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“There is such a thing

As the pressure of darkness . . .”

–Victor Hugo
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PROLOGUE

 


NEAR MOGADISHU, SOMALIA

October, 1993

 


At first there is silence on the terraced
rock face, broken only by the vaguely erotic sigh of evening waves
stroking the beach. Then comes a man-made explosion of titanic
proportions as the modified UH 60L goes pedal to the metal, the
darkened Black Hawk helicopter rattling, whining, and thumping as
it lifts off and turns away, flying blind. The well-trained pilot
in alien-looking black goggles travels night-vision low,
dangerously close to the sandy, rock-freckled ground, hoping to
avoid enemy radar. Inside a greenish, shadowy cabin rests the human
cargo, four elite “D” boys and one shadowy CIA observer.

The quartet of young soldiers, their faces
soot-blackened and sweaty, are stretched out near backpacks which,
like their uniforms, have been carefully stripped of all military
insignia. Silenced weapons have been cleaned, knives sharpened,
explosives wrapped carefully, drop ropes diligently re-wound,
medical kits checked and re-checked. So now they chew gum and
pretend to snooze with the studied insouciance of bloodied males
the world over. They have come up together, from Fort Bragg and its
Range 19 to Covert Ops in Somalia, and they are at ease in each
other’s company.

The observer, a youthful “spook” named Cary
Ryan, has almost effeminate features but the lithe, compact
toughness of a gymnast. He wears a drab uniform, also devoid of any
markings, and lives up to his job description by rarely speaking.
The men wait. All around them tiny lights flicker, casting
purple-pink fingers of shadows up the riveted metal walls. The
tallest soldier, a freckled-faced athlete from Nevada, picks
imaginary food from his teeth. “Say, Top?”

“Yeah.”

The red-haired boy cocks his head. “Where the
fuck is this dump we’re roping into again?”

“I told you, it’s some tribal armpit maybe a
few clicks past Mo, over near Ethiopia,” Top says, dryly. “Why, you
got a problem with that?”

Burke shrugs. Around him the other soldiers
are starting to tune in. They sense that he’s on to something.
“Yeah. We’re going the wrong way.”

“That so?”

“We’re moving north, across the bay. Hell,
this turns out to be a long enough flight we’ll be in fucking
Djibouti.”

Top lowers and shakes his head. Looks up:
“Outstanding, genius. That’s because the target is in
Djibouti.”

Their young medic, inevitably nicknamed Doc,
is a wiry black man. “So we’re going into yet another fucking
backwards country, without official permission. You’re shitting me,
right?”

“Nope.”

“Damn, that is harsh. I was hoping you made
us lose our ID in case of a paternity suit or something.”

“Like you could get laid.”

Nervous laughter all around. Their leader
stands up, lurches to one side and grabs onto a leather strap to
keep his balance. He looks down at them fondly, shakes his head in
mock disappointment. “Bunch of clowns . . .”

“So what’s the real mission, Top?” The fourth
man is Scotty Bowden. He is stocky, muscular, and always seems to
have a two-day stubble on his weathered face. “And what the fuck is
in Djibouti?”

“A warlord who needs to learn some manners. I
guess Clinton can’t get that lying sack of shit Hassan Gouled to do
anything, so it’s our party.”

Burke snorts. “So much for the fucking
French, huh?”

“Yeah. They won’t touch this guy either,
although the frogs do know we’re coming. They said they’d look the
other way, but other than that, we’re on our own.”

“Mighty white of them,” jokes Doc. No one
reacts.

“And if you are killed or captured,” Scotty
intones, “the secretary will disavow all knowledge of your
actions.” He hums the theme from ‘Mission Impossible.’ That manages
to draw a few chuckles.

“Here’s the name of the game,” Top says,
firmly. “Get killed if you have to and we’ll bring you home.”

Cary Ryan offers his first words. He speaks
in a cool, clear voice. “But now hear this . . . nobody gets
caught.”

An immediate silence follows; all eyes
turn away to wander the nearly empty cabin. Death is acceptable,
but capture, and the inevitable videotaped confession that would
surely follow brutal torture, is strictly forbidden. In short,
shoot yourself if you have to; indeed, shoot your friend,
but do not leave anyone behind
alive. Everyone goes home . . . or else.

Scotty cuts a huge fart and breaks the
tension. Burke waves a bush hat in the air and pretends to gag,
Cary Ryan holds his nose. Doc Washington sits quietly, dreaming of
a future he may not see. Top watches with a believable, yet
entirely manufactured grin plastered on his face. He is the oldest
warrior, thirty-six and pushing thirty-seven; to him the others, in
their late twenties, are a solemn responsibility.

“If you ladies are through polluting the
rarified air of our home away from home, I’ll give you a sitrep and
our exact mission.”

