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Part One

Working for Merlin Bloodstone is kind of like being owned by acat. Actudly, it' sworse. With acat you
have afaint chance of doping things out. If a cat leaves a dead mouse on your desk, you pretty much
have afifty-fifty shot at figuring that the cat’ s generosity-neuron randomly fired, or thelord of the manor
wants you take out histrash.

It snever that smple with Bloodstone. | comein to my desk and find al sorts of things|eft there for me.
It can be acrumbling bit of papyruswith Sumerian writing on it, or some faded newspaper clipping about
arain of frogsin New West Podunk, Arkansas. And the bits of animals he leaves, well, a
thoroughly-masticated mouse would be something | had a chance of recognizing.

And, yes, | can now identify eye of newt, but I don’t recommend it after too much tequila or before
enough caffeine.

Worgt of all, though, have to be the tarot card spreads. That Thursday | camein to find one there, which
surprised me, because we' d had atwo week moratorium on them after the FBI blow-up. The problem
with the tarot layoutsisthat figuring out what the cards mean isn’'t dways clear cut. For example, if the
artist added extra detailsto the card’ simage, do | figure they add nuances that the same spread from
another deck wouldn’t have? And if | wereto try figure it out while concentrating on such details, would |
miss the more subtle message that harkened back to some obscure interpretation of acard’'s meaning as
detailed in abook written by an insane, defrocked Hungarian priest in 1783?

The particular spread on my desk that morning had been laid out with adeck called The Black Tarot. It
featured the art of Luis Royo, and was long on gorgeous women in fantasy settings—at least asfar asthe
court cards and major arcanawere concerned. Most of the art was stuff Royo had done for book covers
or Heavy Metal, and the suit cards just picked up on an e ement from the Acesto be repeated
throughout the minor arcana. In other words, there was minimd artistic correlation with traditiona Tarot
designs here. Being afan of hiswork, | was|eft hoping that someday Royo might just sit down and paint
al seventy-eight of the cardsin adeck.

The spread, which seemed to be atruly random sdlection of cards, didn’t mean anything to me. Of
course, Bloodstone is the one who does dl the interpretation of cards here, but I'd learned to do abit in
sdf-defense. In alarger sense, though, the spread meant nothing because it didn’t represent one of the
layouts we' d been asked to work on. The Black Tarot hadn’t been used for one of the case spreads.
More importantly, we were no longer working on the Desthded er thing anyway.

Why those cards were sitting there | couldn’t fathom. Theideathat Bloodstone would dismiss my
questions about them with acasud, “Just afeding | had,” sent ashiver through me. Thefeding | had was
not good, and | started mentally drafting my resignation |etter.

Which isabout when the doorbell rang. That surprised me because anyone coming to consult Bloodstone
cals ahead for an appointment, then | talk to them over the intercom when they get to the gate and |

open it for them. Very few folks have the code for the gate and, at eight on a Thursday morning, none of
them were likely to be around. | had heard the gate open, but that was for agrocery delivery and the
driver knew he had to take the food around to the back.

| left the office, cut through the round foyer to the front door and swung it open. The woman standing



there wore her auburn hair long enough to just barely brush the shoulders of her black jacket. Thetop
button on her white blouse stood open, displaying her long neck and atriangle of tanned flesh at her
throat. Black dackswith arazor crease ended in ahint of aflarethat all but hid some very practical
shoes. Dark sunglasses concealed her eyes, but | knew, behind the aviators, they were anice blue.

A smile had cometo my face when | saw her, but it quickly died. “I’d loveto say I’ m happy to seeyou,
Agent Jensen, but you have to nutsto be here.”

“So far, seeing your faceis about the highlight of my morning, Moran, so don't give me atitude.” She
dipped into the foyer and pressed the door closed behind her. “1 need to talk to Dr. Bloodstone.”

“See, wearing ajacket like that in Phoenix in the August heet has clearly got you ddlirious.” | frowned,
then had to look up at her, both because | was a step down on the foyer floor and she would have been
eadly two inchestaler than | am if we were on the samelevel. “Firgt, you know that | have no idea when
Bloodstone will come down from histhird floor sanctum. Second, if | send him anoteto tell himyou're
here, he won't be coming down. Third, he’ snot got alot of love lost on you or the Bureau right now. He
doesn’'t nurse agrudge, he getsit ananny and enrallsit in boarding school.”

“I' know, | know, but he' s got to get over that.” She stepped down to my level and onto the middle of the
stone heart inlaid on the foyer floor. The grey stone had a sword driven through it and single drop of
blood welled up around the wound. A Latin motto decorated a scrolled ribbon below the design.
“Bloodstone can’t be that petty, can he?’

“Indeed, | can, Agent Jensen, and | even rather enjoy it.” Bloodstone svoicefilled the cylindrical room
from the second story landing, where the twin stairways spiraling up around the foyer meet. The chill
threading through hiswords guaranteed the air conditioning wouldn’t be cutting-in any time soon.

His voice made him seem far bigger than the tiny man really is—were the three of uslined up by height,
he' d bein front and my view would be unobstructed. His head was a bit too large for hisbody, and his
violet eyesahit too big for his delicate and sharply featured face, though the way he’ d narrowed them
kind of hid that. His black hair had been dicked back, emphasizing hiswidow’ s-peak.

To make matters worse—Bloodstone being in a snit being quite bad enough—my boss was looking
very necropolitan. He had dressed the way awell-dressed Goth would dress, if Goths ever dressed
well. Hewore along black coat over black dacks and shiny black shoeswith silver buckles. Hiswhite
shirt had no collar and the jacket revealed asilver gorget resting againgt his chest. He had hisfire opa
and platinum ring on hisright hand, but the fire in the gemstone couldn’t melt theicein hisvoice.

Jensen had turned and looked up at him, her sunglasses dipping down her dender nose an inch or two.
She opened her hands and even started to look abit penitent. “Doctor Bloodstone....”

Bloodstone gave her no chanceto finish. “There is nothing on this Earth that could cause you to believe |
would speak with anyone from your agency. You invited meto consult on the Deathdedler case. Y ou
prevailed upon me to consult despite my persond reluctance. Y ou provided me some materialsto work
with, but not all 1 wanted and needed to work with. Y ou agreed that my work on the case would be
kept grictly confidentid. And then, when aloca paper published a history of the Deathdedler seridl
murders, using confidentia information that had been hacked from aloca police database, and theloca
Sheriff put the blame for the security breach on my shoulders and those of Mr. Moran here, you did
nothing to defend us. Y ou let ustwist in thewind, evidently embarrassed at having it reveded that you
hired an occultist to consult about a murderer who tags his victims with tarot card spreads.”

“I know, Dr. Bloodstone, | know.” Pure pain poured through Jensen’svoice. A lot of sincerity came with
it. “I tried to get permission to make a statement but my superiors....”



“I had adeal with you, Agent Jensen, not your superiors.” Bloodstone' s nogtrilsflared. “Y ou gave me
your word. You brokeit. | told you never to appear here again. Thereis nothing you could say that
would make me change my mind.”

“I hopeto God thereis.” She nodded once, solemnly. “The Deathdealer racked up another victim. Last
night, right here in Phoenix. If you’ d had awindow open, you could have heard her scream.”

Part Two

| rodein thefront of the Taurus beside Agent Theresa Jensen, leaving Bloodstone alone in the back seet.
| kidded myself that I’ d chosen the front seat because the air conditioning is aways better up front, but
the fact was that Bloodstone' s cold fury was sucking enough heet out of the air that I” d have been frozen
stiff if I'd ridden back there. | didn’t even try to talk to him, and Agent Jensen stopped after a couple of
monosyllabic answersthat | trandated into a“just drive’ hand signd.

Bloodstone had every right to be angry, with thislatest serid murder performing the rough equivaent of
crossing high power lines. When the FBI had originally cometo him to ask him to consult on the serid
killing, he' d been very reluctant to do so. One condition of his agreeing to work with them was complete
anonymity. He'd said that if the Desathdealer were to learn he was on the case, things would change, and
for theworst, and he did not want to bear responsibility for that.

The FBI had acquiesced to his conditions and had given us copies of dl their files, which we agreed to
keep confidential. What they gave us, while exhaustive, was not enough for Bloodstone. He wanted to be
ableto touch the actua cards the Degthdedler had | eft behind to seeif he could pick up any sensations
from them. Whilel don't believein any of that psychic stuff, Bloodstone clearly thought psychometric
examination of the evidence would be helpful. The Feds refused that request, claming they didn’t want
evidence contaminated, which frustrated Bloodstone no end.

What the Feds wanted from him was interpretation and analysis of the tarot card spreads left behind with
the victims. Each of the victims had been a blonde Caucasian woman with blue eyesin her mid-20s, well
educated, fit, successful in business. Their trades varied from exotic dancer to Redltors, account
executives to business entrepreneurs. Thekillings had taken place dl over the country, at roughly six
month intervals.

The Feds couldn’t find any connection between the women, but that was no real surprise. Serid killers
tend to fixate on aparticular prey model and go after it. The FBI was hoping the card spreads,
comprised of eeven cards, would provide some sort of clue asto the killer’ s background or his
interaction with the women.

Something.

Anything.

Bloodstone got nothing. Thekiller dways used anew deck with each killing, and none of them were
unique or specia enough that their purchase would have attracted attention. He never used the same style
of deck twice. The spreads, whilelaid out rather haphazardly, were clearly positioned post mortem. The
card sdlection, with the exception of the significator—a card used in readings to represent the subject of
the reading—appeared to be completely random and utterly without vaue.

Thisdrove Bloodstone up awall, which made my lifealiving hell. Normally | function as Bloodstone' s
aide, but while he was working with the Feds, | was his amanuensis, and heavy on the dave part of the
word'sorigin. | took down more dictation that dead-ended, building his frustration and mine. | got to



hoping someone el se caught the Degthdedler becauseif | got my hands on him, he' d be shuffled, cut and
dedlt in short order.

