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“Acts of injustice
done

Between the setting and the
rising sun

In history lie like bones, each
one.”
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Chapter
1

 


Dawn had been approaching for
hours. Soft shades of gray punctured holes in an otherwise black
sky, the light emerging on the horizon like the slow and steady
drip of blood from a fresh wound. The night was seamless—with no
beginning, no end—and reality had become strangely
malleable.

Just miles from Baghdad, I
nestled deeper into my cradle of rock below a large ridge, felt
desert sand sift between my legs and remembered the roar of the
aircraft as it plummeted to Earth. The others didn’t survive, and I
had been alone from that point forward.

Ignoring the blood on my chest,
stomach and hands, I climbed to the edge of the ridge, and through
night-vision goggles focused on an encampment of a dozen enemy
soldiers.

I returned to my hiding place and
clutched my rifle like a child awakened from nightmares. As my
thoughts turned to Jesse and the world I’d known before, I began to
understand why I could never leave this hellish place
alive.

~

Rain clicked against the windows
like acrylic fingernails tapping a computer keyboard. I pushed the
memories aside, spun around in my desk chair and watched the
blurred view of the street just outside my office. Despite the
beautiful foliage, October in New England was raw and gloomy
enough; the rain only made it worse.

I opened the
morning edition of the Times and spread it
out across my desk. Little had changed in New Bedford in the last
twenty-four hours. There had been a shooting in the south end of
the city just blocks from my office, the mayoral primaries were
getting nastier by the minute and the forecast predicted continued
showers and heavy winds for most of Southeastern
Massachusetts.

I was just about to start a
crossword puzzle when the phone rang. “Drago
Investigations.”

“Is Mr. Drago in?” a soft male
voice asked.

“That’d be me.”

“Would it be possible to make an
appointment?”

“Depends. What can I do for
you?”

“I need the services of a
professional investigator,” he said evenly. “That is what you do,
isn’t it?”

I glanced at the layer of dust
covering my appointment book. “Theoretically.” Silence—no sense of
humor, this guy. “What sort of work do you need done?”

“If you don’t mind, I’d prefer to
discuss this in person.”

“No problem. Did you have a
particular time in mind?”

“My schedule is relatively
flexible.”

I ruffled some papers to make it
sound good. “I could squeeze you in today if you can make it around
ten o’clock.”

“That’s fine,” the man answered.
“I assume the address in the phone book is still
current?”

“Yeah.” I looked over at the cot
I’d set up in the corner, and the array of spent beer bottles,
empty pizza boxes and dirty laundry scattered across the floor and
along the top of my file cabinets. Due to a decided lack of
business I’d been forced to give up my apartment and live out of
the office for the past few weeks. “Actually, my office is
undergoing a bit of renovation at the moment. Tell me,
Mr.—”

“Abdiel.”

“Say again?”

“A-B-D-I-E-L. Abdiel.”

“Uh-huh. Are you familiar with
New Bedford, sir?”

“I am.”

“Meet me at the Moby City Cafe.
It’s across from the bus station downtown.”

“Perfect. I’ll see you at ten
o’clock.”

I hung up and thumbed through the
stack of bills on the corner of my desk. “Thank God.”

 



Chapter
2

 


The drive to the bus terminal
took less than five minutes. I parked on the street, flipped up the
collar on my leather jacket and sprinted through the rain to the
cafe.

Once inside I was greeted by a
comforting burst of heat and a heavyset hostess positioned behind a
cash register. “Morning, Dave.” She smiled. “Nice weather,
huh?”

I shook excess water from my
hands and glanced first at the stools along the counter and then at
a sea of small tables near the back. A cross section of senior
citizens and working stiffs occupied most of the space but none of
them seemed to notice me. “You lose some weight, Anna?”

“Oh, definitely,“she chuckled.
“I’m wasting away to nothing.”

“I’m meeting a client,” I
explained. “Can I get a table in back?”

Anna grabbed a laminated menu
from behind the counter and offered it to me. “He’s already here,
hon. Asked for you when he came in. I sat him in the corner over by
the kitchen.”

“Thanks. Just a coffee when you
get a chance, okay?”

As I approached our table I saw a
tall, sinewy man of perhaps forty sitting casually in a chair
facing the entrance. Dressed in a pair of expensive slacks, Italian
loafers and a heavy wool sweater that probably cost more than
everything I had on put together, Mr. Abdiel was not what I’d
expected. He rose slowly to his feet, extended a hand and smiled at
me with a set of perfect bright teeth. “Mr. Drago?”

His grip was firm, warm, but not
aggressive. “Yeah, hi. Sorry to be so abrupt on the phone,” I said,
“I get a lot of telemarketing calls pretending to be potential
clients.”

“Don’t give it another thought.”
He waited to return to his seat until I had taken mine. “I
appreciate you seeing me on such short notice. I’m sure you’re very
busy.”

I lit a cigarette, responded with
a smile and studied his features. His mane of hair caught my
attention first. A medium shade of brown, it was parted in the
middle and tumbled in large silky curls nearly to his shoulders. It
reminded me of the wigs the Three Musketeers wore in the old comic
strips, only not quite that long. Obviously it was a ridiculous
hairstyle for anyone—particularly a man his age—but he somehow
managed to pull it off. His blue eyes were small and deep-seated,
his nose long, straight, and his chin pronounced. His complexion
was clear and well cared for, and his hands bore none of the scars
of one who labored for a living. I noticed an ankle-length cashmere
coat draped over the back of his chair and tried not to stare. “So
what’s on your mind, Mr. Abdiel?”