All business, now, the group gathers in a
tight circle. Top reflexively turns his back to the open ramp,
flicks on a small flashlight and jams it between his teeth. He
drops some photographs onto the floor, illuminates them. “Look
these over and memorize the face and vitals. The target is a prick
named Yousef Dahoumed. He’s a religious nut, a terrorist who is
asshole buddies with another rag head called Osama Bin Laden. In
fact, they are supposed to be distant cousins. As you girls know,
Bin Laden has a real hard-on for the U.S., and may be backing
Adid.”

Burke mutters something unintelligible. Top
eyeballs him until he speaks. “What kind of religious nut, or
doesn’t that matter?”

“It matters, but not a lot.”

Burke gestures expansively, palms out. “You
know I like to read about religions, Top. It’s a thing with me,
okay? So tell us.”

“He’s a nut job, plain and simple. From what
I heard he’s set up his own weird mix of Islamic Fundamentalism and
Animism, which I’ve been told is seeing God everywhere, or
something like that. You’d know better than me.”

“That’s close enough. Damn, that sure would
have to be one strange brew to work.”

“It’s strange, all right. We’re talking
worshipping Allah via animal sacrifice, rolling your ass around in
blood, all kinds of weird shit. Which plays right into running a
terrorist organization, I might add. He whips those ignorant
fuckers into a real frenzy and sends them into Somalia after the
white oppressors. Meaning us.”

Doc calls: “What you mean
us, white boy?”

“So what the fuck is he doing over in
Djibouti, then?” Scotty Bowden is just making conversation. He
won’t come alive until the fighting starts.

“Intel says he has a training compound there.
The French don’t want to piss off that asshole Gouled, and he don’t
want to irritate his Islamic A-rab majority, so they have all been
letting Yousef Dahoumed do whatever he wants to us, long as he
stays out in the boonies and doesn’t fuck with them.”

“Not that it matters,” Doc offers, “but
anybody tell you why we give enough of a shit about this guy to
risk an op like this?”

“RPG’s.”

The group goes silent. That voice belongs to
Cary Ryan. The acronym he used is for ‘rocket-propelled grenades.’
“As you know, they’ve been turning up all over Mogadishu, and one
of these days some of the good guys are going to get killed. Intel
says Dahoumed is collecting the grenade rifles and shipping them to
Adid.”

Burke seems satisfied. “So we fuck with him
instead.”

“Exactly,” Top replies. “Now check out the
photograph. Memorize it, because you will only have a few minutes
to locate the target.”

Doc looks, whistles. “Mamma, he ugly. That
there is one bad-skinned, limp-dicked, towel-head fuckin’
sorry-assed motherfucker.”

More laughter. Burke blows him a fish-mouthed
kiss. “I love it when you talk dirty.”

“The other photographs are of the terrorist
compound. Satellite photos show it nearly empty at the moment, with
most of the cadre near the border with Somalia, but there are bound
to be some top-notch ragtops there to guard Dahoumed. So keep your
shit wired tight at all times, ladies. I don’t want anybody
hurt.”

“How big around is this place?”

“Figures are on the back. Be advised that the
compound itself is a couple of football fields long, with a
shitload of obstacle courses and some empty buildings used as a
firing range, but we’re only going in at the southern point, where
Dahoumed’s quarters are located.”

“What about the bird?” Jack Burke.

“He stays airborne the whole time,” Top
answers. “We haul ass and rope down a little over a mile away. The
bird will circle to the west to distract the guards.”

“Time in the dirt?”

“Fifteen minutes,” Top leans down and uses
his foot to indicate a rock face featured in one of the
photographs. “We scramble up that face and jog up the back way,
across that flat plain.”

Burke whistles. “Top, if some asshole turns
on a floodlight or something, we’re sitting ducks.”

“If we rope down fast enough, it will seem
like we never stopped.”

“Yeah, if the bird does its job.”

“It will. You just shut up and do as you’re
told.”

Doc moans in mock terror. “If’n you say so,
Boss.”

“Now hear me carefully on this, in case you
ever have to testify as to your orders.” Top comically rolls his
eyes and holds up crossed fingers. “We are to enter the compound
unseen, using stealth, and then make ‘every reasonable effort’ to
take this man alive. We can, however, fire to defend ourselves if
attacked. Are we all clear on that point?”

“Clear.”

Burke looks up. “What was that, sir?”

“Huh?”

He locks and loads his modified M-249. “Why,
I do believe we just got attacked. Top, did somebody fire upon my
sorry ass?”

“You may want to wait until our boots hit the
dirt,” Top says, dryly. “But, yeah. Consider yourselves attacked.
Once we enter that compound, we will all notice small arms fire
coming from the village. We will then be forced to defend
ourselves.”

“And, sadly, Mr. Dahoumed will not survive
the extraction effort,” says Cary Ryan, the spook. “This despite
all of your best efforts to capture him alive. Clear?”

“Clear.”

Top checks his watch. “Like I said, memorize
that layout and the face of our man. Then make sure every thing
that rattles or clanks is taped down. When we run, I want this
chalk as quiet as a nun farting in church.” He yawns theatrically,
then releases the hanging strap and drops to his knees on the metal
flooring. “Look, we’ve only got another hour or so before the shit
hits the fan. Smoke ‘em if you got ‘em. I’m going to get some more
snoring done.”