That, of course, was bad enough, but things quickly got worse. The New Times, alocd entertainment
weekly with Pulitzer pretensions, had obtained computer files that included autopsy photos from victims,
and full reportsthat contained facts the Bureau had withheld to be able to sort copy-cats from the
genuine article. What they published was contained in the fileswe' d been sent and, while they admitted
the fileswere transmitted to them electronicadly, we got acall from Agent Jensen amost immediately to
seeif thefileswereours.

| took it and reminded her that because Merlin Bloodstone—occultist and reluctant immigrant from the
19th century—doesn’t like computers, she gave us hard copy of everything. Wedidn't haveit in
electronic form. She started investigating where any leaks might have occurred, but the damage was
aready done.

Sheriff Doug Hastings, who has found press conferencesto be aprimetool in crimefighting, ripped into
Bloodstone as the source of the leak. In an orgy of self-congratulations, he accused Bloodstone of being
a publicity-seeking, opportunistic mountebank. Hastings added that he’ d say Bloodstone wasin league
with the devil, but he didn’t want Satan calling up to protest the association. That remark really hacked
me off, mainly because I’d said it about Sheriff Doug during one of hisvisitsto Bloodston€e s office.

So, in the center ring of amediacircus, Bloodston€e' sinvolvement in the Deathdealer case was exposed.
The fact that he couldn’t offer any help underscored the mountebank remark, which angered him, and
fed back into his sense of dread concerning the Deathdeder. Bloodstone livesin aredlity that doesn't
awaysinterface wdl with the red world, but | knew that in hisworld, he wasfedling that thislatest degth
was somehow hisfault.

Thefact that it occurred only four months after the last killing, which pointed to an escalation of the
killer' scycletime, left me wondering if the Deathdealer weren't throwing down a gauntlet. 1t wouldn't
quite be in keeping with the accepted psychology of aserid killer, but the rules governing their behavior
are somewhat 1oose, and exceptions to them are bound to crop up. The Deathdealer had been
exceptiond through his spree so far, which sent a chill courang down my spine.

It didn’t help mattersthat Jensen took us to a house on the north side of Camelback Mountain. From the
front door | could see Casa Chaos. Bloodstone looked back at his home as he alighted from the car, and
| wasfairly certain he was wondering how his nemesis could have been so close and yet he felt nothing.

Wordlesdy we followed Agent Jensen. At the doorway we donned booties over our shoes and pulled on
latex gloves. Mine hung on my handslike asenior citizen' s skin—my hands are small—Dbut Bloodstone' s
just layered a corpse-like pallor onto his dender, long-fingered hands. He flexed his hands down into
claws, then uncurled them again dowly and ddliberately.

Jensen opened the door to the faux-adobe mansion and ablast of cold air dammed into me. “Private
security found her when they responded to asilent darm at 3 AM. Thekiller had cranked the AC down,
making sure the body cooled off faster. It makestime of death analysistougher, though | hope the
coroner will be ableto peg it from stomach contents.” She hesitated. “If we find the scomach, that is.”

Even with that sort of preparatory remark, and despite having seen autopsy photos of previousvictims,
there was no way to be ready for what | saw. It pretty much boiled down to a sunken living room,
carpeted in white, with ared ocean in the center of it. What once had been awoman rose like an gray
idand out of that ocean. Blood splatterstrailed over thewals, furnishings and celling like agdaxy of red
garsswirling in awhite sky.



The woman, who, as nearly as| could make out, was naked, lay on her back, with her hands up above
her shoulders, arms bent at the elbow. Her legs were bent, too, with heglstogether. The arrangement of
her limbs reminded me of the position of those frogs we dissected in high school, and she' d been laid
open about as effectively. The only things missing were the little paper labels attached to the organs that
had been removed.

Instead of those labels, though, | could seetarot cards. One on her forehead, one in each pam, one over
her pubic hair, and atrio crisscrossed on her exposed sternum. In addition we had one each on her heart,
liver, lungs and womb as they were laid out to theright of her body, in aline paralding the edge of the
couch.

It surprised methat | didn’t immediately turn and vomit, because | knew | should have. There was
something about her, though, the way shelay there, that removed her from humanity. She' d gone from
being a person to avictim and even a piece of evidence. It gave me some distance, and that was a
distance | was happy to maintain.

Thethree of uswere not alonein the house. Paradise Valey PD wasthere, with their forensic team
photographing, measuring, taking samples, dusting for printsand al the other thingsthey do. Bloodstone
drifted forward asif we were aone, however, approaching the body dowly and reverently. He stepped
down into the living room, to the edge of the crimson sea, and squatted. He closed his eyesfor a second,
then shook his head.

My boss dowly rose, turned and stripped off hisgloves. “Thisisn't a Desthdealer murder. Y ou know
that.”

A little bit of color drained from Jensen’ sface. | suspected.”

“You knew. You arrived at my house at eight, which was eleven back at Quantico. The agentsthere told
you thiswas not a Deathdealer case before their first cups of coffee had gotten cold.”

“They weren’'t on-gte.” Her arctic eyestightened as she stared down at him. “I needed to be sure.”
| frowned. “What am | missng here?’
Bloodstone glanced a me momentarily. “He utilized the Halloween Tarot.”

“Oh.” So far, the Deathdedler had never repeated use of adeck of cards. He' d used the Halloween
Tarot in the fourth murder, two years ago, in October. His employment of the Halloween Tarot at that
time had been taken as aclue, but no seasond factors matched up with any of the other killings. “The
significance of his utilization of that deck,” Bloodstone had concluded in adead-end memo, “isthat it was
easy tofind, especialy at that time of year.”

Bloodstone looked up at Jensen. “Had you told me the name of the deck, | could have dismissed the
connection in my office. Connor could have doneit over the phone. Now, if you have no further need for

“Look, Dr. Bloodstone, | fed bad about not being able to help you out through thiswhole thing. | want
to make amends, and | will. Right now, though, | need your help.” She pointed past him to the body.
“That was Syndi Rooker. She' s dead, and whoever killed her wanted to make it look like the
Desthdedler did it. Y ou know, aswell as| do, that the moment the press and Sheriff Doug get wind of
this, there€’ s no chance of conducting anything even gpproaching agood investigation. Wefinger a
suspect and hislawyer will be protesting that we' re looking for a scapegoat because we can't stop a
mongter. There' s dready reasonable doubt built in and with juries made up of folkswho aren’t smart



enough to get out of jury duty, chances are justice won't be served here.”

“Y ou want meto help you solve her murder, then.”

“I need you to, yes.” She nodded. “Y ou saw the cards. There' samessage there thistime, isn't there?’
Bloodstone gave her acurt nod. “Thereis. Misdirection, certainly.”

“That’ swhy this one is going to be tough, and we have to move fast. Longer we take, the better the
chances he has of covering up any mistake he made.”

Bloodstone tapped afinger againgt hislips. “If | am to help you, we will have to do this my way. Y ou will
interview her close associates, of course, and | will want to be apart of that process. At my home. In my
office”

The FBI agent stiffened. “That would be highly irregular. | don’t know if my superiors....”
“Tdl themyou'll dlear the murder in timefor nationa headlines on Sunday.”
She blinked. “What did you seethat | didn’t?’

“Many things, but whether or not they are rlevant remainsto be determined.” The diminutive occultist
shrugged. “It isvery clear to me, however, that solving this murder quickly isvitd. If we don't catch the
murderer swiftly, the presswill taly thisbody up to the Deathdeder. The Deathdedler won't like that.
With his cycle being so close, | don't want to see what he will do to vent hisire, do you? We will prevail,
we have no choice.”

Part Three

Serid killingsarereferred to as ritual crimes by law enforcement because the killerstend to repeet the
same behavior over and over again. Sure, they refineit, learning from their mistakes, but once they
develop apattern, it becomes asindividua asfingerprints. The murders have asignature to them, and the
Deathdealer’ s John Hancock was big, red and tough to miss.

Assplashy asit was, though, it was aso easy to imitate.

Thefilesthat had been hacked from loca law enforcement computers gave detailed descriptions of how
the Deathdedler operated. Read in chronologica order, the files even showed how he was adapting and
evolving. Thefirg victim was an exotic dancer and, while she wasin college studying to enter medical
schooal, law enforcement generaly listed her occupation as high risk for sex-related crimes. None of her
acquaintances even hinted at the idea that she might have been turning tricks—in fact, they dl said she
was very kind-hearted and abit naive. The police quickly assumed she might have falenfor a

hel plessness ploy—such as when Ted Bundy would put afake cast on hisarm to get coedsto help him
carry hisbooksto hiscar.

A couple of the Deathdedler attacks had occurred in the victims homes, and there were no signs of
forced entry, so this murder certainly fit the pattern that had been reported. Since Jensen didn't think this
was a Deathdedler murder, but someone trying to make it ook like it was, and since most murderers
know their victims, theimmediate task would be to rule out close acquaintances. With any luck at dl, the
killer would be someone with access to the home, and amotive for wanting Syndi Rooker dead.

If we were not lucky, the killer would be some demented copycat, which meant more blood waslikely to



soill. Faceit, anyone nuts enough to copy aserid killer’ smethod of operation is nuts enough to want to
rack up morekills and become something more than the person he Sarted out imitating.

Agent Jensen was ableto get usalot of information on Syndi Rooker, including the sort of headshot
publicity photos that the papers run. They weren't hard to look at in the least. She' d been avery pretty
woman, with a softness to her features and big doe eyes. She wore her blonde hair short and there was
something familiar about her. | knew I’ d seen her before in Phoenix, but it could have been just seeing the
picturein the paper or watching her beintervieved on TV.

She had done afair amount of local media. Her company, Thothsoft.com, had developed an integrated
internet browser that alowed usersto chat over it while surfing the web. Acquaintances would show up
asicons running down the left Side of the display—and the icons could be customized with their own
picture, or, more often, the image of some movie star or supermodd. Click on the icon and you send
instant private messages. Type into adiaog box and everyone gets your message. And if everyone has
daved their software to yours, you get to drive them on atour around the web —allowing for virtua
shopping junkets or student field trips. The software was called V oyager, though plenty cdled it VVoyeur,
snceusing it for tours of sex-siteswas popular.

