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Chapter
1

 


I was feeling
pretty happy that day, before it all went to hell. I was virtually
glowing with success as I entered my office, because it had been a
great day. People all over Birmingham were singing my praises for a
job well done. I had just completed a case—a relatively simple one,
actually—and no one had gone to the hospital, or the morgue. One
rather strange perpetrator was currently in jail, but even he might
get off without too harsh a sentence. I had caught a kidnapper, but
not just any kidnapper. This one had kidnapped only prize show dogs. In
addition, he was an Elvis impersonator.

You can’t make this stuff
up.

The Elvis-obsessed young man’s
intention was to finance his envisioned one-of-a-kind tribute tour
to the King with the ill-gotten doggy ransom money from
Birmingham’s richer residents. I had foiled this nefarious plan,
and therefore, I was a happy man, and not just for that reason.
Added to my mere sense of success was the fact that today had also
been a particularly profitable day. I felt better and had more
money in the bank than I’d had in a very long time.

I’d gotten a break and managed to
locate the underground kennel run by the faux Elvis, who
specialized in dognapping, before any of the prize animals came to
any harm or got resold. The ersatz King of Rock ‘n Roll had been
very busy; a string of such crimes had victimized dog owners
throughout the wealthier neighborhoods of Birmingham for months.
These were no normal dog owners, of course, but the owners of
thoroughbred animals that were pampered and groomed to enter dog
shows. The doo-wop desperado had been stealing purebred dogs from
these upscale families for about eight months. I had been offered
individual rewards from some owners, and others had called,
pleading with me to help them. I had decided to take on each case
as a single account, gambling that the dogs were all safe and being
held in a kennel somewhere by the same thieves—and I’d been
right.

After returning each happy doggy
to its grateful owner, I had then collected fees from no less than
thirty well-to-do and elated owners, fees that now safely resided
in my bank account. All the owners had their dogs back, the bad
guys were in jail, and no one had even gotten hurt. Add to that, I
wasn’t broke—in fact pretty far from it—and I was home safe and
sound, and all of this for the first time in a long time. Things
seldom worked out much better than that, I decided.

Home for me was Birmingham, and
she was big enough to keep me pretty busy. I’d been a police
officer there for a good long while, a sworn officer of the law,
fighting the good fight, until I lost a battle with the bottle and
they had taken my badge. I’d finally won my personal war with
alcohol, as much as anyone ever could, and when I finally had
enough strength to put my life back together, I took the work that
was left to me.

I had been a police detective
once upon a time, and a good one, too. My talents and experience
behind the badge now served me well as a private investigator. The
first year or so as a freelancer had been rough, but I had slowly
made a name for myself in the business as a hardworking, honest
guy to deal with. In the end, the work I had done, and my own
determination to do it well, had won out.

I’ve been a private detective for
several years now. Sometimes it is unforgiving work, but today, I
had really shone. I was, I’ll say it again, one happy
man.

Although I didn’t know it, that
was about to come to an end. In about thirty minutes, my whole life
was going to change. A dark rewind was going to take me back to a
place of nightmares and mad laughter, of lost little girls and
freaks with mad eyes. A door was about to open before me, and
beyond it was a road to a strange and evil place, stranger and more
evil than any I had ever seen before.

For now, though, I was content as
anyone could possibly be, and blissfully unaware of what lay in
store.

I lived the life of most private
investigators, with its practical necessities that others in my
trade would easily recognize. While business took me out of town on
occasion, it seldom took me out of the Southeastern United States.
Most of my cases were of the find-them-and-bring-them-home kind.
Those were the cases that paid the bills. It was, with some
exceptions, work of a decidedly regional variety.

People who had a relative who had
run away to Poughkeepsie, for instance, would not hire a private
eye from Birmingham to go find him, for the most part. It was much
more logical and cost effective to hire someone in Poughkeepsie to
bring the errant lad or lass back home. The same was true of
Birmingham, and everywhere else, for the most part. People hired
hometown detectives when they had no idea where the loved one had
flown, or when there was dirty business to be done in their very
own city.

I kept my office in the Brooks
Building, a decrepit brownstone in the old Birmingham downtown
district. The new downtown had modernized and moved to the
northwest in the late 1970s. I was the sole remaining tenant in the
Brooks Building.

I climbed the aging flagstone
stairs—the elevator had given up the ghost ages ago—and unlocked
the door to my third floor office. I walked in, past the
long-vacant secretary’s desk, and into my inner office. I kept my
office on the third floor because the rent was cheaper up there. At
least, that’s what I told people. In truth, I also liked the
view.

From my third floor vantage
point, I could almost make out who was eating at Sally’s Diner—the
only other business in Brooks Plaza that could still be described
as ‘open for business’ beside my own—and I could see the street,
and the Birmingham skyline. The jets coming and going from
Birmingham International Airport were clearly visible. Sometimes
you could make out the airline insignias if the smog wasn’t too
bad.

I saw that the message light on
the answering machine was flashing, so I pressed the “play” button
and began to make coffee while I listened. The voice of an elderly
lady came first.

“Oh, Mr. Longville.
May God bless you. This is Mrs. Schumacher. I just wanted to tell
you again how grateful we are for your fine work in bringing
Tallulah back to us. She’s very happy to be home. Please use us as
a reference if ever you need one. You are a fine man and a great
detective. Have a wonderful evening, and God bless you.”

I felt my head swelling for the
hundredth time that day. Mrs. Schumacher was a kindly and rather
wealthy widow, who lived in Mountainbrook. Tallulah, her show
poodle, was her sole companion.

There was another message, very
similar in tone and assurances, this from Mrs. Petty, a lady who
lived a rather similar life to Mrs. Schumacher, in that she was a
wealthy widow who focused her life on her dog, and dog shows.
Further equally glowing praise issued forth from the answering
machine.

Roland Longville, savior of the
richest lapdogs in Mountainbrook, I thought to myself with a wry
smile. If anyone met me on the street, they would never
guess.