Top rolls over onto his left side. He closes
his eyes. He is showing his men that he is cool, relaxed. In fact
his stomach is shaking, his palms are wet. Top has a bad feeling on
this one. He does not trust Intel, he does not like working with
such a small team. Something doesn’t feel right.

To his surprise, he falls asleep anyway.

Thirty minutes, twenty, ten . . .

The men on their feet, lined up perfectly.
Doc, Top, Burke, and Bowden all slam their clenched fists together
and call out, “Brothers!”

“Brothers!” Cary Ryan flashes a wry grin. He
slaps them each on the back as they go by. The observer sends them
off with a throaty: “Go! Go!”

The Black Hawk is hovering, the pilot holding
the bird as steady as possible; the massive rotor blades start
whipping the sand below into dense clouds. Scotty is out onto the
rope and snaking down rapidly; he’s twirling in the prop wash, then
down on the ground. He trots north to the edge of the dry clearing
and goes flat, weapon at the ready, night-vision goggles turning
the desert an ominous green. Doc follows him, most ricky tic, his
light frame taking him straight down the rope to the sand in one
smooth motion. He trots south, flattens with a weapon at the ready.
Then comes Burke, whose upper body strength carries him down the
rope effortlessly. He drops and hits and heads east. Top follows
and takes the west. The bird moves on, as ordered, and the clearing
becomes quiet.

The insertion has taken less than fifteen
seconds. Top raises a hand and two fingers. He points to the low
cliff. In the same order, the men cross the clearing one by one and
scale the rock face. Top takes the rear and delays for a bit. He
wants to be certain that no one has observed the landing from a
hiding place. Then he whips up the cliff and jogs silently into the
night.

The small team of men crosses the one mile
area in a few minutes. As the obstacle course comes into view, they
slow and fan out, leaving several yards between men. Their passage
is so smooth that a low, whining wind covers it completely. Top is
pleased. He locates the building believed to be the terrorist
headquarters. He waves for Doc, who is wide-eyed from adrenaline,
to trot into the lead position. Burke follows Doc. Top motions to
Scotty to “leapfrog” and they begin to trade positions as they move
closer. Doc drops to one knee and Burke passes him, searching the
area. Burke drops and Scotty passes him.

Moments later, they are within a few yards of
the darkened building and Top is now on point. He pauses to catch
his breath and checks his watch. Four minutes to get in, kill the
target, and get out safely. Then a hurried jog back to the waiting
bird and a flight home to Mo.

More hand signals. The men fan out
silently, raise their weapons. Top takes a long, deep breath and
races up the steps. He tries the door handle and yanks once, then
again and it springs open. In the greenish glare of the
night-vision goggles he sees something that freezes his blood: an
altar. Animal parts are all over the place, feathers and chunks of
decaying meat mounted on the walls. There is some kind of wooden
icon sitting on a prayer rug. He shakes his head and spots six men
in their bunks. They are no longer asleep, but now sitting up and
scrambling for their weapons. Top fires, feels Burke right behind
him also firing and ratatatatata
one by one the dirt bags splatter blood and sag back down
again. Now there’s human blood mixed with the hoodoo garbage strewn
all over the room.

Top snaps his fingers, whirls around and runs
to an open window to see if anyone else heard the muffled shots.
Obeying the silent instruction, Burke moves from bunk to bunk, face
to face. He shakes his head. No Yousef Dahoumed, not yet. Burke
moves back to the door and peers out. Scotty crosses behind him,
takes his saw-toothed hunting knife and bends over someone who is
still breathing. He slices the man’s carotid artery and steps back.
A dark fountain pulses out onto the flooring. Scotty flashes a grin
and leans forward again. Burke winces as his friend slices off an
ear, holds it up as a trophy and whispers, “That makes ten!”

“You’re a sick fuck, you know that?”

“Oh, yeah.”

Top indicates everything is clear. They back
out of the filthy room and close the wooden slatted door behind
them. They turn and the new formation puts Doc on point. He jogs to
the second, slightly larger building, ducks under a darkened window
patched with cardboard. Doc moves up the steps; blows his wind out
like a tired horse and tries the door. It is locked.

Doc Washington steps up onto the porch
and takes aim at the lock and suddenly someone inside fires
WHAM and Doc takes a round in the
side of the stomach. The Kevlar vest stops it but the impact
punches his waist and he spins all the way around.
WHAM again as another round hits him
in the lower back and this one goes through. The young medic rolls
down the steps, in shock. He is in agony, but has yet to make a
sound.

Emergency flood lights come on. The team has
been caught wearing NV gear. They blink rapidly, now vulnerable and
virtually blind for around ten seconds. They all rip off the
goggles, leaving them to dangle from chin straps, and seek cover
wherever they can find it. The entire compound explodes into
gunfire. Top tries to make sense of the situation. He finally
identifies two gunmen. The one who fired through the door is using
what sounds like a Kalishnikov. The other man, at the window, seems
terrifyingly efficient with an Uzi. The team is now pinned down,
and they are already running out of time.