Rumors abounded about the company and what it was going to do. Rooker was reported to bein
negotiations with Microsoft to acquire the Thothsoft, though AOL-Time-Warner was said to be coming
up with another offer. Everyone ese, from AT& T to Oracle, likewise was interested, and shares of
Thothsoft.com had been bucking the trend of dot-coms crashing and burning.

| read over the data on Rooker and made tea—Ti Kuan Yin for Bloodstone, a black tea blend flavored
with feljoafor Agent Jensen and Pu-erh for me to settle my ssomach—uwhile Bloodstone went up to the
third floor and returned with adeck of tarot cardsin hand. He had quite a collection of them up in his
sanctuary and not amonth went by that anew deck or other didn’t show up in the office. Bloodstone
had two or three favorites, including avery ornate Russan deck, that he used to impress high-paying
clients

Bloodstone quickly stripped out of the deck the cards that had been deposited on Syndi Rooker’ s bodly.
He placed them carefully on his mahogany desk—which was a control tower shy of being able to have
planesland on it—recreating the spread. He pondered over it, the size of his desk making him look alot
like achild chess-prodigy studying aboard. His concentration did not waver as| did histea onto the
desk.

The rectangular office redlly deserves describing. The north wall and the longer east wall arefloor to
ceiling with bookshelves. The ceiling actudly goes up to the height of the second floor rooms, and thereis
adoorway to asecond story corridor in the middle of the east wall. A cast-iron spira staircasein the
room’ s southeast corner provides access to the catwalk serving the upper section of the shelves. The
west wall is pretty much al window, looking out toward the north side of Camelback Mountain. From
the catwak it would have been just barely possible to see the Rooker house. The south wall runsfrom
the staircase to the wetbar by the windows. It's mostly abrag wall, with plaques and photos of
Bloodstone with the rich and famous adorning it. The doorway to the foyer is set in the middie of the
photo forest.

Bloodstone' s desk is centered against the backdrop of the north wall. My desk, which ismuch smaller,
sitsin the southwest corner, so | can attend the wet bar and make tea as needed. In the middie of the
room atan leather couch faces Bloodstone' s desk at adight angle, and a phaanx of three rust-colored
leather chairs defend the desk. Little end-tables Sit between the chairs and one long coffee table fronts
the couch. All the furnishings, including the black bust of Edgar Allen Poein the northeast corner, have
been positioned according to the dictates of Feng Shui. I’'m not sure that really makes a differencein how



the office functions, but when some folks are told about it, they smile and seem to calm down.

Bloodstone tapped afinger againgt the desktop. “Our killer is quite clever. | will use mae pronounsto
describe him, though | am not convinced of hisgender. | am aware, of course, that the crime scene
would indicate a crime of rage, but since our killer is aping the Deathdeal er, that passion could be
smulated. | suspect it was not feigned, though, not entirely. Thekiller did agood job. Hefollowed the
formulasavein onearea. These cardstell atae.”

Agent Jensen set her mug on the corner of Bloodstone' s desk and came around to stand beside him. “I
don't seeit.”

“Perhaps not, though not because of any lack of intellect. The Halloween Tarot swaps symbols on the
cards. Pentacles or coins become pumpkins, swords become bats, cups become ghosts and wands
becomeimps”

She gave him asiddong glance. “ That doesn't help much.”
“No, | supposeit doesnot.” Helooked up a me. “Connor?’
| shook my head. “From my perspective everything' sinverted, so I'd just read it wrong anyway.”

“It' sfairly smple, and obvioudy constructed. Rooker is represented by the Queen of Bats. Thisisa
woman who is solitary, usualy seen as smart and cregtive. She' snot averse to confrontation and can
even be aggressve.”

| nodded. “ Fits Rooker.”

“Seemingly, yes. Therest of the cardsilluminate her circumstance and possibly even identify thekiller.”
Bloodstone pointed to each card in turn of thetrio crisscrossed at the heart of the spread. “ Sheis
covered by the Knight of Impsinverted, taking ablond, blue-eye man from being a generous and
energized friend and lover to ajed ous cresture who is disruptive and frustrating. The crossing card isthe
two of pumpkins, indicating she was juggling things, looking for abaance. Thefact that the Knight is
covering her—and the killer chose to use the term covering in one of its more earthy
connotations—would suggest she was part of alovetriangle”

He shifted his attention to the four cards arrayed around the trio. He started with the card above, then
moved counter clockwise. “ She was hoping for the four of Imps, which indicates prosperity and possible
romance. Of recent import isthe three of Bats, suggesting betraya and grief. In the foundation position
we have The Lovers, one of the mgjor arcanathat can be interpreted literally, or asacard of temptation
and seduction. And for the near future we have the card Degth. It isa harbinger of change. These cards
taken together would paint of picture of awoman leaving atreacherouslover and moving into anew and
prosperous erawith romantic prospects.”

Jensen pointed at the four cards arrayed on the side. “ These four are read as aunit, correct?’

“Very good, Agent Jensen. Thefive of Pumpkins showsthe victim was at aturning point and in some
digtress. The six of Impstdlsusthat her friends thought she would be making the correct decison and
would win out. The Moon isin aposition to represent what she feared, and it isa card of deception. The
werewolf image on this card may be descriptive of someone she knew changing fearfully, becoming
violent. And then the last card, the Haunted Tower, thisisacard of disaster. Inverted, asit is, just makes
itworse”

The FBI agent sipped her tea. “ That makes for quite astory. Basicdly she ditchesthe Knight of Imps



because he' saweasel and he kills her. Now we just have to figure out who the Knight of Impsis.”

“And then we would figure out who the killer wantsto framefor her killing.” Bloodstone frowned. “Or, is
hethe killer and frames himself so he can clam hewasframed if caught? Asl said, heisclever.”

| smiled. “You'll just haveto be more clever.”

“Oh, I am, much more.” Bloodstone steepled his fingers and perched his chin on them. “ Once we know
if Syndi Rooker dyed her hair, and who knew it, we will have our killer.”

Part Four

| hate when he does that. He takes thislittle factoid that might not even exist—uwhether or not she dyed
her hair—and makes everything hinge on it. Granted, Bloodstone livesin hisown universe, which gives
him atourist’ s perspective on ours, but how her being worth L’ Oredl would point us to the murderer

completely escaped me.

Jensen didn’t seem terribly impressed, ether, though she did stare at him awaiting an explanation that
never did come,

Before she could ask him to eucidate, Paradise Valley detective Barry Kent entered the office. Barry
had been here a couple of times before—his tea preference was Darjedling, which | set to making right
away. He had consulted Bloodstone on cases where psychics were offering advice. He used Bloodstone
asapsychic bullshit meter, sorting wheet from chaff. Kent had sent people to Bloodstone when the
detective fdt they were vulnerable to psychic scams. The one case | remember best wasthat of afamily
whose twelve-year old daughter had gone missing. Bloodstone made sure they were sharp enough that
no fraud would con them out of money while promising more than could ever be ddlivered.

Kent, who is about athird again astall as Bloodstone, and very lean, nodded a greeting. “I’ ve cleared
interviewing folks here with the Chief, provided I'm present and dl the formdities are met with. Having a
cal from your people, Terri, helped agreat deal in making his mind up. I'm set to go. Can we do video?’

Bloodstone scrunched hisface up. “ Audio only, please. Connor, isthe system working?’

| turned away from the makings of tea, punched up a program on the G4 Cube at my desk, and put the
recording system online. “Pick-ups are live from the couch and chairs.”

Agent Jensen smiled. “Audio will haveto do, | guess. | think the best gpproach isto establish dibisand
motives. We know the knife used was from the kitchen, so anyone who had access to the house had the
means to commit the murder. We need to know who had keys.”

The detective came over and took amug of first-flush Darjeding from me and appropriated the nearest
of theleather chairs. “Dot-coms are risky, so | think the money angleto thisis going to be important. |
want it covered.”

Bloodstone picked up his cup and saucer, then moved to the centermost of the leather chairs. That wasa
relief because, given the snit he’ d sarted the day in, | was afraid he was going to have everyone turn the
chairs around while he remained behind his desk. Asit was, he did manage to nudge his chair out of line
and back severd inches, so both Agent Jensen and Detective Kent would have to turn abit to see him.

Kent sipped hismug, then lowered it. “My people are bringing her close associatesin. Oneis here now,
the chief programmer at Thothsoft. His name is Raymond Exner. The others are on their way. I’ll have



them held in your front room and dining room when they get here”
Bloodstone nodded. “ That will do. Connor, if you would summon Mr. Exner.”

| went to the office door and signaled one of the Paradise Valley copsto send the programmer in. When
Exner looked up | was pretty sure | recognized him, but | was having adevil of atime placing him. Then
it cameto me. I’d missed it because he had long pants on, and oxford shoes, a bit more paunch and a bit
lesshair, and not just from having had it cut. His hairline wasn't receding, his scalp had lost thewar and
was being occupied by the People’ s Republic of Baldness.

Bloodstone waved Exner to the couch. “Please, be seated. My condolences on the death of your
employer.”

“Thank you.” He looked around the room. He seemed unimpressed with what he saw, but brightened up
considerably when he saw the G4 Cube on my desk. “ Sweet machine.”

Thisadmission brought a scowl to Bloodstone' sface, since he resented the intrusions of the twentieth
century in his life—tolerating the phone only because it was a nineteenth century invention. He would
have said something, but Jensen leaned forward and spoke first. What she ended up saying was pretty
much boilerplate and repeated to the others, so I'll put it down once, then only record the variances
hereefter.

“Mr. Exner, I'm Specid Agent Theresa Jensen of the FBI. We relooking into the death of Syndi

Rooker. Y ou knew her and undoubtedly have information we Il find useful in figuring out who did it. You
are not under arrest. Thisisa preliminary investigation and we are taping our conversation. We re holding
the interview here because Dr. Bloodstone has been consulting with us on a case that may be related.”

“That Desthdedler thing?’
13 YS.”
“Dol need alawyer?’

Kent stretched. “If you want to cal one, you can, but if you have nothing to hide, there’ sreally no reason
to bring onein on this, isthere? If you want to stop at any point, we can do that.”

Exner nodded and frowned. Hisface still had that pinched expression | recognized from disgppointment
or suspicion. He pointed at Bloodstone. “Y ou two are cops, but what about him? Do | have to answer
his questions?’

Bloodstone st his cup and saucer down on thetable at hisleft. “1 believe you will find mine less onerous
than those asked by either Agent Jensen or Detective Kent, but you are under no obligation to answer
m"

“Okay, wdll, let’sgo. | want to help you catch the guy who did thisto Syndi.”
Jensen began. “How long have you known the victim?’