He slid his chair away from the
edge of the table so he could comfortably cross his legs. “I
understand a good deal of what you do involves missing
persons.”

“Did someone recommend me?” I
asked.

“Not exactly.”

I shrugged. “I used to do a lot
of fraud cases but the insurance companies prefer to use larger
investigation firms these days. Mostly what I do now involves
background checks and domestic concerns, but I’ve handled my share
of missing-persons jobs. Teenage runaways or people who go to the
corner store for a gallon of milk and keep right on going, that
sort of thing.”

“Do you mind if I ask what your
rate of success is?”

“Everything’s computerized these
days,” I told him. “Makes it a lot easier than it used to be to
track folks down. There’s still some legwork involved but I usually
don’t have too many problems. Depends on the situation, the
person.”

“I see.” Abdiel’s eyes blinked
slowly—like a cat’s. “Could you give me a brief overview of your
background?”

“I’ve been in private
investigations for a little over five years now. Before that I did
a stint in the military, and prior to that I was a police officer
here in the city.”

“Is this where you’re from
originally?”

“Yeah.” I took a long pull on my
cigarette. “You?”

“I live in Plymouth at the
moment,” he said with an air of caution, “but I’m originally from
up north.”

“Maine?”

Abdiel smiled. “Further
north.”

“A Canadian, huh?”

Before he could answer Anna
appeared with my coffee, set it on the table and moved away without
comment. I left my cigarette between my lips and warmed my hands
along the sides of the mug. “Let’s cut to the chase. Who do you
need found?”

Abdiel gave a lengthy sigh. “I’m
going to be completely honest with you, Mr. Drago. You and I have a
common friend.”

Confusion set in since I was
relatively certain I didn’t have any friends. “And who would that
be?”

His pale blue eyes met mine.
“Jesse Greenlaw.”

A wide range of emotion surged
through me—too many to focus on one specifically—and I made no
attempt to mask my expression. “What do you want?”

Abdiel blushed and nervously
fingered a napkin. “I was afraid the mention of her name might make
you angry,” he said softly, “but I promise it’s not my intention to
give you a hard time. Jesse disappeared nearly a month
ago.”

“She did the same thing to me,
chief.”

He leaned forward, placing his
forearms on the table between us. “You don’t understand. Jesse and
I are engaged to be married. She’d been living with me in Plymouth
for the past two years. I met her about a year after the two of you
split up.”

“I didn’t realize she was back in
the area,” I said. “And we didn’t split up. She left
me.”

Abdiel gave a short, rapid nod.
“Jesse spoke of you often, Mr. Drago. She described you as her
first true love. She said you two were together a long
time.”

“We met in high school,” I heard
myself say.

“Jesse told me that after you
returned from the Gulf War the two of you lived together for more
than a year,” he said. “Generally she spoke of that time fondly,
but she also said it eventually became painfully apparent that
you’d grown apart.”

I grabbed my cigarette, took an
angry drag and exhaled through my nose. “Not that it’s any of your
business, but I wanted more of a traditional lifestyle. The house,
the dog, the kids—you know the routine—but she was still dreaming
about Hollywood. When I came home I found out she’d taken a job
stripping at a club over in Brockton. She was banking money so we
could move to Los Angeles. Only problem was, that wasn’t what I was
looking for.”

A police car rushed past the
cafe, siren blaring, but Abdiel didn’t seem to notice. “I’m an only
child. My father was very successful, and when he passed on he left
me a considerable amount of money.”

“Congratulations.”

“The point is, I’ve spent most of
my adult life moving from one business venture to another,” Abdiel
continued. “I met some people a few years back and had an
opportunity to invest in a film project being produced in New York.
That’s where I first met Jesse. At the time she was enjoying a very
successful film career.”

“Meryl Streep has a film career,”
I said. “Jesse made porno flicks.”

Abdiel glanced around
uncomfortably and struggled to clear his throat. “Yes, well . . .
at any rate, I was investing in the film she was making and that’s
how we met. We started dating not long after and things eventually
became serious between us. We moved in together and, as I say, had
planned to be married. She had a few contractual agreements she had
to fulfill but was planning to leave the business once they’d been
completed. Things were difficult for a while because most of her
gigs were in New York, but her final project was filmed on Cape
Cod. On the final day of shooting she left the location and told
everyone she was headed home. She never arrived.”

“You haven’t seen or heard from
her since?” I asked.

Abdiel shook his head in the
negative. “It’s as if she vanished into thin air.”

“So go to the cops and file a
missing persons report.”

“I’d rather not involve the
police in this.”

I sipped some coffee and tossed a
dollar bill on the table. “It’s been more than five years since
I’ve seen Jesse Greenlaw, and I’m still trying to forget I ever met
her. The last thing in the world I want to do is try to find
her.”

“Wait,” he said, leaning closer.
“What is the fee you normally charge?”

“Seventy-five bucks an hour, plus
expenses, but—”

“—I’ll double
it.”

I pushed my chair back and stood
up. “Not interested, but I can recommend a couple agencies
that—”

“No,” he interrupted, “it’s you I
want. You know Jesse, you know her habits, and despite what you’ve
said I’m sure you still care about what happens to her. I know I
can count on you to do everything in your power to find her. I’ll
pay you two hundred dollars an hour, plus any expenses.”

I wanted to leave but my feet
refused to cooperate. With a sigh I sank back down into the chair.
“Are you out of your mind?”