I am a big man, six foot three,
and still muscled like the linebacker I once was at the University
of Alabama, where I had played football on a scholarship. I had
graduated from there with a double major, one in Criminal Justice,
the other in English. I am a black man, or more accurately, a brown
one, born and raised in North Birmingham, in the old Westmoreland
Heights projects, the poor kid of a single mom. I’ve seen more than
my share of man’s inhumanity to man, but I have tried to rise above
it.

A crescent-shaped scar shows on
the left side of my face, running from the corner of my eye to the
corner of my mouth. My skin is a medium brown; the scar is a thin
loop of lighter-colored skin that tightens that side of my face
ever so slightly when I am tense or angry, and gives me a rather
sinister look. In those moments, the scar becomes paler, and my
face gets darker. Sometimes, when I pass women on the street,
especially affluent young white women, I see them grip their purses
just a little bit tighter.

If only they knew, I would think
to myself, and I have to shake my head. I got that scar when I was
a young policeman. I cornered a rapist who had been terrorizing
women in Birmingham. The man had raped his victims and then slashed
their faces. The Mountainbrook Slasher, the media had dubbed him. I
had stopped that man, too, and he was much, much worse than any
misguided young man who kidnapped dogs and dressed like
Elvis.

I had spotted an open window one
night at 2:00 a.m. while on a routine patrol, and I surprised the
Slasher as he attempted to commit what was to be his final crime.
We had fought, and I got cut several times, the worst being the cut
on my face. As for the Mountainbrook Slasher himself, he had been a
mentally disturbed young man from a wealthy family. He had fallen
on his own knife in the struggle, and later died of peritonitis in
the hospital. The man’s death had put an end to the attacks. I got
a decoration for valor in the line of duty and a promotion to
detective, and, of course, the scar. Such is life.

I have other scars, too, but not
the kind you can see. After a shooting incident in North
Birmingham, a young officer had died on a crime scene, and many had
blamed me for her death. No one blamed me as much as I blamed
myself, though. I had taken to the bottle after that, and for over
two years I had surrendered myself to its blinding embrace. I had
finally fought my way back to sobriety, only to find myself alone,
my once-promising career down the tubes, and with dim prospects for
the future. With the help of my old partner and constant friend,
Lester Broom, I had set myself up as a private detective, and
started over.

But such grim times were far from
my mind at that moment. I poured myself a cup of strong black
coffee and sat down with a bemused smile to listen to the rest of
my messages. When Mrs. Petty hung up, there was a beep, and
silence. I reached forward to clear the machine when another voice
came on the line. My hand froze. The voice was very vague, as
though it was coming from the bottom of a well, or someone was
speaking through a wet towel. It wasn’t the voice of another happy
dowager. There was something desperate in that voice, the sound of
someone earnestly trying to get a message across. I listened hard
to make out the words.

“. . . in your mail .
. .” was all that I could make out. The voice wasn’t familiar. It
had a faint, musical quality to it, but that was all. Like a young
girl, perhaps, though I couldn’t be sure. The words on either side
of the phrase were lost in static, or noise. I had the strange
sensation that the speaker was surrounded by people who didn’t want
the message to be heard, but for some reason limited their
objections to making rude noise to drown out the message. I felt
the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.

I rolled my chair over to my
computer, which sat on a side desk, and checked my email. Nothing
there. Maybe, I reasoned, the person on the phone had been
referring to my postal mail slot downstairs. That must be what the
caller was talking about . . . snail mail.

With an increasingly weird
feeling, I went down the stairs to the mail slot, careful to pocket
my .45 before doing so. The world is full of kooks, I reminded
myself, as I strolled down the stairs. I had made the news, after
all. That might attract any number of psychos, for no other reason
than they simply wanted to do me harm, so they could make the news,
too. Or maybe their dog told them to come to the Brooks building
and shoot the heroic doggy detective. A similar excuse had been
used by a maniac once before, after all.

I looked out the front windows
into the slanting red light of Birmingham in the death of
afternoon. There were no kids across the plaza, no car with the
engine running, no lookout peering surreptitiously around a corner
to watch some prank unfold. There was no bag of flaming dog poop on
the stairs. It didn’t feel like a practical joke, either. Something
about the voice had been, oddly . . . commanding.

I picked up the mail from the
lobby floor. There was a power bill, but nothing else. Maybe the
call was a prank, after all.

You know it
wasn’t, a little inner voice told me. The
little voice is one of my peculiarities. It warned me sometimes,
and chided me at others. Over the years, I’ve learned to take that
little voice very seriously. Now, though, I was at a loss as to how
to proceed. I stood there for a second, then shrugged it
off.

Just a prank
call. I walked back upstairs and grabbed my overcoat and pulled it
on. I caught sight of my reflection in the office door.
Hell, Roland, you even look like a private
eye. I smiled to myself. But that strange
uneasy feeling stayed with me, just the same.

Time to take it to the house, I
decided. For the first time in more than a month, I was going to
spend a quiet evening at home and actually watch a ball game, or a
movie on television. Hey, perhaps even an oldie, a good old
detective film noir, and maybe, just maybe, I’d even get to watch
it all the way through.

 



Chapter 2

 


I pulled into the parking lot of
Sally’s Diner and parked my aging brown Buick against the curb,
behind a blue sedan. It was a Crown Victoria, a supposedly
“unmarked” police car, one of those that, with even a cursory
glance, most people would identify as a police cruiser. A shortwave
radio aerial protruded from the center of the trunk, and dual blue
police lights were quite visible through the rear glass, as was the
protective screen separating the driver’s compartment from the rear
seat. The car in question belonged to my old partner, Detective
Sergeant Lester Broom. Feeling magnanimous after my victory over
the dognappers, I had invited my old friend and partner to lunch.
There was no more appropriate place for us to get together than
Sally’s Diner.

