman waves to an old woman at the far table, who has given him a bright toothless smile of thanks.


  


  Dub finishes his cake, wipes his mouth carefully with a paper napkin, and pushes away from the table. “Got to go, Pastor. Got to take my daily constitutional.”


  


  He stands, and Lyman stops him with a hand on his arm. “Dub, I’ve been meaning to ask you ...”


  


  Dub looks down at him and knows with a sudden chill exactly what he’s going to say. He shakes his head—don’t ask, please don’t ask.


  


  Lyman’s hand drifts to the table where it clasps the other into a double fist. “We, Kitra and I, we thought we were maybe going a little nuts. But it’s true, isn’t it.”


  


  Automatically Dub reaches for his flask, remembers where he is, and wipes his hand nervously on his coat instead.


  


  Lyman doesn’t look at him. “So what do you think it means, Dub? Have any thoughts?”


  


  “You’re the pastor.”


  


  Lyman laughs softly. “Yes ... I’m the pastor.”


  


  For the first time in a long time Dub feels a spike of temper, and lets it out. “I’m a drunk, Pastor, that’s all I am. I hear things, I see things, most of the time it’s because I’m swimming in an alcoholic haze with no regard for life or limb or the sanctity of human decency.” When the minister looks up at him sharply, he grins. “That means I’m a drank, Pastor, and you shouldn’t pay any attention to what I say.”


  


  He nods his thanks for the meal and the company, and walks as steadily as he can to the stairs. Only three, but suddenly they seem tripled, and higher, and the door at the top with the small glass window seems a million miles away. There’s a small brass railing attached to the cinder block wall, and he grabs it hard when he hears Lyman say, “So how scared are you, Dub? How scared are you, really?”


  


  * * * *


  


  In the middle of the harbor there’s a large raft, and on the raft there’s a large Christmas tree which, at night, gives off enough light to make it appear as if it’s standing on a tiny island. Gulls stalk the wharves and piers, searching for food. Cats prowl and dogs root and a large blue heron glides overhead, heading for the marsh.


  


  Some of the boats that haven’t been placed in dry dock yet are festooned with colored lights from mast to cabin, bow to stern, one or two have artificial trees standing on their prows. The boardwalk that connects them all on the bay’s south side is deserted. Everyone is home, or at someone else’s home, either celebrating or taking the day off because everyone else is celebrating.


  


  The Lucky Deuce rocks and sways with the easy roll of the low waves, occasionally rubbing against the tire bumpers lashed to the dock.


  


  When it explodes, the water burns.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hector Nazario sits contentedly in front of his television set, stoically enduring yet another commercial interrupting his American football game. Gloria is on the phone to their relatives in Florida, and he half listens with a half smile to her praise of the awful gifts their grandmother has sent them, and to her artful dodging of the monthly question— when are you coming home, Georgia’s no place for any respectable Nazario to live, so when are you coming home where you belong?


  


  The commercial ends, there’s a brief news report that interrupts the halftime sports report, and for the first time that day he frowns.


  


  “Gloria,” he says.


  


  She covers the mouthpiece with one hand. “What?”


  


  He points at the screen. ‘They say Pakistan has tested another bomb. On a missile, I think. India, too.”


  


  “So?”


  


  He shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s Christmas, it’s not right.”


  


  “Maybe they blow each other up, we don’t have to worry anymore.”


  


  Maybe, he thinks; maybe not.


  


  But the second half of the game isn’t nearly as much fun.


  


  * * * *
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  Casey stands at the foot of a jetty, bundled as warmly as he can be with what he has, shoulders up, elbows tight to his sides. He wants to go out there, but the tide is in and the waves are too high. He wouldn’t get halfway there before he’d be slammed off and battered.


  


  He had awakened that morning cursing the day he’d ever met those damn kids, or had called that fool Bannock who looks like a young Abraham Lincoln. Had they gotten on with their lives, he would have gotten on with his as he’d reconstructed it, and no one would be hurt. And he wouldn’t be feeling the way he did.


  


  That tantrum hadn’t lasted very long.


  


  In fact, it had lasted just long enough for him to recognize the absurdity of it and start to laugh. No humor, just a laugh that escaped once in a while as he dressed, and ate breakfast, and read, and ate lunch, and finally decided it was time to hit the beach.


  


  do you ever wonder if there’s a third survivor


  


  He glares at the sea, King Canute willing the tide to retreat, then turns north and trudges along the edge of the beach’s wet-sand apron.


  


  A wave slips in and teases his shoes and retreats, and he watches for the bubbles that signal a sand crab’s burrow; a pair of black-mask gulls land in front of him, squawking softly and skittering away when he doesn’t veer around them; the upside-down skeleton of a horseshoe crab in a foam-filled depression; clutches of kelp not yet driven high enough to completely dry out; half a small nautilus shell; shards of other shells bleached of most of their color; a tangle of mussel shells the gulls have emptied and left behind.


  


  do you ever wonder if there’s a third survivor


  


  The honest answer, at the time, would have been no. He had survived, and for him that was all that mattered. Survival had destroyed him and everything he’d known; he had been too busy rebuilding to give a damn about anyone else.


  


  Since then, however...


  


  He spots the whale family up ahead, and after one last disgusted look at the surf, angles across the sand toward them. He doesn’t so much feel the need for communion as for a windbreak, and that somehow makes him feel guilty in a foolish sort of way. When he reaches Daddy, however, he’s tempted to climb it, sit on top and play King of the Hill with the gulls and the crows who were scolding him from the trees.


  


  Go south, he orders them silently; get a bird life and go south, you jerks.


  


  He wanders among the boulders, brushing the cold stone with his fingertips, poking a finger into a depression or a crack, brushing away dry sand flung there wet by the wind or someone’s racing foot. He blows his nose; he wipes a wind-tear from one eye. He looks up, once and sharply, when he hears the dull smack of a distant explosion. Or what sounds like an explosion but is probably a wave striking a deep recess in one of the jetties. When he hears nothing else, he moves to the front of Daddy’s great head and leans back against it.


  


  Stares at the ground.


  


  At his feet, wearing those dumb walking shoes that he knows are nothing more than fat fancy sneakers.


  


  Remembering, suddenly, what it used to be like, what he used to wear, and how comfortable it had all been.


  


  Back when.


  


  In the other life.


  


  In the other life, when he had dared—as some had put it—to speak to the Lord not in archaic, Shakespeare-like language, but in ordinary conversation. How he used to walk into his church first thing each day and say, “Good morning, Lord,” and see if there was anything special he had to do.


  


  Blasphemy is how the more ritual-oriented of his parishioners had put it; you don’t speak to God as if He were your equal.


  


  They didn’t understand that Casey had no such idea in mind. It was just his way. He often thought it had something to do with the fundamental differences between North and South; just as likely, it had something to do with the comfort he felt in the Presence.


  


  God certainly hadn’t struck him down for his cheek.


  


  He figured that was a plus.


  


  Idly he digs at the sand with the toe of a shoe, smooths the hole over, and starts another. Looks up once when he thinks he hears a siren, dismisses it as the wind.


  


  You’re stalling, he tells himself.


  


  He nods; he knows.


  


  He’s gotten real good at that over the years. Pretty much one of the world’s experts, he reckons.


  


  And today, like each Christmas since the day he left Maple Landing, would have been pretty much like every other day, if it hadn’t been for those damn kids and that damn Bannock and his lady with the stunning auburn hair. All right, maybe not so terribly ordinary, but damnit, certainly not filled with so much pain.


  


  It isn’t fair.


  


  It isn’t right.


  


  He’s out of it.


  


  He had lost.


  


  you’re stalling, Chisholm


  


  He digs another hole, and smooths it over; he wriggles his back against Daddy’s head to find more comfort; he watches his foot, studies the sand, listens to the gulls and the crows, until he can find no more excuses to keep his head down.


  


  When he looks up, at the sea, at the cloudless sky, at the mist that rises above the jetties each time a wave thunders against them, at the beach that stretches southward as far as he can see, at the birds that ride the wind ...


  


  When he looks up, he inhales, holds it, lets it out, and finally shakes his head slowly. Says, “Good afternoon, Lord, happy birthday,” and it sounds so ridiculous, so phoney, so trite, so unconscionably false, that he wonders if finally he’s stepped over the line.


  


  Whether he has or not, though, it doesn’t stop him from weeping.


  


  * * * *
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  He stands in the middle of Midway Road, hands on his hips, staring hard at the house across from his. He has been standing there, virtually unmoving, for almost an hour; whenever the urge to give up makes him shift, he tells himself—patience, boy, patience.


  


  He’s aware of movement off to his right and behind him—Bannock and the woman leaving their place and standing in the yard. Neither greets him or calls to him, but he can feel them watching.


  


  Patience, boy. Patience.


  


  When it happens, it happens fast:


  


  Cora slams the porch door open and stomps down the stairs, her head shaking, one hand slashing at the air as if wielding a sword.


  


  “What do you want?” she yells. She wears no coat, only a shirt and jeans and tired sneakers on her feet. “What the hell do you want from me?”


  


  Reed is far behind her, tentative, carrying a sweater in his good hand. Casey sees smudges under his eyes, and his cheeks, once full, are sunken now and pale.


  


  “What do you want?” she shouts, her stride shorter, growing uncertain.


  


  He doesn’t move.


  


  He stands there and watches her sternly, the way he used to watch the teenager who had all the ideas that got all her friends in trouble, the one who was sullen and bitter and had only three real friends, Reed the only survivor.


  


  Her head doesn’t make it anywhere near his chin, but she plants herself in front of him and takes a swipe at his chest. “What do you want?” she demands, breathing heavily, eyes narrow, lower lip on the verge of trembling.


  


  He glances over her head at Reed, and he winks.


  


  Startled, Reed can’t stop himself from grinning.


  


  Cora slaps his chest again, once with each hand, and after the second one he grabs her wrist.


  


  “Let go of me.”


  


  But she doesn’t struggle.


  


  Softer: “Please, damnit, let go of me.”


  


  “Don’t swear,” he scolds softly.


  


  “Ain’t swearing,” she says, repeating one of his lessons. “It’s cursing. You want swearing, I’ll swear you into the goddamn ground.”


  


  As soon as she realizes what she’s done, she looks up at him, and the lip finally trembles.


  


  “Reverend Chisholm?”


  


  For a long time, he doesn’t answer. She expects the truth, because he’s never before given her anything else. The problem now is, he’s not sure what the truth is.


  


  So he says, with a small smile, “Maybe.”


  


  It’s honest, and it’s enough.


  


  She collapses against him, hugs him as tightly as she can, and he can’t see if she’s crying, but he wouldn’t bet on it. Cora Bowes seldom cried, at least not in front of him. That’s a weakness, and she’s spent a lifetime trying to purge herself of them all.


  


  “Maybe,” he whispers as he puts his arms around her, rests his chin in her hair. “Maybe.”


  


  * * * *
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  hey spent most of Sunday at Casey’s house, sprawled in the living room, a bath towel draped over the TV screen so no one would be tempted. He sat on the couch and listened to their stories, which they seemed determined to make either as harrowing or as comic as they could. They talked over each other, bickered, filled in gaps, contradicted, and once begun, didn’t bother to try to hide the pain.


  


  Midway toward sunset, he and John drove down to Betsy’s, discovered it closed and moved on to the Tide, a coral-colored stucco building on the left side of the road, a mural of a huge cresting wave stretching from one side of the entrance to the other. The menu was far larger than anything Hector and Gloria delivered, but Casey cautioned him that the food, while decent to not too bad, didn’t hold a candle to the Nazarios’ Cuban touch. They ordered enough to feed an army, ordered a little more, and dumped it all in the backseat.


  


  When Casey paid and John protested, Casey said, “I’ve had nothing else to spend it on in a long time. Let it be.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Let me tell you something, honey, Lisse had said to him during one of John’s pauses, you ain’t seen nothing until you’ve seen those crows with those awful blue eyes. Killed one man we know about, the one who got him started writing, can’t begin to guess how many others there were. Couldn’t really hear their wings, either. There were a whole bunch, a couple dozen or more, but you couldn’t hear them flying.


  


  And the horses.


  


  Don’t get me started about the horses.


  


  She frowned when Cora said something to her, then shrugged helplessly. I don’t know, dear, she said. I don’t know what was the worst part. Maybe because it all was, you know what I mean?


  


  Yes, I guess you do.


  


  She shifted in the uncomfortable silence, and raised an eyebrow. No, I take that back. It’s his snoring, that’s the worst part. The man can wake the long dead and make them wish they were dead again. The trouble is, when he falls asleep he’s deaf as a post.


  


  Reed, giggling, wanted to know if they were married.


  


  Not yet.


  


  She nudged John hard, and he blushed.


  


  See? she said, her eyes bright. Softy, the man’s a softy. Except when he’s asleep and deaf. Then you can poke him all night, it’s like kicking a log.


  


  Married? I don’t know. Maybe next year.


  


  And Reed had muttered, if there is a next year.


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey didn’t tell her he had already seen the birds.


  


  * * * *


  


  They hadn’t quite reached the church, when John glanced in the rearview mirror and said, “Uh-oh.”


  


  Casey checked over his shoulder and groaned.


  


  It was a sheriffs department cruiser, lights twirling; headlamps flashing. John pulled over and rolled his window down.


  


  “What’s the procedure here?”


  


  “I don’t know. All I own is a bike. I walk the rest of the time.” Then he said, “Oh, crap,” when he saw Deputy Freck climb out of the car, hitching at his gunbelt, straightening his sunglasses.


  


  John already had his license out, wiggled a finger to get Casey to pull the registration and insurance from the glove box, along with the rental contract.


  


  “Afternoon, gentlemen,” Freck said, leaning over, his face filling the window. “Sorry to bother you. Just need to ask a couple of questions.”


  


  “Anything you say, Officer,” John said politely.


  


  “No kidding.” He smiled without parting his lips. “Where were you yesterday afternoon, con?”


  


  Casey didn’t answer.


  


  “Hey, con, I’m talking to you. Where were you yesterday afternoon?”


  


  “Ex-con,” Casey said, refusing to face him. “And I was at the beach most of the time. Why?”


  


  “You got witnesses?”


  


  “Why?”


  


  Freck leaned an elbow on the door, shook his head as if he were weary of dealing with recalcitrant fools. “You gonna tell me you haven’t heard?”


  


  “Don’t have a phone and there’s no paper, Deputy,” he said. “And I’m no psychic, either.”


  


  “I’ll be damned. Well, Chisholm, seems like somebody blew up the Lucky Deuce yesterday. And you wouldn’t know anything about it, would you.”


  


  Casey did look then. “Rick’s boat? Somebody blew up Rick’s boat? What the hell for?”


  


  “My, my, don’t the man catch on fast. So you were on the beach, that right? No witnesses, that right?”


  


  “A couple of crows.”


  


  “All day?”


  


  “No. The rest of the time I was with my friends.”


  


  The deputy nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe—”


  


  “Look, Freck,” Casey said, his patience gone, “if you want me to make a statement of my whereabouts, say so and we’ll go to the office. Otherwise” he jerked a thumb over his shoulder—”we’ve got our dinner back there, and I don’t want it to get cold.”


  


  Freck inhaled slowly, deliberately, as he looked up and down the street. Then he said to John, “Mister, you look to me like a reasonable man. Hell”—he took off his sunglasses—”you look like somebody I know. But if this little routine stop here has annoyed you, maybe you’d best think twice about hanging around with ex-cons.”


  


  With his sunglasses back on, he touched a finger to the edge of his hat brim in a mock salute, and ambled back to his patrol car. When he left, it was with a squealing U-turn.


  


  John watched him go, in the side mirror. “Something going on here I should know about, Casey?”


  


  “When we get back,” he answered. “When we get back.”


  


  * * * *


  


  It wasn’t much fun a lot of the time, Reed had said, plucking absently at the sling that bound his arm to his chest. I mean, we saw a lot of things we wouldn’t have seen otherwise, I guess, but it wasn’t like we were on vacation. Well, sometimes it was. Sometimes we knew Reverend Chisholm wasn’t anywhere around, so we used the time to build up our money. It was hard, though. I mean, Cora kept getting fired all the time.


  


  Hey, she said.


  


  Well, you were. She never took anything from anybody, you know? I don’t think they want that kind of attitude in a waitress. No offense, Lisse.


  


  None taken, Yank.


  


  He grinned then and started to laugh, sputtered to a halt, apologized, and laughed again.


  


  No, Cora warned.


  


  One time, he said, we were camping out in I forget where it was, in some trees anyway someplace, and the next morning Cora gets up to go ... you know ... you know? ... and I’m getting stuff ready to cook breakfast when she comes screaming back like she’s being chased by monsters, pants down around her ankles, and I... oh, God ...I...


  


  Turkeys, she said grumpily. It was turkeys, okay? You happy?


  


  But she soon enough began to smile in spite of herself, had to cough away a laugh.


  


  I wasn’t looking where I was going, got myself all settled, and there was a whole flock of wild turkeys who I guess kind of took exception to what I was doing.


  


  You know, those damn things are big, Reed said. Then he grinned even wider. I bopped one with a flying pan. I learned to cook turkey that night.


  


  My hero, Cora said sarcastically.


  


  Damn right, he said. You’re God damn right.


  


  * * * *


  


  All the food was stored in the kitchen except for what they took back to the living room to eat right away. As they did, Casey told them how he’d been attacked, drugged to keep him in bed, and how he really didn’t know exactly why it had all happened.


  


  “All I can figure from some of the old newspapers, and from what I heard while I was in bed—what I remember, that is—is that there’s some kind of big land deal thing going on. Everything on this end of the island has been bought up, except for a place owned by a guy named Raybourn. There’s a few blind corporations involved, and the speculation is, they’re run by the mayor and ... well, my boss.”


  


  “I don’t get it,” John said. “Where do you fit in?”


  


  “I don’t, I don’t think. I mean, I’m just the handyman. I don’t have any interest in any property, the mayor can’t be mad at me because I’ve never met him ... hell, I just don’t know. But people in the way are getting hurt. The story is, an old woman was, essentially, murdered for her house, there’s been vandalism against those who talk too loudly about it—”


  


  “But somebody wanted you out of the way, too,” Reed said. “Not as in dead, I mean. I mean, like, with all the drugs and stuff.”


  


  “Again,” Casey began, and stopped. Frowned. “Well, there was one thing.”


  


  He told them about the newspaper and the Teagues, but even that didn’t make much sense in the long run.


  


  “So I ticked them off and they beat the crap out of me. That doesn’t justify getting a doctor involved in keeping me flat on my back. That’s serious business. That’s, at the least, some form of criminal malpractice.”


  


  He spread his arms. “I don’t know, guys. I do not know.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He watched Reed struggle with a plate and his sandwich, and couldn’t take it any longer.


  


  “Reed,” he said, standing, “when did you get hurt, Thanksgiving, right?”


  


  “Yes, sir.”


  


  “Get up.”


  


  “Huh?”


  


  “Come on, get up, boy. On your feet. Someone go into the kitchen and get me a pair of scissors or a good sharp knife.”


  


  Reed looked bewildered, and uneasy, as Cora hurried out of the room, and he flinched a bit when Casey clamped his hands on his shoulders.


  


  “You’re milking it, son,” he said gently, with a gentle smile.


  


  “I’m ... no!” Reed protested. “There was ... muscles got ripped up and they had to put everything back together. They said it would take—”


  


  “Hush,” Casey whispered. And squeezed. “Hush.”


  


  When Cora returned, he wasted no time cutting away the sling and the broad bandage wrapped around Reed’s shoulder. Gently he pulled it away from the skin, grimacing once at the smear of disinfectant that made it seem as if the whole area was one huge bruise.


  


  Then he took Reed’s hand. “Straighten your arm.”


  


  Reed shook his head. “No, Reverend Chisholm. I can’t.”


  


  “Sure you can. You can brain a wild torn turkey with a pissant frying pan, you can straighten your arm.” His voice deepened, and he stepped back. “Do it, Reed. Slowly. Be careful. But do it.”


  


  Reed’s face contorted in anticipated pain, but when Casey held out his hand, shaking it impatiently to tell him to grab hold, Reed bit down on his lip, levered the arm away from his chest, an inch at a time, a hiss and a held breath, a grimace when something inside pulled and hurt. But eventually he did it—he grabbed Casey’s hand.


  


  “All right!” Cora said, clapping. “Someone else to do the dishes.” Reed touched the scar on his upper chest, twisting neck and head so he could look at it. “I’m healed,” he said in delighted disbelief. “Wow. I’m healed.”


  


  Casey laughed. “No kidding, son. I think you’ve been healed for a while already.”


  


  Reed, rubbing his shoulder gingerly, look around excitedly as Casey headed for the kitchen. “No kidding, really. Look! I’m healed! Reverend Chisholm, you—”


  


  “Stop it,” Casey ordered. Looked back, glaring. His voice, while not loud, filled the room. “Stop it, Reed. No more. I didn’t do a thing.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey, beer bottle in hand, stood at the back door, looking at the yard, seeing nothing.


  


  From behind him: “What was that all about?”


  


  “I don’t want him thinking something’s true that isn’t. He grabs for things, John. He’s been through a lot, but he hasn’t changed. He needs explanations and sometimes grabs the first one he finds.”


  


  A footstep; the sound of the refrigerator opening.


  


  “Casey, you and I, we don’t know each other very well—hell, we’ve only met twice before—but it seems to me there’s more to it than that.”


  


  Casey brought the bottle to his lips, lowered it again slowly, without drinking. “No,” he said. “No, there isn’t.”


  


  “Okay.”


  


  Footsteps leaving.


  


  Voices in the front room.


  


  No, he thought; no, there isn’t.


  


  * * * *
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  ate Monday morning Casey took them down to the harbor, where they stood near the slip where the Lucky Deuce had been destroyed. There wasn’t much of it left, a portion of the bow was all that remained above water. A handful of nearby boats showed signs of fire, others of the blast itself—one’s mast had been snapped in half; on a second the mainmast was gone entirely. Crime scene tape snapped and bent in a slow wind; in one place it had torn, and the ends coiled endlessly on the ground like a headless yellow snake. No one else was there but a few kids poking around, one of the deputies standing on the dock watching them but saying nothing.


  


  In the bay were three rowboats—in one were men taking down the raft tree, in the others men still scouring the surface for clues to the previous day’s explosion.


  


  As far as Casey could tell, none of the closest houses had been badly damaged, but a couple of trees showed charred bark. He walked around for a few minutes, but he didn’t see Rick.


  


  “What was he?” Reed asked as they headed back for the car. “Some kind of drug dealer or something?”


  


  Casey shook his head. “No, he’s one of the people trying to find out what Cutler’s up to. I think his girlfriend is the newspaper editor’s daughter.”


  


  “Damn,” said Lisse, “these boys play rough.”


  


  John took her arm. “They must think it’s worth it.”


  


  Cora looked back, shivering. “A good thing he wasn’t on it.”


  


  “Maybe they thought he was.”


  


  Casey hung back. He couldn’t help thinking of Jordan, the man’s whole livelihood gone in an instant. There was probably some insurance, but he had a feeling, looking at the other, newer and larger boats, that it might not be enough to keep him in competition.


  


  Amazing, he thought; the world’s blowing up in every corner, and there are still some men who’ll fight over one lousy piece of land on one not so very big island. Amazing.


  


  “Lunch,” he announced when they reached the car.


  


  “I’m not hungry,” Cora said.


  


  “You’ll eat,” he told her with a grin. “Or just have a coffee, I don’t care. I, however, am starved, and I need to find out a few things.”


  


  Her frown quickly became a grin of her own. “Gossip.”


  


  “Bingo.”


  


  “But you hardly know anyone, you said so yourself.”


  


  “I have ears to hear. And a cook who loves to talk.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The lunchroom wasn’t full yet, and they took a table at the side wall in Betsy’s. Casey introduced the Nazarios as a pair of those who had looked after him after the beating— Gloria seemed embarrassed at his fulsome praise of her help; Hector just beamed and excused himself back into the kitchen.


  


  Not long after they ordered, the other tables and the counter began to fill. Talk was of the explosion, the fires, and the inevitable tales of close calls and heroism. A propane tank theory was scuttled when a fisherman regular insisted Jordan never had one aboard, spontaneous combustion made the rounds, a spark near the fuel tank, clear-sky lightning, kids fooling around to disastrous effect.


  


  No one mentioned Norville Cutler.


  


  Casey never thought they would; he paid more attention to their expressions and tones than their words, and that told him Cutler was at the top of their most wanted list. What bothered him was Stump Teague—the man didn’t seem the type to have knowledge of sophisticated explosives, and even if the device turned out to be a crude one, he doubted the little man could use it without blowing himself up.


  


  Personal attention was his style, not destruction from a distance.


  


  By the time the second wave of diners came in, he had heard enough; and besides, the topic had changed to the winter storm that would probably make hash of New Year’s Eve. He had one more stop to make, and he didn’t want to waste any more time. While John paid at the register, he leaned into the kitchen to say good-bye to Hector and thank him again. Junior, standing at the grill, waved over his shoulder.


  


  “I have a new sweater,” he said, pointing proudly at his chest.


  


  “Looks good, Mr. Raybourn,” Casey said. “You watch that grease, now.”


  


  “Yes. Yes, sir. I can do that. I can watch the grease.”