“I love her.”

“You can do a lot better than me
for that kind of coin.”

Abdiel seemed to relax to the
extent that he was capable. “I’m also prepared to give you an
advance of three thousand dollars. In cash, of course.”

I damn near wet my pants. The
three grand alone was enough to dig me out of debt for a month or
two. “Look, what if she doesn’t want to come back? Even if I find
her it’s not like I’m a cop, I can’t interfere—legally, I’m
talking—I can’t force her to—”

“I only want to know where she
is,” he insisted, “and that she’s all right.”

“I can’t make any
promises.”

“I’m not asking you to.” He
reached behind him, removed an envelope from his coat and placed it
on the table. “Feel free to count it if you’d like.”

I did. Three thousand bucks later
the envelope exchanged places with a small notepad in my inside
jacket pocket. “The last time you saw her was the final day of
shooting?”

Abdiel crossed his legs and
resumed a more informal pose. “Yes, the morning of her final day on
the Cape Cod project.”

“Anything strange about her
behavior?”

“Nothing that I
remember.”

“Any arguments or anything along
those lines? Deep talks?”

“No.”

I looked up from my pad.
“Obviously you had an open relationship. Was she seeing anyone else
at the time?”

He nibbled his lower lip as if to
prevent a smile. “Jesse only had relations with the people she
worked with on film, Mr. Drago. In the real world, we were
monogamous.”

“You sure about that?”

“Yes.”

I pretended to write something
down while I thought of the next question. “Did she take anything
with her when she left that day?”

“The clothes on her back, her
purse and her car.”

“What sort of car?”

“A 1998 Mercedes sports coupe.
Bronze, registered to her.”

She’d driven a battered Ford
Escort when I’d known her, but I didn’t see any point in mentioning
that. “Has she touched any of her bank accounts since she
left?”

“We’d already opened joint
accounts in anticipation of our marriage,” Abdiel explained. “She’s
made no withdrawals.”

“Was she carrying any credit
cards?”

“Visa and an American Express
Gold.”

“Any activity on either
account?”

“None.”

I took a quick sip of coffee and
signaled Anna for a refill, but she didn’t see me. “When I knew
Jesse she played around with drugs from time to time. Was she still
using?”

“I know she often did a bit of
cocaine when she was working—most of the women do—but other than
that, no.”

“She still drink?”

Abdiel nodded.
“Socially.”

“Was she on any
medication?”

“None that I’m aware
of.”

I waited a while before asking
the next one. “Jesse was always a bit of a wild-child, but did she
have any breakdowns or episodes or exhibit any signs of mental
illness or emotional distress?”

“Just the opposite,” he said
quickly. “She was always in control, always so strong and confident
in herself. It’s one of the things I found most attractive about
her, actually.”

“Uh-huh. She have any enemies you
know of?”

“Jesse worked in a very cutthroat
business,” he admitted. “Certainly there were people she didn’t
always get along with, but I can’t think of anyone who’d want to do
her bodily harm.”

“I’ll need the name and either an
address or phone number, e-mail—something—of the people she was
working for on that last film,” I said. “They won’t know I got the
information from you, I’ll keep your name out of it.”

Abdiel gave me the name and
office address of the film producer, Walter Rizzi, located in
Hyannis. “I’ll also need the names of any close
friends.”

“Jesse was a loner,
as you know. Except for me she really wasn’t close to anyone. There
were several acquaintances, both professional and personal, but no
one I’d describe as a friend per se.”

“Do you have a recent
photo?”

He produced one from his wallet,
glanced at it briefly and handed it over. My heart began to race
and a cool sweat broke out across my palms, the same as when I’d
first laid eyes on her. She’d bleached her hair and it was longer,
fuller than I remembered, but there was no disguising the
mischievous glint in those emerald eyes. Clad in a skimpy bikini
and stretched out on a chaise lounge, she looked as if she hadn’t
aged a day since the last time I’d seen her.

“That was taken just last
summer,” Abdiel said.

I returned the photograph and
notepad to my jacket pocket. “How do I get in touch with
you?”

“As I’m sure you can imagine, I
have other business interests—you understand. I’d like to be as
discreet as possible,” he said in a quiet, conspiratorial tone.
“I’d be more comfortable contacting you.”

“Fine.” I handed him one of my
business cards. “The first number will put you through to my
office. The second is my pager. Today’s Friday. Give me a call
first thing Monday morning and we’ll see where we stand at that
point.”

Without looking at me Abdiel
said, “They say love is the greatest gift God ever bestowed on us.
Yet at times loving someone so desperately feels more like a
curse.”

“True enough.”

“It must have been difficult to
lose her after all you’d been through. You know, with the war and
all.”

My response was not immediate.
“You ever been in combat, Mr. Abdiel?”

“As a matter of fact, I have.” He
collected his features into a polite smile. “But I don’t like to
discuss it.”

“Neither do I.”

“Jesse was very proud of your
service record,” he said. “She often referred to you as a war
hero.”

I took a final drag on my
cigarette before grinding it out in the ashtray. “There’s no such
thing.”
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3

 


My elderly Chevy Nova stalled
twice on the way back to the office. If that wasn’t enough, someone
had taken my parking space, forcing me to find a spot on the next
block. By the time I’d reached the entrance to my building I was
soaked to the bone.

After toweling off and changing
into a fresh shirt I turned on my computer and tapped into an
outlaw people finder program I often used that located by name,
address and phone number, everyone in the United States with a
social security number. I entered Jesse’s full name, consulted my
notes, then keyed in the last known address in Plymouth Abdiel had
given me.