Doc, sitting flat at the foot of the steps
with his legs extended, clutches himself and begins to
wheeze/whisper in a high, eerie voice ‘oh fuck I’m shot’ and ‘I
can’t feel my legs’ over and over again. Burke starts toward him
but Top waves NO and orders Red to slip around to flank the man at
the window. Scotty starts firing at the door and then rolling,
firing again, giving the impression of being more than one man. Top
ignores the voice in his head that keeps screaming to abort and
tries to make the guy in the window nervous.

“Doc, how is it?”

Doc repeats that he can’t feel his legs
but his belly hurts.

Burke jogs around the back of the dirty
building, where the sounds suddenly seem farther away. The lights
are not on. Burke passes a white kitchen door, locked from the
inside. He sneaks a peek through the broken window, head up and
then down again. There are two men in the building and they are
sitting in the living room, in the dark, firing out into the
light.

Burke slips the night-vision goggles back
over his eyes and moves rapidly up the steps to the back door. It
is also locked. He moves to one side, carefully fires at the lock.
He waits until the man inside whirls and reflexively puts two
through the door, just like he did when he nailed Doc. Burke wants
to catch the ragtop trying to reload.

“Aw, shit!” someone screaming, out in the
yard. One of the terrorists has scored a second hit. Angry, the
Burke kicks in the door and goes for the one at the window first, a
thin Arab in a long white sleeping shirt. Burke walks a line of
fire along the floor and stitches the bastard from nuts to nose.
The guy at the door has nearly reloaded when Burke turns the gun
his way and hesitates. It is their target, Dahoumed. He surprises
Burke by dropping the gun and ammunition and fleeing. The leader
escapes through the kitchen door and out into the back.

Cursing, Burke follows recklessly, an
invisible clock ticking away in his mind. Time is running out. He
sees Dahoumed dart back into the guard’s quarters, probably hoping
to find some protection. From inside, Burke hears an insane giggle
start up. The sound makes the hair on his arms rise. He charges
into the room.

A figure sits on the now stinking pile of
bloody human and animal corpses, holding some long feathers and a
primitive wooden icon from the altar. He is rocking and laughing
and hugging himself like a child seeing a circus for the very first
time. Some of the human and animal skulls beneath him seem to be
grinning, their wide, piano-key teeth stained and yellow. Severed
limbs pulse while hands and fingers clench at thin air and point,
mockingly, at the young soldier in the doorway. This is senseless,
appalling, a charnel house; nothing but mindless butchery.

Jack “Red” Burke feels real fear in that
moment, a terror more atavistic and overwhelming than any he has
known before. This is bloodlust gone berserk. Dahoumed seems like a
force of nature, evil personified. The room reeks of gore and the
stench of entrails and raw meat. This camp has become the last stop
at the edge of the world, where madness begins. The fugitive has
smeared himself with the blood of the sacrificed, both animals and
his own dead followers. He stops laughing and stands up. In person,
Yousef Dahoumed is a squat, fat, unattractive man in a ragged
wife-beater tee shirt and stained boxer shorts. He drops his empty
rifle and surrenders. Burke steps closer and peers right into his
face. He needs to be certain.

The maniac smiles warmly at him, says, “You
take me to America?”

Burke smiles back, articulates carefully.
“No, I send you to hell.”

The man’s smile fades, fear dilates his
pupils. Burke opens up on Dahoumed, firing right into that chubby
stomach. The burst flings the man against the wall and sunflowers
his guts down over his bare feet. Now he fits right in with the
rest of the décor.

“Clear inside!” Red Burke calls. “Target
eliminated.”

After a few seconds, he hears Scotty respond
with a note of panic in his voice. “Clear outside! They got Top
too, man. I can hear more bad guys on the way. We’d best get the
fuck out of here.”

Burke rattles down the steps, legs rubbery
from adrenaline. Out of the corner of his eye he sees Scotty giving
Doc an injection, but most of his attention is focused on Top, who
now lies on his back in the dirt with his knees up and spread, like
a woman giving bloody birth. Somehow he’s been shot in the lower
groin, despite the body armor. Burke approaches, noting the smell
of excrement; already reaching to the medical kit at his belt but
even before he kneels he knows it is too late. Top begins gagging
and clutching at his throat, where he has also taken a round. His
larynx has been shattered and he can barely breathe. Burke
considers an emergency tracheotomy, but Doc is grievously wounded
and in pain and he doesn’t trust himself to pull it off.

“Go,” Top grunts hoarsely, “just go.”

“Don’t you fucking die.” Burke begins to
weep. He is instantly ashamed of his weakness, but the sight before
him is ignoble, ugly and unredeemable, so devoid of dignity that it
breaks his heart. He looks at his weapon. “Top, should I . . .
?”