“Six years. | was at Microsoft for four years before | met her, then she came aboard as a manager in our
group. She had some idess about the net, but no one wanted to listen. She bolted after ayear and, um,
convinced me to come down here with her to work on projects. It wasjust the two of usfor awhile,
working on specid business applications. That gave ustheinitial money for Thothsoft.

“About two years ago we started working on Voyager.” Hisvoice picked up abit and he smiled, holding



his hands before him asif he were hefting an invisble capsule dightly larger than afootbdl. “It has
everything, you know. Browser that’ s better than Explorer or Netscape, and chat and instant messaging
that beats the snot out of 1CQ or their clones. We're set up to add Napster and Gnutellamodulesto let
folks provide a soundtrack to their webwanderings. It will smoke everything out there.

“And the best thing about it was that because folks would be hooked into our servers so they could chat
and tour their friends around the web, we' d know what they were doing. We Il be getting dl the dataon
where they go and what they see, then we'll be able to send them package tours of sitesthey’ll like.”

Kent nodded. “Like the casinos bundling gamblers on a bus and taking them to Laughlin.”

“No, man, you're thinking too small. Not an emal thing, better. Y ou want sites of prehistoric cave
paintings, we' ve got them. Cutting edge science, we ve got them.”

Agent Jensen arched an eyebrow. “Tours of kiddie-porn Sites.”

Exner straightened up asif she'd dapped him with atranscript of the Microsoft anti-trust suit. “Thenet’s
about freedom, you know. | don’t like those kinda cregps anymore than you do. Think of it thisway,
Agent Jensen, the pervoswill belining up to join you on some tour to Stingland and you'll have them dll

wrapped up.”
Kent held ahand up. “ So, if this Voyager goes big, you' Il make aton of money, right?’
The programmer shrugged. “| suppose so. Doesn't matter, though, | had stock options from way back at

Microsoft. I’ ve got more money than | can usein alifetime. | own alot of Thothsoft, too. Stock’s
aready dropping with news of Syndi’ s death, but it will be back. VVoyager will seeto that.”

Kent sat back, so the Fed asked a question. “Y ou can account for your whereabouts last evening?’

Exner nodded and yawned. “| left work about 9:30. Syndi had called and told me to knock off for the
day. | got home about 10.”

“Wereyou done?’
“Sort of "
“Meaning?’

The programmer smiled dyly. “I was done at the house, but logged into an IRC chat with Timothy Zahn
about his Star Wars novels. There satranscript at Jedinet.com. | logged in at 10:10, stayed to midnight,
asked some questions. Then | played Everquest until four—plenty of folks saw me there and will verify |
was online with them. After that | got some deep and hit the office by nine. That' s where you found me
hafway through my first can of Jolt.”

Jensen nodded. “Did you have access to the Rooker house? Did you have keys or know the security
code?”’

“I have keys and the security code numbers both.” Exner shrugged. “ Syndi headed up a software
company, but shewas't redly conversant with software and hardware. | mean, she knew our stuff
ingde and out, and was great convincing clientsto buy it, but installing stuff, recovering from adisk crash,
all those sorts of things were beyond her. I’ d get cdlsat dl hours go to over and fix things, or ingtal new
software.”

“Y ou didn’t mind getting called-on that way?”



“Nope. Part of thejob.”

Something in that answer prompted the barest flicker of aresponse from Bloodstone. “What do you
know of the Tarot, Mr. Exner?’

The programmer shook his head. “Nothing much. In school | programmed a card randomizing routine
and used Tarot cards because seventy-eight is more impressive than fifty-two. | wanted to do an interp
module for the thing, but never got around to it.”

“| see.” Bloodstone sipped more Ti Kuan Yin. “Thereis someindication that Ms. Rooker was moving
into aromantic relationship with someone. Would you know who that might be?’

Exner glanced down at his shoes. “Um, | guess that would be me.”
This brought Jensen’ s head up. “Y ou ‘ guess? Were you dating?’

“Not exactly.” He sighed. “L ook, when Syndi |eft the Great Satan she came down here. She wanted me
to join her to work on stuff, so I came down for avisit. One thing led to another and we had athing,
okay? So | came down and we saw each other for awhile, then she got busy and | got busy and we
drifted apart. With Voyager coming close to release, we were working closely again and things looked
good for starting up again. We d have time and al the money we needed.”

Bloodstone lifted his chin. “Do you know if Ms. Rooker dyed her hair and, if so, what the origind color
was?’

Exner’ sgrin broadened and he giggled alittle. “ She was anatura blonde.”

The answer did not appear to impress Bloodstone. He finished histea and then held his cup up to me.
“More, please. Agent Jensen? Detective Kent?’

Bloodstone sinquiry broke any flow of the questions being asked of Exner. The other two continued
with afew cursory questions about any enemies Rooker had, anyone she owed money to, and the like;
but the responses amounted to very little. Basically, for someone who had dated her four years ago, and
had worked for her since, Exner redlly knew little or nothing of Syndi Rooker’ s privatelife.

Then again, if he was spending time on the net chatting and playing Everquest—an online game addictive
enough to be known as Evercrack—he had a private life about as exciting asamed of sdtine
crackers—without the salt. The law enforcement officers said they would be checking on things and then,
at Bloodstone' s suggestion, asked Exner to stick around in case they had more questions.

The PV cop escorted Exner from the room while | was brewing Bloodstone some more tea.
“Connor,” he began.

| turned my head and scowled at him. “Y es, | recognized him. | knew him for severa years. Not hisfull
name, just as Ray. And | saw her with him a couple of times, probably when hefirst cametothevaley.”

Kent sat upin hischair. “ Details, Moran, sooner rather than later.”

| turned al the way around, folding my arms across my chest, and leaned back against the wetbar.
“Okay, | play indoor soccer on Sundays on the west side of town. Ray played for about three years, up
to two years ago. | mostly played against him and he was a pain in the butt. Rooker came to some early
games, and he was playing to her—saluting her when he' d score, that sort of thing. He wasn't bad, but
wasn't great. Still, he usudly got at least one god agame off me.”



Agent Jensen came walking over for arefill of tea. With thefluidity in her gait, I’ d haveloved to have
gotten her out on the field playing on our team. Heck, just the way she’ d look in shorts would have been
inspiring. Thefact that she carried agun, that would count for alot, too.

“Y ou ever play on the same team?’

“Pick-up games, sometimes. | played for ateam he was on for one season, when my team took the
summer off. Everything had to be just so for him. His water bottle had to be in one place. He had to Sart,
or his game would be off. He ironed his game shirts. He always was telling me how to do my job. It sa
game, you know? We go to work on Monday. Winning is nice, but, gosh. We dl pay the samefeesto
play—though if | knew he was a Gates Welfare child, I’ d have talked him into sponsoring us.”

The Federa agent smiled. “He never got Thothsoft to sponsor ateam?”’
| thought back. “ Actudly, there was one, just for a season, hislast season.”
“What happened?’

| took the teaball out of Bloodston€e' s cup. “My team played against Thothsoft. They beat us, Exner got a
hat trick—scored three.”

The FBI agent nodded. “1 know what that is.”

“Okay, s0 after the game my friend Dariusand | are Sitting there having a soda, watching the game after
ours. Exner comes over, gives me static about his scoring spurt. | give him crap back, telling him that
anyone could beat agodie at point blank range. He said, * Y ou couldn’t.” Insert macho posturing here.
Anyway, anew game comes up and the teams are short, so Exner goesinto the god for one team,
Dariusand | play on the other. Dariusfeeds me, | pump four in on Exner.”

“And he quits playing in disgust?’

“Nope, after the fourth god he’ s till giving me grief, dides on another shot and takes me down. Hard. |
limp off. Darius getsthe ball, ddivers awicked shot, snapstwo of Exner’ sfingers. So much for typing
code. | heard his boss dissolved the team. That would have been Rooker, | guess.”

Bloodstone smiled. “ Stopping someone from playing soccer—there’ samotive for murder.”

“Yeah, wecdl it ‘justifiable homicide,” boss.” | shrugged and brought him histea. “ Ray’ s got money, was
looking at getting back together with the vic, so the two big motives are out. | don't think soccer isit, at
least not after two years.”

“Alas, you are probably correct.” Bloodstone set his tea beside him, then adjusted his coat. “ Perhaps,
Detective Kent, our next guest will provide with more useful information

Part Five

Therewas no question in my mind that | had never seen Virginia Okamoto before, at soccer or
anywhere. I’d have remembered. I’ d have remembered very well.

Of average height and an athletic build, Jni Okamoto entered the room somewhere between strolling and



gliding. She wore adeeveless sundresswith adark flora design. The dress buttoned down the front and
had atie at the back of thewaist to help fit it to her body. Her fleshtone—a cafe-au-lait brown—came
from genetics, not sunlight, and the red-streaksin her black hair were artificially added. | assumed her
heritage was pretty much equa parts African and Asian, with my assumption being aided and abetted by
big, brown, dmond-shaped eyes and black hair that had been straightened before being pulled back into
ashort ponytail.

“I'm Jni Okamoto, that’ s jay-eye-en-eye; short for Virginia. | was named after the state.” Sheflashed a
smile and seated hersdf on the couch while Agent Jensen went through the formalities. Jni ligened to it
al, didn't voice any problem with Bloodstone or me being there, and snorted when it was suggested she
could cal on alawyer if shewanted one.

“I have nothing to hide.” She crossed her legs then smoothed her dress. “Last night | was out with
girlfriends & aMercury game. We did some clubbing after that, | got home around midnight alone, and
was aone until | reached work. Except that a half-hour before work | did get coffee at Starbucks.”

She had Bloodstone with her until she mentioned Starbucks. Bloodstone felt Starbuck’ sline of
tea-flavored drinksin some way chegpened the noble leaf. Had she said she'd ordered iced chai, he
would have scowled at her. If she'd actudly used the term “Venti” to describe her

sl ection—Bloodstone hates Starbuck’ s drink-size euphemisms—he d have had her bodily removed
fromthe building.

Kent smiled at her. *'Y ou’ ve worked how long for Thothsoft?’