While waiting for the program to
run through the motions, I leaned back in my desk chair and tried
to relax. It had taken me more than five years to reach the point
where a single day might pass without Jesse’s memory haunting me,
and now all the pain, anger and confusion had resurfaced in one
frantic rush. I felt like an alcoholic who had been pushed off the
wagon while his back was turned, and I had little doubt that the
deeper my involvement became in this case, the worse things were
likely to get.

There was only one Jessica
Greenlaw listed in Plymouth and the address matched the one I’d
entered. The phone number came up unlisted, and since there was
nothing to indicate that the information already in my possession
was anything but current, I entered her name again, this time
requesting a search of the entire state of Massachusetts. A list of
six Greenlaws appeared but only one Jessica. I made the next
logical move and initiated a nationwide search. There were plenty
of Greenlaws throughout the United States, three identified
specifically as “Jessica”.

The first was my match in
Plymouth, the second and third showed addresses in Arizona and
Indiana. I pulled both entries from the list and requested further
information. Moments later, Arizona’s version of Jessica Greenlaw
showed 1930 as a date of birth. Indiana’s was 1983.

I shut off the computer and
propped my feet up on the corner of the desk. It was too early for
a drink, but I hadn’t ruled it out. The worst part of the entire
situation was that I suspected nothing nefarious had happened to
Jesse. Odds were, she’d played Abdiel for his cash, eventually
grown tired of him and decided to scoot.

Of course most people would make
their intentions known and simply move on, but Jesse had always had
a flair for the dramatic. For her, slipping away without
explanation was typical behavior. Since she hadn’t touched the bank
accounts or run up her credit cards as yet, I figured she must have
been squirreling money away prior to her planned departure, and was
living strictly off cash. But she’d been gone more than a month.
Sooner than later, the well would run dry and she’d be forced to
tap into other resources, and that’s when I’d nail her. Until then
I’d do a little legwork and talk to as many people as I could.
Experience in missing persons cases had taught me that somebody
always knew where the quarry was, it usually boiled down to simply
pushing the right buttons.

When I first met her I knew, way
back in high school, Jesse was a project. Orphaned at birth, she
lived in a series of foster homes—most of them abusive in one way
or another—until her eighteenth birthday. Once a legal adult, her
flamboyance gave new meaning to the label free spirit, and she
behaved as if she’d been dealt a lousy hand from the very start and
planned to spend the rest of her life evening the score. While
still in her teens Jesse realized the power she wielded over men,
and had never been afraid to use it. More than a beautiful face and
a sinful body, she was driven—focused—and possessed a deviously
commanding intelligence. Jesse got what Jesse wanted one way or
another, and although for a time I thought she truly loved me, it
was years before I understood her love for someone else could never
match her uncanny desire for survival and
self-gratification.

Now, after meeting Abdiel, I
realized I was only one victim on a probable roster of many. In a
way I felt bad for the poor sap. I knew exactly what he was going
through and wouldn’t wish that sort of agony on my worst
enemy.

I glanced back at my notes,
focused on the name and address of the film producer I’d been given
and found myself wondering if my car could make it all the way to
Hyannis.
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Once the summer dies down much of
Cape Cod becomes little more than a series of ghost towns. Still,
the rural setting was a pleasant change from the city, and as I
crossed the Sagamore Bridge—an enormous structure of metal and
concrete connecting the Cape to the mainland—I found myself a bit
more at ease. From New Bedford, Hyannis is about an hour drive.
Puttering along in my deathtrap took nearly thirty minutes more,
but the time afforded me the chance to prepare for my unscheduled
visit with Walter Rizzi.

I found his office just off the
highway exit, tucked away behind a strip mall at the farthest end
of a spacious parking lot. It was a small, windowless, one-story
stucco building with a sign above the double glass front doors
which read: LOVESTRUCK PRODUCTIONS. There were only two other cars
occupying spaces—a Lexus sedan and a rusty Volkswagen Bug that
looked even older than my ride. I grabbed a tie from my glove
compartment, quickly wiped it free of crumbs, lint and an
assortment of debris and slipped it on. Even dressed in scuffed
boots, a pair of faded jeans and a battered leather jacket, there
was something about wearing a tie that made me feel smarter, more
confident, and even a bit righteous. Old Catholic school habits die
hard.

I sauntered into the reception
area like I owned the place. The red wall-to-wall carpeting was so
bright it hurt my eyes, and a bevy of identically framed posters
along the outer office advertised a string of adult films with
titles and busty actresses straight out of the mind of a
hormone-crazed junior high school kid. Just beyond a matching pair
of black vinyl couches, a secretary old enough to be my grandmother
glanced up from a pile of paperwork on her desk with a questioning
stare.

“I’m here to see Walter,” I
announced with a smile.

The woman reached for a pair of
eyeglasses dangling from a chain around her neck and slid them onto
the tip of her nose. “And you are?”

“David Drago.”

Grandma arched an eyebrow. “Do
you have an appointment?”

“No ma’am,” I said with a grin.
“I sure don’t.”

“Then what is this
regarding?”

I moved closer to the desk and
offered her one of my business cards. She smirked as if it were
diseased so I placed it on the blotter in front of her. Once she’d
read it and offered the usual concerned expression the words
“Private Investigations” always seem to generate, I said, “Probably
be best if I speak with Walter directly.”