  


  Casey winked at him and turned to go, paused when Hector held up a finger—wait a minute—and finished the platter he had been assembling. As he carried it to a small table near the door for pick-up and rang a small bell, he said, “I heard something this morning, Mr. Chisholm.”


  


  “Something good?”


  


  “No, not good at all.” He kept quiet until the waitress took her order. “I heard they brought in someone.”


  


  Casey frowned. “What do you mean?”


  


  “I mean, they brought in someone. From the mainland. To take care of business, Mr. Chisholm. Like, maybe, what happened to Mr. Jordan.” He tapped a light finger against Casey’s chest. “And I think I saw him, too. I think he had breakfast here, him and another man, I think maybe he was his partner.” He smiled, but it was a poor effort. “I didn’t like him, Mr. Chisholm. He was ...” He smiled again, shrugged, and headed back to his cutting board.


  


  But Casey didn’t miss the movement of the man’s hand—he had been unable to put a word to his feelings about this stranger; nevertheless, he had crossed himself, kissed the tips of his fingers.


  


  * * * *
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  They stood at the peacock tail window, Cutler and Cribbs, and watched Midway Road as if it were an experiment whose conclusion they were about to witness.


  


  “He’s good, Norville,” Cribbs said with an admiring shake of his head. “1 got to give him that, he’s plenty damn good.”


  


  “Gets paid enough, he damn well better be.”


  


  “Norville, I sense you’re not happy.”


  


  “I won’t be happy until it’s over, Jasper.”


  


  “Then I guess you’ll be smiling tonight.”


  


  Cutler smoothed a sideburn. “No, I’ll be happy when I’m off this damn island, that’s when I’ll be happy.”


  


  “Shame,” Cribbs said, lowering himself into his chair, propping his heels on the low windowsill. “Going to be a lot more in it for you if you stick around.”


  


  “Not a chance.” He patted his pockets, searching for a cigarette before he remembered that the mayor didn’t allow smoking in the office. He rubbed a finger under his nose. “You heard from our partner?”


  


  “Not a word.”


  


  “What? Jesus, Jasper, aren’t you worried?”


  


  “About what? The money shows up when he says it will, what’s to worry about?”


  


  “Tonight, you fool.”


  


  “For heaven’s sake, Norville, you’re like to drive a saintly man to drink, you know that? I am well convinced that Mr. Stone and Mr. Lauder have matters well in hand. What’ll it take to ease your mind?”


  


  Cutler shook his head slowly. “Tell you the truth, Jasper, I’m not exactly sure.”


  


  Cribbs chuckled. “You getting bad vibes, son? As we used to say when we were kids?”


  


  “I don’t know. Maybe.” He massaged the back of his neck, smoothed his hair down. “I’m thinking of adding Chisholm to that list.”


  


  “Really. And the reasoning is ...”


  


  “Dermot says he knows about the drugs.”


  


  “And you expect him to cause trouble?” Cribbs laughed loudly. “Him and his gang?” He slapped his thigh and laughed again. “Gang? His gang? Oh, my.”


  


  “I expect,” Cutler said as he faced the mayor, “I expect him to be royally pissed off is what I expect.” He held up a warning finger. “I don’t think he’s the kind of man who’s gonna let this go, Jasper. He’s either gonna get himself some damn fancy lawyer, or he’s gonna come after us on his own. Either way, I don’t want him around to screw things up.”


  


  With exaggerated theatrics, Cribbs threw up his hands, sighed, spun his chair around, and folded his hands on the desk. He didn’t speak until Cutler came around to the other side, glowering at the show-


  


  “Number one, Norville, he is not going to screw things up. He can’t. He sticks his nose in, it gets cut off—at the neck. He stands back, he doesn’t get hurt, and he ain’t stupid, he damn well knows it.


  


  “Number two, he can raise all the holy hell he wants about the drug thing, but who’s going to back him up? Dermot the Mouse? Like my daughter says in her more perceptive moments, get real. None of his friends are medical folks, they can’t testify on what they don’t know about. And who’s going to take the word of an ex-con anyway? No one, that’s who. So who else is there left to give him what he needs, support and evidence and such like? No one, that’s who.


  


  “Number three, he comes after us on his own, you’ll put Stump back on him, no need to bother Mr. Stone. And make sure that this time the little toad doesn’t cut out until the job’s done.” He sat back, then, and clasped his hands across his belly, considered the ceiling for a few seconds. “Matter of fact, why don’t you go ahead and do that very thing? Put a little fear of God in him, make him remember the last time.”


  


  Cutler nodded reluctantly. “But what about Oakman? This isn’t some simple thrashing we’re talking about here, Jasper. Where’s he gonna stand on all this?”


  


  Cribbs smiled without mirth, pulled open a side drawer, and pulled out a large, thick manila envelope. “Funny you should mention that, Norville. Seems we’re scheduled to have a meeting this very afternoon. Talk about the man’s retirement, all the fine service he’s given us over the years.” He tapped the envelope with his forefinger. “I think it’s going to be a fine, successful meeting, I truly do.”


  


  Cutler finally smiled. “Jasper, the next time I think you’re an idiot, I’ll remember this day.”


  


  “Good. You do that very thing. Now why don’t you get on, talk to whoever you have to talk to. Vale will be trotting in here in a few minutes, and it wouldn’t do to have him see you with me so soon before our... discussion. The man’s got a conscience, Norville. It just needs a little massaging now and then.”


  


  Once Cutler was gone, the mayor swiveled around to face the window, watching until the man appeared on the street and headed down toward his office.


  


  “So I’m an idiot, huh?” he whispered.


  


  When the intercom buzzed, he reached back without turning. “What is it, Milli?”


  


  “Mariana’s here, Your Honor.”


  


  “Send her in, would you? And you might as well take your lunch now, Milli. Then ... oh, hell, go on home, girl. Won’t be nothing going on around here until after the first of the year anyway. Make it half days for the rest of the week.”


  


  “Why, thank you, sir, thank you. I’ll... if you’re sure, I’ll—”


  


  “Git, Milli,” he said with a laugh, and broke the connection.


  


  Shortly afterward his daughter came in, and from the sound of it, she was carrying a ton of shopping bags. “Where,” he said as she leaned down to kiss his cheek, “do you find so many things on this island to buy, child?”


  


  “I’m a bargain hunter, Daddy,” she said, sitting on the arm of his chair. “Lots of bargains here, you know.”


  


  “I’ll bet,” he said sourly, and she laughed and kissed him again. “So, darlin’, what’s the story? What do you think?”


  


  “I think Mr. Deputy Freck would walk on water if I asked him.”


  


  Cribbs grunted his satisfaction.


  


  Investments paying off left and right, ducks all finally lined up in a row, it made him feel like singing. All he needed now was to get in touch with Mr. Stone, and by the time the sun next rose, why ... why he just might buy Mary Gwen that pink Caddy she’d been wanting.


  


  * * * *
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  Casey stood on the sidewalk outside the Camoret Clinic, shading his eyes against the sun with a forearm as he looked up and down the street. The receptionist had been singularly unhelpful, except to say that Dr. Alloway was gone for the day, and no, she had no idea when he would be back.


  


  “Funny way he has of checking up on his patients,” he’d said, and took little pleasure in the shock on her face, or the sputtering as she tried to insist that Dr. Alloway had never shortchanged any of his patients.


  


  “So now what?” Reed asked.


  


  “I don’t know what else to do,” he admitted. “I’ve still got some of those pills, but...” He kicked at a stone. “I’ll be damned if I’m going to let it go, though.” He draped an arm around the boy’s shoulders and led him to the car. “I’ll think of something, I guess. I’ll let it stew for a while.”


  


  “What about the sheriff?” Cora said. “Weren’t you supposed to fill out a complaint or something about those men?”


  


  He knew he ought to, just to make good on his threat, but he had a feeling that today wasn’t the best time to do it. Not with all the fuss over Jordan’s boat. Fill out a form now and it would be conveniently lost among all the other paperwork. He’d give it a day, then see how Sheriff Oakman took care of the people in his trust.


  


  “You know,” he said, and interrupted himself with a huge loud yawn.


  


  “Too much,” Lisse told him. “Don’t care if you are a fast healer, all those days in bed are going to take a while to get over.”


  


  “Yeah,” he agreed. And yawned again. “Maybe a short nap before supper would be in order.”


  


  “What about us?” Cora asked.


  


  Casey, in the middle in the back, looked left at Reed, then right, at her. “I am not your camp counselor, young woman. I’d certainly hope you’re old enough to find your own fun for a couple of hours.”


  


  She made a face at him, and he puffed his cheeks in feigned insult. But damn, it was good seeing them again. The summers they had spent together, him being exactly what he now claimed he wasn’t—a counselor, spending half his days finding things for the Landing’s youngsters to do, because God forbid they should actually use their imaginations. The rest of the time he spent figuring out ways to lock them away so they wouldn’t give him an ulcer.


  


  “What are you staring at?” she demanded, her hands instantly going to her hair. “So it’s cut. So it looks like ... it looks awful. It’ll grow back.”


  


  “Wasn’t even thinking of it.”


  


  “Yeah, he was,” Reed said from his other side. “I could hear it.”


  


  Casey’s elbow snapped him in the ribs, and he grunted, bent over, hands on his stomach.


  


  “I don’t know, Reverend Chisholm,” he managed between gasps. “I don’t think you’ve changed all that much.”


  


  Oh, my boy, he thought; you have no idea.


  


  They rode in silence the rest of the way, the trees’ shadows drawing over them in regular sweeps, a disturbing strobe effect that had John squinting until Lisse, with a sigh, pulled down his visor for him.


  


  “See what I mean?” she said to Cora. “Like it says, you can’t live with ‘em, and you can’t damn shoot ‘em.”


  


  John grumbled, and made a deliberately sharp turn in order to park in front of his place. There were protests, laughter, and Casey, the last one out, was about to ask someone to wake him up in a couple of hours, when he saw Lyman Baylor waiting on the porch.


  


  The others hesitated.


  


  “Go ahead,” he said quietly. “It’s all right. If you feel like it, why don’t you visit the beach for a while. Good stuff out there if you know where to look. Reed, that’s the trail over there. You can lead.”


  


  “I thought you weren’t a counselor anymore.”


  


  He gave him a look; Reed backed off.


  


  “Okay, okay, but I’m getting a warmer coat.”


  


  Casey walked away then, letting them sort it out themselves. Lyman lifted a hand in greeting as Casey came around the hedge, but Casey didn’t like the expression on his face.


  


  This, he thought as he forced himself to smile, is not going to be good.


  


  * * * *
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  The cottage just off Landward Avenue hadn’t been occupied for a number of months. It smelled musty, damp, and of the sea, faint echoes of furniture polish and perfume and something Kirkland Stone couldn’t quite put his finger on.


  


  Not that it mattered.


  


  He wouldn’t be here all that long.


  


  He sat at the kitchen table which had been draped with a lint-free white cloth. His leather gloves had been exchanged for white cotton ones, his suit jacket was off, his sleeves meticulously folded up to the elbows.


  


  Opposite him, Dutch Lauder stared glumly at the pile in the center of the table—springs, grips, barrels, slides, the field-stripped components of two revolvers and two pistols all gathered into a jumble. He had been through this before any number of times, but he still didn’t like it. It made him feel as if Stone didn’t trust his ability to do what was necessary—either here, or in the field.


  


  “This,” he said, pulling on his white gloves, “is an awful lot of stuff for an old black guy with a retard for a kid.”


  


  Stone flashed a humorless smile. His long face was severely pocked from cheek to cheek, the edges of each scar smoothed over the years by washing and shaving and a habitual rubbing that often brought people’s attention to the condition—which usually led to a chastisement, either from his fists or his guns. His hairline had receded into a prominent widow’s peak; there was, somewhat incongruously, a large dimple in his chin.


  


  “Dutch,” he said, “that old black guy has a shotgun, and I’m told he’s quite good with it. The son is in his late thirties, early forties, and despite his apparent mental disability, I would not discount his ability to assist his father in time of need.”


  


  “Yeah, yeah, well, it’s still a lot of firepower.”


  


  Stone smiled again. “I like the noise.”


  


  Lauder shrugged—whatever turns you on.


  


  “Time,” Stone said suddenly, and their hands moved to reassemble the weapons.


  


  “So,” Stone said conversationally, “what do you think of artificial turf?”


  


  “I think it’s a joke. Guys getting hurt more on that than on real grass, the owners don’t give a damn, they got insurance, and the fake stuffs easier to keep up.”


  


  “Convenience, my friend, is a virtue at times.”


  


  “Tell that to the linebacker who keeps spraining his toes, can’t get a start on the guy with the ball. Next thing he knows, he’s traded because he can’t get the job done.”


  


  “A fate that comes to us all, Dutch.”


  


  “That a threat?”


  


  “I never threaten, you know that. I act”


  


  “Then act this,” Lauder said, grinning and pointing a Glock at a point not far from the top of Stone’s head. “Win again.” Until he looked down and saw a Glock and a Smith & Wesson pointing at his gut.


  


  “Shit.” He shook his head in admiration. “Man, you’re good.”


  


  “Yes, we are, my old friend. Yes, we are.” Slowly he took his hands off the weapons and pushed his chair away, from the table. As he peeled off his white gloves, he said, “So. Who gets the old man and who gets the son?”


  


  * * * *
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  Casey stopped at the foot of the porch steps. To go up, to get on the porch would be an implicit invitation he did not want to extend. He did not want to be rude to the young minister, yet neither did he want the man to feel—


  


  “Good afternoon, Father Chisholm.”


  


  Casey closed his eyes briefly.


  


  It was out.


  


  “Not ‘Father,’” he corrected tonelessly. “You’ve probably gathered I’m not in the game anymore.”


  


  Reverend Baylor gave no indication of either his approval or condemnation. He also seemed to understand what was expected of him, and with a disappointed glance at the door, he left the porch. He did not, however, take all the steps down. He stopped when he was at eye level, and Casey almost smiled.


  


  Not bad, he thought; a position of strength. Or at least equal strength.


  


  “You’ll have to admit,” the young cleric said, “that you must understand my curiosity.”


  


  “Sure.”


  


  “But...” Baylor smiled ruefully. “But that’s all I’m going to get, isn’t it.”


  


  “No offense, Reverend Baylor, but it’s really none of your concern.”


  


  “I would argue that, you know. And please, call me Lyman. Or Ly.”


  


  Casey did smile then. “Probably. Won’t do you any good, though.”


  


  Baylor glanced over Casey’s shoulder. “It must have been a great tragedy, Maple Landing.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “It would be a sore test for any of us.”


  


  Casey sniffed, kept the smile. “You live on an island, Lyman. You should know better than to fish with a harpoon.”


  


  Baylor laughed and nodded. “I’m still working on that particular skill.”


  


  Casey shifted so that he stood sideways to the man, facing down the road. “From what I’ve seen, you do very well. They like you here. A lot.”


  


  “I hope so.”


  


  “Fishing again?”


  


  “No. A little daily prayer.”


  


  Casey glanced at him, looked away, tucked a hand into his hip pocket, and cocked a hip to shift his weight. “I’m about to take a nap, Lyman. I’ve been moving all day, and I’m still not a hundred percent.”


  


  “Forgive me.” But Baylor didn’t move out of the way. “And forgive me again ... Casey? ... but I can’t just leave without knowing something. I’ve been trying, you know. Ever since I found out, and since your... your injuries, I’ve been trying to understand why someone like you would deliberately turn his back on—”


  


  “Stop,” Casey ordered harshly. “Before you say anything we’ll both regret, Lyman, please stop.” A slow deep breath, a measured exhalation. “All I will tell you, all you’re really entitled to know and I’m not so sure about that, is that I have not turned my back. Not on what you think, at least.” He turned his head slowly. “There are things, Lyman, you—”


  


  “Actually, I think I do know,” Baylor answered, slipping a hand into a pocket, his gaze not leaving Casey’s face. “How could I be what I am and not at least suspect? I’m not sure it’s true, but I’m not entirely blind.” A hint of a smile. “I do have to live in this world as well, Casey. I turn on the TV once in a while. I read the newspapers.”


  


  Casey wanted to laugh, knew he would sound too bitter. “At the service,” he said, being careful with his words. “At Thanksgiving, I didn’t notice you sounding like Paul Revere.”


  


  “There are plenty of those folks out there already. No one’s listening, or not many anyway, but they’re out there. I... think it’s too late for him anyway. The British have already landed, am I right?”


  


  Casey said nothing.


  


  “If... Casey, look, I have my work. You more than anyone know what that means. I have, not to be too mawkish or old-fashioned about it, a duty, an Obligation to protect my flock from the ... from whatever’s coming. If I can protect them, that is. Somehow.” He paused. “Can I?”


  


  Casey kept silent.


  


  Lyman came off the steps, slowly, head down in defeat. “If I could just know—”


  


  “You can’t know,” Casey said, almost snarling.


  


  “Of course, I can’t know,” Lyman retorted loudly, showing temper for the first time. “How can I know? I’ve been here, not up there in Maple Landing. I’ve been fighting battles here against men whose pockets are being lined with money and the lives of some very good people. I haven’t seen what you’ve seen, and I can’t imagine what you’ve been through.”


  


  “No,” Casey agreed, “you can’t.”


  


  “But I’ve heard the horses, Casey.”


  


  Casey watched as the minister stopped in front of him, eyes narrow with anguish and a shadow of fear. “Kitra has, too. There are others.” He studied Casey’s face. “Who are you, Casey? Why are you here?”


  


  Impassive, Casey returned the man’s gaze until Lyman took a step back, another signal of defeat, and started for the road. At the hedge he paused.


  


  “Tell you something, Casey,” he said. “You’ve had a lot more experience at this pastor thing than I have, I guess. But I think I know something you don’t.”


  


  “Good afternoon, Reverend Baylor.” He took the first step up to the porch. “I’m late for my nap.”


  


  “You can stop going to church, and you can put away the clothes, the collar, maybe you can even stop praying.”


  


  He reached the porch, reached for the doorknob to let himself in the house.


  


  Lyman spoke louder: “But you can never stop being what you are, Reverend Chisholm. God help you, this is one job from which you can never retire.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey stood in the hall and stared into the storeroom, one hand in a tight fist at his side.


  


  As he watched, the closet door opened.


  


  Just a little.


  


  But it opened.


  


  Bed, he ordered silently; forget it, go to bed.


  


  He did, but it took a long time before his eyes stayed closed.


  


  And when they did, he, saw a darkness that had nothing to do with the sleeping, a woman not much older than he with hair in easy waves and angel-wing bangs and eyes that looked right at him and knew him and fluttered closed, a spiral of lights spinning on a crimson axis, a church that stood among winking steaming embers, a brown hillside, a brown sky, the darkness again more like the dark in a vast lightless room than the dark where sleep usually held him and rocked him and took him away.


  


  In his sleep he rolled onto his back.


  


  In his sleep the closet door opened wider.


  


  * * * *
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  Senior stood in his kitchen and looked around, shaking his head with a smile. His son, home from work early, had decided he would make his daddy a late supper, something Senior usually threw together himself. The mess that surrounded him was testament to the effort, a monument to the meal that was never made, because Junior got too frustrated, had a tantrum, and threw things.


  


  Mostly, it was flour.


  


  From the doorway: “It was supposed to be a cake.”


  


  Senior laughed. “Hell of a cake now.”,


  


  Junior took the cue and laughed himself, went to the closet next to the basement stairs and took out a broom. “I can clean now, okay?”


  


  “You know, boy, I think this gonna take both of us all night.”


  


  “I’m not tired.”


  


  “Well, I am. Lots of folks drinking tonight, they kept me on my toes.” With a foot he shoved aside an empty egg carton; at least the eggs were in a bowl, as yet unbroken. “Maybe we just tend to the floor, leave the rest till the morning.”


  


  Junior nodded agreeably. “Am I in trouble?”


  


  “A little, I think.”


  


  His son’s lips pursed in a rebellious pout. “Not my fault.”


  


  Senior laughed again. “Then who did this, boy? Some ghost?”


  


  “I did,” Junior answered. “It’s not my fault you were late. If you came home on time, I wouldn’t be in trouble.”


  


  “Slower, boy,” Senior said as a cloud of flour billowed ahead of the broom. “Don’t rush it, nudge it.”


  


  He watched his son work the broom more carefully, nodded, and ordered his aching back to wait for a while, until he had picked up the silverware scattered across the floor, a handful of cartons, some napkins he thought he had tossed out months ago. He rolled his eyes at an empty cereal carton, grunted as he held onto the table and reached under for the small tray he used to hold the salt and pepper shakers.


  


  When he straightened, massaging his side with one hand, he glanced at the wall clock and groaned aloud.


  


  “Daddy, you okay?”


  


  “Fine, Junior, keep working. Just later than I figured.”


  


  Almost midnight. Probably some after, the way that old clock ran. This was one of those times when he was glad he didn’t have a job that required him to get up bright and early. He was already dog-tired; by the time this mess was gone, he’d be ready for an early grave.


  


  From the living room he heard music, a radio station he picked up once in a while that played real music, not that hip-hop rock ‘n’ rock, talking-without-singing crap supposed to pass for black music. This was real music. The Duke. The Count. Bessie and Billie. Billie singing now, and it amused him to notice Junior sweeping in time with the song.


  


  He almost didn’t hear the knock on the door.


  


  * * * *


  


  Reed stood shivering on the porch. “He’s gonna be ticked.”


  


  Cora peered through the living room window. “I don’t see him.”


  


  “He was only supposed to sleep for a couple of hours.”


  


  “I heard you the first time, an hour ago, Reed.” She opened the door, stepped quietly in. “Don’t sweat it, okay?”


  


  Reed nodded, but he didn’t look very convinced.


  


  * * * *


  


  John sat in the living room, television on, sound low, only a single lamp burning on the end table beside him. He heard Lisse before he saw her.


  


  “Couldn’t sleep,” he said as she wandered sleepily into the room.


  


  She squinted at the screen. “So you’d rather watch people blowing each other up than lie in bed with me?”


  


  He would have said no, but she would have asked if he didn’t then care about what was happening in the world, and he would have had to look a long way up from the bottom of the ditch he hadn’t known he was digging.


  


  “Sorry.” He pointed. “Seems some hotheads launched a couple of missiles into India.”


  


  “Oh, God.”


  


  “No response yet.”


  


  “Thank God.”


  


  “Yeah. Maybe.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Senior moved to the kitchen door, frowning, trying to listen over Billie’s lament, another bad man snaking into her life. Maybe he was mistaken. Might have been the wind, except, he thought, there was no wind. Least none that mattered.


  


  The radio switched Billie off, put Marty Robbins on, and Senior glared at it, shook his head in disgust. Singing about Texas when poor Billie’s got the blues. Some kind of sacrilege, that’s what it was; some kind of goddamn cowboy sacrilege.


  


  “Almost done, Daddy.”


  


  “That’s good, boy. That’s good.”


  


  This time he heard it, and he checked the clock again.


  


  * * * *


  


  Vale Oakman lay on his bed. Fully dressed in his uniform, gunbelt draped over the footboard. His hands were cupped behind his head, his legs crossed at the ankles. He stared at the ceiling, waiting for the call, wondering if this was the time not to answer.


  


  Although the lamp was off, a bright December moon gave him enough light to see the fat manila envelope sitting on the dresser, right next to the mother-of-pearl-backed brush set that used to be his granddaddy’s, a lawman himself over in Missouri. He hadn’t counted the money inside. He didn’t want to touch it.


  


  A cramp in the arch of his left foot.


  


  He let it run its course, bearing the pain.


  


  That was the least he could do, considering what he might have to do later.


  


  * * * *


  


  When the overhead light in the kitchen blared on, Cora slapped a hand to her chest and yelled, “Jesus!”


  


  Reed fell back against the door. He couldn’t yell; he had no breath left in his lungs.


  


  “Two hours,” Casey’s voice boomed out of the kitchen. “You were supposed to wake me in two hours.” He stood in the doorway then, a dark figure with hands on his hips. “Can’t I trust you kids to do anything right?”


  


  Cora had any number of answers—none of them polite—ready to give him, but she had never seen him in a T-shirt before, and she couldn’t help noticing, even without his usual loose shirt or windbreaker, how big he was.


  


  “You hungry?”


  


  Reed tried to say yes, but it came out as a bleat.


  


  Casey laughed. “You know, you two never change, do you?”


  


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Cora asked when she finally found her voice.


  


  “Oh, just get in here,” he said. “I’m making a sandwich. You’re welcome to join me if you don’t have anything better to do.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Mayor Jasper Cribbs rolled slowly off his wife, who smiled at him and said, “You are always the best, dear. Always the best.”


  


  He passed a hand over her breast, propped himself up on one elbow, and kissed her. Hard.


  


  Her eyes closed, and she moaned.


  


  His eyes shifted so he could see the green numerals of the bedstand clock.


  


  Good, he thought; call coming soon.


  


  * * * *


  


  Senior, after making sure his son was still working, walked slowly toward the door. As he passed the wall rack in the short hallway, he reached up and took down the Remington, checked to be sure there was a chambered shell, and let it hang loosely at his side.


  


  No one calls this late at night without something going on.


  


  No one on this island calls on a black man this late at night without something bad going on.


  


  Standing beside the door, shoulder to the wall, he wished for the hundredth time he’d taken a few minutes to put in one of them peephole things, or a little window.