Top’s chest begins to heave. He strangles and
something in his neck tears wide open. One long, thin gout of blood
shoots straight up and arcs away to splatter like urine in the
dirt. Top gurgles. His eyes go flat and empty and it is over.

Burke forces himself to move. He pats Top
down, triple checks that there are no dog tags and all pockets are
empty. He opens a waxed package of C4, pulls the pins from two
grenades, and carefully places the explosives beside Top’s body. He
closes his friend’s eyes, rolls him over onto the booby trap.

“Let’s boogie.” Bowden, calling with a razor
edge to his voice, and now Burke hears the distant sound of men
shouting in Arabic and vehicles heading their way. He looks up.
Scotty has Doc over his shoulders and is already a good thirty
yards off, heading for the extraction point. Burke tries to think
of something to say but comes up empty. He pats Top on the head and
jogs low to the ground, weaving back and forth for safety. Then the
men run for all they are worth as the noise grows behind them. They
shut down their minds and just make time.

But when they arrive at the drop zone again,
the chopper is gone.

Burke checks his watch. They are just over
three minutes late. The observer has apparently bolted. Burke
understands why. He knows that the spooks will have given Cary Ryan
and the bird strict orders not to wait. They are on their own.

Red Burke sinks to his knees, shaking and
panting, trying not to panic. Nearby, Scotty is also fighting for
air. “That fucking Ryan split, man!” Doc is in agony and now stoned
out of his mind. “The cracker motherfucker left us here to
die.”

“Yeah.” Burke shakes his head, sadly. “I
really didn’t think he’d do that.”

“Well, he did,” Scotty calls. “So what do we
do?”

“Give me a minute.”

“We don’t have one, and if you have any
brilliant ideas how to stay alive, now’s the time to let us in on
them.”

Burke’s mind whirls in circles. He considers
deliberately overdosing Doc and booby-trapping his corpse as well,
but doubts he could bring himself to go through with that.
Abandoning him is also out of the question. But a suicidal
firefight against the fanatics seems just as pointless. Jesus, what
now?

And then Scotty grabs his arm. “Listen!”

They hear vehicles moving closer, men
shouting in a foreign tongue. Burke puts the enemy maybe half a
mile away and closing. He comes to a decision. “We stand and fight.
Let’s dig in.” He frees his entrenching tool, but then hears
something else—a low thumping sound.

The Black Hawk! Ryan has ordered the bird to
come back for them. Burke grins and Scotty grins and they hoist Doc
up between them and stumble into the prop wash as the bird returns
for one last pass. And again breaking the rules, the pilot fully
touches down to extract the wounded man. In the doorway, Cary Ryan
is stressed and pale but seems determined. He drags the men up off
the ramp and into the craft, even manages to handle Doc somewhat
gracefully. Meanwhile, pinpoints of light sparkle on the far dunes
as enemy fighters begin to fire upon the helicopter with a sound
like hail hitting a tin roof.

“Let’s move!” Ryan calls to the pilot, “Now,
before somebody fires an RPG.” They hustle higher. The chopper
roars up and takes evasive action and the sporadic gunfire is soon
far below them. They are quickly out of range. The bird turns
rapidly, soars away.

“Cary,” Burke shouts over the clatter,
“thanks.”

The spook nods, mouths
brothers.

And as the beautiful Black Hawk takes them
home, Jack “Red” Burke sits near the open doorway and looks back
down toward the distant compound. He sees tiny headlights and
floodlights everywhere, the sparks that show men firing into the
air from rage and frustration. He thinks about Top, for the first
time examines the relentless ugliness of death and senses the
constant pressure of eternal darkness. He tries to clear his mind,
but cannot seem to erase the nightmare image of that blood-drenched
terrorist laughing and rocking on the pile of bodies like some
demon from the netherworld, a dark priest performing pagan rites
Burke should never have witnessed. He hears rapid gunfire in mental
echo and his buddy Doc shrieking in pain, sees Top lying still,
guts strewn about on the ground and open throat pulsing blood, dear
brothers, maimed and dead.

Come and get some, you
bastards . . .

Burke grunts with primitive satisfaction when
he sees the small, far-away twin explosions that turn Top’s body
and anyone near it into red mist and hamburger meat. He turns his
face away from death, toward the rest of his life from now on.


 


ONE

 


Los Angeles, California

Present Day

SUNDAY

 


“You look tired.”

The patient lay prone and still on the crisp
sheets, hands folded. Her visitor was a large and muscular man in
his late thirties, modestly dressed in torn blue jeans, running
shoes without socks, and a plain gray NFL pullover with a Raider’s
logo. He dragged a folding chair along the floor, indifferent to
the annoying shriek of the dented metal as it scraped the linoleum,
and planted himself close to the open window. He leaned back and
looked at some afternoon clouds. After a moment he turned and spoke
softly, so that no one else would hear.

“I’ve been working too hard.”

Her dark, sleepy eyes accused him. Mildly
embarrassed, he looked away. “I know, but we really do need the
money.”