Her eyes darted about behind the
eyeglasses. “I’m afraid Mr. Rizzi is in a very important meeting
right now and cannot be disturbed. You’ll have to make an
appointment.”

I started back toward the
couches. “I’ll wait.”

The woman struggled to her feet.
“He’ll be tied up all afternoon.”

“Is that his office?”
I asked, pointing to a door just beyond her desk marked
Private.

“That’s none of your concern.”
Jowls swayed menacingly as she shook her head. “If you’d like to
make an appointment I’ll be happy to—”

Before she’d finished I was
already around the side of her desk. “Why don’t I just poke my head
in and say hello?”

With the oldest porn queen in
history barking out objections and hobbling after me, I opened the
office door and stepped inside.

A man with a hideous toupee sat
behind an enormous desk, a telephone plastered to his ear.
Startled, he reared back as I entered the room. “Can I help
you?”

I tried to close the door behind
me but the secretary managed to block it with a bony shoulder. “I’m
sorry, Walter,” she said through labored breath, “he just rushed by
me!”

“Lenny,” Walter growled into the
phone, “lemme call you back.” He slammed the receiver onto the
cradle and pushed himself into a standing position. He was a few
inches over six feet (which made him taller than me), and appeared
to be in excellent physical condition for a man in his fifties.
“What’s this all about? Who are you?”

“Name’s Drago.” I handed him a
business card. “I need to ask you a few questions.”

It seemed to take him an
inordinate amount of time to read the card. “I don’t have to talk
to you,” he finally said. “Who the hell do you think you are
busting in here? Take off or I’ll call the cops.”

I smiled at him. “See, now that’s
just a plain bad idea, Walter.”

“It’s okay, Ma,” he said to the
secretary. “I’ll take care of this.” Once she’d closed the door
behind her he ripped my card in half, tossed it into a wastebasket
and glared at me. “You a little soft in the head or
something?”

I lowered myself into a chair in
front of his desk. “Like I said, I just want to ask you a couple
questions.”

“I’m busy.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet.” I noticed a
cigar burning in an ashtray so I lit a cigarette. “I used to be a
cop over in New Bedford.”

Walter put his hands together and
cracked his knuckles with a loud pop. “Who cares? What’s wrong with
you?”

“I still know quite a few of the
guys on the force.” I took a lengthy drag and exhaled a cloud of
smoke at him. “It’d be a shame if they called their brothers in the
Hyannis department and told them they’d heard from a reliable
source that you’ve been using underage models in your little
epics.”

“That’s bullshit.” Walter stabbed
a finger at the air between us. “Every actress fills out the
appropriate forms and shows ID. All my girls are consenting adults
and I got the paperwork to prove it. If you think you’re gonna come
in here and push me around you’re even dumber than you
look.”

“Okay,” I shrugged. “But it’s
amazing how fast you can get a search warrant when minors may be at
risk. Wouldn’t it suck to spend a whole day watching a bunch of
cops dig through your files and trash your place just to make
sure?”

He drew a deep breath, nervously
adjusted the waistband on his designer sweat suit and drifted back
toward his desk chair. “You don’t want to threaten me, pal. I got
lots of connections.”

“I’m sure you do, Wally.” I
glanced around the office. More posters filled the walls and there
were three bookcases lined with hundreds of videotapes. “You
must’ve pulled a lot of strings to get away with setting up this
dump in a nice town like Hyannis.”

He leaned forward, placed his
hands on the desk. “You gonna leave or do I have to throw you
out?”

“I’m not looking to give you a
hard time, Wally. I’ve got a few questions concerning Jesse
Greenlaw I need answers to and I’ll be out of your hair, so to
speak.”

He casually adjusted his toupee,
as if to be certain it was still there. “It’s Walter.”

“Unless, of course, you keep
playing the hard-on, in which case I’ll be happy to turn into the
biggest pain in the ass you’ve ever seen.”

Walter plopped into his chair
with a muffled grunt. “You’re already the biggest pain in the ass
I’ve ever seen.”

I took out my pad and pen. “I
understand she worked for you a little over a month
ago.”

“Hey, a lot of people work for
me.”

“Seems the last time anybody saw
her she was wrapping up work on one of your movies. I’ve been hired
to track her down.”

“By who?”

“Can’t tell you that,” I said
with a sigh. “This person wants to remain anonymous and I plan to
respect the wishes of my client. When’s the last time you saw
Jesse?”

“I don’t remember. She’s just
another broad with a nice rack and a talent for spit-shining the
baloney pony. They’re a dime a dozen in my business, know what I
mean?”

“You’re starting to piss me off,
man.” I crushed my cigarette in the ashtray. “I don’t have all day
here, okay?”

It was obvious from his
expression that Walter Rizzi was not accustomed to being spoken to
in such a harsh manner. “You really think you got a big set
swinging between your legs, don’t you? Do you know who I
am?”

“Check your license if you’re
confused. Tell me about the work Jesse did for you.”

Walter stuffed his cigar into the
corner of his mouth. “Look,” he said with a sigh, “I do small,
direct-to-video and some Internet stuff, all right? I mostly use
amateur talent because that’s hot at the moment and plus I can’t
afford the big name adult stars. Now and then I contract somebody
who’s done smaller roles for some of the major producers and slap
them in a starring part in one of my projects. Jesse Greenlaw—she
works as Jesse Hellion—isn’t exactly a name, but she’s done a lot
of scenes in big budget films and most hard-core fans know the
face, among other things. A while back she worked for a friend of
mine in New York and I saw her audition tape. I got her name and
number from him.”