Broom and I had used Sally’s as
our secondary base of operations when we were working the streets
of North Birmingham together. Many were the days the two of us had
sat in a booth and gone over the leads in a case, downing coffee
and knocking our heads together over the latest murder or robbery
in our precinct.

Later, when I had become a
private detective, I had set up shop in my present location,
largely in part because it was in close proximity to a place that
was so familiar to me from my life before the bottle. Sally’s was a
beacon of familiarity, somewhere I felt at home. And, Sally makes
the best coffee in North Birmingham, which never hurts.

Besides my own office, situated
on the third floor of the nearby Brooks Building, no other
businesses remained open in the two-block area that was known as
Brooks Plaza. All the others had long since been boarded up. The
area had taken an economic hit when downtown had shifted further
north in the 1970s. But Sally’s Diner was still a going concern.
For the most part, the place was frequented by a regular clientele,
and many of the faces were the same as when Broom and I had first
partnered up, years ago.

I welcomed the continuity,
because it was still my favorite place to eat, grab coffee, or just
go sit in a booth and think things over. As I walked through the
doors, I immediately spotted the impressive bulk of Detective
Lieutenant Lester Broom squeezed into the end booth.

“What’s up, Roland?”
Broom stood and put out a big hand. I smiled and shook my old
friend’s hand and we sat down.

“Nothing much. How’s
that new partner of yours?” I was asking about Cassandra Taylor,
who replaced Lester’s second partner, Francis “Mack” McMahon. Mack,
who had replaced me, had died in a gunfight a few months
before.

“Cassandra? She’s
doing great, for someone fresh from the uniformed ranks. I still
miss Mack a helluva lot, you know, he’ll always be a brother.
Cassandra’s got what it takes, though. She’s a good cop. She’s
working hard to be a good detective.”

“I’m glad to hear
that.”

“So how are things
with you, by the way?” Broom’s tone indicated he already had heard
about my latest case.

“Unbelievable. From
some of the calls I’ve been getting, you’d think I was Hercule
Poirot.”

“So I hear. Looks
like you are the savior of dog lovers all over Birmingham. Will
there be a television interview?”

“Actually, Channel
Six called, but I don’t know. I’m not as photogenic as you, big
guy.” Big guy was especially apt when talking to Les Broom.
Although I am six foot three, my former partner dwarfed me in both
height and size.

“Anyway, good job.
Money in the bank for you, and none of us poor policemen had to so
much as lift a finger. I assume the congratulations are pouring
in.”

“Thanks, Les. And,
yes, I picked up some sweet references.” In the back of my mind,
though, I heard the strange voice on the answering machine. An odd
feeling overcame me, something like a chill.

“Everything okay? You
looked kind of funny just then.”

“Well, to be honest, I’m not totally sure. I got a weird call
at the office today. I thought it might have been a prank. My name
is in the news presently, so I figured maybe some dumb kid decided
to get cute. But the whole thing felt . . . weird, actually
creepy weird. I think it
was someone telling me to check my mail. Like I said, I got the
call at my office, and there was nothing in the mail there, but I
haven’t checked the mail at home, yet. Maybe they meant my home
mail.”

“Hmm. Maybe. You
never know, Roland, it’s a shady business that we’re in, after all.
Let me know if you run into anything else strange.”

“I’ll do
that.”

Broom nodded and picked up his
coffee, gave it an experimental sip, and nodded in approval.
“Alright, then, so tell me all about this dog-napping
caper.”

~

I left Sally’s feeling a little
better, overall. The strange message had left me with a feeling of
unease, but talking with Broom had at least put it into the
background of my thoughts. It had still been a great
day.

I pulled up to my house, a low,
one-story place situated away from the road. It boasted a high
brick wall that tightly enclosed the entire perimeter, the top of
which ran almost even with the gutters. I had liked the security,
perhaps even the anonymity that the design ensured. One could
approach the front door by walking along the side of the house, but
the rest of the place was walled off from access, or from
view.

I unlocked the door and pocketed
my keys. There was a litter of mail on the floor, as the heavy
storm door had an old-fashioned brass mail slot. I knelt and picked
up a sliding stack of letters. There were a couple of bills in
there, and a small, white envelope. The address had been written in
a tiny, careful hand on the back. There was no return
address.

A shudder ran up my spine, and
made my face and hands feel suddenly cold and clammy. My little
inner voice told me that this was the start of a strange trip. It
had told me such things before, and it hadn’t been
wrong.

I walked toward my desk with the
thought of checking my messages, my eyes still on the strange
envelope, when the telephone rang. I looked up from the envelope
and stood there, perfectly still.

“Surely not,” I
mumbled aloud, and picked up the phone. Once again, there was
static on the other end, and a vague sound within it, a sound that
grew in strength to a ragged buzz, just enough so that I could hear
a distant childlike voice, the voice of a girl, maybe, though I
couldn’t be sure. And that small voice barely penetrated through
the storm of static electricity that raged on the line.

“. . . in your mail .
. .”

And then, nothing; even the
static slowly died away, until I was left holding the receiver,
listening to the silence on the line. Then, after several seconds,
there was a click and a dial tone as the line was automatically
disconnected.

I quickly punched in the number
for information.

“How can I help you?”
The operator asked.

“Operator, this is an
emergency. I need the telephone number of the party that last
dialed this number.”

“I can’t do that,
sir.”

“This is an
emergency,” I repeated, with more force.

“I’ll have to get my
supervisor.”

“Then please
do.”

There was a momentary pause while
the woman summoned someone else to the phone. A young man’s voice
took the place of the woman’s.

“Supervisor 23 here,
sir.”

“Ok. Listen, this is
an emergency. I need you to give me the number of the telephone
that last dialed this number.”

“Well, I’m not
supposed to give that kind of information out over the
line.”

“It’s an emergency.
This is a law-enforcement related matter. I can give you a police
number for verification if you need it, but you have to
hurry.”