Moments passed. He took a deep breath and
looked down into the crowded courtyard. The sky was a darkening
blue. It had been sunny and warm all afternoon, a beautiful and
remarkably smog-free Los Angeles day. The temperature was still in
the low eighties. Pretty women in tight clothing seemed to be
everywhere.

“I’m whipped. I’m not getting enough
exercise.” The man rubbed his eyes. “I brought a book with me,
though. I thought maybe you’d like me to read to you.” He pulled a
thin paperback from his back pocket, The
Red Pony by Steinbeck. The big man was a clumsy
reader, but earnest intensity kept him going. He paused
occasionally to take a sip of water from a plastic bottle. The
pages turned noisily and time plodded by. Someone called someone on
the intercom and the man finally become distracted enough to quit.
He set down the book, yawned. “I was a lousy cop, but I wouldn’t
make much of an actor either, would I?”

“No.”

The man smiled in a minor key. He stared out
the window again. The sunset was a smear of pale orange and red on
the western hills. Shadows elongated to embrace the fiery ball.
Down below a beautiful young woman in a white top and shorts,
perhaps a student at nearby USC, called out to a friend and waved
hello. Pigeons cooed and burbled near the small Greek fountain in
the courtyard. The man silently wondered, not for the first time,
why God seemed to make gorgeous women younger every year.
Eventually he looked up, the fading light accentuating the graying
copper in his hair. He studied the braided contrail of a passing
aircraft, its engines all but inaudible.

“I started praying again.” He spoke so softly
he felt compelled to repeat himself. “I’ve been praying. I think I
may go back to that Zen center in the Valley. There was a Roshi
there who made a lot of sense.”

“Why?”

“You know why. Because I think it helps me
with my anger.”

“You need to work on acceptance.”

“Yes.”

The man leaned forward in the chair, dropped
his head into cupped palms. He closed his eyes and breathed slowly,
deeply. He repeated the focused breath, again and again. Darkness
crawled effortlessly down the side of the building until it
triggered exterior lighting. The yard stilled and the hospital room
grew silent. After a few long moments the man fell asleep; head in
hands, hands on knees.

“You have to leave now.”

He was on his feet in one fluid motion,
fingers spread, reddened eyes searching the room. A stern nurse
stood in the doorway, clear plastic clipboard raised high, like a
gladiator’s shield. She was a toasty-brown Hispanic woman of
indeterminate age. Glasses enlarged her dark, wary eyes. Her face
was fixed. It was kind, but firm.

“Sorry, but visiting hours were over an hour
ago, Mr. Burke. You’ll have to say goodbye.”

Burke felt irritated in a dull way. He wanted
to argue but couldn’t quite summon the energy. He nodded to the
nurse, hoping she would be satisfied. She remained there, clipboard
clutched in one hand and fat fountain pen in the other, determined
to check him off as evicted from the premises. Burke walked to the
bed, bent at the waist like a mime and kissed the sleeping woman on
the forehead.

“Good night sweetie,” he whispered. “I’ll try
to stop by tomorrow.”

The nurse looked away quickly, as if
surprised by deep emotion. She ushered him out and closed the door
once he’d gone.

Burke walked down a long, hollow corridor
where footsteps boomed. The walls were a pale green in this
section. They soaked up all light and shade, reflected nothing
back. The effect was subtly disturbing; everything emptiness and
echo, as if he were the last living thing. He shook away a familiar
feeling of despair and picked up the pace, mind already beginning
to focus on work.

Outside, he paused in the driveway as if to
smell the night air and looked around. The lot was nearly deserted,
except for a few automobiles in the private-parking area and what
appeared to be a yawning, empty ambulance. His eyes efficiently
searched corners and doorways, seeking the orange glow of a
cigarette or the shape of a loitering stranger, anything that might
seem out of place. The sprinklers hissed on and began to twirl mist
in sensual circles, moistening the fresh, green grass. Burke yawned
and turned to face the glass doors, stretched and rolled his broad
shoulders. The movement allowed him to look behind. He had not been
followed.

Satisfied, he turned back again. In one sharp
burst he sprinted through the sprinklers, almost playfully; ran
across the damp grass and into the adjoining lot. Burke looked
around one last time and then slid into a used, nondescript white
Toyota. He drove away, into the Saturday night traffic, which was
minimal, except for the frustrated Hollywood Bowl customers waiting
in long, twin lines on Highland.

The 101 Freeway was an awesome tongue of
spider-webbed concrete that stretched from one end of the city to
the other. It extended from the gleaming gold of downtown, where
tall buildings menaced the huddled poverty of Skid Row, out through
the multi-cultural San Fernando Valley, then roared past the gaudy,
over-priced homes of Calabasas all the way out into Agoura and the
edge of Ventura County. And Burke, though not from Los Angeles, had
settled here. He now knew every inch of the territory as well as he
did the deserts of Nevada.