“She didn’t have an
agent?”

“Jesse agents herself.” The phone
rang but Walter ignored it. “She was living over in Plymouth so I
hired her to come in and do some string work.”

“What’s that?”

“She comes in with the rest of
the talent and we shoot a string of scenes, try to get as much
footage of her as we can. Later, I can take those hours of film and
edit them into dozens of different titles. You know, instead of
shooting a single, scripted film.”

I couldn’t prevent a slight
chuckle. “You guys use scripts?”

Walter frowned and chomped his
cigar. “She worked three days for me about a month and a half ago.
I haven’t seen or spoken to her since. Didn’t have any reason
to.”

“How was she to work
with?”

“She got along with the rest of
the cast and crew all right, I guess. See, mostly everybody in the
business knows each other—I’m talking the pros here—but a lot of
the big name broads do the strip club circuit. They start getting
fan mail and forget they’re still just nice pieces of ass who
spread their pussies for a living. Jesse wasn’t like that. She had
an ego—everybody in this business does—but she was a pro. Jesse
always showed up on time, did her work and went home. She didn’t do
pain but that was really her only restriction. She’d do girl-girl,
take it up the ass, whatever.”

I looked up from my pad.
“Lovely.”

“She even did money shots without
bitching. The goo shots.” Walter smoothed the back of his wig with
his free hand. “You know, where the guy blows his load all over
some honey’s face. We call it the money shot because it’s what most
fans pay to see, follow?”

“Yeah, clever bunch, you porn
dudes. Does Jesse have any friends you know of, anyone she
associated with on a regular basis?”

“I don’t know nothing about her
personal life.”

“Didn’t she make friends with
anybody on the set?”

“I couldn’t say.”

“Why not?”

Walter smirked. “Because,
ass-wipe, if I went around giving out names and private information
on people nobody would ever work for me. I got privacy rules in my
business too, Drago.”

“Afraid I’ll rat you
out?”

“It crossed my mind.”

“Don’t worry about it. Tell me
about her friends.”

Walter shifted uncomfortably in
his chair. “Look, I’ve answered everything I’m gonna—”

“I noticed a pay phone over at
the convenience store down the street. If I called from there you’d
probably have a room full of curious cops in here before the end of
the day. How about it, Walter, you a betting man?”

He smashed his cigar in the
ashtray, probably fantasizing it was my face instead, and jerked
open a file cabinet alongside his desk. “She was friendly with a
chick named Whitney Blue. They’d done films together before and she
was the only one Jesse was comfortable doing girl-girl scenes with.
Whitney’s worked for me on and off now for about three years.” He
recited an address in Boston then slammed the file shut. “You
didn’t get that information from me.”

“You think she might know where I
can find Jesse?”

“Ask her.”

“You can count on it.”

“Like I said, Jesse did a lot of
work in New York. She even pulled jobs in Los Angeles and Vegas
from time to time. That’s probably where she’s at.” Walter
scratched his chin with a gold nugget ring on his pinkie finger.
“She’s not in trouble, is she?”

I put my pad away and stood up.
“I don’t know.”

“Just make sure you keep me out
of it if she is.”

“It’s my understanding that Jesse
was planning to leave the business. You hear anything about
that?”

“People come and go in this
industry. She never said anything to me about packing it in, but
it’s possible she’d had enough. Jesse made decent money in the
three or four years she worked the biz, and I know she had dreams
of being a legit actress. ‘Course, that’s not unusual.”

“Anything else you can tell me
about this Whitney Blue?”

A subtle change crept across
Walter’s face. “I don’t know her that well. She works for me
sometimes, it’s not like we hang out or nothing. Hell, I’ve never
even gotten so much as a blow job off her. She’s easy enough to
work with but once the cameras are off she keeps pretty much to
herself, which is fine by me. Whitney’s a strange kid.”

“How so?”

By the time he answered my
question I realized the look of annoyance in his eyes had been
replaced with one that more closely resembled fear. “I’ve never
talked to her about it myself, but I’ve heard the rumors. She’s
supposedly into some spooky shit.”

“Spooky?”

“Some people in the business are
into the black arts,” he said softly. “Black witchcraft,
Satanism—that kind of thing.”

“Does that include
you?”

His eyes found mine. “No, it
doesn’t. I been a Catholic my whole life. Maybe I don’t go to
church as much as I—”

“Are you’re telling me Whitney
Blue’s a devil worshipper?”

“I didn’t say that.” Walter’s
face contorted into a grimace. “She used to carry Tarot Cards
around with her and give readings to some of the cast and crew
while they were on break—harmless shit lots of people do—but I
never got involved in any of it. People talk, all right? She claims
she’s some sort of witch, that it’s just a religion like anybody
else’s and all that, but the rumor going around is that she’s a
Satanist.” His complexion turned pasty and pale. “If you really
want to know the truth, I’ve heard the same thing about
Jesse.”

I hoped my surprise wasn’t as
evident as his apprehension. “That’s the first I’ve heard of
that.”

“You asked, I told you.” He
pushed his chair away from the desk and stood up. “Look, I got shit
to do, I’m a busy man. We all through here?”

“For now.”

Walter strutted across the room
like an aging rooster, straightened his wig and opened the door.
“Then be a pal. Get the fuck out of here and leave me
alone.”
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I spent that evening at the
office eating Chinese takeout, contemplating my next move and
replaying the conversation with Walter Rizzi again and again in my
mind. Although I was confident odds were Whitney Blue could tell me
where Jesse was hiding, getting her to talk to me if she did know
anything was another matter entirely. Threats and strong-arm
tactics worked on lowlifes like Rizzi, but weren’t an option with
her.