  


  “Who is it?” he called.


  


  “Need to use your phone, sir, if that’s all right.”


  


  “Too late.”


  


  “Sir, I have an awfully sick man in the car. I don’t know where I am, I don’t know how to get a doctor. Just want to call nine-one-one.”


  


  Senior didn’t believe it for a minute. The street runs north and south; all the fool has to do is turn around, he’ll run into someone soon enough.


  


  Someone with neighbors.


  


  “Ain’t letting no one in this late. Go away.”


  


  “Sir, I think perhaps he’s dying.”


  


  Senior moved away from the door, brought the shotgun up to his hip. “Go away.”


  


  “Daddy?”


  


  “Junior,” he snapped, “you finished yet? You finish, I’ll take care of this.” He raised his voice. “Go away.”


  


  His hands shook; his vision fogged over for a second; his stomach tightened.


  


  He knew what it was—they were finally coming to get him. Wouldn’t sell, couldn’t drive him off with those sorry-ass Teagues, so they coming themselves, the sons of bitches; they coming themselves.


  


  He bared his teeth.


  


  Too bad they didn’t listen last time they came.


  


  “Cutler, that you? You trying—”


  


  It happened too fast:


  


  What sounded like an explosion at the front door, the door slamming inward, splitting in half, showering the hall and the old man with splinters from the frame and the door itself; a handheld steel battering ram dropping to the threshold as a man in a topcoat and derby stepped calming into the opening, a gun in each hand.


  


  What sounded like an explosion at the back door, the door slamming inward, its window pane shattering, a man in a football jacket and baseball cap standing in the opening, a gun in each hand.


  


  When the firing began, Junior shrieked and ran for the cellar, throwing the broom at the intruder, left hand waving wildly at his shoulder.


  


  When the firing began, Senior Raybourn yelled for a divine army to stand at his back, and spun into the kitchen, pulling the trigger.


  


  When the firing began, it was just after midnight.


  


  * * * *
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  As soon as Casey heard the shots, he knew what they were. He yelled for the kids to go for the cops, grabbed his coat from the chair, and ran out. Hesitated only a second to get his bearings, until he saw pops of light off to his left and leaped off the stoop, landed running at full speed. Plowed through the hedge in back, thinking it a miracle this side didn’t have the thorns, and angled left toward Raybourn’s house.


  


  No shooting now, and in the moonlight he spotted a man trotting alongside the house from the back, heading for a car parked at the curb, headlamps on. A second man walked calmly down the porch steps through drifting, horizontal layers of smoke.


  


  Suddenly the first man stopped and said something to his partner, and they both turned toward him.


  


  He froze, crouched, not sure they had seen him until the shorter man raised his weapons and began firing into the night. Casey instantly flattened himself on the ground, cursing his size and the moon because the combination pure and simple painted a target on his heart.


  


  The gunshots were deafening, grass erupted not five feet from where he lay, the eruptions moving closer, and he looked frantically, desperately for something to hide behind, it didn’t matter how large as long as it gave him cover.


  


  Nothing; there was nothing, not even a decent tree.


  


  Dirt, grass, and pebbles stung his cheek and scalp as he tried to wriggle backward, his only hope the hedge because Mrs. Essman’s empty house was too far away. That he was going to die only entered his mind when he heard one of the gunmen laugh, a mocking, sporting laugh echoed by another round of gunfire that gouged the lawn not a foot from his left shoulder.


  


  Time to pray, Case, he thought; time to pray.


  


  But he hadn’t even begun, when the gunfire abruptly intensified. Against all reason he raised his head, and saw the two men backing away at speed toward the parked car. A moment before he realized some of the shooting was at his back. He dared a look behind, and saw two figures kneeling by the hedge, and in the flare of one muzzle-flash he thought he saw John Bannock’s face.


  


  The first gunman, his weapons out of sight, slid quickly behind the wheel; the second opened the back door, looked over the roof toward Casey, then took off what looked like a derby, and climbed in. By the time Casey was on his feet, the car was already on the move.


  


  Taking its time; slipping out of the moonlight.


  


  Oh, Lord, he thought, swallowing hard, desperate for a breath; oh, Lord.


  


  “Casey, you all right?”


  


  It was John, and Casey grinned even though he knew the man couldn’t see him clearly. A grateful wave, and he was off again, running as fast as his shaky legs would take him.


  


  He took the Raybourn porch at a leap, calling Senior’s name, stepping over a thick battering ram and barging through the wreck of the front door without thinking. Swinging up his hands when Senior, sitting against the hallway wall, brought a shotgun to bear on his chest.


  


  “It’s me, Chisholm,” he said loudly. “Raybourn, it’s me, Casey Chisholm. You all right?”


  


  Holes and gouges and smoke and stench everywhere.


  


  From the living room, a radio playing “El Paso.”


  


  From somewhere deeper in the house, the sound of glass falling and breaking.


  


  He swept the shotgun’s barrel aside easily as he knelt beside the old man, searching him for signs of injury, inhaling sharply when he saw blood on the man’s arm, his shoulders, his temple, his shirt covered with it.


  


  Senior had a difficult time holding his head up. “Preacher? You the preacher?”


  


  “Chisholm,” Casey answered. “Hang on, I’ll get some—” He stopped, looked around. “Where’s your son, Mr. Raybourn. Where’s Junior?”


  


  Senior jerked violently at his boy’s name, tried to stand, but Casey pushed him back down. “Stay here. I’ll find him.”


  


  “Find him, Preacher,” Senior begged. He brushed a hand over his chest, and moaned at all the blood gleaming on his palm. “Get him, Preacher, find my boy.”


  


  Casey stepped over the debris into the kitchen, batted away smoke and dust. The back door had been busted in, glass all over, and white powder drifting in the air, rising and falling lazily as the night wind slipped in. A moment later he realized it was, of all things, flour.


  


  “Find him, Preacher, find him.”


  


  He didn’t see the younger Raybourn until he looked hard to his right. Junior lay facedown in front of an open door with stairs on the other side. Blood seeped through his shirt, mixed briefly into pink by the flour that settled there.


  


  “Preacher, you find him?”


  


  Casey dropped to his knees, rocking, feeling a chill in his stomach turn swiftly to cold. He leaned closer, not wanting to move the man, not wanting to take the chance of hurting him further.


  


  “Preacher.”


  


  Excited voices outside, and a high distant siren. A quick prayer of thanks to the kids for whatever they’d done, and he laid a hand on the side of Junior’s neck, pressing lightly, searching for a pulse.


  


  “Preacher?”


  


  Son of a bitch, he thought, and glared helplessly around the room, rocking faster, left hand in a fist thumping his leg; son of a bitch, son of a bitch.


  


  Sooner, and he might have helped.


  


  Sooner, something answered, and you’d be dead too. They weren’t just shooting at you to scare you away.


  


  He tried again to find the pulse, while the cold in his stomach deepened, and he began to tremble at it, tightened his jaw so his teeth wouldn’t chatter.


  


  “Preacher.”


  


  Aw, Junior, damnit, he thought as he bit down on his lower lip and slid a hand under the man’s chest. No dampness there; the bullets hadn’t gone through.


  


  A wail: “Oh my God!”


  


  Voices in the hall, and for a moment there was confusion, until he whipped his head around and demanded someone, he didn’t care who, take the old man out, put him in the living room and do something about his wounds until the ambulance arrived.


  


  He heard Lisse gasp.


  


  He saw again the two men leaving the house. Not hurrying. Casual visitors on their way home.


  


  He heard Senior protesting but unable to stop them from taking him away. “Preacher,” he called, and then he sobbed loudly.


  


  Casey looked at his hands as the cold strengthened and made his spine rigid, his neck muscles bulge. He flexed his fingers. He thought: I don’t dare, this isn’t right, I don’t dare. Flexed his fingers again.


  


  The siren grew louder, more than one now.


  


  He braced himself, fighting the cold, fighting the memories, fighting the helpless anger; braced himself until he couldn’t restrain it any longer, couldn’t hold back the cold that began to turn to fierce heat that broke sweat across his face, that made his throat and eyes dry.


  


  He sagged abruptly, bowed his head and shook it, then placed a palm over Junior Raybourn’s back, spreading his fingers as if to cover all the holes. The voices he heard became unintelligible, a buzzing, nothing more; the man below him became a figure in a thick grey-black fog. His lips moved in a prayer he hadn’t uttered for years, but he hadn’t forgotten the words, and he whispered them again.


  


  Someone knelt beside him.


  


  He didn’t look; he pressed harder.


  


  A hand on his shoulder; he didn’t look; he pressed harder, prayed again.


  


  A woman’s voice, through the buzzing: “I think he’s dead.”


  


  And he said, “No.”


  


  Not rocking anymore; still now, moving his fingers without moving the palm.


  


  Sirens, and more voices, commands and demands, protests and more demands.


  


  “Please,” the woman said.


  


  Another voice: “You’ll have to move away, sir, we’ll take care of him now.”


  


  His lips moved, his fingers moved.


  


  “Sir?”


  


  The woman said, “Please.”


  


  A strong hand tried to tug him away, but he shrugged it off easily and said, “Wait. Wait a second.”


  


  “Come on, sir, you can’t do anything, you’re not a doctor, right? Come on, sir, please move.”


  


  The woman said, “Please.”


  


  A shudder that made Casey snatch his hand away, and Junior Raybourn moaned, shuddered again, kicked a leg that hit a wall, and was still.


  


  “That’s it, get the hell out of the way before you do any more damage.”


  


  “Please,” the woman said, and he allowed her to pull at him gently, back to his heels, up to his feet. Immediately, the paramedics roughly shoved him farther away and swarmed around Junior, snapping soft orders to each other as they assembled their equipment.


  


  The cold was gone; the heat was gone.


  


  Numbed and bone-tired, he stumbled to the back door and through it, to the stoop. Took in huge gulps of the night’s air. Put the heel of one hand to his forehead and moved it around in circles. For one terrifying moment he thought he was going to throw up; for one terrifying moment he thought he was going to pass out.


  


  “Are you all right?”


  


  It was the woman.


  


  He nodded. “Yes. Yeah, I think so.” He looked over as he said, “I guess I should thank—” And he stopped.


  


  She stood under the shattered porchlight, her hair in easy waves and angel-wing bangs. She was, at that moment, the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.


  


  “Casey Chisholm,” he said weakly.


  


  She smiled. “Yes. I know. I’m Beatrice Harp, and I think I’ve been searching this whole bloody country for you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  4


  


  


  1


  


  
    
      
        	
          T

        
      

    

  


  he night was endless:


  


  Casey sat in the living room, jacket draped over his shoulders. Chills regularly walked his spine, and his head felt as if someone had jammed it full of damp cotton.


  


  Freck had been the first to arrive, came into the house with gun drawn, followed immediately by the ambulance crew. Now the ambulance was long gone. As soon as the paramedics had uncovered the extent of the victims’ injuries, they had radioed for a medevac, then took the Raybourns to the beach to meet the helicopter that would take them to Savannah. Casey heard one of them doubt that Senior would last the night, and Junior’s chances weren’t much better.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Let me get this straight,” Sheriff Oakman said, notepad in hand, pure skepticism in his tone. “You saw two men come out of Raybourn’s house. They spotted you, they fired at you, they didn’t hit you, and they ran away.”


  


  “Close enough.”


  


  From the doorway, Freck folded his arms and snorted outright disbelief.


  


  The sheriff ignored him. “Four guns by your count, and they didn’t hit you.”


  


  “It was dark. Mostly dark, there was some moonlight. I dropped to the ground and”—he gestured wearily at John and Lisse—”they fired back. The two men ran, got in their car and drove off.”


  


  “You had no weapon of your own.”


  


  “No.”


  


  “You heard shots and you ran over here with no weapon of your own.”


  


  “No. I mean, right. And anyway, I’m an ex-con, as you keep reminding me. Where would I get a gun?”


  


  “Ex-cons have ways,” Freck said, slipping a toothpick between his lips.


  


  “I didn’t have one.”


  


  Oakman said, “So unarmed, you ran straight into a gun battle.”,


  


  “By the time I reached the yard, it was over.”


  


  “Until they started shooting at you.”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “You didn’t know them.”


  


  “Nope.”


  


  “Never saw them before in your life.”


  


  “No, I haven’t.”


  


  “So what you’re saying is, two men, who were probably professionals by the sound of it, came fully armed to the house of an old man and his retarded son, shot them and the place up, you were on the scene in seconds, and you have no idea what was going down here.”


  


  “Pretty much, yes.”


  


  “Don’t go away, I’ll be back.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Sometime during the interminable interrogations, the murmur of deputies photographing the rooms and taking measurements, Casey looked up and saw Reed and Cora on the porch. He walked over to the open living room window and said, “Thanks, guys. That was quick.”


  


  “For what?” Reed said.


  


  “For getting the sheriff.”


  


  “We never called anyone.”


  


  “What?”


  


  Reed looked to Cora. “John was already out of his house, we didn’t have the car keys.” He shrugged. “Someone else must have done it when they heard all the shooting.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He turned to Beatrice and said, “Who are you?”


  


  “Later,” she said, smoothing the jacket over his shoulders. “I think you’re a little busy right now.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lisse knelt in front of him, lowered her head, lowered her voice. “I thought he was going to shoot you,” she said, a quick glance indicating Freck.


  


  “I didn’t see him.”


  


  “Casey, I saw him go in the house, and if those men hadn’t been here, I swear he would have killed you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  John, already questioned by Oakman but told to stick around, hunkered down in front of him, put a hand on his knee. “You okay?”


  


  “I don’t know. I think so. And what the hell are you doing with guns?”


  


  “We’ve been on the road a long time, Casey. You don’t travel like that, through places we’ve been, without protection, believe me.”


  


  “Well... thanks.”


  


  “My pleasure.”


  


  “This’ll sound awful, but I wish you’d gotten one. For the sheriff, anyway.”


  


  John grinned. “I carry the gun, Case. That doesn’t mean I can use it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Oakman flipped his notepad open again. “They said you obstructed the medics’ attempts to revive Junior.”


  


  “I was trying to help.”


  


  “They said you weren’t doing anything.”


  


  “I was ... I was praying.”


  


  Freck shifted the toothpick from one corner of his mouth to the other. “Oh, that’s right. They say you’re a preacher. What were you trying to do, do one of them TV evangelist things? Bring him back from the dead or something?”


  


  “I was praying,” he repeated flatly.


  


  “Man, can you beat it?” Freck laughed snidely. “Ex-con and preacher, a hell of a combination. What did you do in prison, Chisholm, pray for their souls while they lined up in the shower and bent you over and—”


  


  Casey half rose, and the deputy’s hand went immediately to his gun. Beatrice grabbed his arm; the sheriff didn’t move.


  


  “You got here awfully fast,” Casey said to Oakman.


  


  “We pride ourselves on quick responses around here,” the sheriff told him. “Now let’s go over this again.”


  


  “I’ve already told you four or five times.”


  


  “Then tell me a sixth. Make me happy, Chisholm. Tell me again how you managed not to get shot when two guys, who were professionals, were firing four guns right at you.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “You got a license for those weapons?” Freck asked Bannock.


  


  John nodded.


  


  “Let’s see it.”


  


  John opened his wallet and pulled out two pieces of tightly folded paper, handed them over, and watched as Freck took them to the nearest lamp and studied them carefully.


  


  “These are Illinois. I don’t think they’re good in Georgia.”


  


  “Trust me, Deputy, they’re good anywhere.”


  


  “You’re a friend of his,” Freck answered disdainfully. “I don’t trust you at all.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “He thinks I’m involved,” Casey said in stunned disbelief.


  


  “Yes, it does sound like that, doesn’t it,” Beatrice answered.


  


  “I’m not.”


  


  “I know.”


  


  “Who are you?”


  


  * * * *


  


  The sheriff flipped his notepad shut and tucked it into his breast pocket. “Go home, Chisholm. Stay there. Have your friend bring you to the office first thing in the morning. I want your statement, a description of the men and the car, and a damn good reason why I shouldn’t hold you.”


  


  Casey nodded, looked up. “You know, you guys came so fast, I’m surprised you didn’t see that car yourself.”


  


  Oakman adjusted his hat. “Lots of side streets between here and there. Get up, get out of here, we have work to do.”


  


  A pause before Casey rose. The jacket slipped off his shoulders and he caught it in one hand before it hit the floor. He looked around at what was left of Senior’s house and, as he passed Oakman, he leaned over and said quietly, “I hope this was worth it, Sheriff. I really hope this was worth it.”


  


  Oakman said nothing, but Casey saw the look in his eyes, the abrupt intake of air.


  


  He brushed by Freck, whose hand went instinctively for his weapon again.


  


  Casey stopped. Stared out the front door. Didn’t turn his head when he said, “That’s three times, Deputy. How many chances did they give you before they get someone else to do it right?”


  


  He did look then. Not a smile. Not a blink.


  


  Freck, sneer still in place, tried to stare him down, couldn’t and looked away.


  


  Once outside, Beatrice said, “It seems, Reverend Chisholm, you can be a very scary person.”


  


  His smile was brief. “So I’m told, Miz Harp. So I’m told.” Then he looked down at her and said, “Who are you?”


  


  * * * *
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  Stone sat at the kitchen table, his shirt off, a bandage wrapped tightly around his upper left arm. “What do you think, Mr. Lauder?”


  


  Lauder, rinsing blood off his hands at the sink, shrugged. “I think we got ‘em. Not the other guy, though.”


  


  “That’s what I’m thinking.” He rubbed absently below the bandage. “I’m also thinking I am not happy. Messy. It was very messy.”


  


  “Not our best,” Lauder agreed.


  


  “Far from it.”


  


  “We didn’t count on the effing cavalry.”


  


  “No one does, Dutch. No one does.”


  


  Lauder turned off the water, dried his hands on a small towel.


  


  Stone lit a cigarette, blew smoke at the ceiling. “I don’t like loose ends.”


  


  “Me neither.”


  


  “Storm coming, you know.”


  


  “I heard. One of those winter jobs.”


  


  “Yes. So, I’m thinking then that perhaps we ought not to leave as planned.”


  


  Lauder smiled, stroked his mustache.


  


  “I’m wondering if our employers would mind if we took care of those loose ends.”


  


  “Screw ‘em,” Lauder said.


  


  Stone smiled. “Thank you, Dutch. My thoughts exactly.”


  


  * * * *


  


  3


  


  Mayor Cribbs stared at the ceiling, trying to keep his mind from running off the rails. Beside him, Mary Gwen slept contentedly, snoring lightly, her right hand lying on his thigh. He wanted to go down to the small office he kept in the house, but if he did, she’d wake up, and Lord, that woman was insatiable. Better he remain where he was, figure things out, deal with them in the morning.


  


  The Raybourns were as good as dead; Chisholm was still alive.


  


  Cutler’s call had been quick and furious, and with Mary Gwen lying right there, Cribbs had no opportunity to calm him down, get him to see the good sides.


  


  And that was his problem as he stared at the ceiling— trying to find the good sides.


  


  Of which, he suddenly decided, there were quite a few.


  


  He smiled.


  


  After all, they still had until Friday, and it was only some godawful hour Tuesday morning. A lot could happen in four days. Long as everyone kept cool, a whole lot could happen.


  


  * * * *
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  Casey paused at the foot of the stairs.


  


  There were people in the front room who had saved his life tonight, people in the front room he had never seen before. For nearly an hour after they’d returned, there had been excited chatter amid cautious introductions, but when the inevitable lull arrived, he could think of nothing he wanted better than to sleep, wake up, and find himself alone and life returned to what he had redefined as normal.


  


  He wondered who the woman with the British accent was, the woman who wore the veil, the two children; he couldn’t stop thinking about tonight, all the blood and the smell of gunpowder and Senior begging him to help his son and Freck and the sheriff and ... Junior.


  


  “In the morning,” he said, and climbed the stairs, went straight to his room, and fell onto the bed. A few minutes later, without sitting up, he undressed, grunting, swearing, finally pulling the covers up to his chest.


  


  Staring at the ceiling.


  


  Blinking once, and it was daylight, and Lisse was in the doorway. “Time to go.”


  


  If he slept, he didn’t feel like it; if his brain was in reasonable working order, it didn’t feel like it.


  


  It was difficult to concentrate on the task at hand, a chore to move, and impossible to sort through all the images and voices that clamored for attention in his mind, every one of them demanding a decision of some kind, but he didn’t know what it was and didn’t want to know.


  


  What he knew was, he ate something that might have been a quick breakfast, allowed Bannock and Lisse to take him to the sheriff’s department, where he was questioned again in the presence of a uniformed woman who took his statement down, typed it up, and waited for him to sign it.


  


  There were no further accusations of complicity, or, if there were, he didn’t catch them; evidently the gunmen had not yet been found and were assumed to have left the island.


  


  What he knew was, Billy Freck was nowhere around, and Vale Oakman refused to look him in the eye.


  


  What he knew was, Whittaker Hull tried to interview him on the street, and he had been curt, almost rude, giving gruff one-word answers that left the editor frustrated and disappointed, unable to think of ways to change Casey’s mind.


  


  What he knew was, something had changed.


  


  * * * *
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  When he returned home and climbed stiffly out of the car, he saw two girls on the porch. They watched him for a moment, then ran inside. He put a hand to his eyes as if shading them. He propped his forearms on the roof of the car, hands clasped, and told John and Lisse to go ahead, he’d only be a minute. When they were gone, he studied the simple house and saw nothing special there, checked the sky and saw nothing of the storm that was on its way; he spread his hands on the roof and felt the cool metal, lowered his shoulders and felt the cool breeze tuck in under his collar; he stared blindly at the thorned hedge and with an effort shunted aside all the voices and the questions.


  


  A pale face in the window, made more so through the porch screen.


  


  When it vanished, he leaned back, let his arms fall to his side, let his legs carry him up. the walk to the front door.


  


  Easy, isn’t it, Chisholm, he thought as he went in; once you figure it out, everything else is easy.


  


  What he had figured out was what had changed, but there was nothing easy about it at all.


  


  * * * *


  


  He paused at the foot of the stairs and said, “I have to do something. Come or not, I don’t care,” before taking the steps two at a time and hurrying into the bedroom. He didn’t permit himself to think—he took a sweater from the dresser and pulled it on, returned downstairs to grab an old denim jacket from the hall closet. And left without saying a word. Halfway to the beach he heard them following, not voices but footsteps crushing dead leaves, scuffling sand, kicking pebbles. He didn’t look back; it wouldn’t have mattered if he had. He kept his gaze straight ahead, kept his mind as blank as he possibly could, and when he left the trees behind, he headed straight for the jetty.


  


  A cold wind slapped his face, forced him to tighten his jaw to keep his teeth from chattering. With arms out for balance, he climbed awkwardly over the rocks, slipping only a few times, going down once on his knees and hissing at the pain. By the time he reached the end, one hundred yards from the beach, the jacket was speckled damp, droplets of seawater shone in his hair.


  


  He pulled his collar up, and stood on the last boulder, legs apart, braced against the thunder that trembled beneath him.


  


  “All right,” he whispered. “All right.”


  


  no sign, case


  


  Rhythmic explosions from twenty feet below as the cold December sea tore itself apart against the uneven boulders. His hands burrowed into his pockets, only once in a long while slipping away to clear the cold spray that dripped from his face. With no hat for protection his hair ducked and twisted in the wind.


  


  no sign, case; there won’t be a sign and you know it


  


  He faced the horizon and looked at the water and saw nothing but waves rolling steadily toward him. Rising as if taking his measure, falling as if needing less distance before they could rise again, and crest, and drive him at last into the slick and jagged brown-black stone.


  


  No clouds.


  


  Distant sun.


  


  No gulls on the currents, scolding him, warning.


  


  He stood for an hour, waiting.


  


  He stood for two hours, waiting.


  


  Only the sea, and the sky, and the thunder of the waves, the explosions, the mist, and the ragged hasp of his own breathing.


  


  Finally there was a long deep breath, a long and slow and shuddering exhalation while his eyes closed and his shoulders slumped and his lips moved in a silent prayer he feared wouldn’t be answered.


  


  no sign, case; no sign.


  


  it’s just you, and now you know it


  


  * * * *


  


  He raised his head slowly to face the horizon again, and for a brief moment, a flicker of an eyelid, the waves rolled instead of crested, the thunder died, and he was alone despite the people who were on the beach behind him.


  


  “All right,” he said aloud, and nodded. And sighed. “All right.”


  


  A brush of his hands over his jacket, and he made his way back to the beach. The others had already left, he could hear them ahead on the path, whispers now and muted speculation. He reached for a pine branch and missed it, reached for another and closed his fingers around it, pulling the needles off, scattering them on the ground.


  


  Midway was empty when he reached it.


  


  The cold wind had softened, blocked by the woodland, warmed by the sun.


  


  He shrugged off his jacket as he entered the house, dropped it over the newel post before walking into the living room. He stood in front of the window, hands behind his back. Lisse, John, and the British woman were on the couch; the woman with the veil sat in the armchair, the two girls flanking her. Cora sat on the floor at John’s feet. Reed looked around, hurried into the kitchen, and brought back a towel, and a chair which he set in front of Casey.


  


  “You’re scaring the kids,” he whispered. “It’d be better if you sat, you know?”


  


  Casey stared at him, finally understood, and nodded. Once he was seated, passing the towel over his hair and face, and Reed was on the floor beside Cora, he looked at Beatrice Harp and said, gently, “Tell me.”