“| garted two years ago, came in as an intern for the summer. | worked for Syndi as an aide, then pretty
much became her Xray buffer.”

Bloodstone cocked his head to the side. “Her what?’

“Xray buffer. Xray was our pet namefor Ray Exner. They’ d had athing—that was how she got him to
leave Microsoft. He worked hard, kept hoping they’ d get together again. She kept him on astring. She
was good at that.” Jini shook her head. “Ray never saw he didn’t have achance. He was back in the
pack and wasn't moving up.”

My baossraised histeacup toward his mouth. Y ou suggest she had another lover, then?’

“Only one? Syndi aways needed away to hook people. Shewas very pretty, pretty powerful and had
charisma. Folkswant a piece of that. She found away to get to them and often enough that way was by
letting them get to her”

The PV detective narrowed his eyes. “That how she got to you?’
Jni’shead came up. “ Just because | go to aMercury game with female friendsyou figureI’m alesbian?’

Bloodstone set his cup down, then peered at her over steepled fingertips. “ Y our answer is hardly
respongive and makes alinkage where perhaps none was intended.”

“Sure, we'll pretend he didn’'t mean it that way. Look, | like basketball, the Suns aren’t playing right now
and | can't afford tickets to them anyway.”

“Very good, Ms. Okamoto.” Bloodstone smiled. “And last evening’ s game againgt Indianawas agood
one. | quiteenjoyed it.”

“Sodid |. We gtarted dow, but won going away.” Jini nodded and grinned broadly. “ Asfor the origind



guestion, yeah, she made a pass at me—she was kinda omniamorous that way, | guess. | said thanks but
no thanks. Look, thetruth is, she treated me like shit, worked me long hours and underpaid me. Since
she'sdead, | guess| shouldn’t say that, but it’ sthe truth.”

Kent gave her half grin. “What were your duties, asde from being her Xray buffer?’

“All sorts of things. | did her scheduling, checked cell phone hills, figured out who got the corporate seets
at sporting events, did shopping for her. | was her mom, her banker and, on the few times she chose to
invokeit, her conscience.”

“That soundsrough.” Agent Jensen frowned. “Why did you stay?’

“Two reasons. While | wasworking there asanintern, | redlized that if | stuck in school and got my
degree, I’ d be on the outside looking in when VVoyager hit. School will dways be there, but the chanceto
learn from Syndi as she took an ides, crested ateam, got the project rolling and delivered, that wouldn't
always bethere. | decided | could be useful to her. | showed her | waswilling to take one for the team,
and she rewarded me with the second reason | stay: stock options. At the end of two yearswith the
company, which is another six weeks off, | earn enough stock options to make tuition something | can
take out of petty cash.”

Bloodstone gave her agentle, approving smile. “You'll also be able to afford Sun’ stickets.”
“Voyager hitstheway it should, | can afford to buy the Suns”
My boss nodded dowly. “Y ou said you offered to take one for the team. What did you mean?’

Jni shrugged her shoulders. * Xray was hoping to work more closdly with Syndi on the Voyager project,
back when it started. | stepped in and made aplay for him. We dated some, for a couple of months,
which |eft her free to pursue others. Pretty soon, though, Xray forgot al about me.”

Kent snorted. “Back to Syndi?’

“Nope, he' saprogrammer. His mistress was Voyager. He was up al hours coding things, working on
problems and stuff. Hewas no fun.” Shefiddled with the band holding her ponytail together. “I found
other thingsto do, and Xray just worked on the program.”

Questioning of Jni Okamoto tailed off after that. They did establish that she had keysto the Rooker
place and knew the darm codes because she house sat when Syndi was out of town. She didn’t think
Syndi had enemies, though she had ayounger brother, Bill, who would bounceinto her life, mooch for a
month, then disappear. Jni had met him once when she was housesitting and didn’t think he was that bad
asort. They established that she knew virtudlly nothing of the tarot—and her describing having areading
done by apsychic dl but made Bloodstone ill. They aso learned that she was pretty sure Syndi didn’t
color her hair, snce Bill had similar coloration.

Bloodstone followed up with onefind question. “Mr. Exner is of the impresson that Ms. Rooker was
warming to him again. Was she returning to Xray? Would it have been possible without your knowing
it?’

“No on both counts.” Jini shook her head. “ Syndi had been deeping with Martin Jost, the head of our
marketing division. She wanted Marty to join Thothsoft because of his skills and because hiswife came
from money. Jost secured afirst round of funding from her for the company. About ayear ago things
cooled there, but recently Syndi went back to him for a second round. We got a second round of funding
from hiswife”



“Y ou're suggesting they becameloversagain?’

Jni shrugged. “Shedidn’t say, | didn’t ask, but | started seeing the same pattern of cell phone cdlsto the
Jost household that I’ d seen when they were hot and heavy. | thought the new funding might have been a
payoff for Syndi to leave Marty done—hiswife' sfamily would be death on scandd. If so, it didn't take,
because the cdls are till going on.”

“Thank you, Ms. Okamoto, you have been most helpful.” Bloodstone stood and nodded his head to her.
“We may have some other questionsfor you later.”

Jini |eft the room moving asfluidly as she had when enteringit.
Kent stood and stretched. “Y ou get the feeling that Xray wasin denid about Rooker?’

“Soit would seem.” Bloodstone nodded. “ Definitely amultidimensiona image we are getting of her. Still,
neither Exner nor Ms. Okamoto have financid reasonsfor killing her. No evident passion there, either.”

The detective smiled. “Well, we might get that with the next set. Marty Jost isup, and has hiswife, Helen,
with him. She' salawyer and well connected locdly. She' sfrom the Mdtby family. We'll haveto be
careful, or he' ll clam up, she'll complain to the powersin the state and we' rein trouble.”

“If we want to solve this, we have to take that chance.” Jensen shrugged. “ Okamoto gave usagood
place to begin prying Jost open. Let’s get started, shal we?’

Part Six

| was pretty much prepared not to like Marty Jost on generd principles, seeing ashow hewasa
marketing puke. Despite the fact that his conduct could be described as Presidentia, | also was uneasy
with hisdeegping around on hiswife. | waswilling to dlow as how they might have had some sort of an
arrangement, but that kind of thing was outside my experience and pretty much beyond my
understanding.

Marty let hiswife enter the office before he did, sharpening the contrast between them. While she wastall
and dender, wearing her black hair pulled back into tight bun, her skin tone was closer to cadaverous
than it was the rich gold of his. She wore ablack business suit over awhite blouse and astrand of pearls
that had matesin her earrings. She looked every inch alawyer, right down to the narrowed dits of her
brown eyes.

The only unlawyerly thing about her, in fact, wasthe rednessin her eyes. | wasn't sureif tears cried
because you' d learned your husband’ s lover had been killed would make eyesred like that. That she
wasn't offering high-fives over the Situation spoke wdl of her.

Marty was pretty much the anti-lawyer; but that' s kind of the definition of marketing folks anyway. He
had dressed in lime-green dacks and golf shirt—and should have been shot on sight for wearing those
clothes anywhere besides agolf course. Hisleft hand didn’t seem asdark as hisright. Using my
deductive reasoning skills | assumed he spent alot of time playing golf, with aglove on that hand. | took
the golf resort logo on his shirt as a confirmation of my surmise. Marty smiled once hiswife had swept
past him, with hisblue eyes bright and his medium-length blond hair perfectly in place.

Helen waited at the edge of the couch, then nodded to Marty to Sit before she began spesking. “I'll be
representing my husband here, and I’ [l terminate this interview whenever | seefit.” Her voice cametight
with upset. It was easy to assume she was outraged that her husband would be considered a suspect.



Bloodstone, who had risen as she entered, smiled and waved her to a seat on the couch. “Y our
willingnessto participate is appreciated. Perhagps you would like sometea? Ti Kuan Yin for Mrs. Jodt,
Connor.”

That surprised me, as Bloodstone had offered no one e se refreshment. Ti Kuan Yin was supposed to be
good for strengthening the spirit and calming folks, so | could see why he wanted her to have some. |
rose and started making it as Agent Jensen went through the formalities. The occasiona glance | shot
toward the couch showed Marty leaning forward, e bows on knees, nodding positively. Helen sat back,
her legs crossed, her |eft arm across her bdly, her right hand covering her mouth.

| brought Mrs. Jost her tea and she accepted the mug with asilent nod.

Bloodstone | et her take asip, then began speaking in alow voice. “We have some questions, and we
know thisisdifficult for you. As Agent Jensen and Detective Kent will tell you, amurder investigation
often centers on the people around the victim. Mr. Jogt, it has been suggested that you and Syndi Rooker
had an ongoing and intimate relationship.”

Marty hesitated for amoment, then hung his head, nodding. “When Syndi first gpproached me, Helen
and | were having some difficultiesin our marriage. A variety of things were weighing us down, and my
affair with Syndi could have shattered what we had. We worked through it.”

“S0, the affair was over? When did it end?’

“My relationship with Syndi ended over ayear ago.” He glanced a hiswife with no hint of shame on his
facefor telling such abad lie. When the subject of the recent cellular phone calls came up, he'd not be a

happy camper.
Kent put an edge on hisvoice. “ So, were you jealous that she and Exner were getting back together?”’

The marketing man laughed. “ Jealous of Ray? Not if he was on hisbest day and | was on my worst.
Look, guyslike Ray, they might be geniuses. He might, in Voyager, have created something that could
fundamentally change the world aswe know it; revolutionize everything, but what difference doesthat
make? Without Lenin, where was Marx? Without St. Peter, where would Jesus have been? The
innovators aways hold someone like me in contempt, but I’ m the guy who makes sure the world realizes
it needs what they have to offer. Without me creating desire—informing people that they have a
need—the inventors are nowhere.

“Asfor hisrdationship with Syndi, past, present or future, it didn’t matter to me. She and | were history.
I’ d accepted that, especidly because of what we were able to do with Voyager. It was taking Thothsoft
to the top. The money from the stock options and stock we own would buy alot of happiness.”