He exited at Lankershim Boulevard and turned
north, toward the towering, black structures of the legendary
Universal Studios. The concert there, a country music spectacle,
had already begun. As Burke drove by the entrance he suddenly
swerved to the left, ignored the chorus of annoyed honks, and
pulled an illegal U-turn. He started back the other way, one sharp
eye on the furious people he’d left behind. Then he turned right,
along the sloping ramp that would take him over to Ventura
Boulevard and away from the studio and theme park. He watched his
rearview mirror carefully until satisfied.

Burke traveled up Vineland, passed the used
car businesses and sagging apartment buildings that packed the
area, stopped again at the conjunction of Lankershim, Vineland,
Riverside, and Camarillo Streets. This intersection, a maze of
confusing right, left, and straight-ahead lanes, was a death-trap
for the unwary and the frequent site of fatal accidents. He turned
onto Riverside Drive. Fredo, the Italian restaurant he wanted, was
a few blocks back, toward Tujunga. Burke parked on a side street,
walked quickly through a darkened alley, and entered through the
back door.

The restaurant was decorated in Italian
Cliché. Burke saw red and white checkered tablecloths, small vases
with drooping dried flowers, condiments and geriatric bottles of
olive oil containing sprigs of herb and pepper. A balding, rotund
man waited in a booth near the back. He had a notebook in his
pocket and a pencil behind one ear and was tapping furiously on a
worn laptop. He looked up with a dyspeptic grimace.

“About fucking time, Red.”

Burke slid into the booth and forced a smile.
“Me? I’m doing fine, Tony. Thanks for asking.”

“Oh, fuck you,” Tony Monteleone growled.
“I’ve been waiting half an hour.”

“Give me more notice next time.”

Burke caught the eye of the bored, anorexic
waitress. He pointed to an empty glass and mimed drinking. Without
changing expression the blonde snagged a pitcher full of ice and a
suspicious, clear fluid that may or may not have been tap water.
She stalked closer like some praying mantis, poured a glass. He
spotted the needle tracks near her elbow; caught a glimpse of death
in her flat, disinterested eyes. She floated away like a spider to
the corner, seeking food.

“You hungry?”

“No, Tony. Besides, I wouldn’t eat here if
you paid me.”

“Neither would anyone else with a brain.”
Monteleone shrugged, smirked. “That’s why I use it as an
office.”

Burke almost took a sip of the gray, brackish
water, thought better of it. He moved the glass away and called to
the bored girl. “Honey, bring me a can of something cold instead,
okay?” She returned with a cola. Burke popped the can, took a sip,
enjoyed the faint snarl of sugared carbonation. “What do you
need?”

Tony leaned back in the red plastic booth. It
squeaked soprano, like a rodent. “You know Dinky Martin?”

“The fat guy that uses gym rats as
bodyguards? Sure.”

“He is into me for ten large on the Cardinals
game.”

“He took fucking Arizona?”

“No accounting for taste.”

“What’s the vig?”

“I told him ten percent a day he don’t get it
to me on time. That was day before yesterday. So that makes twelve
large, now.”

“I can do the math.”

“I should hope so.” Tony Monteleone leaned
forward again. “And by the way, this is only a piece of what the
germ owes me.” He struggled to appear concerned, but to Burke only
managed to seem constipated. “I get the feeling he’s ready to
rabbit. Some people do nasty things when they get that scared, know
what I mean?”

Burke nodded. “I’ll be careful. Where is
he?”

“Last I heard, he had packed up his place in
Tarzana and was hanging around over at the Horny Rhino.”

“Why?”

“My source says he keeps slipping hundreds to
that fake-tit collagen princess calls herself Roxanne. He’s trying
to get her to leave town with him.”

“Like you said, there’s no accounting for
taste.” Burke finished his soft drink, slid out of the booth and
back on his feet. “I’d better move it, then. Dinky still drive that
turd-brown Beemer?”

“The same.”

“Who’s he got with him?”

“That Arena League football player guy,
Kelvin Somebody.”

Burke shook his head. “Great. That big
bastard is like a Coke machine with a head on it.”

“Tell me about it. Take a gun this time.”

“Maybe I will. One large?”

Tony rolls his eyes. “You’re killing me
here! A fucking thousand?”

“I come back with twelve grand, it’s worth
it.”

“Okay, okay.”

Burke patted Tony on the shoulder. He moved
down the hallway and back out into the lot. With some action on the
horizon, his pulse began to race. His nostrils flared and his
eyesight sharpened. The night seemed more alive than just moments
ago. He checked everywhere, carefully opened his trunk. It had a
false bottom; half of a fake spare tire and some plush carpeting
covered a recessed area packed with weapons. There were short bats,
handcuffs, a sawed-off pump shotgun, varied handguns, extra 9mm
clips and speed loaders. After a moment of reflection he selected a
.38 Special and tucked it into the back of his belt. The gun had no
serial number and the handle was wrapped in black electrical
tape.