  


  And she did, saying, “His name was Trey Falkirk, and unlike you, he didn’t make it.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When the telling was over, he leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs, hands loosely clasped between his knees. He stared at the floor for a while, glanced up only when Cora got to her feet and left the room, trying to be as quiet as she could. Then he turned his attention to Jude Levin and her daughters.


  


  He kept his voice soft, but the girls flinched anyway: “I’ll bet you’ve asked yourself more times than you can count why this has had to happen to you.”


  


  Those big dark eyes over the veil filled instantly with tears as Jude nodded.


  


  “John’s asked himself the same thing, I know,” he told her. “So have I.” He looked at the floor again. “I wish I could—”


  


  “Wait.”


  


  It was Cora.


  


  She stood under the entrance arch, hands behind her back. He frowned puzzlement—she seemed unaccountably nervous, didn’t settle down even when Reed scrambled over to join her. He, however, had a smile on his face.


  


  He would have scolded them for interrupting, but he knew they had something important to say, and it was equally clear they’d been rehearsing it while he’d been gone.


  


  So he gave them a one-sided smile and said, “Cora, I have never, ever known you to be without words.” A mock glare. “This had better be good.”


  


  Cora brought her hands around to the front.


  


  He sat up sharply, lips working but no sound.


  


  In her hands were a pair of black western boots, as clean and polished as the day he’d first brought them home, over fifteen years ago.


  


  She swallowed. “Reverend Chisholm ...” She swallowed again. “Reverend Chisholm, if you’re... oh, hell... if—”


  


  “I’ll say it,” Reed told her softly.


  


  “No!” An apologetic smile. “No.” She licked her lips and swallowed again. “If you’re going to... to tell us things we don’t want to hear ... if we’re ...”


  


  He saw the tears and rose slowly to his full height, from the corner of his vision seeing the girls edge closer to their mother, seeing Lisse fumble for and take John’s hand and squeeze it tightly. He stepped over to Cora and took the boots from her, inhaled the scent of fresh polish and old leather, and smiled wondering if it was possible he could love two people more than these two, right now.


  


  “It’s got to be right,” she said in a small voice, not Cora’s voice at all. “You know what I mean. It’s got to be right.”


  


  He saw the two Coras in her face then, the ones he used to know—the one who was raised on abuse and disdain, cowering a little, terrified of being wrong ... and the one who tried not to give a damn about anything, especially herself.


  


  He laid a finger on her cheek, brushed away a tear, put a hand on Reed’s shoulder, and squeezed it, once.


  


  It was difficult to say the words they wanted to hear, more difficult because he never believed he’d ever hear himself say them again: “You two are right. I think ... I think I’d better go upstairs and change.”


  


  Cora put a hand to her mouth and said, “Oh ...” and couldn’t say any more.


  


  He smiled gently and winked at them, pushed between them, and said, “Cora, while I’m gone, why don’t you have a talk with Starshine there. Maybe you two can exchange the names of the butchers who attacked your hair.”


  


  He didn’t look back as he climbed the stairs, but he heard Cora laughing, and Lisse sighing, and the girl named Starshine demanding to know what he was talking about, what’s the matter with her hair?


  


  At the top of the stairs he turned automatically toward the bedroom, took a step, and stopped.


  


  Do it right, he told himself; if you’re going to do it, you pig-headed oaf, then you’d damn well better do it right.


  


  * * * *
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  Cribbs paced his office, alternating between fear and righteous anger. “What the hell do you mean, they aren’t gone yet?” he yelled at the speakerphone on his desk.


  


  “I mean, they ain’t left yet,” Cutler said, his voice sounding well-hollow.


  


  “You talk to them?”


  


  “No, I ain’t talked to them. How can I talk to them? You want me to drive right over, let half the world know I know where they are and who they are?”


  


  Cribbs waved his arms. “Goddamnit, Norville, you’re the damn owner of that place. All you want to do is see who’s squatting there, you idiot.”


  


  “Idiot? Me? Who’s the one come up with these jokers in the first place?”


  


  Cribbs took in a breath, puffed his cheeks, and let the air out slowly. He took a position at the window and looked down at Midway, the cars and the people. On the horizon he could see smears of clouds as that storm made its way closer.


  


  “All right,” he said. “All right, Norville, no sense us going at each other’s throats here. The thing we need to know is, why haven’t they left?”


  


  “You ask them. I’m not going anywhere near them.”


  


  The mayor shook his head. “We got to know, Norville. Even I can’t stop Oakman from doing something dumb if he knows they’re still around.” He slammed a fist onto the desk. “Damn! Good Lord, why the hell can’t anything go like we want it to? Why the hell does this have to happen now, of all times.”


  


  “You want me to answer that, Jasper?”


  


  “Oh, shut up, Norville, that was a rhetorical question.” He shook his head again. “Tell you the truth, in a perfect world, I’d sic those bastards on Freck, the son of a bitch can’t even shoot a man in the back, for God’s sake.”


  


  “Freck’s an idiot.”


  


  “Now that I can agree on. And I own up, it’s my fault, I thought I could count on him. I—” He stopped, looked at the street again, and grinned. “Norville, you thinking what I’m thinking?”


  


  “It’ll cost us extra.”


  


  “Who cares? What’s another million here or there, what with what we’ve already got?”


  


  “So who’s gonna talk to them. Not me. I’ve already talked to them once, on the phone, and I heard what they done. I ain’t going anywhere near them, and that’s something else you can take to the bank.”


  


  “Don’t worry,” Cribbs said. “I got an idea, kill a couple of birds with a couple stones. Talk to you later.”


  


  He broke the connection and couldn’t stop smiling, couldn’t stop chuckling.


  


  Jesus, Jasper, he thought; why the hell aren’t you ruling the world yet?


  


  * * * *


  


  Ronnie Hull stood at the counter in the Camoret Weekly’s office and swore as she punched a number into her cell phone. It would be the fifth attempt, and she hoped this time she’d gotten it right. The buttons were so small she kept hitting the wrong ones, the last time getting some music store in Hilton Head, for God’s sake.


  


  Daddy was going to hit the ceiling when he saw the next bill.


  


  “Rick,” she said in relief when the connection was made, “it’s me, Ronnie.”


  


  “Hey, Ron, what’s up? You coming up, keep me company?”


  


  “Very funny. Look, I can’t talk long. Can you see all the streets from up there? With those binoculars?”


  


  “Most of them, yeah. Trees get in the way, but yeah, most of them.”>


  


  A distant sound of wind; she hoped he was all right up there.


  


  “Would you please look for Daddy’s car if you can?”


  


  “What’s the matter?”


  


  “I’m not sure. He’s been pissy all day, and stormed out of here a little while ago, saying if no one’s going to help him with his story, then he’d get it himself.”


  


  “Sorry, I don’t get it.”


  


  “Rick, he doesn’t think those guys from last night have left the island. He thinks they’re still here, and he’s going to try to find them.’’


  


  * * * *


  


  Ben Pellier hung up the bar’s wall phone and rested his forehead against it, tapping the floor with one heel.


  


  Alma bustled out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron. “Ben, I can’t find the—what’s wrong?”


  


  He closed his eyes, pressed a fist to the wall.


  


  “That was Hector. It’s ... it’s Senior.”


  


  “Oh, dear Lord, no.”


  


  “About twenty minutes ago.”


  


  “What about Junior?”


  


  “Gonna be all right so far. Touch and go.”


  


  He could hear her weeping, could hear Pegleg scratching at something at the bottom of his cage, could hear the front door open and Billy Freck say, “Come on, Pellier, give it over, I ain’t got all day.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Verna wrinkled her nose, looked to her left at the sheriffs closed door. Trying to hold her breath without seeming to, she hit the intercom button.


  


  “Sheriff?”


  


  “I told you not to bother me.”


  


  “It’s Neely, Sheriff. He’s here at my desk, and he says he knows where those men are, the ones who shot the Raybourns.”


  


  * * * *


  


  “He what?” Cribbs yelled.


  


  Oakman winced and pulled the receiver away from his eai for a second. “He says he knows where those killers are staying. Thought you ought to know, you being the mayor and all.”


  


  “He’s a drunk, throw him in a cell.”


  


  “Can’t do that, sir.”


  


  “What, you’re not making enough money already?”


  


  “Deputy Dewitt’s already taken his statement.”


  


  “She what? Are you crazy?”


  


  “Just doing my job, sir.”,


  


  “Goddamnit, Vale, you’d better be packed, because if this goes bad, I swear I’ll run you out of town on a rail.”


  


  “Yes, sir,” he said, nodding to Verna. “Yes, sir, I understand.”


  


  He hung up, rubbed his ear, and with his left foot nudged the suitcase resting in the well of his desk. “Dub, I’m telling you again, if you’re wrong about this, I’m gonna look like ten kinds of a jackass, the mayor’s gonna want your scalp, and I’m gonna be standing right behind him, sharpening the damn knife.”


  


  Neely pushed out of his chair, clapped his hands once. “Then let’s go, Sheriff. Saddle up, and let’s get them there bad guys.”


  


  “In a minute, Dub, in a minute. For this kind of thing, I’m going to need reinforcements.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When the telephone rang, Stone exchanged a questioning glance with Lauder, then shrugged, and answered.


  


  “Stone?”


  


  “Indeed.”


  


  “This is Cutler.”


  


  “I know, sir, I know.”


  


  “Good, then get your ass outta there. The sheriff’ll be on his way in a few minutes, and he’s bringing a posse.”


  


  Stone thanked him, hung up, and said, “Well, Dutch, it seems our luck isn’t so good today. Pack up, we have five minutes.”


  


  “Where’ll we go?”


  


  “Seeing as how he’s paying the bills, I suggest we drop in on the mayor.”


  


  * * * *
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  Casey stood in front of the storeroom closet.


  


  The door was closed, and his hand on the knob, but he couldn’t yet bring himself to turn it.


  


  His arm trembled; his throat was dry.


  


  He glanced at the boots on the floor beside him and remembered an evening not so many years ago when he had walked up the main street of Maple Landing, moon casting his shadow ahead of him, boot heels hard on the ground, and he’d imagined himself the local hero, the gun-fighter who was out to protect the people of his town. He had laughed at the conceit then, knew it to be a vivid byproduct of his pride.


  


  He wasn’t laughing now.


  


  If you do this, Case, you may not be around when it’s over, you know.


  


  They used to tease him, his friends, when he cursed now and then, and he never tired of reminding them that just because he was a priest didn’t mean he wasn’t a man. Not perfect, was how he put it; doing my best, but not perfect.


  


  If you do this, the others may not be around, either.


  


  He tightened his grip on the doorknob.


  


  “Lord,” he whispered, “no offense, but if this is wrong, I’d sure appreciate a lightning bolt about now.”


  


  He grinned.


  


  He laughed.


  


  He opened the door.


  


  * * * *


  


  He showered in the hottest water he could stand, scrubbed himself as hard as he could without drawing blood. When the water began to chill, he turned it off, climbed out of the tub, and stood in front of the mirror, and sighed. Only once.


  


  The coloring had left his hair; it was white again, pure white.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the bedroom he put on the black jeans he hadn’t worn since he’d thrown in the towel; the black collarless shirt that suggested he’d put on a few pounds; black socks over which he pulled the boots, wondering why he’d ever given them up. Lots of folks had laughed at them, mockingly called him an urban preacher cowboy, but he’d never found a pair of shoes that had been halfway as comfortable. And even if he hadn’t become a priest, he would have worn black anyway, because he hated trying to figure out which color matched which. That, too, had been a great source of good-natured amusement among his friends.


  


  Friends long gone.


  


  Friends too long unavenged.


  


  On the dresser he placed a small box lined with velvet, a gift from his momma. He opened it carefully, hesitated, fingers trembling, before he took out a simple gold cross on a simple gold chain, and hung it around his neck.


  


  He opened a second box, a longer, wider one, velvet-lined, with narrow compartments, and again he hesitated. This was the last step. This was the final move. He could stop now, and nothing would change; he could stop now, still retreat. Dishonored perhaps, but still alive.


  


  don’t take your guns to town, son


  


  leave your guns at home


  


  The boy in the song hadn’t left them, and he’d died.


  


  A wry smile: you’re stalling, Case, get moving.


  


  He reached into the box and pulled out a white starched collar, used one hand to put it around his neck, used the other to close it in back with an amber tab. Quickly. Without thinking.


  


  Then he turned around to face the bed. On it lay a black suit jacket and of black denim jacket. Except when his duties took him to the hospital or a meeting out of town, they were virtually interchangeable as far as he was concerned.


  


  “Move it,” he ordered quietly. “Move it, they’re waiting.”


  


  He grabbed the denim, draped it over his arm, and hurried down the stairs, aware of how he sounded, too aware of the cold wings batting in his stomach, the faint buzzing in his head, the weakness in his legs.


  


  “All right, ready or not,” he called before he reached the bottom, trying to sound light and casual, wincing when he realized he had instinctively used what Reed called “the voice,” the one that filled his church, the one that filled the valley that lay below his mother’s grave.


  


  To his embarrassment they all stood when he walked into the front room, but of all the reactions he might have guessed he’d witness, he never would have guessed he’d see John Bannock, weeping.


  


  He motioned the others to sit, stepped over to John, and grasped his shoulders.


  


  “My ... son,” John said, biting his lips.


  


  Casey shook his head. “No, John, he isn’t. You know that. He isn’t your son, and he never was your son. He’s one of them, John, and now they’re all riding.” He looked at the others. “And they know you’re with me.”


  


  * * * *
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  e felt like the conductor of an orchestra that preferred its own rhythm. Standing in the kitchen, he waved his arms to direct food onto the table, sandwiches to be made, food to be microwaved, sandwiches on plates to be taken elsewhere, kids who didn’t want to go elsewhere, Lisse who had reverted to waitress mode and spent twenty minutes giggling with the girls as she showed them carrying tricks ... he sang nonsense songs that had the Levin girls giggling in spite of their still obvious distrust of him, old cowboy songs that John sometimes joined in on with mostly the wrong words, a few hand-clapping, foot-stomping, raise the roof and the hell with the neighbors Gospel pieces, and anything else he could think of so no one had time to ask questions.


  


  The sun was nearly down when the house quieted, and he leaned against the sink, head down, looking for a decent breath.


  


  “You’re quite good, you know.”


  


  Moving only his eyes, he saw Beatrice standing in the doorway. “When you have to keep a bunch of teenagers from killing each other on a camping trip, you catch on pretty fast.”


  


  She sat at the table, blew an angel-wing out of her eye. “Do you have a plan? Or is that too presumptuous at this point?”


  


  “Lady Harp, I—”


  


  “Beatrice, please,” she said quickly. “We’re a little too involved for such formalities.”


  


  “Sure. And no, Beatrice, I don’t have a plan. I feel like a general who’s fighting a war on two fronts, and I’m making myself plenty dizzy just trying to keep them straight.”


  


  She picked up a spoon, tapped the bowl against her palm. “I should think one at a time would be best, don’t you?”


  


  “Pick one, then.”


  


  “Your problems on the island, I should think,” she answered without hesitation. “The other will... today’s Wednesday, New Year’s Eve isn’t until Friday.”


  


  “And what do you propose I do?”


  


  She smiled. “Ah, there’s where the general is supposed to make the decisions.” She watched the spoon as though it were moving on its own. “But have you considered the possibility that the two are connected?”


  


  He pushed away from the sink, dropped into the chair opposite her. From the living room he heard Cora laughing and one of the Levin girls protesting, and laughing.


  


  “Beatrice, I’m not a general. And it’s only been a few hours since I decided I was going to do something at all. I haven’t had time to think, hardly time to take a breath.”


  


  “So you don’t know why these people are after you.”


  


  He shook his head.


  


  “Perhaps it’s because someone else doesn’t want you around.”


  


  He opened his mouth to tell her that was awfully farfetched, closed it when he realized it wasn’t that farfetched at all. Two of the three people who had faced the first three Riders were here on Camoret Island. And he had a strong feeling Lady Harp had more to do with matters in Las Vegas than she’d admitted.


  


  Impulsively he reached over and covered her hands, trapping the spoon into silence. “Beatrice, the Riders, they can’t be killed, you know. They—” He closed his eyes for a second, then looked helplessly at her. “I don’t know what’s expected of me. Of us. I’m not Joan of Arc, I don’t hear voices.” A glance toward the living room, and he lowered his voice. “They forget that I lost, Beatrice. She’s still out there, riding.”


  


  He watched her eyes move as she studied his face, and he could almost feel their touch. Wanted, for some reason, to feel their touch. Started but didn’t retreat when she pulled her hands gently from under his, put them in her lap.


  


  “By that definition,” she said tightly, “we all did, didn’t we? Are you telling me, then, it was all for nothing?”


  


  He could almost feel the cold anger he saw in her eyes, in the set of her lips, and he pushed away from the table, walked over to the back door, and looked out at the yard. No demons lurking there, no gouts of hellfire, no monsters—pale fading sunlight, and grass settling in for the winter, and a hedge with a ragged gap where he’d crashed through last night; fragments of blue sky, subtle movement to suggest a breeze.


  


  He almost said it again: I don’t hear voices, I’m not told what to do.


  


  Instead, without apology: “They’re riding together this time, and they have help.”


  


  “They’ve had help before.”


  


  “They’ve never ridden together before.”


  


  “Well, I’m not a tactician, Casey, but I’m fairly sure that a good principle in this case then would be to even the odds.”


  


  He turned with a rueful smile. “And what—”


  


  He stopped when Lisse came to the door, held his breath when he saw the look on her face.


  


  “What?” he said grimly.


  


  “There’s someone here, Casey. He says—”


  


  He saw Hector Nazario over her shoulder, waiting by the front door, and he knew.


  


  As Beatrice rose from her chair, he strode from the kitchen, eyes narrowed, a sudden hollow feeling in his chest. Lisse backed away hastily, pressed against the wall as he passed. Hector’s eyes widened when he saw the black, and the collar, and the size of the man who marched toward him down the hall.


  


  “Hector,” Casey said, so quietly that Hector took a step back.


  


  He stammered, staring at the people gathered in the living room, staring at Casey.


  


  “Who?” Casey asked.


  


  Hector shook his head. “It... Senior. Gloria, she thought you should know.”


  


  Casey put a hand on his shoulder and turned him around, led him onto the porch and down the walk. Junior’s motor scooter was parked at the curb. An angry sorrow kept him silent until Hector said, “Casey, you’re—” A gesture at the clothes.


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “I didn’t know.”


  


  “No matter. How is Junior?”


  


  “Not good. They don’t know yet. Gloria is there, no one else would go.” He rubbed his hands nervously, against his coat, against each other. “Father, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you—”


  


  Casey stopped him with a raised hand. “Are you working today?”


  


  “Yes.”


  


  “Alone?”


  


  “No, Father, Miss Hull, she helps me out.”


  


  With a nod Casey urged him onto the scooter. “Have you seen the mayor or Cutler today?”


  


  Hector frowned. “Yes.” He nodded quickly. “Yes, just before I came here. He, Mayor Cribbs, I saw him going into the town hall.” He looked up; a revelation. “With two men, Father. He was with two men, the ones I told you about.”


  


  Casey stared down Midway Road, seeing nothing but a dance of dark motes over the blacktop, motes that coalesced and vanished, became a centered heat in his chest.


  


  “Go on back, Hector. See if you can get hold of Rick, and anyone else who gives a damn. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”


  


  “What are you going to do, Father?”


  


  For an answer Casey slapped him on the back to send him on his way. He watched the scooter move faster than Junior ever drove it, for a second saw the bright red hat, and shook his head quickly to clear it. A glance to the sky, and he hurried back inside.


  


  “Jude,” he said, “I’d like to see you and your girls in the kitchen, please.” He started down the hall without waiting for an answer, called over his shoulder, “John, get the car warmed up, and fetch those peashooters of yours.”


  


  He heard them scrambling, heard Cora wanting to know what she should do, and stopped at the table. When Jude came in, the girls close behind her, he nodded at the chairs. Jude sat; the girls ignored him and stood behind her.


  


  Remembering what Reed had told him, and seeing the looks on Starshine’s and Moonbow’s faces, he took a chair himself, and a moment to calm himself down. While he wondered how bad it really was behind that veil.


  


  “We haven’t had a chance to talk,” he began, smiling regretfully. “And I’m afraid there’s not going to be much chance now.”


  


  “That’s all right,” she said with a slight bow of her head. Her voice was soft, and rough. The veil shifted. Her long hair caught the sunlight and returned it. He wondered if her chin had the same dimples as her daughters’, wondered if they were as strong as she. “I dreamed about you, you know.”


  


  “So I heard.” He scratched his forehead slowly. “I’m sorry about Mr. Falkirk. I—”


  


  “He was gonna buy us a castle,” Moonbow blurted.


  


  “Shhh,” her sister scolded, and jabbed her with an elbow.


  


  “I wouldn’t doubt it,” Casey said. “He was a special man.”


  


  Jude’s eyes closed; Starshine put a hand on her shoulder.


  


  “Are you gonna fight Eula?” Moonbow asked.


  


  He blew out a quick breath, rubbed one hand over the back of the other.


  


  “It’s the end of the world, you know,” she said, nodding. “That’s what Trey said. Eula made people sick. She sang all over the world, and she made people sick.” She glared then. “So are you gonna fight her?”


  


  “Are you really a priest?” Starshine asked.


  


  He blinked rapidly several times.


  


  “They gang up on you if you’re not careful,” Jude said, clear pride in her voice. She lifted her hands, patted Star’s with one, took one of Moonbow’s with the other and pressed it to her arm. “They take care of me.”


  


  “I’ll bet.”


  


  “Reverend Chisholm,” Reed called from the front door, “John’s ready.”


  


  He lifted a hand—in a minute—and sat up, and lost his smile.


  


  “I want you to go over to where Cora and Reed are staying. While I’m gone, it’s not safe for you here. Don’t be fooled by them. They can take care of you.”


  


  “We can take care of ourselves,” Starshine said defiantly.


  


  “Yes, and now you’ll have help,” he told her. “Jude, I’m being honest when I tell you I don’t know what’s going to happen. And I don’t know what part you’ll be playing in any of this.” He reached out a hand, and after a slight hesitation, she took it, and he curled his fingers over hers. “But I’m glad you’re here. And I’ll repay you somehow, you have my word on it.”


  


  He saw her eyes move as Beatrice’s had, studying him intently. “I’d offer to go,” she said at last, “but I’m afraid the sheriff... he might know who ...” She lifted her head, indicating the veil, and what lay beneath it. “I’m not exactly hard to spot.”


  


  ‘That will be our problem now,” he answered. And winked.


  


  Another call from the front put him on his feet. He grabbed the black jacket from the back of the chair and, as he put it on, he said, “Who is Lady Harp, anyway?”


  


  Jude said nothing.


  


  Then Moonbow said, “She’s an angel.”


  


  * * * *
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  Trees and tall shrubs sent sharp-edged fencepost shadows across the road. The onshore breeze had turned into a wind that lifted dust devils in the gutters, that pushed at the traffic light hanging over the Midway-Landward intersection. Shop signs were lit. Cars began to arrive with those who worked on the mainland. The temperature began a slow slide. A wave of children walked and pedaled home from the playground, their voices filling the air briefly like the cries of small birds.


  


  * * * *


  


  In the Edward Teach, Ben checked the barometer that hung on the wall near the telephone, tapping it with one finger. Scowling. Turning to tell Senior that the damn storm was on its way, and grabbing onto the lip of the bar when he remembered.


  


  In the Tower on Hook Ridge, Rick Jordan packed up and jammed his arms into his coat, ready to leave, cutting his tour short by half an hour. He wasn’t sure he’d make it to Betsy’s in time, but he was damn sure going to try. One more day of this crap and his volunteer tour was over for the year, the best present he’d gotten this season. Staying up here, watching clouds smear the horizon, shivering in the wind ... it gave him too much time to think about the Deuce, to think about what options he had for the coming season. Options which pretty much amounted to zero.


  


  In the Camoret Weekly office, Whittaker sat at his computer and wrote the last story for next week’s edition. He had no notes; he took it all from his head. It contained everything he knew, everything he thought he knew, and enough speculation to put him in jail for the rest of his life when the mayor and Cutler came after him for libel. He didn’t care. The front page story was shared with Senior Raybourn’s obituary, and Whittaker just didn’t care what happened to him now.


  


  In the sheriffs department’s main room, Deputy Freck sat at his desk, bouncing a little, wondering if maybe he’d finally gone too far. If maybe he ought to cut out while the cutting was good. When Verna spun around and told him to for God’s sake sit still, he gave her the finger—with both hands.


  


  In Vale Oakman’s private office, the sheriff looked at the report he’d just finished, sniffing, blowing his nose, pulling at an earlobe, his right hand hovering over the signature line, not yet ready to sign. He had gone to the cottage Dub Neely had identified, had gone in, and had found nothing. Not at first. Freck had been so mad, he’d lashed out with his gun, accidentally catching Dub across the temple, and was so instantly contrite he had taken the unconscious drunk to the clinic himself. Shortly afterward, Vale discovered a small wad of cotton wedged behind the unplugged refrigerator. He sniffed it, and the smell was enough to tell him someone had been cleaning a weapon in here. Dub had been right. And was it worth it? Chisholm had asked him. He looked at the report for the hundredth time, didn’t sign, didn’t put the pen down; was it worth it?