Thunder rumbled ominously in the
distance. The violent showers that had been assaulting the area
earlier had been replaced by slow, steady drizzle, and I found
myself wondering if it was raining wherever Jesse was. Don’t do it,
I scolded myself. Don’t let her back in. Don’t let her get a hold
on you again.

I finished my chicken fried rice
and allowed the rhythm of the rain to distract me. After dark my
building was always as still as a cemetery, but the neighborhood
itself seemed unusually quiet. Commercially zoned, the building
housed only two other units. A pawnshop that had been there for
years occupied the first floor, I was on the second, and the floor
above me had been empty since I’d moved in. Across the street were
a low-income apartment complex, a gas station and a convenience
store. A pizza parlor and an auto parts dealer rounded out the rest
of the street’s main draws. Most of the remaining real estate
consisted of condemned, graffiti-covered structures and vacant,
garbage strewn lots. It was a rough neighborhood, but I’d never had
any problems to speak of.

The son of factory workers, I’d
grown up less than ten blocks away, and with the exception of my
four-year tour in the Army and the ten months I’d spent with Jesse
in the nearby town of Dartmouth, I’d lived my entire life in the
south end of New Bedford.

Although the
city had reached legendary status as the setting of Herman
Melville’s Moby Dick, the modern version retained historical significance but
little else. Famous in its heyday for the whaling and textile
industries, New Bedford had been reduced in many areas to a rotting
shell, a vague memory of what had once been. Littered with
enormous, mostly abandoned mills and factories; growing crime, drug
and unemployment problems, the city was compromised of an odd
combination of neighborhoods which architecturally blurred the
boundaries between its storied past and an attempt at a more
contemporary visage. With few exceptions it was a gray, almost
Gothic looking little city, but was primarily populated by a
diverse ethnic and economic cross section of decent, hard-working
folk. The city was in the midst of a comeback and major
renovations, and the future seemed bright, but either way, I’d been
born here, raised in these streets, and New Bedford was my
home.

My sister had been born and
raised here as well, but she’d married and moved to Kansas more
than a decade ago, and my parents had long since passed away. I was
alone, with no substantive reason to stay. Yet I did. At times my
motives—or lack thereof—puzzled even me.

I dug the photograph Abdiel had
given me out of my desk drawer and studied it for a while. As
hedonistic and driven as Jesse was, I couldn’t imagine her being
involved in anything like Satanism. She’d never been a particularly
religious person, but I could clearly recall conversations we’d had
about her personal spiritual beliefs, and while most organized
religions would have deemed them self-serving at best, they
certainly weren’t evil. The concept of her intentionally being
involved in something that celebrated evil and darkness was
absurd.

My eyes scanned her face, then
body. Even now it was the little things I missed most. Her laugh,
her scent; the way she’d cling to me in the night, hair fanned out
across the pillows and the heat of her breath caressing my bare
chest.

“Where are you?” I
whispered.

Jesse stared back, frozen in
time.

~

The world turned stark
white.

At the farthest reaches of a long
and narrow hallway, I saw Jesse standing against the wall in a
sheer summer dress, arms folded, eyes mournful and moist with
fear.

I started toward her, my slippers
scuffing the pristine tile floor, but she didn’t seem to notice
me.

Before I could reach her, the
silence was interrupted by an odd rippling sound, like tattered
sails billowing in heavy winds. As the sound grew louder I
hesitated, cinched the belt on my robe and called to
her.

Her eyes shifted, became lifeless
black pools, empty sockets. “Don’t,” she gasped.
“Don’t!”

I looked down to see blood—fresh,
thick and wet—dripping from my hands.

The sound became deafening, and I
suddenly realized what it was.

Wings . . . the flapping of
enormous, unseen wings.

~

I awoke to the sound of a
telephone ringing. Still slumped over my desk, I pawed at my eyes,
fought off a lengthy yawn and checked my watch. It was just after
midnight. “Hello?”

“I apologize for calling so
late,” a whispery female voice said, “but I’m looking for David
Drago.”

“You got him.” I leaned back in
my chair, still blinking away sleep and shaking off the effects of
the nightmare. “Who’s this?”

“Whitney Blue.”
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Stunned, I attempted to compose
myself and process a sudden maelstrom of disjointed thoughts into
some sort of intelligible response.

“Are you there?” she
asked.

“Yeah—yes, I’m here.”

“I understand you want to talk to
me.”

“How did you get my
number?”

“Shouldn’t that be my
question?”

“You called me, Ms.
Blue.”

“According to Walter Rizzi you
forced your way into his office today and were asking questions
about Jesse Greenlaw. He said you mentioned me specifically and
planned to contact me. I’d like to know how you got my
name.”

“From my client,” I
lied.

“Anyone I know?” she asked
coolly.

“I’m not at liberty to say.” I
wanted to see if she’d make the next move. When she didn’t, I said,
“All I can tell you is that I’ve been hired to find
Jesse.”

There was a brief pause before I
heard a response. “I didn’t realize she was missing.”

I could’ve sworn I felt my pulse
quicken. “You know where she is?”

“Well, not exactly,
no.”

“I thought you were—”

“Look, Mr. Drago, you’re not a
policeman and I’m under no obligation to answer your questions.”
She offered a dramatic sigh. “I am, however, willing to talk to you
if it’s absolutely necessary, but it’ll be on my terms or not at
all. I won’t allow you to harass me the way you did Walter, is that
clear?”