There was silence on the other
end of the line, and I could feel the young man’s mind whirring as
he chose between potential firing if this wasn’t for real, or the
harm he would cause by delaying, if it was. His morals won out over
his worldly concerns, because next he said: “Okay, sir, let me look
that up for you.”

“Good
man.”

“Sir, is this Mr.
Roland Longville?”

“That’s
me.”

“Mr. Longville,
according to our logs here, there hasn’t been any activity on your
line since yesterday afternoon.”

I stared into the telephone
receiver. “Excuse me?”

“That’s right, Mr.
Longville. According to our logs, you received several calls in the
afternoon hours yesterday. There’s has been no activity on this
line since that time.”

I thanked the man and hung up. I
took a deep breath, and picked up the phone and dialed Lester
Broom’s office. Broom answered after one ring.

“Broom
here.”

“Les, it’s
Roland.”

“Ah. You sound a
little weird. Did you get something else odd?”

“Did I ever! Whoever
it was that placed that weird call yesterday called me back a few
minutes ago. Get this, the phone company says no one has called.
Very strange. I got a letter here, too. Hang on a sec. Let me see
if I can find out what this is all about.”

“Sure. This is
getting pretty damned interesting.”

I picked up a letter opener and
carefully slit the envelope. It was too small to be a bomb, of
course, but it always pays to be cautious.

There was a folded piece of
newspaper inside. I carefully unfolded it and held it to the
light:

(Reuters) NEW
ORLEANS. Danielle LeGrandville, 11, was reported missing last week
from her Lake Pontchartrain home. The girl’s parents had initially
believed that the girl had run away, since she had a history of
emotional and discipline-related problems. However, the parents
have determined that the girl was not with friends, and filed a
missing persons report. New Orleans police department spokesman
Sergeant Charles Behan indicated today that police now suspect foul
play, although he declined to offer any details. “This is still an
open investigation, and we don’t want too many details published in
the press at this time.”

The story was continued on
another page, which the sender had not included.

“It looks like
somebody is trying to send me a message.”

“Any idea
who?”

“Not a clue. Get
this. It’s a story about a little girl who’s missing down in
Louisiana. And the sender wanted to remain anonymous.”

“That’s it? No
letter?”

“That’s
it.”

“Pretty bizarre.
What’s the girl’s name?” I was sure that Broom was getting out his
notebook.

“Danielle
LeGrandville. She’s eleven years old.”

“I had a hunch there
was more to that call you told me about at lunch, than just some
prank. I’ll tell you what. Let me do a little checking through
official channels. I’ll see what I can turn up. I’ll give you a
shout when I find out what’s going on, down in the Big
Easy.”

“Great, Les.
Thanks.”

“No
problem.”

I hung up. I looked again at the
scrap of newspaper. I now noticed that someone, very lightly, had
underlined the words police now suspect foul play. My mind raced
with questions. What was the sender trying to tell me? And, more
importantly, why? There was the possible motive that they wanted me
involved, but why a private detective from Birmingham, hundreds of
miles away? There was more to it than that, obviously. I had the
feeling that this was not the last message that I’d
receive.

The phone rang again, startling
me. I realized I’d been almost hypnotized by the newsprint in my
hand.

“Hello?”

It was Broom, calling back
already. “Roland, they’ve got a big problem down there.”

“What kind of
problem?”

“The worst kind. Some
sicko down there is preying on kids, little girls in particular. So
far they have four missing. No bodies have turned up. And
Roland?”

“Yes?”

“What’s really
strange about these cases, the little girls all disappeared from
within their homes, one of them during her birthday party.” Broom
said those last words with a deliberate significance.

I felt like someone had
sucker-punched me. Horrors from the past dredged up. I remembered
the name of a child killer, a very dangerous man who had almost
killed me, a man I had caught, but who had escaped to kill again.
For a long few seconds, I was silent, then, I finally managed to
speak. When I did, the killer’s name came to my lips.

“Samson Fain. The
Magician,” I said, using the nickname that the media had given
Fain, the psychopath that I, with help, had miraculously captured a
long time after he had committed a terrible crime. In the end, he
was only in police custody for a while. He had escaped from the
hospital where he had been under guard and vanished without a
trace. A month later he had sent me a card with a one-word
inscription: abracadabra.

It had been a one-word gloat, a
simple reminder that all my efforts to run him to ground had been
in vain.

I sank down onto the couch. I
remembered tracking him down the first time. I’d traced Fain across
the country five years before. He was a special kind of predator,
spending weeks gaining the confidence of his young victims before
spiriting them away. They were, without exception, never to be
heard from again. Few of his victims’ bodies were ever found. In my
mind I saw the face of Georgia Champion, a girl who had disappeared
eight years before; and I saw the face of Samson Fain, the strange,
psychopathic giant I had hunted into the depths of the Arizona
desert.

Georgia Champion was the daughter
and only child of Horace Champion. Champion was a member of
Birmingham’s smallest and most exclusive club. He was a
billionaire, having made his money by inheriting tens of millions
from his late father, and having good enough business sense to make
his fortunes grow larger still. The source of his immense wealth
was a huge construction firm, which he had also inherited. His
daughter’s abduction had caused a media sensation, because the
misfortunes of the rich turn seem to turn reporters on more than
the sufferings of the poor.

The lurid story came rushing back
to me. It had been the proverbial tabloid circus that everyone in
the world heard about, whether they wanted to or not. The yellow
journalists had stoked the flames of the public interest, and the
story had run the lurid circuit, as such sad stories do. Theories,
realistic and otherwise, were thrown around. Then, one day, the
story had become an old topic. The public got bored with the lack
of new developments, and so the jackals had run away to focus on
some other human tragedy. In the end, the girl’s abduction had
become the butt of jokes, and finally, it had been
forgotten.