  


  In the third floor outer office, Millicent Grummond did her level best not to listen to the voices in the mayor’s office. They weren’t yelling exactly, but they weren’t engaged in polite conversation, either. When she couldn’t take it any longer, when she grew afraid of the intensity she could hear beyond the door, she started gathering her things together, ready to go home. She wouldn’t ask Mayor Cribbs’s permission; she somehow knew it would be all right.


  


  * * * *


  


  Cora stormed through the house. “Why can’t we go?” she demanded of no one in particular.


  


  “Because we’re just women,” Starshine answered bitterly, standing at the front door, looking out at the empty darkening street.


  


  Jude and Beatrice laughed.


  


  “That’s not funny,” Cora said. “It’s true. He doesn’t trust us because we’re women.”


  


  “Of course he trusts you,” said Lady Harp sharply. “He doesn’t want us with him because he doesn’t need an army. And Lisse isn’t exactly a man, you know. I expect she’s a better shot than any of us.” She looked at them one by one. “We’ll have plenty to do on Friday.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyman Baylor hurried out of his office when he saw the car stop in front of the house. When the giant in black stepped out, he froze, knowing he looked stupid with his mouth open, his hands twitching, but he couldn’t help it.


  


  When Casey beckoned with a friendly smile, he couldn’t move, not at first. It was one thing to know, it was another to know. And this wasn’t anything like he expected.


  


  “Is it open, Ly?” Casey asked, tilting his head at the church.


  


  Lyman nodded mutely.


  


  “May I?”


  


  Lyman nodded again, and again couldn’t speak.


  


  Casey thanked him with a gesture and started up the walk, pausing only to wave toward the house. Lyman turned and saw Kitra on the steps, staring, then looking at him for an explanation, and he could only shrug. When she frowned and jerked her head, he realized she wanted him to follow. And why not? he thought as he did; it’s my church, I have a right to know.


  


  He walked as fast as he could without running, reached the doors just in time to hear Casey say, “Afternoon, Lord, looks like I’m in some trouble here. You have any ideas?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Hector turned the open sign around to closed, and took off his apron. Rick wasn’t here yet, but as far as he could tell, neither was Father Chisholm.


  


  He blinked.


  


  Father Chisholm. All this time, and not even a hint.


  


  “Done, Hector,” Ronnie called from the kitchen. She came out wiping her hands on a towel, moving toward the rifle lying on the counter. “Now what do we do?”


  


  He lifted a shoulder. “Wait, I guess. Nothing else to do, he just said he was coming.”


  


  She joined him at the door, looked right, and said, “Come on, Rick, move it. You’re gonna miss all the fun.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The telephone call had been short and blunt: “Get your ass to town, there’s gonna be trouble and I don’t trust those guys to stick around when it starts.”


  


  “Count on me,” Stump said, grinning at his brothers, giving them a thumbs-up.


  


  “Oh, I am, Teague, I am.”


  


  “Who are the bad guys?”


  


  “Anyone but us,” said Norville Cutler. “And I mean, anyone.”


  


  * * * *
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  Casey told John to drive past the Landward intersection, make a U-turn, and park on the wrong side in front of the tobacco shop, facing north. When Bannock looked a question at him, he said, “The mayor can’t see us from his office this way.”


  


  Once parked, he put his hand on the door handle and watched the street, both ahead and in the side mirror. Reed shifted impatiently in back; Lisse whispered, and the shifting stopped. A van swung around the corner and headed south, an angry touch to the horn for the car being on the wrong side of the road. John backed up a few feet, turned the engine off.


  


  Casey nodded, opened the door, and slid out, making his way around the trunk to the sidewalk. He had little specific idea what he was going to do, but he didn’t dare stop to think things through. Not now. His anger propelled him, and fed him, and the cross bouncing against his chest reminded him of the boundaries.


  


  A pause at the corner, no cars in any direction, and he crossed over, feeling the heat gathering in his cheeks again. His initial plan had been to confront the mayor directly, but Reed and John had calmed him enough to extract a promise that he’d take the step most others would first.


  


  He swung into the sheriffs department, shoving the glass door open with a smack of his palm. Deputy Freck took one look at him and yelled, “Jesus Christ!” He leaped to his feet, got tangled in his chair, and stumbled backward, grabbing frantically for something to keep him from falling. Verna had turned to snap at him, but when she saw Casey her voice became a short-lived squeak.


  


  “Is he in?” Casey asked, grateful for the chance to smile for a change.


  


  “He’s ...” She waved vaguely. “Busy.”


  


  “No, he’s not. But thanks anyway.” A grin as he pushed through the gate and headed for Oakman’s office.


  


  “Stop, please,” Verna called after him.


  


  A clatter and curse told him Freck had met his match in a wastebasket and had finally landed on the floor.


  


  The smile was still there when he opened the door and stepped over the threshold, put up a cautionary hand to keep the startled sheriff in his seat, and stopped only when the desk got in his way.


  


  “Two men,” he said. “The two men who killed Senior were seen going into the Town Hall. As far as I know, they’re still there. Get up, get over there, and put them in jail.”


  


  “Now wait a minute,” Oakman said, shaking his head, his own hand up to hold off the giant who loomed over his desk. “I can’t just go into—”


  


  “You can,” Casey said. “You will.”


  


  “Sheriff?” Verna called from the other room. “Are you all right?”


  


  “He’s fine,” Casey answered without turning around. “You are fine, aren’t you, Sheriff?”


  


  The instant the man paled, Casey knew it was a lost cause. Oakman, however it was done, was too compromised to act. His voice softened, but his eyes didn’t. “It would be nice to have you with me when I pay my next call,” he said. “And just so you know,” he added, tapping the white collar with his finger, “this came after prison, not before. Sometimes, Sheriff, it works out that way.”


  


  He left, saddened when he didn’t hear the man leave his chair, angered when he saw Freck back on his feet, hand on his holster. He glared, and Freck unsnapped the flap, but his hand shook so badly he couldn’t get it out of the way.


  


  As he pushed back through the gate, he said, “Sorry, ma’am,” to Verna, who smiled automatically before she realized what she’d done and snapped the smile off.


  


  Are you going to shoot? he thought as he headed for the door without pausing; come on, Deputy, are you going to shoot a priest in the back?


  


  On the sidewalk, he took a deep gulp of refreshing cold air, slapped his hand against his thigh, and turned left, toward the Town Hall. Footsteps ran up behind him, and flanked him, and he said as he went in, “Keep them under your coats. I don’t want any shooting unless they shoot first.”


  


  “Are you sure you’re a priest?” Lisse asked softly.


  


  He laughed, a single explosion that filled the marble-floor lobby.


  


  A single elevator at the far end, and an open staircase that spiraled gently all the way up; he took the stairs.


  


  He reached the top long before the others, stepping into a wide, carpeted reception area. A bosomy woman in her fifties stood at a long narrow desk, a large purse in one hand.


  


  “I’m sorry, Father,” she said, “but the mayor’s in conference right now and can’t be disturbed.”


  


  Casey glanced at the only door. “In there?”


  


  “Yes, Father, but I told you, he’s busy.” Her eyes shifted from him to the others as they filed up the stairs behind him. “Now look, this is awfully irregular. You people—”


  


  He leaned over her desk and, with a smile, pointed at the intercom. Flustered, she dropped the purse, bent over to pick it up, changed her mind, and dropped into her seat. “This is most irregular. I could get in trouble, you know, I really could.”


  


  “Please,” he said.


  


  A trembling finger pressed a button, lit a white bulb. “Mayor Cribbs?”


  


  “God!” a tinny voice yelled. “Damnit, Milli, I told you I was busy.”


  


  “I’m sorry,” she said, glancing fearfully at Casey, “but there’s a gentleman out here to see you. Three gentlemen, actually, and a... a lady.”


  


  “She had to think about it?” Lisse muttered indignantly.


  


  “I don’t care if the damn President is out there, Milli, tell him to get the hell—”


  


  Casey reached out and gently pulled Mrs. Grummond’s hand away from the intercom. Then he picked up her purse and stepped away from the desk, holding the purse out—a clear suggestion that this would be a good time to leave for the day. She fussed and fluttered, but she didn’t refuse him, and he wished he could think of a way to take the terror from her eyes when Reed escorted her to the elevator and pushed the button for her.


  


  “Milli!” the intercom voice snapped.


  


  The elevator door opened.


  


  “Milli, damnit, did you get rid of them?”


  


  The elevator door closed, and Casey pushed the white light button: “No.”


  


  He imagined the confusion in there as he crossed the room and took hold of the doorknob; he imagined as he tried to turn the knob that just about now would be the first stirring of concern. But with the door locked, he did the only thing he knew might work—he reared back and kicked the door just above the lock as he bellowed wordlessly.


  


  The door splintered as it flew in, and one of the hinges snapped.


  


  “Who the damn hell,” the mayor shouted from behind his desk, “do you think you are?”


  


  Casey marched across the carpet, seeing Cutler off to the left, two men to his right. One wore a derby, the other a balmoral, and both wore long open topcoats that brushed across the tops of their shoes. Both reached into their coats as Casey swerved instantly toward them, ignoring the red-faced mayor, who had taken to pounding a fist on his desk as he demanded explanations at the top of his voice.


  


  “Don’t,” Casey said to Stone and Lauder, who continued to draw their guns.


  


  Too late.


  


  His hands grabbed their throats and, still walking, shoved them into the bookcase. Lauder dropped his weapon immediately when his elbow struck the edge of a shelf; Stone, mouth twisted as he fought for a breath, grabbed Casey’s wrist with one hand while the other brought the gun up between them.


  


  Too late.


  


  Casey released the shorter man and grabbed Stone’s gun, twisting it so violently to the side that Stone’s knees buckled, and his yell had no force behind it—it came out a wheeze.


  


  “Don’t,” Casey heard John warn from the doorway.


  


  “Guns?” the mayor sputtered indignantly. “You’ve brought guns into this office? How—”


  


  Casey backed up, and Stone had no choice but to follow, sagging to his knees, both hands now trying to remove the grip on his throat. Reed had already picked up Lauder’s gun; John remained in the doorway with Lisse just behind, hands in their pockets, no guns visible but the implication was clear.


  


  “This is intolerable,” Cribbs said weakly. “Intolerable.”


  


  “Sit,” Casey ordered.


  


  The mayor looked to Cutler, and sat.


  


  Casey opened his hand, and Stone fell to the floor, unconscious. Then he pressed his palms on the desk and felt no compunctions at all about using every trick in his book, from the voice to his face, to his size.


  


  “These men killed Senior Raybourn.” A light slap on the desk that made the mayor flinch. “They nearly killed Junior.” Another slap, another flinch. “They tried to kill me.” He lifted his hand, and the mayor flinched. “They work for you.”


  


  No sound but Lauder’s faint choking, gasping.


  


  Casey watched, then, as Cribbs’s expression changed in small stages, from terror and outrage to a man freed from persecution, his deliverer before him. His eyes actually glittered from a tear that formed in each.


  


  “These men,” he said, glaring at Lauder, “these men do not work for me, although I can certainly see why you would think that.” A twitch of a smile, testing. “That bluster and thunder earlier? Upon your arrival? For them, sir, for them, so they wouldn’t kill us out of hand. Isn’t that right, Mr. Cutler? Isn’t that right?”


  


  Cutler, who had positioned himself midway along the wall, nodded. “Damn right. Came in here waving guns and demanding who the hell knows what.” Courage regained, he stepped away from the wall. “And who the hell are all those people in my houses, Chisholm? You think you can run some kind of commune or something out there without my knowing about it?”


  


  Casey ignored him. “A victim, Mr. Mayor?”


  


  “Absolutely,” Cribbs said, nodding solemnly. “Mr. Cutler and I were preparing for the annual New Year’s Eve celebration, which he so generously funds each year, and—”


  


  “You’re fired, Chisholm. You and your people get the hell off my property.”


  


  Cribbs shook at finger at him. “Now, Norville, let’s not be too hasty here. The reverend has saved us from a terrible situation, and perhaps we should show him some charity, don’t you think?”


  


  “Jesus, Jasper, what the hell—” And he jumped when Casey slapped the desk again and straightened, looked over to be sure Reed still had Lauder covered, then walked around toward the mayor.


  


  Cribbs scrambled out of his chair, hands up in front of him. “Now listen, there’s no call—”


  


  Casey grabbed him by the shirt, kicked his chair around, and shoved him into it. Then he waved a hand at the peacock-feather window. “Do you feel like God up here, Mr. Mayor?”


  


  “Now really, that’s—”


  


  Casey swung his head around. “Do you feel like the puppet master? The man who pulls the strings and makes people jump? Makes people ... die? Is that what you do up here, Mr. Mayor? Do you decide who lives and dies?”


  


  Panic, and fear, as the mayor looked futilely to Cutler for help, looked back to the window, unable to meet Casey’s glare.


  


  Casey shifted to stand behind him, hands gripping the top of the chair. Swinging it slowly, very slowly, side to side.


  


  “A friend of mine,” he said, sounding a bit puzzled, “suggested that maybe you’re not in this alone, Mr. Mayor. Nor you, either, Cutler.” He leaned forward slightly, stretching his neck as if searching for something down on the street. “She suggested there’s someone else, someone who doesn’t live on Camoret, someone who... I don’t know quite how to put it.” He chuckled. “Made you an offer you can’t refuse?”


  


  Cribbs’s hands fought with each other in his lap, but he kept his silence.


  


  “The theory goes, Mr. Mayor, that—Reed, if Mr. Lauder moves again, be a gentleman and put a bullet in his brain?”


  


  “Yes, sir, Reverend Chisholm,” Reed said.


  


  Casey glanced over and smiled as Lauder, who had been carefully moving to sit on his heels, dropped back to the floor with a you-got-me smile. Stone groaned, but didn’t move.


  


  “The theory goes, Mr. Mayor, that you and Cutler aren’t planning anything at all up at the north end. You’re just clearing the land, so to speak. Making a few bucks, socking some away, using the rest to invite people like these two to help you when somebody else gets too nosy.” He leaned over quickly, tilting the chair back so that Cribbs was forced to stare at him upside down. “Am I close, Jasper? Am I really close?”


  


  “Son of a bitch, how did you know?” Cutler whispered. “How the goddamn hell did you know?”


  


  Casey released the chair so it snapped forward and nearly dumped the mayor into the window. “Because, believe it or not,” he said, “they don’t care about you. Your friend and his partners. They don’t care about the island. They don’t care about the money.” He looked over his shoulder. “They’re after me, Cutler. And if they get me, nothing in this world is going to save you.”


  


  * * * *
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  The tail end of twilight, the beginning of dusk, when streetlamps and headlamps glared, not glowed; when shadows had razor edges; when nothing was ever as close as it seemed.


  


  The wind skated a leaf across the peacock window, and Cribbs darted from his chair as if scorched, stood panting at the desk corner as a hand and his lips tried to find a way to explain.


  


  Casey wanted an explanation, but movement outside distracted him. A car pulled up in front of the Weekly building, the man behind the wheel keeping the engine running as two others left the vehicle in a hurry and ran into the office. Casey squinted, almost lifting a hand as if it could wipe away the dusk to let him see the car more clearly.


  


  “Now listen,” Cribbs said, composure under control, “I think perhaps this can be—”


  


  The Weekly door opened, and Casey nearly rose off the - floor.


  


  “Damn!” he yelled as he saw Stump Teague and Billy Ray dragging Whittaker between them, each with a shotgun in one hand. “Damn!” he yelled again as he whirled to face Cutler. “You!” and he pointed. “This is your doing, isn’t it?”


  


  Cutler could have done anything, could have reacted in any one of a hundred ways, but it was obvious he knew what Casey meant, and at the same time as his hands came up in a posture that claimed he knew nothing about anything ... he smirked.


  


  Casey’s temper broke.


  


  “John, get downstairs, they’re after Whittaker,” he ordered, and said to Cutler, pointing, “Don’t you dare move, little man, or I’ll crush you where you stand.”


  


  Cribbs had moved over to the window, watching as the old man struggled with the Teagues. “My God,” he whispered. “My God.” And then, “Oh, no.”


  


  Casey looked down.


  


  Sheriff Oakman was at the curb in a half-crouch, his gun drawn. Casey couldn’t hear what he said, but from behind the wheel Cord pulled a weapon of his own and fired, dropping Oakman to his knees, firing back wildly. Almost at the same instant, a pickup roared up the street, Ronnie Hull standing in back with a rifle in her hand. She fired, and Billy Ray spun to one side, leaving Stump to handle the old man alone.


  


  A car tire blew.


  


  Stump clubbed Whittaker with the shotgun’s butt, spun it into his hands and fired at the onrushing vehicle just as Billy Ray, leaning against the window, brought his gun up and fired as well.


  


  The windshield became spider-glass, and Ronnie snapped forward, tumbled backward, when the pickup slammed into the back of the parked car, lifting it off its rear wheels. When they came down, the truck’s hood was on the car’s trunk.


  


  Someone fired from the pickup and Billy Ray went through the plate glass window.


  


  A second car tire blew, and the rear window shattered.


  


  Standing over Whittaker’s body, Stump pumped and fired again, pumped and fired, and Oakman fell back over his heels and lay still, arms outstretched, staring at the sky through a dark mask of blood.


  


  Gunshots in swift succession sent Stump diving behind the car, Cord scrambling over the passenger to climb through the window and drop beside his brother.


  


  John, Casey thought.


  


  And Reed cried, “Reverend Chisholm!”


  


  * * * *


  


  He turned to see Lauder bring up a second gun and slam it against the boy’s wrist; the crack of the bone couldn’t have been any louder.


  


  When Casey charged around the desk, Cutler was already at the door, had a hand out to shove Lisse aside, when he was shoved aside himself by Billy Freck, who charged in with weapon drawn.


  


  “Down,” he screamed at Casey. “Get down, you son of a bitch.”


  


  Casey didn’t stop.


  


  Freck pulled the trigger as he moved, but the shot went over Casey’s shoulder and punched a small hole in the window. Before he could fire again, Casey grabbed his arm in both hands and spun him around with a roar.


  


  Let him go as he staggered backward and lost his footing.


  


  Watched the deputy fly over the desk as he landed on the floor.


  


  Watched him hit the window with his back. Arms out to either side. Mouth open in a silent scream as the window cracked. And he went through.


  


  The scream wasn’t silent now, and it didn’t last very long.


  


  * * * *


  


  He couldn’t move.


  


  He sat on the carpet and he couldn’t move as the wind stormed into the office, lifting papers and twisting them, spinning them, mixing them with dead leaves that dropped the mayor to the floor, cowering and whimpering.


  


  Lauder went to his partner and helped him up by an elbow, his gun darting between Reed kneeling and holding his wrist, and Casey,


  


  Who couldn’t move.


  


  When they reached him, Stone made Lauder stop, looked down, and said hoarsely, bewildered, not a little afraid, “What kind of priest are you?” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. You’re going to die anyway.” And nodded for Lauder to take him away.


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey heard the gunfire brought in by the wind, watched as Reed half crawled to his side, saw the blood seeping between the boy’s fingers.


  


  “He could have killed me,” Reed said, not understanding, glancing back at the office door. “He could have killed me, but he didn’t.” He stared at what was left of the peacock window. “Aw, shit, my hand hurts. Are you okay? Reverend Chisholm, are you okay? Say something.”


  


  There was nothing to say.


  


  Not until he stopped listening to the scream.


  


  * * * *
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  he wind stopped.


  


  


  * * * *


  


  An arm around Reed’s waist, Casey made his way down the stairs to the lobby. He wasn’t hurt, but his legs had a hard time keeping him up, and his lungs refused to fill, keeping his mouth open to gulp for air. Neither had said a word since leaving the mayor’s office, and the last they’d seen of Cribbs, he’d been trying to pull himself into his leather swivel chair.


  


  * * * *


  


  The wind stopped.


  


  * * * *


  


  At first Casey thought he’d been struck deaf; he couldn’t even hear his own heartbeat, his own footsteps. But as they approached the door, a shoe kicked a piece of glass and it skittered across the marble floor. Scraping like a file drawn across a blackboard.


  


  The crackle, then, of flames; a woman’s enraged wailing; a stuck car horn; glass falling somewhere down the street; a man groaning nearby; a fast-approaching siren; voices, lots of voices.


  


  They stood in the doorway, and Reed said, “God.”


  


  The Teague’s car spat flame from the backseat, acrid smoke fanning upward, almost masking the fire that curled up and around the pickup’s crumpled hood.


  


  With a look to be sure Reed was all right, Casey stepped outside, swaying until he forced his equilibrium back in line. He went directly to the sheriff, just as Verna left the department building. With only a glance at each other, they straightened the man’s legs, and she laid a jacket over what was left of his face. Casey laid a hand on the jacket lightly and whispered a prayer, stood slowly, stiffly, and headed across the street.


  


  Billy Ray Teague still lay half in and out of the Weekly’s shattered window, blood slithering down the wall to gather beneath his legs. The first coils of smoke drifted through the ragged gap.


  


  Stump and Cord were gone, Ronnie left to sit on the sidewalk, her father’s bloodied head in her lap. A red smear across her brow, a sleeve torn and gone from an elbow, she looked up at his approach, tears drowning her cheeks, dripping from her chin.


  


  He crouched beside her, brushed a leaf from the old man’s unmoving chest.


  


  “He hardly ever went to church,” she said.


  


  “Doesn’t matter,” he told her, and closed his eyes for a moment, left hand lightly holding the gold cross.


  


  The car horn was cut off.


  


  He rose and looked down Landward, and saw two automobiles buckled against the side of the sheriff’s department building, commuters who had apparently tried to avoid the battle at the intersection and couldn’t turn sharply enough. A man sat dazed at the curb, another beside him, gripping his shoulder, looking angry.


  


  A patrol car, lights blaring, screamed up the road, followed by a fire engine and another cruiser.


  


  He watched as Verna took immediate charge, stepping into the street, waving them down, calling out instructions as she pointed, waved her arms. People ran up both streets, some wearing coats, others in shirtsleeves. Most of them stopped half a block away, unable to understand what they saw; the others moved forward cautiously, listening to Verna, and Deputy Salter, who had taken it upon himself to create a makeshift police line, grabbing a few people he knew to help keep the others back.


  


  Casey turned away and walked up the street. Stepped off the curb. Put his hands in his pockets and stood in the middle of the road, looking down at Billy Freck, who had landed with his head against the opposite curb, glass spread around him catching the last light, glowing in the neon of the barbershop window. Incredibly, he still had his gun in his hand; incredibly, there was no visible blood.


  


  God forgive me, I killed you, Casey thought.


  


  Verna puffed up beside him. “Damn,” she said, “who’s the lucky son of a bitch who did this?”


  


  Casey stared at her.


  


  “Sorry,” she said, not sounding apologetic at all. “But it happens, Reverend, you know? Sometimes you just don’t care.” She called for a paramedic or a doctor, stared as if committing the dead man’s image to memory, and strode away. There was fire to attend to, some injured and wounded; the dead, right now, was the last thing on her mind.


  


  Suddenly he spun around in near panic, unable to believe he’d forgotten Bannock and Lisse. A step toward Reed, who was sitting on the Town Hall steps, and he spotted John in the small park, back to him, kneeling beside a fallen woman.


  


  Casey stumbled into a ran, brusquely waving off Reed’s call, calling himself until John looked back, his face grim as he swayed to his feet.


  


  “She ran right out,” he said as Casey slowed, and stopped. “I tried to grab her, but she ran right out.”


  


  Milli Grummond lay on her stomach, skirt pulled to her knees, purse lying beside her, its contents spilled on the ground. A large stain in the middle of her back.


  


  “Casey, I swear I tried to stop her.” He looked around, head shaking, before he said, “It was that deputy. Freck. She ran out and got in his way and, Jesus Christ, Casey, he just shot her. He just shot her. I was so ... I couldn’t do anything. Those guys were ... the shotguns ... I couldn’t do anything, and he ran right past me and, damn, but why didn’t he shoot me too?” He stepped over Milli’s body and sat hard on the bench, hands helpless in his lap. “He just shot her, Casey. The son of a bitch just shot her.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He wandered back to the sidewalk, into the stench of smoke and burning metal and blood and fire; into a slow-growing chaos as Verna and Salter did their best to organize and contain with what little they had at hand.


  


  He looked back. “Where’s Lisse, John?”


  


  Bannock stared at him, rubbed his eyes. “In the sheriff’s office. She’s okay. She wanted...she’s making calls for that deputy. More cops, doctors, I guess.”


  


  Casey nodded absently, jerked to his left when he heard Reed cry out in pain, saw him sprawled on the ground, scrabbling for Norville Cutler’s ankles as the man tried to run. Cutler kicked him in the face, Reed cried out again and rolled over, and Cutler took off.


  


  “No,” Casey whispered, and ran.


  


  Half a block later he raised a fist and clubbed the man between the shoulders, grabbed him before he fell, spun him around and lifted him off the ground by the lapels of his coat. Cutler almost screamed at the look on his face, struggled feebly as Casey carried him that way back to the station. Glaring. Daring him to try something without saying a word. He sensed people staring, and didn’t care; saw Verna hustle over, uncertain until he said, “He’s part of it, Deputy, the Teagues were following his orders.”