“Crystal.”

“I don’t like to talk on the
phone,” she said in a more relaxed tone. “I’d rather do this
face-to-face and get it over with.”

“Just tell me where and
when.”

“I’ll be at The Deadbolt tomorrow
night. It’s a nightclub in Boston, ever heard of it?”

“Afraid not.”

“It’s just off Boylston Street, a
few blocks from the Prudential Center. By seven o’clock there’ll be
a line forming on the street, you can’t miss it.”

I nodded into the phone. “I’ll be
there.”

“Ask for me at the
door.”

“I appreciate your cooperation,”
I said. “Let me just ask one more—” The line clicked. “Hello?” Went
dead.

I hung up and rummaged through a
nearby file cabinet until I’d located my vodka stash. I poured
myself a double but it died as quickly as Whitney Blue’s phone
connection.

Never one to give up without a
fight, I defiantly poured another.
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It was mid-afternoon by the time
I rolled out of my cot and staggered to the window. The rain had
stopped but it was still cloudy and dim.

After a sponge bath I dressed and
went to the pizza joint down the street for lunch, then drove
across town to a rental company I often used and leased a car for
the night. I was on the road by six o’clock and arrived in Boston
just before seven.

I took the Chinatown exit, passed
through the theater district and what was left of the city’s
infamous Combat Zone—a confederation of adult video stores, peep
shows and strip clubs—and eventually turned onto Boylston Street.
Even before I’d found a parking space I realized Whitney Blue
hadn’t been exaggerating.

Starting at the
top of an unmarked stairwell which led below street level, located
between a convenience store and a used CD shop, a line of more than
thirty people had formed. Most were in their early to middle
twenties and reminded me of fans I’d once seen at a midnight
screening of The Rocky Horror
Picture Show.

The men were either eel thin or
muscle-bound gym rats, both varieties sporting wildly theatrical
makeup and dark leather outfits complete with studded collars and
boots. The majority of women—pale, with teased hair; eyes, lips and
fingernails painted black—followed suit. A multitude of body
piercings and an overall vampire-punk-corpse motif seemed to be the
current rage.

I approached the crowd from
across the street like a mouse whistling his way through a snake’s
lair, and amidst a volley of objections, cut to the front of the
line. An enormous Asian man working the door stepped in front of
me. Looking me up and down, he shook his shaved head in apparent
disbelief. “Forget it,” he said, folding a pair of heavily tattooed
arms across his chest. “This ain’t your kind of party, my
man.”

“Yeah no shit, Schwarzenegger.”
With the muffled strains of speed metal thudding beneath my feet, I
glanced down the staircase. It was dark beyond the first few steps.
“Whitney Blue said to ask for her at the door. Tell her David
Drago’s here to see her.”

The man stared at me for several
seconds as if weighing the validity of my response then pulled a
flip-phone from his leather chaps and punched in the appropriate
numbers. “Ms. Blue? Yeah, it’s Sumo. I got a guy out front here who
says you’re expecting him . . . little fella. Maybe five-nine,
thinning brown hair, goatee. Probably about thirty-two or three,
looks like he sleeps in his clothes. Says his name’s David Drago
.... All right.” He snapped the phone shut and jerked a thumb
toward the staircase. “Go to the door at the bottom of the stairs.
You’re gonna see a chain-link fence that runs along the left-hand
wall. Follow it to the back until you hit the bar. Somebody will
meet you there and take you to Ms. Blue.”

“Thanks,” I said, moving past
him. “And I’m five-ten, you dick.”

The music grew louder as I
descended the steps, pushed my way through a steel door and stepped
directly onto a huge dance floor. Countless people were slam
dancing in the relative darkness, the only light provided by
pulsing strobes and a series of giant video screens suspended from
the ceiling, which showcased a montage of rapid, pornographic
images. A pungent cloud of dense smoke thickened the air, and the
bare concrete floor was sticky beneath my boots.

The walls were black, making
depth and distance difficult to gauge, but I managed to find the
fence along the left-hand side of the room and followed it through
the mass of jerking bodies. I eventually reached a bar constructed
to resemble a gargantuan coffin. A blood red, five-pointed inverted
star was painted directly onto the wall above it, and barbed wire
had been strung beneath the front counter. A topless male bartender
with pierced nipples looked at me, dark eyes shifting through
peepholes slashed in his leather hood. He said something, but
between the roar of music and a partially closed zipper concealing
his mouth, I couldn’t hear him. With a shrug, he slid further down
the bar to wait on someone else.

I turned, looked back out at the
dance floor and watched the sea of ghouls and lost souls jumping
about like victims of seizure—Just another Saturday night barn
dance in Hell.

A stout man with a blue mohawk,
bad skin and a nose ring connected to a spike through his ear with
a silver chain emerged from the crowd. “I need to see some ID!” he
screamed, holding his hand out like a bellboy awaiting a
tip.

I assumed he wanted to see my
investigator’s license, but since I hadn’t paid the fifteen hundred
bucks to renew it in more than a year, I gave him a business card
instead. After inspecting it briefly he headed toward the end of
the bar and motioned for me to follow.

We slipped through an opening
behind the bar and into a narrow hallway, the ceiling arched, round
and dimly lit by low-watt bulbs encased in iron bar hoods. The man
stopped at the first door we came to. “Go on in,” he said with a
sneer. “But just so you know, I’ll be right outside the whole
time.”
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