Georgia Champion, The Poor Little
Rich Girl, as so many headlines and magazine covers had called her.
I was sure that there were still old tabloids in my outer office,
with her picture and those very words emblazoned across their
fading covers. Most of them featured crazed headlines, blaming the
girl’s disappearance on everything from Satanist death cults, to
aliens from outer space. The headlines had grown increasingly
bizarre as time had gone by. No real suspects had ever been
announced, and Georgia was never found, dead or alive. Eventually,
most people just lost interest.

Georgia Champion’s disappearance
would never have attracted so much attention, of course, had her
parents not been so wealthy. They were the Mountain Brook
Champions, after all. Her father was a well-known construction
magnate. That fact alone had kept the story in the news for a year.
It had lingered in the tabloids six months more.

For all the media hoopla, though,
the crime itself had been a genuine conundrum. The girl had
disappeared from her parent’s estate, an opulent 19th Century manor
with a ten-foot privacy fence, as well as its own security force.
She had been just nine years old. A lot of good minds had tried to
crack the mechanics of just how the girl had been abducted, with no
success.

With only a single, slender, and
rather unlikely clue, I had tracked Samson Fain deep into the
Arizona desert, and there we had fought a titanic battle in an
isolated ghost town, a place where circuses wintered and restocked
for the next season. Fain had the strength of an enraged bull. He
had nearly killed me, as well as Birmingham Detective Amos Tiller,
who had accompanied me on my quest to find Fain. With the help of
others, we had been subdued Fain in an epic battle that had almost
destroyed the entire town.

A few days after his capture,
however, the seemingly invulnerable Fain disappeared from a
hospital filled with police, by using the same weird talents he
used to abduct his victims from their presumably safe
homes.

“You think this is a
letter from Fain?” Broom asked me.

“That’s not likely.
He got away, and managed to hide himself, and stay hidden. He’ll
kill anyone he has to, now, to stay that way. No, I think this
letter is from someone else, maybe someone who has cause to believe
that Fain’s in Louisiana, and remembered my name from when I caught
him the first time. With a lot of help, I might add.”

Broom grunted. “Well, maybe all
of this is so, Roland, but why the intrigue? Why doesn’t this
person just call you up and tell you what they know?”

“That’s a very good
question.”

“I admit it looks
likely, but the world is full of freaks, these days. It might be
Samson Fain down there, but you and I know better than to jump to
such conclusions. There are plenty of other crazy bastards out
there doing the same thing. I know you, though. You’ve probably
already got a plan. So tell me, just what are you going to
do?”

I thought for a second. “Well,
maybe I’m not Hercule Poirot, after all. I felt brilliant, until a
few minutes ago. To tell you the truth, now I’m at a loss. Yes,
I’ll look into it. But if you want a game plan, I can’t give it to
you. I can’t because I don’t know what to do, at this
moment.”

“Well, partner,
whatever you decide, don’t keep me in the dark. If you’re right,
don’t forget, this guy is on the FBI’s Most Wanted list. If you get
any more of these strange messages, keep me posted. Always
remember, I can help.”

“Thanks, Les. I
promise that I’ll let you know.”

I hung up, but I already knew
what I was going to do. In all likelihood, Broom knew, too. I was
going to Louisiana, and I was going to find Samson Fain again,
because I had to. I owed that to little girls long dead, and, most
of all, little girls who are alive now and who have never met a
monster like Samson Fain. I would like to make sure they never
would.

 



Chapter 3

 


I drove across town to Red Lane,
a narrow street in north Ensley that was dominated by the East
Precinct building, a stately deep brown granite structure. It had
been called the New Building for years because the Old Precinct had
still been used as a police administrative building after its
construction, with operations slowly shifting over to the more
modern facility as time went by. Finally, the newer building had
developed a persona of its own, and the old home of the East
Birmingham police had been renovated into a municipal court
facility. Things change.

Birmingham is an old town, one
that has seen many ups and downs in just over its seven generations
of human existence. She was built around industry by interested
parties in the years after the Civil War, as had many cities in the
South during the so-called Reconstruction period. Many enterprising
young robber barons had migrated south and made their money by
building a plant, and planning a town around it, along with others
of like mind. Shotgun houses, company store, and little else were
the beginnings of many Southern cities. The cities they had built
had gone on to booms, busts, recession, depression, and for some of
them, rebound. Others had disappeared completely. But a few—a very
few—grew and became something special in the age that followed.
Birmingham was one of the grandest of the cities that had sprung
into being during that time.

She had been the epicenter of the
Civil Rights struggle, a hundred years after the end of the Civil
War. I was a little too young to remember the Civil Rights
movement, but as a black man living in Birmingham, its history was
everywhere for me. It was on the lips of my mother, who had marched
to Selma with Martin Luther King. It was in the proud bearing of my
grandparents, who smiled with pride whenever their grandson came
home from the University of Alabama, where I was a linebacker on
the football team of what had once been the most segregated
university in the South. Things change. A mighty big chapter in the
nation’s history had played out in Birmingham and surrounding
points.

My own personal history was woven
into the city, too. I could see it in almost every building that I
passed. My route took me past rows of closed businesses on 3rd
Avenue north, and past the lovely, abandoned yellow limestone
shoulders of the Cabana Hotel. Like Birmingham itself, the old
hotel was a testament to a bygone era. I winced. A very, very bad
man had killed some people there, just a couple of months before,
and in the ensuing struggle he had also wounded me before he had
been killed by an innocent bystander. I shook my head at the
memory. This city was full of ghosts for me, now.

But I had to put that from my
mind. What I needed was the insight of my old friend, Detective
Amos Tiller. And more importantly, I needed his help.

Tiller had assisted me with my
first search for Samson Fain. I thought again about the murky
message on the answering machine, speaking through a wall of static
from some place that seemed awfully dark, from across that
invisible connection of the telephone line. I had the newspaper
clipping with me. I believed—no, I knew, somehow—that I was
right.

Samson Fain had surfaced again.
But I thought now about how tenuous my evidence seemed, and I
wondered how Tiller would react.