  


  Amazingly, she grinned. “Follow me, I’ll show you where to dump him.”


  


  Into the station, through a door on the left and down a short flight of stairs.


  


  Cutler’s struggles increased, and Casey snarled and shook him, and when Verna opened the middle of three cells, carried him in and threw him down on the cot. Stood over him, breathing heavily, hands still in tight fists.


  


  “Get him out of here,” Cutler begged, frantically pushing himself back until he was blocked by the cinder block wall. “For God’s sake, get him outta here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  In the relative quiet of the main office, Verna slumped against her desk, took off her glasses, and pushed hair out of her eyes. Lisse came out of Oakman’s office, grinned when she saw him, and sobered instantly when she saw his face.


  


  “I think I got everybody,” she told Verna.


  


  Verna nodded. “Thanks. Appreciate it.” With a sigh she pushed back to her feet. “Got to get back out there,” she said to Casey with a wan smile. “If I stay here, I think I’ll just... you know, Father?”


  


  He nodded.


  


  She shook herself, rubbed a thumb under her nose. “All those people,” she said as she headed for the door. “Damn, all those people.” She paused then. “Maybe you’d like to know, Father, but they found Cord, Cord Teague? in the alley behind the Weekly. Took a bullet in the hip. Can’t find Stump nowhere.” And she left, letting the door swing slowly shut behind her.


  


  Casey held out his hand, left it there until Lisse took it and squeezed it. “You’re not doing so hot, are you?”


  


  “No, can’t say that I am.”


  


  She pressed her head briefly against, his arm. “Is John all right?”


  


  “He’s in the park. He’s not so hot, either. I think he could use you right about now.”


  


  “What about you?”


  


  He looked down at her and smiled. “I get along.”


  


  She hesitated, skeptical, then left, and he exhaled sharply, stepped back until he felt the railing against his legs, and sat on it gingerly, testing its ability to hold his weight. Through the glass door he watched her disappear into the smoke that diffused the moving lights, the steady lights, and the flickering light of the several fires that couldn’t quite keep the dusk from turning into full dark.


  


  Lyman Baylor rushed past without a sideways glance.


  


  An ambulance whooped and left, leaving Ronnie Hull standing alone in the street until Rick Jordan came up behind her, put his arm around her shoulders, and led her away. There was a bandage around his head, his left leg was stiff.


  


  Ghosts moved through the thickening smoke, some running, some wandering.


  


  One of them stopped and looked his way, waving at the haze in front of its eyes, then pushed at the door, scowled, and pulled it open.


  


  “Are you responsible for all that?” Beatrice said, gesturing awkwardly behind her.


  


  A weary shrug. “Some.”


  


  “My.” She perched beside him. “I don’t suppose your middle name is Michael, is it?”


  


  He took a long time before he turned his head. “Are you an angel?” he asked in return.


  


  Her smile made him think for no reason of a summer’s soft moon. “I’ll tell you when it’s over.” He nodded.


  


  “All right. Me, too.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The wind returned, and brought the clouds with it.


  


  * * * *


  


  The State Police arrived in force within the hour, taking over most of the operations without, Casey noted, being officious about it.


  


  Within two hours, the mayor had appointed Verna Dewitt Acting Sheriff. Five minutes after that, she threw him in the cell next to Cutler.


  


  A grim-faced sergeant took Casey’s statement; it took over two hours, and not once did the man react to any of his mild jokes or other attempts to lighten the mood. The trooper asked questions, wrote the answers down, checked the tape recorder on the desk to be sure the batteries were still working, and once in a while conferred with his colleagues or a superior to cross-check a response against another witness’s declaration.


  


  For several hours Casey could hear the distinctive sound of helicopters flying low over town.


  


  He overheard one trooper tell another that his mother-in-law was moving in that night because the approaching storm was going to be a beaut, and why the hell didn’t she live in Florida, for crying out loud, the woman was the kind who gave witches and bitches a bad name.


  


  Someone wanted to know, loudly, what Oakman had been doing with a packed suitcase in his office.


  


  Casey said nothing; he couldn’t read a dead man’s mind.


  


  When at last they were through with him, it was nearly midnight, and Sheriff Dewitt told him he could go.


  


  “Are you sure?” he asked, trying vainly to rub some of the weariness from his eyes.


  


  She looked him up and down frankly. “Well, isn’t like you’re gonna be able to hide all that well, Father.”


  


  He grinned and shook her hand, stretched his back, massaged his sides as he picked up his coat and left the building. The wind nearly toppled him, not for its strength but because he was so tired. Hoses crisscrossed the street; puddles lay everywhere, reflecting flame and light. He put his back to it all and walked away, not wanting to watch the firefighters still working, not wanting to see the sparks dancing on the wind’s back. Beyond the police line he saw John waiting by the car, blowing on his hands, stamping his feet to get warm.


  


  “Why didn’t you sit inside?” he said, opening the passenger door.


  


  “Too warm, Case. I’d be asleep in less than a minute, and you’d never get me up again, not for a week.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the way home, John said, “Casey, is this their doing? I mean, is this the start?”


  


  “To the first,” he said, “I think yes. I don’t know about the other.”


  


  “Casey, what are we going to do? We’re exhausted, we’re beat up ... what are we going to do?”


  


  “You want a sermon or do you want an answer?”


  


  “An answer. No offense, but I’ll sleep during the sermon.”


  


  Casey laughed, leaned back, closed his eyes. “I have no idea, John. I have absolutely no idea.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Although he couldn’t see them when he walked through the door, he knew they were all here, scattered throughout the house. The kids were in the living room, watching television, Cora on the couch next to Reed, who sported a cast from wrist to elbow and a new sling; someone was upstairs taking a shower, someone else paced the hallway impatiently.


  


  Beatrice was in the kitchen, pouring coffee into cups she had lined up on the counter.


  


  “I’m sorry,” she said. A wave toward the front. “No one wanted to be alone tonight.”


  


  I did, he answered silently, and went to the back door. There was nothing out there but the night, and the feel of the wind as it careened around the houses.


  


  “Casey,” she began, and he waggled a hand to hush her.


  


  “John already asked me, and I don’t know.”


  


  “Why here, then? So many places, why here?”


  


  He laid his palm against the pane, felt the cold, the tremor of the wind.


  


  “Ask God.”


  


  “I did. He’s not answering, so I’m asking you.”


  


  He smiled, and saw his reflection smile back.


  


  “Bea, this is no time for philosophy, for dancing with angels on the heads of bloody pins. It’s here because it’s here?. And if I had an explanation, it wouldn’t satisfy you anyway. It’s here because it’s here.”


  


  “And we are... what, then? The last bastion of hope against Armageddon?” He heard the coffeepot rattle as she placed it on its stand. He almost didn’t hear her ask, “Am I going to die, Casey? Is this my last night?”


  


  The door shook in its frame when the wind punched it.


  


  He put his other hand on the glass and lowered his head.


  


  “Listen to me,” he said.


  


  * * * *


  


  A very long time ago, a very good man, who happened to be my bishop, told me I had a great violence inside. One of the reasons he sent me to Maple Landing, in fact. One of the reasons I accepted the assignment without arguing.


  


  Momma, she tried to control me, and God bless her, she did her best, but she couldn’t.


  


  The bishop was no better at that than she was.


  


  I killed a man tonight, Bea, and damn near throttled another. I lost my temper ... I lost control... and a man is dead because of it. The odd thing is, no one mourns him but me.


  


  Maybe Whittaker’s death is my fault too, and the Teagues, maybe others I don’t even know about yet.


  


  But forgive me, Bea, if I sound cold and uncaring, but I can’t worry about that now. I just can’t. I’ve been given something to do, and I’ve tried like hell to give it back, and it turns out I can’t. I thought I could do it—give it back, go away—I thought I had done it, yet... here it is. Bad penny keeps turning up no matter how far I fling it.


  


  Damn thing just keeps turning up.


  


  * * * *


  


  He raised his head and looked through the pane at the blackness outside. Lowered his arms. Turned around and saw the others in the kitchen. Watching him. Listening.


  


  He touched his collar, touched his cross.


  


  * * * *


  


  These ... do not make me special. I am not special. I am no more special than any of you, and you can’t think of me that way if we’re to do what we have to do.


  


  But we are different, somehow we’re different and that’s why we’re here.


  


  Don’t ask me if you’ll live, because I don’t know. Don’t ask me if you’re going to die, because I don’t know that either. Don’t ask me for miracles, because miracles are reserved for the special, not the different. Don’t ask me to bless you, because ... I killed a man tonight.


  


  But if you’re wondering now, right now, after all this, how we can take on those Riders, how we can possibly win, then I’ll remind you that I and my friends once stopped a woman in a great white car, and John there once stopped a boy on a great and dark palomino, and Trey


  


  Falkirk, bless his soul and rest it, did the same in the desert.


  


  I...


  


  * * * *


  


  He couldn’t speak.


  


  * * * *


  


  I...


  


  * * * *


  


  He couldn’t smile.


  


  * * * *


  


  Go to bed, he finally told them. All of you, go to bed. Try to get some rest, I know you won’t get any sleep. If you’re going to stay here, there’s my bed too, someone take it. I have some hard thinking to do, and I doubt I’ll get to use it. Go on now, scoot. Don’t worry about me sneaking off. For all your miserable sins, I’ll still be here come daybreak.


  


  * * * *


  


  They crowded through the door, not looking at him, not speaking to him, not speaking to each other. When he was alone, he grabbed the nearest chair and fell into it, limp, exhausted, not entirely sure he’d be able to get up again.


  


  He listened to the wind.


  


  He listened as the house, bit by bit, fell silent.


  


  * * * *


  


  And then he listened to the silence.


  


  * * * *
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  e stands at the end of a long rough jetty, nearly one hundred yards from the safety of the shore. Rhythmic explosions from twenty feet below as the cold December sea tears itself apart against the uneven boulders. His hands are in his pockets, only once in a long while slipping away to clear the cold spray that drips from his face. He wears a black denim jacket over a thick dark sweater; faded jeans, worn sneakers. With no hat for protection his hair ducks and twists in the wind.


  


  He faces the horizon and looks at the water and sees nothing but waves rolling steadily toward him. Rising as if taking his measure, falling as if needing less distance before they can rise again, and crest, and drive him at last into the slick and jagged brown-black stone.


  


  Clouds low and heavy.


  


  Feathers of rain in the distance.


  


  Every few minutes, a flare of lightning, and thunder warns.


  


  He has been here for hours, since the winter sun first rose, and finally there’s a long deep breath, a long and slow exhalation while his eyes close and his shoulders slump and his lips move in a silent prayer he fears won’t be answered.


  


  * * * *


  


  Far behind him, on the beach, people wait, huddled and shivering. Watching. Afraid that he won’t turn around, that he’ll forget they are there, that he will instead take that next step. Into the sea. That after all this time and after all he has told them he will be lost to them, and they’ll be lost.


  


  Yet none move to join him, and none move to speak to him, and none move to help him because there is nothing they can do. They can only stand there. Waiting. And watching. While the cold stiffens their limbs and discolors their faces and takes their breath and turns it into ghosts the wind blows back into their dark and fearful eyes.


  


  Every few minutes someone will look at someone else, a raised eyebrow, a pulled-in lip, a tilt of a head, a confused shrug. With nothing to say to the man on the jetty, they have nothing to say to each other as well. Not anymore. It’s all been said and it’s all been done, and there’s no sense in doing anything else.


  


  Just wait.


  


  Ignore the bloodstains, ignore the cuts and bruises, pay no attention to the rough bandages and heavy cast and deeply aching muscles and sharp aching bones and the sure and certain knowledge that what they’ve been through so far can’t possibly shine a light on what they know is to come.


  


  A tall man, lank and bowed, turns to stare at the trees that line the miles of sand that face the ocean. Nothing moves there but the branches, needled or bare. Nothing moves but clumps of violently trembling sawgrass that tops the few dunes he can see from where he stands. Nothing moves, and he turns back, expecting nothing more, a quick smile and a soft grunt when the woman beside him slips her arm around his waist.


  


  Two children, young girls, flank a woman who wears a weighted veil over her face, only her eyes exposed. The three hold hands and dare the wind to knock them down.


  


  A young man and a young woman stand close without touching.


  


  There are others. Not many.


  


  And apart from them all is a woman who holds the neck of her thin coat closed at her throat. A scarf over her hair flutters as if trying to break loose and fly. Of them all she is the only one whose eyes are red and puffed from weeping. Yet her back is straight and her chin is up, and alone among all the others she has no trouble with a smile.


  


  Alone among all the others, she seems to know, and she is ready.


  


  * * * *
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  emerald sparks


  


  * * * *


  


  Acting Sheriff Verna Dewitt sits at her old desk—she can’t bear to use Vale’s office—and listens as the state cop tells her for at least the zillionth time that for such a small island, the son of a bitch is pretty damn big, but not to worry, they’ll leave a presence on the mainland end of the causeway, no way those guys are fool enough to try to leave by boat in this weather. If they try to get off, they’ll be caught.


  


  They shake hands and she walks him to the door, says, “Wait, I forgot.”


  


  The captain seems impatient, but he’s too polite to walk away.


  


  “The waves,” she tells him. “They’ll be plenty damn big now, so watch it crossing. The trick,” she continues before he can interrupt, “is to wait for the second one.”


  


  He frowns. “What?”


  


  “The second one. Don’t ask me why, it’s some kind of thing to do with the bottom, but in a storm like this, there’ll be one huge wave washing over the road, and some people figure it’s okay, and they gun it. Don’t. There’s always a second big one, sometimes bigger than the first. That one’ll knock you clear to Carolina. When that one’s gone, then you gun it.” She smiles sweetly. “Got it?”


  


  He tips his cap. “Thanks, Sheriff. Appreciate the tip.”


  


  “No problem,” she answers. And when he’s gone, she turns to Salter and says, “Stupid son of a bitch didn’t believe a word I said. That man’s going to drown, Dwight, I swear to God.”


  


  “He’s the last one, huh?”


  


  “Yes. You and me, Dwight. Let’s hope the Indians don’t attack, or we’re up poop creek.”


  


  Salter laughs and shakes his head. “That’s not the way I heard it, Verna.”


  


  “Yeah? Well, you heard it that way now.” She reaches for her slicker and floppy rain hat. “I’m going to ride around a little. Maybe I’ll get lucky and run Stump over.” She grins as she jams the hat on. “By accident, of course. Purely by accident.”


  


  “What about the prisoners? They’re complaining about not getting any lunch.”


  


  “Lunch?” She pauses at the door. “Damn. Give ‘em an hour, then give Hector a call, have him make something up. Christ,” she mutters as she pushes the door open, grunting against the wind that tries to break into the room, “you’d think he was still the goddamn mayor.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The storm clouds bulge and contract, black patches and grey, as they speed over the island on their way north. Far off the coast a waterspout bounces over the surface, bending, swaying, finally collapsing in silver sparks. A few minutes before noon, a rain shower slaps the streets and windows, and ends as suddenly as it began. A few minutes later parts of the cloud-sky turn a vivid ugly green, sign of a tornado that doesn’t appear.


  


  Whitecaps on the bay spit foam and spray.


  


  The sea rises, and the waves rise with it.


  


  * * * *


  


  Although Hector is at Betsy’s, he hasn’t bothered to open. No one’s going to be out today unless they absolutely have to be, and he might as well keep his promise to Gloria and get himself off the island before the tide and high seas cut him off.


  


  Resolved as he may be, however, he can’t stay away from the window. He can’t stop watching the clouds, listening to the wind. Gloria will think he’s loco, that’s for sure, but there’s something odd about this one and he doesn’t want to leave until he figures it out.


  


  Besides, if the causeway’s flooded, that means wrestling with the car, and his shoulder still aches from the kick it received when he shot Ronnie Hull’s extra rifle at that scum of the earth, one of the Teagues. There’s a bruise—it looks like he’s collided with an anvil—and he can barely lift the arm. Steering that old car ... he shakes his head, and sighs.


  


  He’s stuck, and thinks, Gloria’s going to kill me.


  


  * * * *


  


  Despite warnings from the cops, the firemen, and just about everyone else who had an opinion, Ronnie has spent the whole morning sifting through her father’s office, and their apartment, looking for things to salvage.


  


  The fire, started with a few gallons of gasoline and a match, has left little for her to use. She knows that, after the first of the year, the whole building will have to come down; she knows that the storm will drown anything left behind.


  


  She’s not looking for anything special. A keepsake, a utensil, a photograph, a ballpoint pen...she doesn’t care; as long as it was hers or Daddy’s, she doesn’t care.


  


  Every hour or so she takes a break, pulls off her work gloves and climbs over the debris into the front room, where she stares through the shattered window at the spot where her father died. Remembering how Stump looked when he saw her riding down on him, how her father looked as he was cast aside like an old rag; remembering the voice of the preacher, the one they all thought was nothing more than a thick-neck handyman, and the look on his face, such sorrow; remembering what she had said, and that he’d prayed for Daddy anyway.


  


  She looks, and she remembers, and then she returns to the ash and char and sodden paper and crumbling walls, and looks again for something she can bring out, so she can remember.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kirkland Stone sits on the loveseat, his feet propped on the chipped coffee table. In the corner is his bloodstained shirt, thrown there after Lauder cut it off him. He inhales deeply as one finger brushes over a vicious bruise across the front of his neck. Then he smiles around the room before suggesting to Stump Teague that the next time he wants a battle, he use something less primitive than a shotgun, so he can be sure he’ll win.


  


  “Did the job,” Stump says, not in the least impressed with either the man or his speech.


  


  “Yes, perhaps, but a good machine pistol might have saved the lives of your brothers.”


  


  Teague starts from his armchair, then shrugs and slumps again. “Lucky shots.”


  


  “If you say so.”


  


  “Whether or not,” Lauder calls from the kitchen where he is trying to put together a decent lunch from the larder discovered in this empty house’s pantry. “Remember, we still have work to do, Mr. Stone.”


  


  “I realize that, Dutch, I realize that. The question is, exactly what are our priorities, and how do we go about achieving their completion?”


  


  “The faggot preacher,” Stump says without hesitation. “I don’t care what you guys do, but I’m getting that preacher.”


  


  “Well, so are we, Mr. Teague, so are we.” Stone crosses his legs at the ankles, splayed fingers across his chest. “But how?” He nods to the window, to the early darkness outside. “It isn’t going to be easy moving around in this weather. We don’t have transportation now that our... benefactor has been eliminated from the operating equation.”


  


  Stump squints at him. “What?”


  


  “We need a car, you jackass,” Lauder calls angrily.


  


  “Why the hell didn’t you say so? I got a car.”


  


  “Really,” says Stone.


  


  “Really,” Stump answers, sneering. “When do you want it?”


  


  “As soon as we eat, if that would be convenient.”


  


  “You got it, Stone.”


  


  “And after we get your preacher man, Mr. Teague, may I assume you will assist us with our own little endeavor?”


  


  “Which is?”


  


  Lauder walks into the room with a tray loaded with sandwiches and bottles of imported beer. “I,” he says, setting the tray on the coffee table, “want to shove a stick of dynamite up that porky mayor’s ass.”


  


  “Mr. Lauder,” Stone scolds with a coy smile.


  


  Stump shrugs. “Sounds good to me. What about the money?”


  


  “Finders keepers, Mr. Teague. Share and share.”


  


  “Better and better. Then, what? We come back here for the night?”


  


  “Heavens no. My friend and I are leaving the island as soon as we’re finished.”


  


  Stump looks from Lauder to Stone and back again. “He’s kidding, right?”


  


  “He seldom kids,” Lauder informs him.


  


  “Whatever.” Stump grabs a sandwich, takes such a huge bite it makes Stone wince. “But I sure as hell hope you guys can swim good, ‘cause it’s the only way you’re gonna get off this piece of shit today.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The vanguard of the storm system has nearly completed its run, and Rick has decided that he isn’t going to stay in the Tower one second more. The structure, solid enough to last through any number of hurricanes and other winter storms, sways with each gust, enough that he’s beginning to learn what it’s like to feel seasick. Not to mention the incessant throbbing behind the lump in the middle of his forehead, Where his skull met the steering wheel when he crashed into Teague’s car. Not to mention the slight sprain his left wrist suffered.


  


  Trifles, he figures, compared to what will happen to him if he stays here.


  


  He can see the rain on its way, a dark grey curtain that stretches from cloud to ocean; he can feel the subtle change in the wind’s direction; he blinks each time lightning snakes through the clouds; the thunder is still too far away to be more than a grumbling.


  


  That much he supposes he could stand if he had to stay.


  


  It’s the ocean itself that bothers him.


  


  He’s been watching the waves as they roll toward shore, and it took him a while to realize exactly what he was seeing—the presage of a storm surge.


  


  He has already called as many people as he can, asking them to spread the word. Within the last hour his binoculars have tracked at least two dozen vehicles speeding up Midway toward Landward and the causeway. Islanders know the drill—pack and run before the causeway’s flooded. Money and clothes, people and pets, the hell with everything else.


  


  A normal surge might bring water all the way through to Midway, flood a few cellars, knock down a few old trees, raise the level of the harbor and damage a few boats, unpin a pier or two—nothing that hasn’t happened a dozen times before.


  


  But from the looks of it, the feel of it, he’s convinced this one is going to be a monster, and has no compunction about telling folks this, If he’s wrong, the worst that will happen is that he’ll look like an idiot, and Ben Pellier will buy him drinks for a week just so he can poke a little fun.


  


  If he’s right...


  


  The Tower sways sharply, nearly knocking him off his feet.


  


  “That’s it. I’m outta here.”


  


  He grabs the binoculars and the cell phone, opens the trap door, and double-checks to make sure he’s left nothing important behind. Then he starts down the ladder, favoring his left hand, looking around at the dipping treetops, gaping once when he thinks he sees scarlet lightning over the water.


  


  Then the trees are around him, the wind’s power has lessened, and he’s thinking about sliding the rest of the way down when an explosion overhead throws him off the ladder.


  


  Damn lightning, he thinks, just before he hits the ground and the tower buckles around him.


  


  * * * *


  


  Lyman Baylor stands at the living room window, hands twisting at his side. “Kitra, have you seen this?”


  


  “I’ve seen storms before, Ly. Come help me find the candles. We never have them ready when the power goes off.”


  


  “Kitra, please, just look.”


  


  “Ly, I just told you I haven’t got—Lyman Baylor, where are you going?”


  


  He has grabbed his raincoat from the coatrack in the hall and is hurrying to the door.


  


  “Lyman!”


  


  “Reverend Chisholm,” he calls over his shoulder. “I have to see Reverend Chisholm.”


  


  He’s gone before she can protest or stop him, but he hopes she takes the time to look at the sky.


  


  At the red lightning.


  


  At the green fire that dances within the clouds.


  


  It’s happening; he knows it’s happening, and Chisholm, he’s positive, has something to do with it. By the time he’s opened the garage door, he’s praying harder than he’s ever prayed in his life.


  


  * * * *


  


  Hector watches the increasing play of red and green in the sky and crosses himself, backs away from the window when it shimmers in the wind.


  


  Gloria, he thinks, is definitely going to kill me.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What is it?” Ben asks softly, standing at the Teach’s small front window. “What is it, Peg?”


  


  Pegleg is on the bar, out of his cage, bobbing his head. Muttering to himself.


  


  “What’s going on out there, Peg? What’s going on?”


  


  * * * *
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  Casey can’t keep away from the porch, despite the wind, despite the cold.


  


  After he’d climbed off the jetty, almost falling in several times, he was positive he knew where the battleground would be. Just before he left, he had seen, behind closed eyes, what looked like a dark wall where the clouds met the sea. But the wall moved, and it grew, and when he narrowed his eyes and looked harder, he realized it was a huge wave rising slowly, blackly, out of the water toward the clouds. Scarlet fire laced and twined inside it, and emerald sparks flared and popped where the crest should have been.


  


  And on the top, amid the fire and sparks, were the Riders, their mounts cantering easily over the surface, manes and tails flying in the direction of the wind. Smoke from their nostrils, flame from their hooves.


  


  He recognized Susan, and his stomach contracted; the little one must be Joey, and the old woman, Eula.


  


  The one slightly ahead of the others he could barely see at all, but he knew this too—that this was the Rider who would bring the world down.


  


  hello, casey, he’d said, across the miles, across the sea; heard you killed a man today.


  


  Now he stands on the porch, tapping a nervous heel, trying to think. The other had accepted the vision without question, almost hopeful now that they had something concrete to work with. But it was clear they hadn’t thought about it very long. How can he—they—fight something like that? The wave would sweep them away before they even met the Riders.


  


  Was the vision wrong?


  


  Was there some interpretation he was missing? Had he seen it all wrong?


  


  “Casey.”


  


  He shakes his head angrily. Not now. Not now.


  


  He shuts his eyes, tries to bring the scene back, but there is only darkness, and tiny points of light.


  


  “Casey.”


  


  He turns sharply, with a scowl, but says nothing when he sees the look on Beatrice’s face, how her hands are clasped at her stomach as if trying to hold it in.


  


  “Pakistan,” she says. Stops. Takes a breath. “Pakistan has launched another missile into India. They claim it’s an accident, like the others, but no one thinks India’s listening.” Her eyes close, open. “And China has declared war on Australia, Casey. Britain and the Commonwealth are mobilizing. It’s ...” She can’t find the words, or doesn’t want to use the ones she’s thinking, and she closes the door, cuts him off.