Jost’ sreply kicked the money motivein the teeth, and did collatera damage to the ideathat he'd killed
her because of Exner or hiswife had killed her over the affair. Theresa Jensen tried to salvage something
from the interview by asking if Syndi had colored her hair. Jost said he didn’t think so. In responseto
Kent'sdibi question, Jost reported that he and his wife had enjoyed dinner at the Chart House, had seen
alate showing of The Patriot, then had gone home and gone to bed. Helen had little more than apassing
knowledge of tarot cards. Marty said he' d done readingsin college for friends, as agag, but said he used
to just wing it and couldn’t remember much anyway.

Jensen frowned. “ Something | want to get clear: Mrs. Jost, you provided Thothsoft with an initial round
of funding, presumably a Mr. Jost’ s urging, while he was having an affair with Syndi Rooker.”

Helen Jost nodded. “I have atrust fund that alows me to finance businesses.”



“Then you learned of the affair, and you still provided a second round of financing? It was suggested you
did that to pay Syndi off so she'd leave your husband aone.”

Marty and hiswife both laughed, he more easily than she. Helen shook her head. “Whoever said that
it privy to the financing agreement. It is quite favorableto us, not a al how it would beif Syndi were
being paid off. Providing the financing was a sound business decison.”

Helen sipped a bit more tea, then set the mug down on the coffee table. “If there are no more questions,
thisisahorrid day.”

Kent was about to dismiss them, but Bloodstone held ahand up. “I appreciate your emotiona turmoil,
Mrs. Jogt. | know how you fed.”

“| don't think, Dr. Bloodstone, you have any ideahow | fed.”

My boss amethyst eyestightened over steepled fingers. “1 made amisstatement. My gpologies. You are
correct. Unlikeyou, I've never had alover butchered.”

Weretheteadill in her hand, thejolt that shook Helen Jost would have sprayed it everywhere. Her right
hand rose to cover her mouth, then the left joined it and her face sank behind aflesh and bone curtain.
Marty leaned toward her and dung hisleft arm over her hunched shoulders. | don't know what he
murmured to her, but she gave no sign that she had heard him above the silent sobswracking her.

Bloodstone' s voice remained low and quiet, yet was not difficult to hear. “ A year ago, in the paper, when
you were made a partner in Cooper, James and Feldsen; it was noted you were one of Theodore
Matby’ s grandchildren. Detective Kent reminded me of your family ties moments ago. Y our

grandfather’ s conservative leanings are not unknown—rare is the man who considered Barry Goldwater
alibera. He beieved in family and provided for you dl, very well. And the trusts he | eft for you are well
protected, as the news stories about the litigation in your cousin’ s divorce pointed out severa years ago.

“My hopeisthat your marriage to Mr. Jost here was not purely a mercenary union. Discovering that you
loved the woman he d had an affair with, well, it might have come as a shock—but greater would have
been your family’ s shock at discovering you were aleshian. | suspect that would have revoked your
trust. Y ou invested trust money in Thothsoft because if the company paid off, your wealth would be
independent of your grandfather’ s conservative strictures on it. Y ou would befreeto live your life asyou
wished, with Syndi Rooker asyour partner.”

Helen sniffed and took atissue from the box | carried from my desk. “How could you possibly think...?’

Bloodstone' s voice sharpened. “Helen, you are not a stupid woman, so playing stupid will not do. You
cannot convince us that your tears are for afriend, awoman who had seduced your husband and used
her relationship with him to con you out of money. Y our husband’ s says he ended the affair with Syndi a
year ago. Cell phone recordsindicated callsto your homein asmilar pattern to when the affair was
ongoing. Surmises about the nature of the second round of funding and the purpose of your investing so
much in Thothsoft have combined with that call data and knowledge of Ms. Rooker’ s sexual appetites,
leading to my conclusion. | would have suspected a menage a trois save that her degth clearly affects
you more than it has your husband. Rumors and public knowledge about your family’ sfinancid affairs
made drawing the complete picture rather inescapable.”

Helen looked at him for amoment, then closed her hands over her face again.

Kent shook hishead. “Wait aminute. If she was having an affair with Rooker, then Jost herehasa
motive, Snce she' sgot the money.”



Marty frowned. “Wrong. Neither of uswanted her dead. The thing about thetrust isright. If she comes
out asaleshian, her trust fund evaporates. If Helen and | divorced, because of the nature of the trust and
aprenup, I'd get nothing from her family. The only thing I'd walk away with ismy share of assets
acquired during our marriage, which includes the options and stock we got during the second round of
funding. If anyone was getting paid off, it was me—but that’ s not how it was.”

The detective raised an eyebrow. “ Y eah, tell me how it was.”

Marty started to speak, but Helen brought her head up and wiped away her tears. “It waslike this,
Detective. My family isvery conservative and | spent years denying what | knew to betrueinsde me. |
wanted to be straight. | hid my attractions. Marty and | met and | loved him, | redly did. | didn’t tell him
about what | felt insde because | wanted to be hiswife and for everything to be dl right.

“That trouble he said we were having, wdll, I’ d had an affair with awoman. Theideathat your wife
wantswomen isagutshot to alot of guys. They think they aren’t much of aman. So he had an affair with
Syndi, to get back at me, to prove he was aman, whatever. But he also said he ill loved me, and |
loved him. We worked things out and realized | had to be true to me. We knew my family would cut me
off, so we figured out how to make sure| didn’t need them anymore.”

She sniffed, but as she spoke strength flooded her words. “Marty, he kept me sane during al of this.

He' s been very accepting and has hel ped me. The money we' [| make when Thothsoft issold to
Microsoft isafraction of what | owe him for being understanding. We' re dill friends, very close friends.”
Shereached out and grabbed hisleft hand, holding it very tightly.

Bloodstone glanced sidelong at Kent. “ They have no reason to want her dead, and every reason to want
her dive”

Kent snarled. “No one does. We have a body and no reason at all for anyone to want her dead.”

A new voicethat | recognized al too easily, boomed from the doorway. “ There' s a damned good reason
to want her dead,” announced Maricopa County Sheriff Douglas Hastings. “I know what it isand, better
than that, I’ ve got the killer being booked downtown, even as you dumbasses sit there gawking at me.”

Part Seven

There may be some of you who are not yet acquainted with Douglas Hastings, our county Sheriff. HE's
the sort of man who would think of Jesse Helms as being aleftist pinko, and has serious suspicions about
anybody who doesn't have an ironclad dibi for afateful November day in Dallas, 1963. (My having
been severd years shy of birth at that date has put me into the secondary ring of suspects.) He' s become
famous for serving county inmates surplus corndogs and threatening to makethe TV in thejail broadcast
Teeubbiesdl thetime,

He once had the build of alinebacker, but that wasin the day when linebackers weren’t giants, and his
shoulders were wider than hiswaist. His hawk-nose clearly took one too many forearm shiversin his
younger days. He d had hisiron-grey hair chopped short, then combed it forward to cover hisbading
scap. I'd cal hisdark eyes piggish, but pigs have fedings, right?

Sheriff Doug stood there in the doorway, fists planted on hips, glaring triumphantly. The Jostsrose and
turned to face him, then Hagtings dismissed them with ajerk of hishead. He gracioudly took astep
forward so they could dip past, then he nodded at the deputy behind him to close the doors.

“Y ou see, while you' ve been here listening to Merlin the Meddler, I’ ve been working hard.” He strode
into the room with hisfists still on his hips, moving one foot forward and then the other, asif someone had



made a giant croquet wicket out of rebar and had stuffed it down his pants. His suit, which had been
woven of the finest khaki polyester and tailored in awestern style, didn’t quite squesak as he moved, but |
could tdll it really wanted to.

The rebar evaporated as he seated himself on the left arm of the leather couch. That arm did creak and |
saw Bloodston€e slips get thinner. “We swept Rooker’ s brother Billy up after acitizen reported finding a
vagrant behind the pool house. He was strung out, talking about blood and his sister. He had some of her
stuff in his pockets, including akey to the house.”

Bloodstone stood, filling his hands with his cup and saucer. “And you suppose, Sheriff, that Billy Rooker
killed hissgter?’

“Don’'t have any psychic vibes about him, do you, Bloodstone? Y ou should, there are plenty. Drunk and
disorderly, burglary, assault, possession of adeadly weapon, possession of cocaine. HE sgot a
rap-sheet taler than you. Well, hel, babies born yesterday got a rap-sheet taler than you, Bloodstone.
Fact is, Rooker had cut Billy off, wasn't going to pay for him to go to rehab any more. Hetold usthe key
was one he' d made when they were dtill talking and shelet him crash there.”

Kent sighed. “Means and motive. More than we have on any of the others.”

“Exactly.” Hastingsthrust his chin at Bloodstone. “Not going to offer me acup of victory tea? Where are
your manners?’

“Connor, oblige the Sheriff.” Bloodstone smiled coldly. “We need to show him some kindness, sncewe
will show histheory noneof it.”

“What are you talking about?’

| got up and started making the Sheriff acup of Earl Grey tea. It' sthe only thing we have that he'll drink,
snce he' ssuspicious of foreign teas. Somewhere he' s gotten the impression that Earl Grey is named after
Zane Grey’ s brother, and what could be more American than that?

Bloodstone sipped, |etting Hastings wait, which made the Sheriff hotter than Bloodstone' stea.
Determined that Hastings had fumed long enough, Bloodstone lowered his cup. “Isthere any indication
Billy knows anything about the Tarot? Did he have cards on him? Were discarded cards found nearby?
Was he wearing glovesto prevent leaving fingerprints?’

Hislip curling into asneer, Bloodstone offered afind salvo. “Perhaps, in his possession, you found his
sger’ssomach.”

The Sheriff’s chin came back. “No, but he described the scene. He said he must have cut her. He said he
was mad at her.”

“Of this| have no doubt, Sheriff. Please, St down on the seat.” Bloodstone walked past Kent and
toward hisdesk. “It is blatantly obvious her brother came to the house, found her dead, then fled,
terrified. He undoubtedly set off the alarm that led to her discovery.”

“Obviousto you, maybe, Bloodstone.”

“Obvious enough for even you, Sheriff.” Bloodstone' s upper lip amost twitched itsway to another sneer.
“The person who killed Syndi Rooker did so with passion, aswell as calculation. Thresten her, tie her
up, hit her, stedl from her, dl of these things her stoned brother could have done. Imitate the Deathdedler
down to placing cards on the corpse, not possible.”