~

“You have to be
kidding me.” Detective Amos Tiller peered closely at the newspaper
clipping that I had photocopied for him. Broom, across town at
Police Headquarters, was having the original subjected to intense
scrutiny by the Birmingham Police crime lab. I hoped against hope
that he would turn up something.

Here at the East Precinct,
Detective Amos “Dead Letter” Tiller was in charge of cold cases,
since he had shown an aptitude for solving crimes long since filed
away as unsolvable. He had a unique approach to police work, and it
involved his steady, rational mind, and superhuman patience. He
also had a bloodhound’s nose, especially when it came to the
esoteric leads that others often overlooked.

Some of his fellow officers had
looked upon his appointment to the cold-case room as
semi-retirement. That is, they had until Tiller started solving
those often long-forgotten crimes. Now, everybody in the precinct
regarded him with quiet respect, if not a little awe. His
formidable intellect was known and respected. “Cold Case” Tiller,
they called him, but not to his face, for the squat,
forty-something detective was also known to be pretty cranky at
times, and a downright curmudgeon at others. Right now, the needle
on Tiller’s dial was edging toward curmudgeon.

I was sitting across from Tiller
in The Dungeon, as Tiller referred to his dark little office, which
was situated in the basement of the Birmingham Police Department’s
East Precinct. He shared the basement space with evidence and
equipment rooms, an ever-humming mainframe computer, and hundreds
of file cabinets, his “Cold Case library” as he liked to call
them.

Tiller was an able detective,
smart and resolute. He routinely dragged out folders from those
filing cabinets on long unsolved cases, and with his peculiar blend
of penetrating insight and good old horse sense, frequently found a
solution where none before had seemed possible. Tiller was no
miracle worker, no Sherlock Holmes, he was simply meticulous to the
point of being dogged, and wasn’t ever in too much of a hurry to
disregard any lead, no matter how weird, or seemingly outlandish.
Over a hundred cases, long languishing in the archives of the
Birmingham Police Department, had been solved by Detective Sergeant
Amos Tiller and his over-active brow. Some of those cases had been
well over thirty years old.

With his notorious eye for
detail, and with what some of his fellow officers considered an
off-beat way of thinking, Tiller had helped me track the
all-but-undetectable Samson Fain across the continent of North
America, from the middle of the Deep South, to his hiding place in
the Arizona desert. He had been with me when we encountered Fain in
the ghost town of Inspiration, where carnivals and circuses spent
their winters replenishing, repairing, and practicing for the next
year. It was there where the giant, fiendish clown-magician was
hiding out, one place where his otherworldly size, strength, and
other oddities attracted little attention.

Tiller had also shared my anger
and despair at Fain’s escape. Our great success had been abruptly
turned to failure. Now, it seemed possible that Fain had surfaced
again. But Tiller didn’t appear totally convinced, at the moment.
He was stroking his stubble of beard meditatively, and sipping his
perpetually present cup of black coffee.

Detective Sergeant Tiller was a
squat, intelligent-looking man, in his early fifties, who wore
horn-rimmed glasses and had a head full of dense, curly brown hair.
He had a scruffy, close-cropped mustache and beard, and wore a tie
and suspenders. His black necktie bore a small golden shield of the
Birmingham Police.

Tiller hadn’t always been a
detective. Prior to his service with the Birmingham Police, he had
joined the United States Navy at 16, spent ten years and three
cruises in the Mediterranean; been married and divorced three
times; and retired as a Chief Petty Officer at 36 years of age. He
then began his second career as a Birmingham policeman. He was
decidedly crusty, but also decidedly knowledgeable. In addition to
other things, he was a voracious bookworm, and would settle down
with a compendium of Dickens or the technical manual for a
Soviet-era Russian Army tank with equal enthusiasm. Now, he simply
knitted his brow and shook his head.

“It’s not his style,
Roland. When this guy’s hidden, he stays hidden. No bragging notes,
no hints as to his whereabouts.”

“He sent me a
postcard after he escaped, remember.”

“That was different.
His whole point was to say, ‘I got away. Tiller and you, Roland
Longville, are idiots.’ He gave you no hint of where it was that he
had fled to. This newspaper clipping is telling you, ‘Here I am.
Come and get me.’ It’s just not Fain’s style, I tell
you.”

“Right. In fact,
you’re exactly right. That’s the point, you see, this newspaper
clipping isn’t from him, Tiller. This is someone trying to tell me
where he is.”

“Now, why on earth
would they do that? Why would they bother you, instead of simply
reporting him to the police in wherever, Louisiana? Or, if they are
a big fan of yours, they could just call you up, and say, come get
him, here he is.” Tiller shrugged.

“Broom said the same
thing. I’ve thought about all of that, and I admit, I can’t
understand why whoever it is doesn’t just call me, or better yet,
the New Orleans police. Maybe the caller—or callers—are involved in
some kind of crime, so they can’t go to the authorities. Maybe they
are afraid to for some other reason. But it doesn’t matter. I can
feel it. This is Fain down there, abducting these girls. Look at
the M.O., Tiller. A couple of these little girls are abducted from
their homes in the middle of their birthday parties. He’s reliving
the Georgia Champion case, the triumph of his life.”

Tiller remembered all too well
that Georgia Champion’s distraught father had hired me to reexamine
the evidence from that case, three years after she had been taken,
in the hopes of finding something, anything. In the end, Tiller and
I, working together, had indeed found that little something, and
that one slender lead had led the two of us down a very unlikely
path.

Without Tiller, I doubt the case
could have proceeded. It was an old case, and a strange one; but
ultimately, we had found Fain, and with some help from others, we
had apprehended him, though it almost cost us our lives. But in the
end, I had to admit to myself, it had come to naught. I had never
found Georgia Champion. Other little girls had died at Fain’s hands
out in the Midwest, and Samson Fain had made good his escape. He
had won the final round of the fight.

But today was different. Whatever
had happened in the past, here was a clue. Fain had surfaced again.
I tried to make Tiller understand that.