  


  With a low moan of frustration, he braces his hands against the posts that hold up the roof on either side of the screen door, and for a moment he sees himself as Samson about to bring the Temple down around his ears.


  


  “Fat chance,” he mutters, but just for the heck of it, he pushes anyway, not very hard and only for a few seconds. Then his arms drop, his head bows and shakes, and he thinks maybe it’s time to let the others figure it out, because it’s too much for him, and there’s no time to play the lone hero. There’s no time ... to be ...


  


  He blinks slowly.


  


  The lone gunman.


  


  He blinks again.


  


  Cautions himself not to smile as he presses a calming hand against his chest.


  


  Too soon; you could be wrong.


  


  A lungful of cold air, another, and he returns inside and stands under the arch.


  


  He points at the television. “Turn that off.”


  


  “But Reverend Chisholm,” Reed protests.


  


  “Now.”


  


  Cora scrambles to obey, and the children leave their places on the floor and gather around their mother, in her chair beside the couch.


  


  “It’s coming,” he says. “You know it is. You’ve seen the sky. John, was there anything ... I don’t know how to put it. Not magical, exactly. Not...” He taps the heel of his hand against his brow. “Like what I think I saw, I mean. You understand?”


  


  “Sure,” John answers. “And no, not really. It wasn’t ordinary, not by anyone’s definition, but it certainly wasn’t anything like a monster tidal wave.”


  


  “Jude.” He looks to her and the kids, and spreads his hands.


  


  Moonbow wrinkles her brow, looks to her sister, and says, “She—Eula, I mean—she made some people better. So they could—”


  


  “—fight us,” Starshine finishes. “And ride horses and shoot guns.” She shrugs. “Like that.”


  


  “Nothing like the wave?”


  


  Moonbow makes a face. “In the desert? Don’t be silly.”


  


  Casey cocks an eyebrow at her and, before anyone can move, crosses the room and picks her up by the waist. Holds her at arm’s length while she kicks her legs, then pulls her close and plants a big and loud kiss on her brow.


  


  “You,” he declares, “are a certified genius, my girl.”


  


  Moonbow ducks her head and blushes, and sneers at her giggling sister. When he puts her down, she stands beside him and holds his hand shyly; he doesn’t try to pull away.


  


  “Silly, she says,” Casey tells them. “Don’t be silly, it’s the desert. Well, this is an island. This”—he stamps on the floor—”is an island! This is the island. Lady Harp asked me why this place, and I told her I didn’t rightly know. I still don’t, except that this is the place where we have to be, and if the past is a teacher, there won’t be a tidal wave to get in our way.”


  


  Cora’s face is twisted in confusion. “I don’t get it. They’re coming on .. . what, a boat?”


  


  “With horses?” Reed says.


  


  “Right.” Casey watches them, willing them, demanding they put aside what their imaginations are feeding.


  


  Starshine yells, “The causeway!”


  


  And Casey says, “You’re right. Now get your coats. It’s time.”


  


  * * * *
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  Casey watches them on the porch. Excited. Afraid. Watching the emerald sparks and scarlet fire light the clouds, and make them darker.


  


  Lord, he thinks, there’s one more thing, if You don’t mind. Something special. For those kids.


  


  He opens the door and grabs Jude’s arm, pulls her inside before she can stop him.


  


  “Just be a minute,” he tells her daughters, and takes her into the kitchen, eases her away from the door.


  


  “I don’t understand,” she says, trembling so hard the veil ripples and sways.


  


  You don’t have to,” he tells her softly.


  


  And before she can stop him, he cups her cheeks in his hands, and feels the cold and feels the heat and feels the bone beneath his fingers and the flesh beneath his palms and the blood in her veins and the breath in her lungs and he whispers, “For your girls,” and yanks his hands away.


  


  Jude grabs his arm to keep her balance, blinking rapidly, breathing hard.


  


  “Okay,” he says, breathing a little heavily himself. “Okay, Jude, let’s go, they’re waiting.” But when she reaches for the veil, he takes her wrist gently and shakes his head. “For later,” he tells her. “Maybe nothing, but it’s for later.”


  


  * * * *


  


  On the porch they waste a few minutes arguing about how they’re all going to fit in one car, and raise a ragged cheer when Lyman Baylor pulls up.


  


  “Commandeer him,” Casey tells John. “I don’t think you’ll have to explain.”


  


  They rush out into the wind, into the first icy pellets of rain, shrieking at the cold while scarlet and emerald flash above them.


  


  “Casey?”


  


  It’s Beatrice, and he shakes his head.


  


  “I told you, I don’t know.”


  


  “In that case,” and she tugs at his arm until he bends over, and she kisses him on the cheek. A feather kiss. An angel’s kiss. “Just in case,” she says, pulling her scarf over her head.


  


  “Maybe not,” he says as he opens the screen door for her, and when she looks up at him before leaving, he knows what she’s thinking, and he knows she’s probably right—miracles are for special people, and we ... we’re only different.


  


  * * * *
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  carlet fire in the clouds becomes serpentine lightning reaching for the ground; emerald sparks become the rain. The wind throws whitecaps far up the Savannah River, rips old branches from old trees and spins them into cars and houses and a storefront church whose blue and red neon cross explodes into blue and red sparks; the rain Is at first a few stinging droplets that soon become a shower that soon becomes a downpour that raises rivers in gutters and smears dirt across windows and turns side streets into creeks quickly filling the drains; lightning scorches power fines and creates pockets of night before real night arrives, strikes the wing on an airliner that almost makes it to Atlanta; thunder prowls.


  


  Celebrations are canceled, no one can move in the storm; churches fill, and churches empty; a comedian jokes about the end of the world; a riverboat flounders, a bridge sags and moans; a weatherman tells his radio audience that as fierce as the storm is it’s too fierce to last long.


  


  Waves swell and rise and pound the jetties and shift the boulders; the traffic light over Midway and Landward jerks and tugs on its wires; lights go out; lights come on; there’s a rumbling underground as if the island’s going to shift.


  


  Scarlet fire.


  


  Emerald sparks.


  


  * * * *


  


  They sit in the white Continental in the parking lot of the Lobster Hut. No one has spoken for quite some time, but there’s nothing much left to say.


  


  Eula, in the backseat, hums a tune to herself, snapping the fingers of one white-gloved hand, tapping a foot against the floorboard, her head swaying side to side. A knowing smile on her lips.


  


  Joey bounces with impatience. He keeps wiping his window with a palm, frowning at the rain. He tries playing with his six-guns, but they’re no fun anymore. He puts his hat on, he takes it off, he finally drops it on the seat and wipes the window again.


  


  Susan has her hands still on the steering wheel, and every so often she turns it, just a little, as if she’s still driving. When lightning strikes the ground a few yards down the road, she can smell burning tar.


  


  The engine is off.


  


  The only sound is Eula’s humming, and the thunder. Always the thunder.


  


  * * * *


  


  Norville Cutler cowers in his cell, curled into the corner, and watches the rain on the window a few feet above his head.


  


  “Damnit, Norville,” Cribbs says from the adjoining cell, “you stop acting like a baby, for Christ’s sake? It’s only a little rain, for crying out loud.”


  


  “It’s gonna be bad,” Cutler says, knees drawn to his chest. “Ain’t ever seen it this bad.”


  


  “Oh, you have to. God almighty, back in, when was it? Seventy-six? Seventy-four? Water up to our asses, somebody’s damn boat floating down the street? God almighty, now that was a storm. Compared to that, this is just pissing.”


  


  Cutler tries to push harder against the wall. “But that didn’t have those colored lights and all.”


  


  Cribbs rolls his eyes. “More pollution, you idiot. You got more pollution, you got more colors. That’s why you see so many beautiful sunsets. More crap in the air, that’s all. Just more crap in the air.”


  


  Thunder makes the building vibrate.


  


  Cutler yells and ducks his head.


  


  Jasper grabs a couple of bars and bellows for a deputy. He’s been doing that for over an hour; no one’s come yet to see him.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Jesus, Casey,” John complains, reaching over the steering wheel to give a swipe at the windshield, try to clear some of the condensation away. “We’re going to drown before we even get there. Jesus.”


  


  “Watch it, son,” Casey tells him.


  


  John looks at him and curls his lip.


  


  Casey grins.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kitra stands in her living room, ordering herself to remain calm. It’s only a winter storm, she’s seen enough of them before, all she has to do is make sure all the candles are ready for the inevitable, and what’s in the freezer is ready to be transferred to the picnic cooler where she’s already laid in some ice.


  


  Lightning makes her jump; it fills the room with glaring white.


  


  Thunder makes her whimper; it’s too close, too damn close.


  


  If she weren’t so angry, she’d be petrified.


  


  Lyman has left her, and that’s about all she can concentrate on. He’s left her alone to take care of things for his return. She wished she were a swearing woman, because the right, the proper words were hard to come by just now.


  


  And to make it worse, she saw him drive by only a few minutes ago, trailing behind the car that belongs to one of Chisholm’s friends. Not a honk. Not a quick stop to explain what he was doing. If she hadn’t been checking the window seals just then, she would have never known it, never seen him go by.


  


  She would have, in time, thought he’d been killed by a falling branch, or lightning, or some other horrid thing.


  


  Not a honk.


  


  Not a quick stop.


  


  That man was going to pay.


  


  Lightning-and-thunder, and she held her breath until she could hear the rain once again.


  


  That was all.


  


  She frowned.


  


  Something was missing.


  


  “All right,” she said aloud to give herself some company. “All right, think it through, Kit, think it through.”


  


  She cocked her head, listened hard.


  


  Then she said, “Oh, dear Lord.”


  


  The furnace had stopped.


  


  * * * *


  


  The only good thing about the clinic is that the beds are soft, and no one bothers him.


  


  Dub Neely rolls over and pulls the thin thermal blanket up to his shoulders. He’s pretty sure he’s alone now, that the snotty receptionist and that grumpy nurse who stitched him up have gone. They didn’t even bother to stick a head in, see how he was doing.


  


  Yet that isn’t the worst part.


  


  What he’s doing is sobering up.


  


  He isn’t sure exactly what had happened after the fiasco at the cottage, only that the next thing he knew after he saw Freck coming at him was the bright light in the ceiling, and a nurse saying, “Are you sure?”


  


  “Yeah, yeah,” Freck had said, his voice uncharacteristically soft. “You should have seen it, man, it was incredible, all that fighting and stuff. We were lucky to get out alive. This guy was clobbered with something, I don’t know what, and the sheriff wants you to fix him, treat him right, put it all on the town’s bill.”


  


  “Are you sure?” the woman asked again.


  


  “Just do it, okay? Jesus H, lady, don’t argue, just do it.”


  


  And she had.


  


  And then she’d left him, and Dub hasn’t seen her since. Which, for the most part, is all right with him. He doesn’t want to figure out why Freck had done it, the hitting and the lying; he really doesn’t care. The bed is soft, the building is warm, and if he could only find his damn flask, he’d be in Dub Neely heaven.


  


  “Then get outta bed, you dumb jackass, and go find it.”


  


  Torn; he’s torn.


  


  Fearful that this is, somehow, a function of his injury, he doesn’t want to leave the bed because it might not be here when he returned; he might not even be in the clinic, but in someone’s empty house, waking up to the aftermath of a binge.


  


  But he’s sobering up, and while that might be a good thing considering the weather outside, there would also be the inevitable shakes and hallucinations, the pain and self-recrimination.


  


  Torn; he’s torn.


  


  And then: “Oh, what the hell,” and he tosses the covers aside, swings to a sitting position, and yells and grabs his head when the-pain lushes through his system.


  


  No question about it now; he has got to find that flask.


  


  * * * *


  


  Verna Dewitt drives slowly, using the powerful spotlight on the cruiser’s roof to help her see through the gloom and the rain. Nothing terrible so far, and for such small things she’s grateful. A few branches down. A broken window here and there. A couple of chairs wind-transferred from porches to lawn. Nothing terrible so far.


  


  The power is still on, and that’s a plus, although she knows that particular blessing won’t last very long. A number of the houses she’s checked seemed to be empty, either people stuck on the mainland, or people who left after Jordan sounded the alarm.


  


  She hopes he’s okay.


  


  She’s done her bit in the Tower, and doesn’t envy him there tonight. Today. Whatever it was now. But she’s still going to ream him a new one once this is over. There wasn’t a panic, but he’d forgotten to call her first, so she could assist in coordinating the leaving, if leaving is what people wanted. That’s the procedure, and he hadn’t followed it.


  


  Not that she doubts him.


  


  He knows the sea far better than she does, and if he says there’s a surge coming, then there’s a damn surge coming.


  


  She just wishes he hadn’t called it a monster.


  


  The patrol car shimmies when the wind catches it broadside. She’s past the bay shops and houses now, into a short stretch of woodland; no light but the lightning, and the spotlight on the roof. A few seconds later, the white beam picks up what looks to be a body, a sight that stops her heart until, closer, she sees it’s just a dark plastic garbage bag.


  


  “That’s it,” she tells the dashboard. She’s been out here too long; she’s seeing things now, so it’s time to get back to the office and let Dwight drive for a while. But she doesn’t speed up, because she still has a job to do.


  


  It does not, however, include checking that garbage bag over there, the one poking out of that ditch practically filled with water.


  


  “Damn people can’t even use their garbage cans,” she says angrily. “God, you’d think—”


  


  She hits the brakes and stares.


  


  “Oh ... shit.”


  


  It’s not garbage; it’s a body.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Don’t you think we should hurry?” Lisse asks from the backseat.


  


  Reverend Baylor shrugs. “I can only go as fast as Mr. Bannock, ma’am. And he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry.”


  


  Once again she’s amazed at how calm he sounds. In the past few minutes he’s been grabbed by a horde of what he must have thought were jabbering fools, convinced to take part in part of the end of the world, and found himself driving through the worst winter storm he can remember.


  


  Calm, or scared to death.


  


  The wind slaps them.


  


  The rain tries to drown them.


  


  She clasps her hands in her lap and hopes John is all right.


  


  She does not, resolutely does not think about what’s going to happen, because then she’d start to scream. Cry. And damn Casey Chisholm for getting her into this mess.


  


  Beside her, Cora shifts impatiently, murmuring tonelessly, but Lisse knows it’s not praying.


  


  She wants it over with, and over with now.


  


  Lisse does too, but she can wait. She can wait.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rick Jordan blinks his eyes free of the rain, takes stock, and decides that if he doesn’t drown first, he’ll probably be all right. The ladder has shattered and crumpled, and most of it lies across his legs. The Tower fell away from him, and as far as he can see in too frequent flares of lightning, the only damage it’s done is take out some trees.


  


  What he needs to do now is decide whether to find shelter in the Tower’s ruins, or try to make his way down the Hook to a road and someone’s house.


  


  Danger in either choice.


  


  Pushing with elbows and hands in slippery mud gets him to a sitting position. Squinting against the rain, he tries to figure out which way is the right way down. He can’t see any lights, so he figures the power’s gone out.


  


  Until lightning flares again, and he realizes he’s facing south, toward the ocean.


  


  A bit of luck, he thinks, until another bolt shows him the ocean again. It’s moving.


  


  * * * *


  


  Susan doesn’t move when someone raps on her window.


  


  “All right,” she tells the others. “All right, he’s here.”


  


  Three doors open simultaneously; no one flinches at the cold, no one complains about the wind and rain.


  


  The great black steams and smokes, skittish, tossing its head, while Red holds the reins tightly and looks down at them with a smile. Quick, and done.


  


  “There,” he says, and nods toward the deserted restaurant.


  


  “Well, well,” Eula says with a white-tooth grin, and hurries across the slippery ground to a smaller black horse, who whickers at the sight of her and nuzzles her chest when she gets close enough. She strokes its neck, whispers something in its ear, and with the ease of a woman half her age, swings up into the saddle.


  


  Joey whoops with joy and runs and slips to a palomino almost as big as the great black. “Hello, boy, hello,” he says a dozen times as he dances around it, patting it, checking it, before clambering into the saddle and grabbing the horn. “Hello, boy, hello, I missed you.”


  


  Susan looks a question up at Red, who says, simply, “Your choice.”


  


  She smiles. “Not really.”


  


  Red laughs. “You’re right.”


  


  A lift of her shoulders in a sigh, an impatient wipe of a hand across her face to clear her eyes, and she walks to the hood and looks down the length of the Continental. Shakes her head sadly. Then puts a hand on the head of the silver hood ornament and strokes it down to the tip of its tail.


  


  “It rode nice,” she says to no one in particular. “Like driving a cloud.”


  


  Another sigh, and her hand reaches up to stroke the neck of a white stallion that turns silver the next time lightning fills the clouds. Its mane and tail are black. When lightning streaks again, the black almost looks bright blue.


  


  Red looks at them all—a smile, here and gone—and he touches his hat brim with the tip of a finger.


  


  By the time he reaches the road, they’re riding four abreast.


  


  * * * *


  


  The marsh has risen and spills over Landward Avenue, ripples across its surface, waves in the making. The sodden body of a blue heron floats to the other side.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kitra can’t move.


  


  The house has grown cold, but she can’t move; she just can’t.


  


  The lightning is worse, the thunder louder, but she can’t move because she’s heard something else.


  


  “Lyman,” she whispers. “Dear Lord, Lyman, where are you?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Deputy Dwight Salter frowns as he moves from the desk to the door. There’s not much to see out there, just the rain and a few lights, and he doesn’t want to open the door, not even a crack. Verna would kill him if any of the storm got inside, but he can’t help it. He has to know. Because what he’s just heard, he can’t believe.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What the hell was that?” Cutler says, pushing out of his corner and off the cot. “Did you hear that?”


  


  “Hush, Norville,” Cribbs says, with a slash of his hand. “Hush, I want to listen.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Hector Nazario throws up his hands and says to the ceiling, “I tried, Gloria, I tried, but the phones are still out.”


  


  She’s gonna kill me, he thinks; she’s gonna kill me.


  


  So preoccupied is he that he barely reacts when Ronnie Hull slams through the door at a run, drenched through and puffing, using the end of the counter to stop her before she falls. “Hector, did you hear that?”


  


  “Hear what?”


  


  * * * *


  


  Verna, on one knee beside the body, looks up sharply, instantly regrets it when the rain hits her glasses and blinds her. Angrily she yanks them off, lets them dangle against her chest on today’s yellow cord, and turns her ear to the north. Trying to concentrate. Trying to hear.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Stop the car,” Casey says, and before it’s fully stopped, he’s out and in the road. The edge of the flooding laps at the front tires. Except for the vehicle behind, he can’t see little else.


  


  “What, Casey?” John asks, leaning over the seat. “What’s going on?”


  


  He hushes him with a hand.


  


  And he hears it again.


  


  * * * *


  


  The deep hollow resonance of a large church bell, tolling.


  


  * * * *
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  Impossible, thinks Verna, but she hasn’t got time to ponder. She has to drag Dermot Alloway’s body back to the car and get it in the trunk. Dwight, she thinks, is gonna shit when he sees this.


  


  * * * *


  


  Impossible, Kitra thinks as she sinks to the floor and hugs herself and trembles; there’s only a carillon, there’s no bell.


  


  But it’s loud enough to shake the house when the church bell tolls again.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Impossible,” snaps Cribbs. “Preposterous. It must be the storm.”


  


  “You ever hear a storm make a noise like that?”


  


  “I’ve heard them make lots of noises, Norville. Now shut up while I try and get that sorry-ass deputy down here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Impossible, thinks Dub as he empties the flask and wipes a spill from his chin, then licks the finger to get every drop. He’s drunk it all, and already he’s having the stupid hallucinations. Still, he figures as he begins a room by room search of the building for something to complement the liquor, it’s a lot better than pink elephants. Or skeleton birds who want to kill him.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Can’t be,” Hector protests, standing at the luncheonette’s window. “We don’t got anything like that on the island.”


  


  “Good,” Ronnie says, toweling herself off. “Then you tell me what it is, okay? You tell me what that is.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Dwight mutters, “Impossible,” because there’s only one church on the island, and it has one of those electric bell things, not something that sounds like it belongs in some cathedral.


  


  He snorts and turns away, hears something else, and turns back to the door.


  


  Reaches for his gun.


  


  But Stump Teague has already pulled his shotgun’s trigger.


  


  * * * *


  


  Impossible, Rick thinks as lightning shows him again the height of the surge; damn, that’s impossible—unless it’s not a surge at all. He gasps, and scrambles to find the cell phone, praying that somehow, with all this lightning, it still works.


  


  * * * *
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  The two cars move slowly through the water, not much faster than a crawl. When the hubcaps are half submerged, it stops rising, begins to fall, and Casey closes his eyes in relief.. Once on the other side, he tells John to stop again, and gets out, walks back to the second car and mimes rolling down the window for Lyman Baylor.


  


  “Well, we’re here,” he says, pointing without looking at the end of the causeway. When Lyman moves to open his door, Casey shakes his head. “No. Not you.”


  


  As the others leave, Baylor frowns. “But why not?”


  


  “It’s not your fight, Lyman.”


  


  “What? You can’t mean that. Of course it’s my fight.”


  


  Casey nods. “Sorry, yes, you’re right. But your fight isn’t here, it’s back there.”


  


  Baylor looks as if he’s going to cry. “Reverend Chisholm, I don’t think—”


  


  “Your wife,” Casey says. Rain drips from his brow. “Right now, you belong with your wife. And your church.”


  


  Baylor’s fingers grip and release the steering wheel. Grip and release. Grip, and release. He shakes his head, and Casey grabs his arm. He doesn’t speak, but his look says it all, and Baylor slumps for a moment before, finally, reluctantly, nodding.


  


  He stares straight ahead. “I’m not dreaming.”


  


  “No.”


  


  “I never thought... I never believed ...”


  


  “No. No one does, when it happens. But it happens just the same.”


  


  Lyman covers Casey’s hand with his own. “God bless you, Casey. I... God bless you.”


  


  Casey squeezes the arm in thanks, and steps away, moves to the middle of the road to watch the car back up. A gesture to move it to the right just a little, another to move it back to the left.


  


  When Lyman reaches the other side, the headlights snap to high. To low. To high again, and Casey raises a hand in farewell and puts his back to the light.


  


  “Okay,” he says. “Okay, let’s go.”


  


  * * * *


  


  He stands at causeway’s end, arms away from his sides, fingers open, and he waits ... until Moonbow takes his right hand, Starshine takes his left. He looks down at them and smiles, looks around to the others and smiles at them.


  


  “No sermons, John. I want you awake.”


  


  Bannock shudders a deep breath.


  


  Casey begins to walk, the girls beside him, the others behind. Feeling the roadway vibrate beneath his boots as the waves attack and pull back, attack and spill over the tarmac with a rush that sounds less like hissing than wildfire. The wind snatches at him, pokes him, tries to push him back; the rain has slackened somewhat, but it still tries to blind him.


  


  * * * *


  


  scarlet fire overhead


  


  emerald sparks over the water


  


  and the church bell tolls


  


  * * * *
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  Verna pulls up in front of the office, not caring she’s facing the wrong way. No way is she going to get any wetter than she has to.. She checks to be sure she has everything, then opens the door and makes a dash for the recess. Slips to a halt and bangs her shoulder against the wall when she sees Dwight’s body spread-eagled on the floor.


  


  She draws her gun; she swallows.


  


  She eases her way to the door, gaze checking everything inside, and checking it again. Only when she’s reasonably sure she has a chance does she open the door and move in as fast as her wet soles will allow.


  


  The office is empty; it feels empty.


  


  Voices, then, to her right, and she can’t believe what she’s thinking—that in this lousy miserable stinking weather, somebody has come to visit the damn mayor.


  


  Or, she thinks, to get him out.


  


  One step, and her shoe squeaks. A soft curse under her breath, and she leans down, gun aimed at the door that leads to the cells below, and unties one shoe, then the other. Kicks them off. Moves to the door, and listens.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Did you have to kill him?” Cutler sounds hysterical. “Jesus, Stump, did you have to kill him?”


  


  “Mr. Cutler, calm down,” Kirkland Stone suggests sternly. “That sort of attitude will get you nowhere. Just be calm, relax, we’ll get you out—unlock the door, will you, please, Dutch—and we’ll all be on our way.”


  


  “You’re a miracle, Mr. Stone,” Cribbs says. “Nothing to it but a flat-out, genuine miracle.”


  


  “You’re too kind, Mr. Mayor.”


  


  “A bonus is in order, I think.”


  


  “Much too kind. But I won’t say no.”


  


  The two men laugh.


  


  “Come on, Lauder,” Cutler says impatiently. “Jesus Christ, can’t you even work a goddamn key?”


  


  Lauder stares at him, looks over at Stone and the mayor, who pay him no heed, and takes one of his guns from its holster.


  


  “Aw, Jesus,” Cutler says, backing away from the door, palms out. “Come on, Lauder, no call for that.”


  


  “Mr. Lauder,” Stone says wearily, “one or the other, we’re running out of time.”


  


  Lauder pulls the trigger.


  


  Four times.


  


  Cribbs barely blinks. “You men just do not fool around, do you?”


  


  “Only when we’re off-duty, Mr. Mayor. Only when we’re off-duty.”