Bloodstone set his cup and saucer down on his desk, then scooped the spread tarot cardsinto a pile and
returned them to the deck. “ Thekiller here was highly motivated and intelligent. The exposé of the
Deathdealer’ s methods created an opportunity to murder Syndi Rooker. The only thing we know about
the Deathdedler that the killer did not wasthis: my analysis of the tarot card spreads left on the victims.”

Agent Jensen shook her head. “But you said those spreads were inconclusive and meaningless.”

“Exactly.” Bloodstone smiled. “Our killer learned enough about the tarot to manufacture a spread, but his
knowledge of the cards stopsthere. | believe thisis something we can exploit.”

“Explait it dl you want, Bloodstone.” Hastings raised the mug of teall handed himinasdute. “I’ve got
my man and I’m keegping him.”

“Very good, Sheriff, you are welcometo him.” Bloodstone nodded to me. “ Connor, if you would be so
good asto fetch Mr. Exner, Ms. Okamoto and the Josts. Detective Kent, if you would move your chair
around for Ms. Okamoto.”

Hastings blew on histeato codl it. “What are you pulling here?’

“What concernisit of yours, Sheriff?'Y ou have your man.” Bloodstone shrugged and his voice softened.
“I will havethe murderer.”

Agent Jensen looked up. “Did you hear something | didn’t?’

“Undoubtedly, but that’ s not important at the moment.” Bloodstone fanned the cards out in hisleft hand,
then swept them together again, and began to shuffle. “We all agree that everyone had means, no one
had amotive and, given the lengths the killer went to in cresting the impression that the Deathdedler killed
Syndi Rooker, | will suppose any physical evidence of his presence will be minimal or accounted for by
his acquaintance with Ms. Rooker. The chances of aconviction hereare minimd. Unless...”

Hastings snorted as he moved away from the couch. “If you' ve got nothing, you' re not going to get a
confesson.”

“On, | think aconfession could bein the cards.”

| opened the doors into the foyer and nodded to the cops stationed by the doorsto the front room and
the dining room. “We need them dl.”

| noticed Hastings had only brought one deputy with him, the man who had stayed at the door. The
deputy squared up as the other cops sent the suspects back to the office. His eyestightened as each
suspect walked past, with Exner in the lead and Okamoto last, having put the Josts between her and

Xray.

| pulled the doors shut behind us al. Bloodstone, standing on the far sde of the coffee table, smiled and
pointed the visitorsto their seats. “Mr. Exner, Mr. And Mrs. Jogt, the couch, please. Ms. Okamoto, the
chair isfor you.”

“Being told I’ m getting the chair isn't what | wanted to hear.”
Hastings snorted at her remark. “It’ sthe needlein this state, missy.”

Bloodstone' s dark glance at the Sheriff suggested one person would be getting the needle, and it would
go deep. Hastings had come around to stand with his back to the windows, near the chair, putting himself
at right anglesto Bloodstone and the guests. Kent and Agent Jensen both stood back and away from



Bloodstone, Kent with his hands clasped at the small of his back, shewith her arms crossed.

| returned to my desk and sat, able to see around most of Sheriff Doug to watch Bloodstone at work. |
wasn't quite sure what Bloodstone was going to do, but I’ d watched his thegtrics enough to recognize
when he was setting up for amgjor display. | considered, briefly, calling the bomb squad because |
knew, no matter how it turned out, Hastings would explode. | decided to live dangeroudy and just watch
him boil.

If enough of him evaporated, my line of sight would be totally unobstructed.

Bloodstone fanned the tarot cards out as amagician might at the start of atrick, drawing the attention of
thevigtors. “ There are some things | must explain to you so you understand what | am going to do. Ms.
Rooker’ s murder was made to look like the work of the serid killer known asthe Deathdealer. He
brutally butchers hisvictims, then leavestarot cards scattered over their bodies. Y ou would know this
unless you had the good luck or good taste to avoid last month’s newspaper coverage of his predations.”

Hastings smiled dowly, but said nothing.

“In that coverage, | was mentioned. At various points | was caled ashaman, a psychic, awarlock and,
by our esteemed sheriff, a‘fakir, fraud and mountebank.’ | hope | quoted you accuratdly, Sheriff, though
| fear | may have dropped some of your more colorful adjectives.”

“Y ou caught my drift.”

“Indeed.” Bloodstone graced him with avaguely courteous nod. “Infact, | am none of thosethings. | am
an occultigt. | study that which is hidden in order to find truth. The FBI had asked meto look into the
Deathdealer case because of the tarot angle. Thisiswhy | was asked to consult on the Rooker murder.
Already, in speaking with you, agreat ded of information has been revealed, but | need more, and smply
talking will not get it for me.”

Bloodstone thumbed through the deck of tarot cards and pulled a pack of five cards aside. Helaid them
face down on the coffee table. He continued on through the rest of the cards, grunted, cut and squared
them, then dipped them into the left hand pocket of his coat. He picked up the five cards he' d dedlt out,
studied their faces, then closed his hands around them.

“Before | proceed, | need you to understand a couple of conceptsin the realm of magick. Thefirst isthe
Law of Smilarity. It suggests that two itemsthat are Smilar have some sort of amystical bond.
Iconography isasimple offshoot of this: the ideaisthat having apicture of asaint or wearing amedalion
of some god somehow links you to that being, presumably for your benefit. Burning someonein effigy is
likewise something that utilizesthis sameidea, but in amore maevolent form.”

He brandished the cards, fanning them before the visitors who strained to look at the faces when he
flashed them. “ These cards come from a deck that is of the same design asthat used by Syndi’ skiller,
and used by the redl Deathdedler in one of his murders. Being from the same print run, on the same
stock, with the sameimages and ink, they are dl but identica. Twins, if you will, or triplets, and we all
know the sort of tight bonds such children have with each other.”

The visitors nodded, spellbound by Bloodstone' slow and rich voice. Even Hastings nodded for a
moment before he caught himsdlf. Verdict: guilty. Punishment: ablush that made hisface as pink asthe
underwear he makes inmates wesr.

If Bloodstone noticed his discomfort, he gave no sign of it. “A companion law of magick is Contagion. It
holds that anything that has been in contact with another thing has abond with it. Pieces of the True



Cross, therdicsof saints, avia of Elvis swest: dl of these things are seen to have power because of
their connections. Memorabilia, hidden behind athin veil of collectibility, hasits popularity based in the
direct connection between an item and the person who once owned or touched it. Wedl fdl prey to this.

“Contagion, though, plays amore important part here. By studying and imitating the Desthdedler’s
methods, the killer absorbed some of the Deathdealer’ s essence. Hisevil, if you will, was catching. His
taint could spread. The murder, I’'m certain, shocked the killer when he saw what he had done.”
Bloodstoneflicked afinger out to silence Hastings. “ That evil has power, and by that evil thekiller shall
bereveded.”

Bloodstone flipped one of the cardsface up on thetable. “Thisisthe Queen of Bats. It was used to
represent Syndi Rooker in the spread on her body. What is odd isthat Ms. Rooker was blonde and had
blue eyes, so she should have been represented by the Queen of Imps. Thisiswhy | asked if she dyed
her hair, for this card would have been appropriate to adark-haired woman. Our killer, though, in
reading through the guide that accompanied the Halloween Tarot, chose this card because the description
fit her, though theimage did not. Thelaw of Smilarity in play again.”

He passed one card to each of the visitors, emptying his hands. “Ms. Okamoto, you are represented by
the Page of Pumpkins, a card reserved for ayoung woman of your coloration. Mrs. Jost, you are found
in Pumpkins, again based on your coloration, and made Queen because of your maturity. Y our husband
isthe King of Imps, which is perfect for aman with blond hair and blue eyes. And you, Mr. Exner, are
the Knight of Bats.”

They dl studied their cards for amoment. Jini tapped hers againgt her chin while the others set theirson
the table again. Bloodstone drew the deck from his pocket and squared it in hisleft hand.

“Thefact that you have each touched your card has now connected you with it. | want each of you to
turn your card face down and reinsert it into the deck. Anywhere will do.” He held the deck toward Jini
and sheinserted her card near the center. It quivered there for amoment, then Bloodstone tucked it
away nedly.

“Thank you. Mrs. Jost?’

Helen Jost’ s card trembled, but did into the deck athird of the way from the top. Marty Jost’ s followed,
near the center, but more toward the bottom of the deck. Ray Exner had his card up and began to dide it
toward the deck.

“Makesureit ishead first, Mr. Exner.”

The programmer flipped his card over, saw it was going in correctly, flipped it back and inserted it.
Bloodstone squared the deck, then turned to Agent Jensen. He pointed to the Queen of Bats.

“If you would be so kind.”
Jensen picked the card up, made sure it was going in properly, and tapped it home.
Bloodstone smiled. “Thank you. Now that we have the victim and her known associates in the deck...”

“Wait just one minute.” Hastings snorted and posted hisfistson hishipsagain. “Y ou' re forgetting her
brother, thekiller.”

My boss sighed and snapped a card off the bottom of the deck. “The Fool, how appropriate. If you
don’'t mind, Shexiff?’



Hastings took the card, studied it closely, then knife-edged it into the deck. “ Thisisasfar asI’m going
with your game.”

“Y our sportsman-like attitude is refreshing, Sheriff, but thisisno game.” Bloodstone placed the deck on
the coffee table, the bright orange and black backs easily visble. “ Tarot cards have magick in them. They
have been used for centuriesto predict the future and even to reveal the truth of past events. In this deck,
Syndi Rooker hasfound her killer.”

Squatting down, he gently did cardsto the right and athird of the way down, the Queen of Bats lay face
up. Bloodstone nudged it out of the pack. He kept going, diding cardsto the right, stopping when he
revealed the only other face-up card.

“Shefound her killer.” Bloodstone glanced a the murderer. “The Knight of Bats. That would be you,
Mr. Exner.”

Ray Exner sprang to hisfeet and cut around the edge of the couch, making adirect line for the doors. He
seemed to have forgotten that two cops and a deputy waited in the foyer. He was on amad dash for
freedom, and had alook on hisface that I" d seen before.

On the field, when he hoped to score.