Tiller sat there, staring at the
newspaper clipping, stroking his chin.

“Fain’s down there,
Tiller. He’s in Louisiana,” I said, staring levelly at him. Tiller
blinked his eyes, removed his glasses, and rubbed the bridge of his
nose. It was a sign he was coming to a decision, I knew. His next
words didn’t fill me with a lot of hope.

“Now listen, Roland.
You and I did good work out there in Arizona. We read the leads
right. We did what no one else had been able to do. We ran the evil
son of a bitch to ground. But be that as it may, I can’t go tearing
off to another state every time you think Fain’s popped
up.”

“You’re getting
pretty close to retirement, Tiller. You work in the basement here
all day, exclusively on cold cases. Are you saying you can’t go
with me, because a case of yours just won’t wait?”

“Hmm. Your argument
sounds vaguely familiar, Roland. I seem to remember making an
unplanned trip to Arizona after you made similar comments, a few
years back. But think about this. What if it isn’t him, after all?
What if we go all the way down there and find out that you’re
wrong?”

“We won’t, because
I’m not wrong. We’ve danced this dance before, Tiller. You know I’m
right this time, too. You sound just like you did before we went to
Arizona. Remember, it was you who had the theory about him then.
And you were right about where he was. Misdirection, remember? This
guy knows how to hide in plain sight. That’s what’s happening
again, this time in Louisiana. He’s found new stomping grounds,
somewhere else he seems to fit in, but he’s doing the same thing
that he used to do. He’s hurting young girls. He’s far enough away
from his past that no one gives him a second glance.”

I drove my finger into the scrap
of newsprint that lay on the table in front of Tiller.

“Samson Fain got away
clean, but somebody has sniffed him out. Maybe they are afraid to
act. Maybe they are afraid of the police. Who knows why, but they
contacted me when they found out who he really was. There’s an
explanation for that, too, I’m sure. We’ll have to find out the
‘why’ of it all. Come on, Tiller. Say that you’ll go with me. You
have to do this.”

Tiller squinted again at the
copied newsprint. He rubbed his chin. “You have no empirical
evidence, you know.”

“Tiller.”

“There could be any
number of explanations.”

“Tiller.”

“We should let the
police down there know.” Tiller lifted a reproving hand against my
impending protest. “Before you get angry, let me just say it—I’ll
go. Maybe I’m getting a bit senile, but, God help me, I do think—
maybe—you’re right. There, I said it. I hope and pray that you are.
But we have to play with a few ground rules if I’m to involve
myself.”

Tiller averted his gaze from my
triumphant expression and went on.

“First of all, we
inform the New Orleans police. Remember the hostility we got from
the police in Arizona? I don’t want a repeat of that. That almost
got us both killed. Not this time. I’ll give them a call
personally. I’ll talk to the Chief of Detectives down there, and
give them the rundown. They should know. I won’t set foot in New
Orleans otherwise.”

“That’s fine with me.
Come to think of it, maybe you had best be the one to contact the
authorities,” I said. “After all, I’m just a private detective.
Your status as a Sergeant of Detectives would carry more weight
with the police there.”

“Roland, you mean to
tell me that you haven’t spoken with anyone on the force down there
yet?” Tiller asked with a look of surprise.

“The only reason that
I haven’t called them already,” I replied, “is because they
probably aren’t going to listen.”

~

They weren’t listening. The man
on the other end of the line, who identified himself as Officer
Gaius Dupree, was only mildly interested in Tiller’s theory, and
was in no hurry to connect him with anyone on the abduction case.
Tiller wondered if there were other Officer Duprees, and the
officer was trying to avoid confusion, or if he just gave his given
name out over the telephone because he thought it sounded so cool.
Officer Gaius Dupree, man of action.

“Listen, Officer
Dupree, I am Sergeant of Detectives Amos Tiller.”

“Yes. So you said, in
Birmingham. Am I to understand that you are working on a case that
is somehow related to the Danielle LeGrandville abduction
case?”

“No, but I worked on
a case a while back that shares striking similarities—”

“Hold please,
detective.”

Tiller held the telephone away
from him and glared into the receiver in anger and
astonishment.

Eventually the voice came back on
the line. “Detective Bishop isn’t in, but I’ll transfer you to his
voicemail.” Tiller was transferred before he could
respond.

Tiller had never shot a brother
policeman, but he was seriously considering trying it out on this
Dupree fellow. Just in the kneecap, he decided. Professional
courtesy, and all that. Bishop’s voicemail came on the
line.

“This is Detective
Sergeant Amos Tiller, Birmingham Police, Homicide. I have worked on
a case, in the past, one that bears remarkable similarities to the
LeGrandville abduction case. The perpetrator in my case is at large
and has been known to travel to new locales and repeat offend. This
is an extremely dangerous offender who is on the FBI’s Most Wanted
List. Samson Fain. He is a repeat child rapist and murderer. I have
reason to believe that he is in your area. Please contact me as
soon as possible for further information.”

Tiller left his information and
hung up. He hoped this Bishop was a little more cooperative than
Officer Dupree. For now, he set aside the idea of going over both
men’s heads. He’d just have to wait for Bishop’s
response.

 



Chapter 4

 


I showed up at Tiller’s house the
next morning in a rental car. He eyed the small blue dodge sedan
suspiciously, and then slanted his eyes at me.

“What in the hell’s
the matter with you, Longville? Haven’t you ever heard of a
Chevrolet? Didn’t we get a car just like this out in
Arizona?”

I pretended innocence. Tiller was
a man with set narrow tastes in cars, music, ladies, and most other
things. I usually drove a restored brown 1979 Buick, which, to my
tastes, was the best car ever produced by modern automotive
science. The Buick’s V-8 engine, however, was just a little too gas
indulgent for such a long drive, so I had opted for a rental car as
the most economical mode of travel.

I did my best deadpan expression.
I moved my hands around in an all-encompassing gesture, and smiled
sheepishly at Tiller.