  


  * * * *


  


  and the church bell tolls


  


  * * * *


  


  Verna’s initial reaction at the gunfire is to leap down the steps, gun blazing, take out whoever is down there, and ask questions later. Her second reaction, the one she knows is more likely to keep her alive, is to close the upper door as quietly as she can, and lock it. Unless they have a blowtorch down there, no one, she thinks, is getting out real soon.


  


  What she needs to do now is find help. If there’s going to be more trouble—and that door, even if it is metal, won’t keep them down there forever—she knows she won’t be able to handle it alone. Luckily, there was a light on at Betsy’s, and she’s fairly sure she’d seen someone there when she’d passed a while ago.


  


  If she’s wrong, she figures the storm is going to be the least of her problems.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rick crouches under one of the Tower’s thick legs, feeble protection from the wind and rain, but better than being out in the open. The phone didn’t work, and after one near disastrous attempt, he knows he won’t be able to get off the Hook until the storm’s passed. He’s stuck. Really stuck. But not, he supposes, as stuck as the people who’ve stayed behind down below.


  


  He reckons the surge will do a good bit of flooding. The Hook will block much of it from the bay, but he is glad he won’t have to see the Deuce in the morning, lying bashed and splintered in someone’s front yard. He doesn’t think the jetties will do a damn bit of good now, and prays that Ronnie has somehow gotten off the island.


  


  Lightning makes him cringe.


  


  Thunder shakes the ground.


  


  He can’t see it, but he can feel it—the surge is climbing toward Camoret.


  


  Any minute now; any minute.


  


  * * * *
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  Casey is surprised at how quickly they were able to cross over to St. James Island. Although the sea threw itself at them, the barriers held, the road held, and despite water once riling around their knees, they all held.


  


  But this, he decides, is as far as they’ll go.


  


  They’re coming.


  


  They’re out there, in the dark; he can’t see them, but he can feel them, and they’re coming.


  


  “John, the first thing we have to do is get some shelter for the girls. If that door’s locked, smash it in.”


  


  John grins. “Isn’t that a sin or something?”


  


  “Just bash the damn thing in, John, we’ll worry about the sins later.”


  


  The door is locked, and Reed doesn’t think twice—he uses his cast to smash the glass, reach in, and turn the bolt. Casey can see the pain in the boy’s face, but he says nothing. But he nods Cora over to take care of him until it’s time.


  


  The girls leave him reluctantly, and he’s reluctant to let go of them—their hands, so small, so warm, were more comfort than they would ever be able to understand. He just wishes that touch had brought him a brilliant plan.


  


  Right now, all he can do is stand in the middle of the road and look east. The two streetlights at each end of the island do nothing but turn the air behind them black, casting a pale white haze like a pale white wall across the road front and back. Camoret is invisible; the mainland is invisible. The sea, for all it climbs and roars and slams and batters, is invisible.


  


  Scarlet lightning overhead.


  


  Movement beside him.


  


  “We’ve evened the odds. Now what?”


  


  “I thought you were the general,” Beatrice answers, standing close but not touching, arms folded, shoulders up. Her voice is raised to be heard above the wind, the sea, the clatter of the rain on the Quonset huts.


  


  “I thought I told you I wasn’t a general.”


  


  “Well...” She shrugs, and tilts her head toward the Last Stop. Breaking glass, shouts, and cracking wood. “John is trying to find something to use as weapons. I wonder if it will do any good.”


  


  He doesn’t know. He doesn’t know anything, except what’s about to happen, and even then he doesn’t know what he’s supposed to do when it does. His lips press tightly together, his left foot taps a heel against the ground. He takes a step forward, turns, and steps back; forward again, and back. Scowling. Lifting a hand in exasperation. Another in resignation. He doesn’t feel the rain anymore, the cold; he hears nothing but a sustained roar, a blend of sea and wind.


  


  He stares at the dark over the store. “Lord,” he says, trying not to sound too frustrated, “we don’t have any time left. I don’t know if You...” A helpless look at Cora, standing in the doorway, face in shadow. “I don’t know what You’re after here. It’s time and this is the place.” A wave behind him. “The island’s the place, I mean. But what...”


  


  His head snaps to his left, and he stares toward Camoret.


  


  “What...”


  


  His head snaps to the right, and he stares toward the pale white wall of light, and the mainland beyond.


  


  “Casey?”


  


  “Time,” he says, barks a laugh, swallows, and says again, “time.” He strides back to Beatrice and says, louder, “Time,” and grabs her around the waist, lifts her as he had Moonbow, and plants a large and loud kiss in the middle of her forehead.


  


  “Casey!”


  


  But she grins.


  


  Quickly he puts her down, steps back, waves excitedly at the others to get out here, now.


  


  “Time.” He laughs, and sobers. “Bea, what time is it?”


  


  “I beg your pardon,” she answers, sounding insulted.


  


  Casey groans. “Bea, Beatrice, Lady Bea, Lady Harp, for God’s sake, what time is it?”


  


  Four answers come at him from four different people at the same time: ten minutes to the new year.


  


  He nods; he grins; he fakes reaching for Beatrice again, and laughs when she backs away hastily.


  


  Then Lisse gasps and says, “Oh my God, Casey, look.”


  


  * * * *
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  The jetties disappear under the surge as it rises out of the dark, so much of it that it appears to be barely moving at all.


  


  The whale family vanishes.


  


  The dunes vanish.


  


  Trees bend, some snap; bushes pull away by the roots to become part of the wall, spinning slowly inside, tangling with each other, becoming walls themselves.


  


  The houses have high foundations built for just such a time; most of them hold, some of them don’t, and the cry of tortured wood and stone rises and falls with the water.


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey’s left hand automatically goes to his chest, pressing the small cross into his palm.


  


  Four shadows moving through the white wall; four shadows on horseback. Pale, almost transparent.


  


  He can hear the wind now, and the sea, and he can hear the hooves on the road, like iron on hollow wood. Moving slowly. Shedding sparks. Steam curling from the horses’ nostrils, steam rising from their flanks untouched by the wind.


  


  Pale.


  


  Growing darker.


  


  * * * *


  


  “I’ll shoot the lock, okay, Mr. Stone?”


  


  “Be my guest, Dutch. It’s getting stuffy down here.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Hector grabs Verna’s arm and pulls her away from the door. “You aren’t going anywhere,” he says.


  


  “I have to get back,” she insists.


  


  “No,” he tells her, and points at the surge welling out of the alleys.


  


  * * * *


  


  Kitra screams when the front door bangs open, jumps to her feet when Lyman races in, casting aside his coat, opening his arms. Weeping.


  


  * * * *


  


  The rear windows of the clinic explode inward, and the water pours in waterfall hard. Dub hears it before he sees it, and he streaks for the exit, flinging aside a bottle he’d found in Alloway’s office.


  


  If I can make it outside, he thinks; if I can just make it outside.


  


  * * * *


  


  while the church bell tolls


  


  * * * *


  


  The surge, already broken and fading, crosses Midway Road. It shatters windows, topples light poles, cleanses the lot where the Camoret Weekly once stood; it swirls around Town Hall and sweeps the tiny park clear; it pushes at the sheriff’s department building, curves around it and pushes at the windows behind.


  


  When they break, the water follows.


  


  When they break, Jasper Cribbs begins to scream.


  


  When they break, Kirkland Stone climbs to the unopen door and looks through the small window to the empty office behind.


  


  When the mayor stops screaming, he looks down to see the water surging after him, somebody’s shoe spinning on the surface.


  


  “Open it,” he says desperately, grabbing Lauder’s arm. “Open it!”


  


  Lauder knocks the hand away. “I can’t.”


  


  “Then break the glass. Shoot it out. The water will—”


  


  The water grabs him and he falls, and Dutch Lauder pulls his trigger.


  


  * * * *


  


  while the church bell tolls


  


  * * * *
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  Pale riders, growing darker.


  


  John slaps at Casey’s arm to force his attention, then hands him a gleaming and long piece of polished wood. Casey is puzzled until he recognizes it as a mount for a stuffed game fish, and he almost laughs aloud.


  


  “Best I could do,” John says without apology.


  


  “Time,” Casey answers.


  


  “You’ve said that a dozen times already.”


  


  “Midnight. The New Year.” He points at Camoret. “The place, John. The place. Don’t let them reach the place.” He walks away quickly, telling the others, praying that he’s right because if he’s not, he’s lost again. Then he takes Jude by the shoulder and says, “Take the girls inside. Pray if you want to, scream if you have to, but keep them away.”


  


  “Reverend Chisholm, I can’t leave—”


  


  “No,” he says fiercely. “What you can’t leave are your girls.” He glances at the Riders, looks back at her. “Do it. Please. If you have to help, find things to throw. Spook the horses. I don’t know. Just go, Jude, just go.”


  


  He doesn’t move until she does, then returns to the road and stakes his place out in the center. John is to his far right, Lisse beside him, Cora beside her. Reed to his far left, Beatrice between them.


  


  Dark Riders, growing darker.


  


  Iron on hollow wood.


  


  A wave slams against the store beyond the eastbound lane, and the Quonset hut shudders, the roof sign screeching as it topples and breaks apart before it reaches the ground.


  


  A huge wave sweeps out of the storm just ahead of the Riders, washing across the road, spray adding to the rain, foam bobbing on the surface.


  


  Casey braces himself.


  


  A second wave, larger, suddenly looms out of the dark, follows behind the first and takes part of the roadway with it.


  


  It’s breaking up, Casey thinks; the causeway’s breaking up.


  


  * * * *


  


  The Riders, moving faster, dark ghosts against the wall of pale light.


  


  * * * *


  


  scarlet fire and emerald sparks


  


  * * * *


  


  John looks left and gives Lisse a smile to display a bravery he doesn’t feel; when she returns with one of her own, he wants desperately to tell her he loves her, but it’s too late; it’s much too late.


  


  “Daddy,” Joey calls, waving his hat, spurring his mount. “Daddy, hi, it’s me!”


  


  * * * *


  


  The Riders, moving faster.


  


  * * * *


  


  Beatrice sees a shadow standing by the Last Stop door, lifts a hand in a tremulous wave, tries a smile, and fails.


  


  Good-bye, my dear, Sir John says. Take care of him for me.


  


  “John,” she whispers. “John, we’re going to die.”


  


  Good-bye, my dear. Stop fussing. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.


  


  The shadow fades; the shadow’s gone; Beatrice holds a shieldlike piece of wood in her hands, hefts it once, and shakes her head.


  


  We’re going to die, she thinks, and I’ll never get to answer his question.


  


  * * * *


  


  The Riders ... charging.


  


  * * * *


  


  From each corner of his vision, Casey can see the others bracing themselves. Turning sideways or spreading legs or bouncing on their toes.


  


  One chance.


  


  All they’ll get is one chance.


  


  He knows which one is his.


  


  Riding the great black, stubbled cheeks, stubbled chin, Indian-bead vest blown open by his wind; long hair in braids that bounce against his chest; flat green eyes.


  


  He rubs a thumb across the cross and takes a backward step. Turning his left shoulder to the horsemen. Gauging speed and distance, holding his weapon like a club.


  


  * * * *


  


  “Hi, Daddy!”


  


  * * * *


  


  Scarlet lightning strikes the Last Stop on his right, and it mushrooms into flames that hiss and steam in the rain, cast shadows of their own as well as shadows of the Riders; add color to the air, and most of it is red.


  


  Heat and cold in equal measure, despite the storm, despite the sea.


  


  * * * *


  


  He wants to see everything at once, to help if he can, to guide, but as the Riders fan out side to side, he can only see the great black, bearing down on him, hooves kicking emerald sparks.


  


  He swallows and takes a breath.


  


  Beatrice calls, “Two minutes.”


  


  He nods and takes a breath.


  


  And for that moment between the ticks of a clock, he sees as if he were looking at the fragments of a broken mirror:


  


  Jude and the girls racing screaming from the store, hands filled with shining things that glow in the firelight, that glitter and dazzle in the firelight as they’re thrown at the Riders in a hail-and-shower of glass and stone;


  


  Cora racing behind him, and up to join Reed, who is looking straight at Susan and daring her to come on, come on, it’s me, you remember? It’s me, come on, come on;


  


  Beatrice running toward the girls, waving her club, screaming something at the Rider dressed in green, who looks down from her mount and laughs;


  


  John and Lisse, side by side, Joey taking out his six-guns;


  


  a wave tumbling over the road, leaving bedrock behind;


  


  scarlet lightning;


  


  a white horse slipping on the slick tarmac, legs frantic to find purchase;


  


  emerald sparks;


  


  a horse bucking and rearing at the glass and stone that bounce off its head and face;


  


  and the fire taken and bloated by the storm, reaching toward them, roaring.


  


  * * * *


  


  while the church bell tolls


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey blinks and shakes his head, deafens himself to the shouts and screams of men and horses and children, concentrating on the Rider who ignores them as well. Smiling at him. Grinning at him. Quickly; here and gone.


  


  Hello, Reverend Chisholm, hear you killed a man the other night.


  


  He waits.


  


  The other rides.


  


  He waits, and holds his breath, and when the black storms up to take him and trample him to the ground, he yells and swings and jumps backward, lands a blow on the Rider’s leg that makes the Rider groan aloud, and yank the reins, and turn around.


  


  Not a ghost, Casey thinks; at least he’s not a ghost.


  


  The black charges again, and again Casey swings and steps away, missing this time, and slipping to one knee. Paying no attention to the pain when the Rider turns again.


  


  Grinning.


  


  Here and gone.


  


  The crackling sound of gunfire.


  


  Someone screaming; someone singing.


  


  A quick desperate look—


  


  Reed and Cora clubbing white horse and Rider, Moonbow and Starshine dodging the hooves of the green Rider’s horse, Beatrice swinging her club, and it’s all gone again as—


  


  Casey winces at the fire-pain he feels growing in his knee, sees the great black upon him and swings wildly, desperately, catching it across the chest with the flat of his makeshift club. The black stumbles and nearly throws the Rider, rear legs slipping, spreading, casting fire, casting sparks, until it settles and prances in agitated place, and the Rider looks at him, and at the sky, leans over, and says, “Too late,” and smiles and rides away.


  


  Here.


  


  And gone.


  


  Casey starts to run; it’s the only thing he can think to do. Tossing the club aside, he prays for speed and sprints. Watching the Rider, watching the horse, slow and arrogant in their leaving. Tail snapping, mane bouncing, steam and sparks, flat green eyes.


  


  When the Rider turns and sees him, he lifts his head and laughs, turns away and lifts his hat, a scornful mocking good-bye.


  


  Casey runs; it’s the only thing he can do.


  


  And when the wave curls out of the darkness, the great black shies and turns aside, turns in a nervous circle while the water crashes on the road, turns spray to rain, and shakes the roadway.


  


  Casey runs, and reaches out, grabs the Rider’s leg and, startled, the Rider kicks out and kicks him aside. Glares and snaps, and puts his spurs to the great black’s sides.


  


  The horse leaps and gallops.


  


  Casey leaps and snares the stirrup, runs helplessly a few feet before he reaches up and grabs the Rider’s waist. And as soon as he realizes he won’t be able to drag him off, he uses the horseman as counterweight, and swings up behind him on the saddle.


  


  The Rider laughs, and gallops on.


  


  scarlet fire


  


  Casey looks up.


  


  emerald sparks


  


  The second wave is high, much higher than the first, and he thinks, I have to jump, until the Rider laughs again, and Casey wraps both arms around him, checks the wave, and holds him close until it falls.


  


  * * * *
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  Beatrice on the ground, blood in her eye, right arm broken, sees the wave and the Rider and Casey on the great black’s back.


  


  “No,” she says softly, and, “No,” again when the road is clear, the water ebbs ... and Casey’s gone.


  


  For what? she thinks as she struggles to her hands and knees, cries out and holds her injured arm against her chest; dear Lord, for what?


  


  “You okay, Lady Beatrice?” Moonbow asks as she kneels beside her. “Hey, you’re hurt. Momma, she’s hurt, Lady Beatrice’s hurt real bad.”


  


  Beatrice brushes away, the offer of a helping hand. Her head’s too heavy and she lets it hang; her arm throbs and stabs, her legs can barely hold her.


  


  She feels Moonbow poking at her good wrist, can’t slap the hand away without falling on her face, and leans back, sits back, lifts her head to the wind and rain, and allows the child to take her hand.


  


  And then she knows.


  


  She looks, and Moonbow nods. And grins. And says, “I think we won.”


  


  Beatrice smiles, weak and pained, but when Moonbow leaves to fetch her mother, she sags, and says, “For what?”


  


  “For him,” Lisse tells her, kneeling down, taking her hand.


  


  Beatrice shakes her head, and Lisse smiles and holds out a fist, gestures until Beatrice turns her hand around. Then Lisse covers the hand with hers, and when she pulls it away, Casey’s small cross and chain lies in Beatrice’s palm.


  


  “Oh, dear,” is all she can say, and gasps a little pain when Lisse helps her to her feet.


  


  “You know,” she says, “this is the time when the sun’s supposed to shine. Battle over, victory ours. I want the sun, Miss Montgomery. I’m sick of all this rain, I truly want the sun.”


  


  Lisse doesn’t answer, and after a moment she knows why.


  


  The fire has died down, but it hasn’t died, and in the light of its flames she can see Reed sitting in the parking lot, Cora’s head in his lap as she squirms and twists, lifts a leg, and drops it; she can see John Bannock lying facedown on the road across the way, a toy gun lying beside him; she can see the way Lisse limps away, a hand pressed against her hip, that lovely auburn hair dark and hanging in the rain; she can see Jude and the children huddled in the store’s doorway; and in the middle of the road, near the fall of pale white light, a long and old white Continental, its tires flat, no ornament at all.


  


  Dear God, she thinks; dear Lord.


  


  Thunder, and white lightning.


  


  She can’t stand; she starts to fall.


  


  An arm slips around her waist to catch her, and a deep voice says, “It’s Casper. My middle name is Casper.”


  


  * * * *


  


  


  


  


  


  EPILOGUE


  


  


  


  


  


  


  * * * *


  


  


  1


  


  
    
      
        	
          M

        
      

    

  


  oonbow loves living at the beach. It’s only been a few weeks, but she knows she’s never going to leave here; this is her home now, and she’ll clobber anybody who tries to take it away.


  


  Their house is the one that Reverend Chisholm used to live in, and Momma makes it more like a real home every day. New furniture, new beds, new everything in the kitchen; pictures on the wall, carpets on the floor. When spring comes they’re going to paint it, and they’re going to take down that awful hedge with all those awful stabbing thorns.


  


  She sits on the porch now, in a rocking chair she’s claimed just for herself, wrapped in a warm coat, swinging her legs, watching the road.


  


  Starshine paces up and down the shoulder, too nervous to sit.


  


  They’re waiting for Momma.


  


  That morning, Momma promised them a final Christmas present, even though Christmas has already gone. But first, she told them, she had to go into town and get a few things for dinner. Laughing at the protests. Playfully swatting their behinds when they got too close.


  


  Moonbow can hardly stand it.


  


  But she won’t give Star the satisfaction of doing some pacing too.


  


  “Hey,” her sister calls, and waves, and Moonbow is up and off the porch before she remembers why she stayed there, and the two of them do the pacing, and stare down the road.


  


  “You see the postcard from John?” Star asks, picking up a pebble and tossing it into the yard.


  


  “Yeah. Where’s Alaska?”


  


  “You know, dope. Up by the North Pole.”


  


  “But it’s cold up there all the time.”


  


  “Bow, come on, use your head, I think that’s the point.”


  


  Moonbow thinks about it and shrugs. If Mr. Bannock wants to freeze all year round, that’s his problem. It must be hard moving through all that snow in a wheelchair, and she hopes he’s okay. Lisse is with him, but still... that’s a long way to go just to get away from all the heat.


  


  They haven’t heard from Reed at all, not since Reverend Baylor buried Cora behind the church.


  


  There were a lot of funerals for a really long time. She’s glad they’re all over. They really depressed her, even when Momma took them to funerals for people they didn’t know.


  


  “They were friends of Casey’s,” she’d say, “and we owe them that much.”


  


  They pace and wait, pace and wait.


  


  “Star?”


  


  “Yeah?”


  


  “You think Reverend Chisholm’s ever coming back?”


  


  “I don’t know.”


  


  “I, uh, kind of miss him.”


  


  “Yeah, I guess.”


  


  “Do you think he’s still with Lady—I mean, Beatrice?”


  


  Star grins at her. “What do you think?”


  


  She grins back. “Okay, that was a silly question.”


  


  Pace and wait, pace and wait.


  


  Actually, Moonbow thinks, it hasn’t been all bad since that night. There’s the house, and they went to a wedding for that lady, Ronnie, and her boyfriend they found nearly frozen to death on the Hook. And they were there when the sheriff found that drunk guy sitting in a tree, too scared to climb down and yelling about birds trying to peck him to death, and it turned out to be this monster parrot named Pegleg, who’d gotten out of his cage when the tidal wave or whatever came through Camoret. And John learned that he might not be paralyzed all his life. And the school was okay. And Momma got a job working for that lady, Ronnie, putting some newspaper thing back together.


  


  So it wasn’t all bad.


  


  She stops and looks down the road.


  


  Not yet, anyway; not yet.


  


  ‘‘Come on, Momma,” she whispers. “Come on, hurry up.”


  


  And suddenly, there it is, there’s the car, and Star starts jumping in place, not acting like a teenager at all, and Moonbow giggles at her, and before she knows it they’re trying to pinch each other’s arms, and Momma’s out of the car, her hands on her hips. Staring at them until they stop.


  


  “Sorry, Momma,” Starshine says.


  


  “Sorry,” Moonbow mutters.


  


  Then they look at each other, and laugh, and run up to their mother and block her way to the house.


  


  “Girls,” Jude says sternly, a bag of groceries cradled in one arm.


  


  “Now, Momma,” Starshine insists. “We can’t wait one more second. You promised, so do it now.”


  


  The promise had been made while they’d waited for the boats to take them off that island. She had told them then what Reverend Chisholm had said and done, but she wouldn’t show them because she’d been afraid to look herself.


  


  “Time,” she had said. “I promise you, in time.”


  


  Starshine tries a nasty frown, then, to hurry things along; Moonbow does, too, but it ends up like a pout.


  


  Jude moves as if she is going to walk through them, then lowers her head in defeat and puts the bag in the car. She tells them, she swears to them that she hasn’t looked herself. She calls herself a coward; she wants to believe, but she’s a coward. She’s afraid.


  


  “That’s okay, Momma,” Star says, her eyes turning red. “That’s okay.” Her voice softens. “Come on, Momma, come on.”


  


  Suddenly, Moonbow doesn’t want to look. She doesn’t cover her eyes, but she doesn’t want to look. Instead she stares intently at the ground while Momma kneels in the road in front of them and takes hold of the bottom of the weighted veil she wears.


  


  Starshine takes a deep breath.


  


  Moonbow still can’t look.


  


  But she knows when the veil is off; she doesn’t know how, she just does.


  


  Momma sounds like a little girl when finally she says, her voice shaking, “Well?”


  


  Moonbow counts to ten, to twenty, and slowly lifts her head. Looks at her mother, looks at her sister, whose hands cover her gaping mouth.


  


  “Well?” Jude asks again, sounding terribly afraid.


  


  And Moonbow says solemnly, “I told you she was an angel.”


  


  * * * *
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  On the slope of a gentle hill in eastern Tennessee there are trees, and soft light, and a small parade of graves.


  


  Casey kneels by one and brushes leaves and dirt away, leans back on his heels and says, “Hello, Momma, how’re you doing? I’ve brought someone to meet you.”


  


  A hand on his shoulder he covers with his own;


  


  “She’s kind of strange, Momma, and she talks a little funny, but you know, I think you two would have gotten along real well.” He bows his head, bites his cheek; this isn’t turning out the way he wanted. “I... I probably won’t be back for a while. We, that is, Bea and I, we have some places we have to visit. Her idea, not mine.”


  


  The hand boxes his ear lightly, and he ducks his head and grins. And sobers.


  


  “There’s still fighting, Momma, and there’s still people getting sick, and being hungry. You know what that means, and Bea says we have to go to those places. Find the ones who are special, and... help them.”


  


  He lifts the cross that hangs on his breast, kisses it, touches a finger to it, and puts the finger on the headstone and makes the sign of the cross.


  


  “Good-bye, Momma. I love you.”


  


  And walks away, doesn’t look back, looks instead over the valley that swirls and grows in mist.


  


  At the middle of the slope he stops, and he stands there for a long time, knowing it’s much too soon, but listens for the birds anyway, listens for the songs he won’t hear for much too long.


  


  A giant of a man, dressed in black, with a white collar.


  


  “Beatrice,” he says, and clears his throat and tries again. “Beatrice, you made me a promise. I want you to keep it before we go.”


  


  At his side she takes his hand in both of hers and lifts it to her lips. A light kiss. A feather kiss. A gentle tugging until he looks down. He doesn’t smile until she does, and when he does, she laughs.


  


  “You’re just not going to tell me, are you?” he says, deepening his voice, feigning menace, but resigned all the same. When she gives him a teasing smile, a teasing shrug, he gives her in return a massive keening sigh—okay, I surrender, but be warned, not for long. He’ll find out eventually, he knows he will; nevertheless, as he hugs her and holds her and enjoys the valley one last time, he can’t help a whisper:


  


  “Who are you?”


  


  One last time.
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