Thefact wasthat | put the cops and deputy out of my mind, too, when | saw the expression hewore. |
was up and out of my chair, at speed in astep or two, then down and diding. Carpet isn't quite astroturf,
and | regretted amost instantly my lack of shin-guards, but my dide-tackle scythed through Xray’slegs
rea easy. He went flying and smashed into the doors hard enough to get me a six-game suspension. The
door didn’t give much, so Xray rebounded al jellyboned, went down and stayed down.

The deputy opened the door, found Exner twitching and me rubbing my shins.
Hastings snarled. “ Take him downtown.”

Kent waved the two PV copsforward. “He sours.”

“Just aminute, Kent, if you think...”

“I am thinking, Hastings, which iswhy he goeswithmy...”

“Gentlemen!” Bloodstone' s voice cut through the rising din. “If you have jurisdictiona battlesto wage, do
S0 outsde my home. Having had amurderer hereis disturbing enough. I will not have bickering.”

| got to my feet by the time the two of them headed out of the office. A cop had one of Exner’s ankles,
the deputy had the other, and they were dragging him into the foyer. | wondered what their wishes would
be before they started tugging him to their separate cars. | closed the doors behind them.

In the center of the office our visitors and Agent Jensen dl stared agog at Bloodstone. He' d dipped onto
hisface amask of serenity, but | knew he was loving every minute of their astonishment. For my part, |
raised my hands and gave him a polite but silent opera-clap. His amethyst eyesflicked up and caught it,
then he bent and gathered the cards.

Jini Okamoto brokethe slence. “How did...?’

“The cards know?" Bloodstone finished her question, then pondered it for amoment—a pause for
drama, nothing more. “ Things were rather obvious, once al was consdered. We knew everyone had the
means to commit the murder, since you al had access to the house, and the knife was from the kitchen.



Unfortunately, thiswasfar too parochid aview of the meansto the murder.”
The FBI agent shook her head. “ Access and tools are pretty much how means are defined.”

“I understand this, Agent Jensen, but Exner’ s planning extended far beyond that. Look, if you will, at the
frame he fashioned for the murderer.” Bloodstone placed the cardsin hisjacket pocket. “ He set things
up so this murder would be dismissed as one of the Deathdealer murders. Hisonly error in the modus
operandi wasin using adeck the Deathdeal er had used before. Oddly enough, though, the files never
explicitly noted that the redl killer had never reused a deck. The decks were talked about in depth, and
more was written about the Halloween Tarot than any other, so helit on that asthe oneto use.”

Jensen shook her head. “But that information was available to everyone once it was leaked.”

“Precisdly, and Exner was the only person here who had the skills needed to hack into the database and
release that information. | have no doubt he was the one who leaked the Degthdedler data—recall, he
said the net was about the freedom of information. | think he plotted to kill Syndi Rooker for awhile, and
secretly studied thefiles of serid killersto find someone who had a victim profile that matched her. Once
he had chosen the Deathdedl er, he sent the data to the New Times, manufacturing afuror that would
attract national attention. He sought to create a plausible reason why the serid killer might cometo
Phoenix to harvest avictim. Here the Deathdealer’ s methods had been exposed, here law enforcement
waswaiting for him, here they had consulted with apsychic to find him. It was a chalenge we might
believe the Deathdedler could not ignore. Exner built aframe that would have fit the Deathdedler
perfectly. There would be no question that he alone could be guilty of the murder.”

Helen Jost shivered. “1 can accept that Ray killed Syndi—I’ ve never liked him. Still, it makes no sense.
Why would he do it?’

Bloodstone smiled ever so dightly. “ The most common motive, money, was not a consderation for any
of you. Y our financia stakesin Thothsoft would pay off well. Jelousy was not amotive. Ms. Rooker’s
affectionswere well and truly engaged. Exner knew she would never be hisagain, and his playsfor her
were merely to diminate thismotive. He didn’t care for her at all. Heloved another, and to protect his
lover, he plotted to kill, and killed with passion.”

Marty Jost shook hishead. “Who? What? Xray was avirtua hermit. Who did he love?”’

“You don't seeit, Mr. Jost? Not who, what.” Bloodstone half-closed hisviolet eyes as he shook his
head. “Ms. Okamoto said that VVoyager had become Exner’ s mistress. Mr. Exner talked about the
freedom his program would provide people, al the good it would do for them. Y ou suggested he did not
know Voyager’ strue worth, but you were talking dollars, and he was seeing it in a sense of
empowerment for the masses. He was Pygmalion, having created awork of art from nothing, imbued it
with life, only to find that Syndi Rooker was going to sdll it and the company to Microsoft. Hisvision, his
gift to intellectual freedom, would be dominated by acompany he hated. That drove him to plot her
desth.”

Agent Jensen cleared her throat. “It is hard to believe he killed someonefor alot of ones and zeroes”

“Perhaps, but his passion for Voyager wastruly the passion of an artist for his masterpiece. It would
shock none of usto know an artist had killed to save hisMonaLisa” Bloodstone shrugged easily. “In
interrogating him, suggest the program will be abandoned, as the code will be locked away as evidence
and not revealed until thereisaconviction in the case. He |l confessto save Voyager. Hewill gladly goto
prison to set Voyager free”

The Federd agent frowned. “What about hisaibi?’



| raised ahand. “ Online chats can be pretty bana and are often moderated to prevent chaos. The
guestions he said he asked were probably sent to the chat moderator who asked them of the guest. The
chat runstwo hours and he set the program to log him off after that long. The logs would show he was
there.

“Asfor the online game, folks write programs all the timeto train characters up—that way they can sdl
them on Ebay for serious long green. The programs take input from the game and go to adatabase to
send back the right answer. For aprogrammer of Exner’ s skill, putting together something that did that,
and even answered simple questions politely, would have been easy. That program won't have been a
masterpiece, but | bet there’ sacopy of it on his machine at home.”

Jensen nodded. “1'll have our techs ook for that.”

Helen Jost shivered. “Dr. Bloodstone, what about the thing with the cards? We know thereis no such
thing as magick. How could you have thought a card trick would make him expose himself?’

“My dear woman, despite your belief that there is no such thing as magick, can you deny feding abit of
terror and dread as you put your card in the deck?’

“No, but...”

Bloodstone kept hisvoicewarm, and only let it get alittle patronizing. “We are raised to be rationa
people, but we al accept and reve in stories of magick, in talismans and omens. We might scoff at
uperdtitions, but we claim weird things happen under afull moon. Would you get on aflight numbered
13137 Have you seen a hotdl with athirteenth floor? If someone told you the swester they just loaned
you had been worn by Hitler, would your skin crawl?’

Helen nodded and Bloodstone smiled. “From Connor | knew abit about Exner’ s behavior a athletics.
Like most athletes, he engaged in superdtitious rituals. Many do. Connor ispositively rigidin his, aren't
you? Y ou wrap the left anklefirg, then the right?’

| coughed into my hand and hoped | at least partidly hid my blush. “Y es, except on game daysthat have
aprime number, then it’sboth at the sametime.”

My baoss snorted. “Y ou see, even a skeptic hasthese little behaviors. In that solitary moment of irrationa
fear, Ray Exner knew he' d been caught. His knowledge of his own guilt exploded through the door
unlocked by that card, and heran.”

That seemed to cover enough of the Situation that our guests asked no more questions. After around of
good-byes, | escorted them from the office. | returned to see Agent Jensen sipping her tea. “ So you
refuseto tell me how you pulled that trick?’

Bloodstone shook hishead. 1 don’t know why you persist in assuming it was atrick, Agent Jensen.
Y ou’ re an intelligent woman, you watched me and saw no trickery. Either you' re not as smart asyou
think you are, or you witnessed the true magick of the cards.”

Shefrowned for amoment, then drained her cup. “I’ll figureit out, you know.”

“It'sniceyou |l have ahobby.” Bloodstone accepted her mug from her. “ It pleases me to have been able
to help you in this matter, but that should not be taken as meaning dl isforgiven. Y ou will communicate
that to your superiors.”

“Good day, Dr. Bloodstone, and thank you.” She nodded to him, then shook my hand. “I’ [l see myself



| followed her to the office door, then returned and began to gather up the cups and mugs. Bloodstone
sat behind his desk, with the cards spread out before him. He picked up one and tossed it aside, and
then another.

“Nicetrick, that one, with the cards.”

Helooked up. “Ah, you' re about to suggest some prosaic explanation to salve your skeptic’'s
senshilities?”

“I could work onthe*how’ and get it, but you'd deny it.” | smiled easly. “I’ ve got the ‘why’ pegged
solid, though.”

“Oh?’ Helet acard idly drop from hishand. “ Please.”

“Since you used magick to expose him, there' snot asnowbal’ s chancein hell of them ever cdling you as
aprosecution witness. And since you could aways turn around and say it was deight of hand, the
defensewon't call you either. No swearing an oath, no having to go to the courthouse, no disagreeable
lawyers cross-examining you, no one making you adhere to a schedule somehow connected to this
world instead of the onewhereyou live”

Thelittle man chuckled lightly. “If thisiswhat you choose to believe, Connor, good for you. | think the
dternative would belessto your liking.”

| set the mugs down at the wetbar, then glanced at the deck of Black Tarot cards on my desk. “Areyou
going to tell me you had some sort of avison? Y ou had afedling the Deathdedler is going to strike?’

“That deck, that layout, will be on hisnext victim.”

A shiver ran up my spine. “No, Sr, I'm not buying it. And you' re not going to tell methat this Contagion
nonsenseisreflective. Y ou said Exner had the Deathded e’ staint because he used his methods. Y ou
want meto believe you did this so you could get Exner to touch acard that would link back to the
Deathdeder?’

“That would certainly make things easer, wouldn't it?” Bloodstone fingered asingle card. “What | think
will happenisthis. The Deathdeder has done dl he can to proof himself against modern forensic science.
He knows of no law enforcement method that can catch him. He'll learn, however, that an imitator was
caught through a new means, an arcane means. He will have to change how he works, learn new ways of
acting, and in making those changes, he will make mistakes. He makes mistakes, and he can be caught.”

“Ohyeah?’ | folded my arms across my chest. “And what if the change he decidesto makeisto come
after you and kill you?’

“That' s possible, Connor.” Bloodstone walked the card The Magician through the fingers of hisright
hand. “We Il have to make sure, if he choosesthat strategy, it’sthe biggest mistake of al.”