“It’s all they
had.”

~

We had been driving a while, and
I had sensed that Tiller was ruminating on something. Somewhere
around Tuscaloosa, he split a seam and it all came pouring
out:

“When we get to New
Orleans, I’m going to find this Officer Dupree and kick the shit
out of him,” Tiller grumbled. “I mean, imagine, the guy talking to
me like I’m some rookie wannabe. I was working homicide when his
mother was still wiping his bottom.”

I smirked and shook my head.
Dupree’s callous handling of Tiller had hurt the older man’s pride.
I tried to look at the encounter from Dupree’s point of view. I
figured that New Orleans Police were probably pulling some long
hours and handling some big caseloads. New Orleans was still very
much on the mend, having suffered through Hurricanes Katrina and
Rita, and the even more brutal aftermath of those two storms. I had
a suspicion that Tiller’s opinion of Dupree would soften somewhat
after we actually got to New Orleans, and he saw what the man had
to contend with on a daily basis.

“The last time I was
in New Orleans was before Hurricane Katrina hit.” I pointed to the
trees along the side of the highway, many of which still canted at
a forty-five degree angle. “Look at those trees. We’re still a
hundred miles inland. Can you even imagine what it was like to be
in New Orleans when the storm hit? It must have been like a nuclear
war, or maybe even the end of the world.”

“Yeah, I guess those
poor bastards in First Response jobs had their hands pretty full.
Can’t envy law enforcement down there,” Tiller said, his tone
lapsing into something a bit more thoughtful.

I could tell he was putting
himself in the Louisiana cop’s shoes mentally, for perhaps the
first time. I hoped that maybe that earned me some good Karma, if
nothing else, for having planted the germ of understanding in his
mind. Tiller was sharp, very sharp, but sometimes he played the
role of the curmudgeon to his own detriment.

“There’s nothing more
telling than a first-hand assessment,” I said, in gentle agreement.
Tiller was thoughtfully quiet for a while after that.

 



Chapter 5

 


It’s a long drive down to New
Orleans. You take I-59 down through Tuscaloosa, past the University
of Alabama, where Coach Paul “Bear” Bryant led that college team to
unparalleled glory from the 1960s through the 1980s. That old
highway hooks through Meridian, and takes a gentle left and heads
down toward the sea.

Then, there is a long drive ever
southward, until 59 dead-ends into Highway 10, and then, my friend,
you are in front of New Orleans, and you know this without a doubt,
because the highway is now nothing but a great long bridge, running
ever southward across a vast bayou, and the sun has burst free from
the green canopy and is smiling down upon you, and the gulls are
wheeling in the salty air that fills your lungs and takes a couple
of years off you, and maybe, if you are in the right place
metaphysically, makes your troubles seem lighter.

I observed all these wonders as
Tiller and I sped along over the Pontchartrain Bridge. A hurricane
had come and gone—Katrina. The entire world knew her name, and the
damage that she had wrought, and the way the government had either
bungled helping the people of that great city, or had simply turned
a blind eye to their suffering. But the water had gone down, and
New Orleans still remained.

“Maybe you made me
see the light a little about what these guys have been through down
here,” Tiller said in a grudging tone, rubbing his chin. “But that
doesn’t alter the fact we need some cooperation if we are going to
find Fain. Remember how much trouble we had locating him out west,
in a sparsely populated area? And he didn’t even know we were
looking for him. You can bet if he’s here, he’s gone to great
lengths not to be found again.”

“He’s here. I have no
doubt of it.”

Tiller merely grunted in response
as I pulled the car into a visitor’s spot in the parking lot of the
New Orleans Police Headquarters. Tiller looked up at the building’s
marble facade, with its strange mystical symbol, and upside-down
crescent moon with a star suspended under it. I am pretty sure he
was reminded uneasily of magicians, fortune-tellers, and other, as
he called them, weirdos. He was, no doubt, also thinking of his
conversation with Officer Dupree on the telephone.

“It’s not you that
I’m worried about,” was all that he said.

~

We signed in at the front desk,
which looked pretty much like very front desk in every police
station that I had ever seen. A bored rookie behind a bulletproof
glass gazed down at us from an elevated floor on his side of the
partition, and told us to sign in. He slid a clipboard to us
through a slot in his impregnable cage. We took turns signing our
names on a pad on the clipboard with a weathered pen that was
tethered to it by a length of blue yarn and clear Scotch
tape.

“Is Officer Dupree
in?” Tiller asked impishly, rolling his eyes toward me.

“Tiller,” I
chided.

“Officer Dupree’s off
today,” the rookie informed him, and gave us both a blank
questioning look.

We told him why we were there,
and he told us to have a seat while he went scurrying off to talk
to Detective Bishop. After about ten minutes, he came back, and
nodded at us through the glass.

“Go through that
door, gentleman. Detective Bishop’s office is the second door on
the left.”

We got up and walked to the door
he indicated. The rookie hit a button that we couldn’t see. A
buzzer went off, and the all-metal door opened with a heavy clunk
as the bolt released. We walked down the hall. Bishop was standing
in the open doorway of his office, a cell phone to his ear. He
raised his eyebrows and nodded at us in a sort of exaggerated
gesture of recognition, and waved us in.

Bishop was a slender black man in
his early fifties. He looked fit and moved with the ease of a much
younger man. He gave the impression of being very active, and very
much at ease with himself. Only his head of short, snowy hair
betrayed his age. He had eyes like every detective the world over,
hard but inquisitive, probing and intelligent. He looked somewhat
like a shorter version of actor Morgan Freeman.

“So you’re Detective
Tiller?” He addressed Tiller, ignoring me for the moment. He
grunted something unintelligible to whomever he was talking to on
his phone, snapped the cell phone closed, and put it away with a
casual flourish.

“I am. Detective
Sergeant Amos Tiller, Birmingham Police. I work
homicide.”
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