 



 


TWO

 


Tarzana, improbably named after Tarzan of the
Apes, squatted a few miles west, yet another straight shot down the
Ventura Freeway. The Horny Rhino was a so-called ‘gentlemen’s club’
where drug-addicted young women could make enormous amounts of cash
for shaking booty and offering the occasional hand job, even on a
Sunday night. It had valet parking, so Burke circled around the
block. He slid to the curb in a residential area and walked briskly
to a cement wall at the end of the street. Burke paused, listening
to the echo of pounding rap music, but heard no voices. He pulled
himself up and over and dropped into the alley behind the club,
eased along the brick wall and ducked down behind some overflowing
trash cans. The stench of rotting food was damp, foul,
smothering.

“The fuck we waiting for?”

A dark, low voice came from right around the
corner, at the mouth of the next alley. Burke felt his heart
speed-bump his ribcage. He swallowed dryly and edged back a few
inches, squeezing into a pile of plastic garbage sacks. He debated
pulling the gun but didn’t want to risk movement.

“We just guard the back.” A different voice
with a high nasal twang, read like someone from the Deep South.

“Shit, I’m bored,” Mr. Low Voice said. “Let’s
smoke a J, then.”

“No way, man,” Twang replied. “You go on
inside and do that, you want to. If Willie catches me stoned again
it’s my ass.”

“Suit yourself.”

Suddenly the music got louder then softer
again as the door closed. Twang sighed and stepped out into view in
the alley. He was a male model type—long brown hair in a ponytail,
black designer shirt tight against the sculpted pectorals,
expensive cowboy boots. Twang strutted over to the wall, leaned on
it. Burke heard the tinny rasp of a zipper and the warm hiss of
urine striking the ground. The splatter was just loud enough to
cover light footsteps. When Twang turned he was clobbered with a
knuckled blow to the throat. His system went into shock. He
couldn’t breathe. He grunted in panic as Burke artfully steadied
him then delivered a second blow to the diaphragm. Twang dropped to
his knees, puked and passed out.

Inside the club, the music was deafening. No
one saw Burke enter because all eyes were fixed on an Oriental
girl. She was writhing about the lacquered black stage while using
her vagina to smoke a cigar. The guards outside were likely on the
lookout for squad cars or maybe some undercover vice cops out to
bust what was obviously a private party.

Burke mussed up his hair, went to the bar and
stood next to a red-nosed businessman who was hooting and hollering
encouragement. He reached past the overflowing ash tray, stole the
man’s half-empty glass, slipped into the crowd of drunks. Burke
plastered on a harmless, cartoon grin and started looking for Dinky
Martin. The air was thick as dirty cotton and made his eyes water.
Fortunately, the search didn’t take long.

An enormous black man anchored the far
table near the men’s room. His massive, tattooed arms were crossed
over a barrel chest. The scowling colossus was Kelvin, the Arena
Bowl player. Burke thought: He may as well
be wearing a sign GUARDING A CHICKENSHIT. Dinky Martin
was wearing a Hawaiian shirt, torpid belly ballooning out over pale
blue slacks. He lay sprawled in the booth, a g-stringed beauty
under his arm, watching the stage. There were two empty pitchers of
beer on the table, along with a bowl of peanuts and some
over-priced, watery champagne for the call girl. Burke figured
anyone ingesting that much beer would need to pee every twenty
minutes. He stumbled along the wall with his face averted and
stepped into the foul crapper.

A transvestite in a pink dress was standing
at the urinal. The pretty guy shook it, tucked it back into red
panties, and lowered his frilly skirt. He turned to the mirror,
patted his brunette wig and winked.

“Nature called.”

Burke moved aside, face empty. The cheerful
cross-dresser left. Burke checked and found all three stalls empty.
He stepped into the last and stood on the toilet. He could just see
the front door. He locked the stall and leaned back against the
wall with his eyes closed, focused on a rippling mountain stream
and the sound of cool breeze whispering through pines.

The music was pounding relentlessly enough to
vibrate the plaster, so waiting was torture. A couple of tattooed
kids festooned with body piercing crashed into the room. They were
dressed in baggy fatigues and jean jackets with peace symbols. They
peed, finished a foul-smelling roach, and left. Burke remained
quiet. After another false alarm—two businessmen from the bar—Dinky
entered to use the urinal. Burke heard him tell Kelvin to wait
outside.

As Dinky Martin grunted out the last few
drops, something cold touched the back of his neck. He whined
porcine high and shrill and began to tremble. Dinky reeked of cheap
cologne and cigar smoke. Burke whispered in his ear. “Twelve large,
Dinky. You know who, you know why.”

“I don’t have it,” Dinky wheezed. “I
mean I do, but not here for
Chrissakes.”

Burke grabbed Martin by the back of his
greasy hair and slammed that bulbous nose into the tiled wall.
Dinky squealed pathetically and Burke almost lost his resolve.

“My nose!”

“I broke it,” Burke said, softly. He pushed
the head forward into the tile again, but somewhat gently. He
rubbed the mess around, so a pinkish smear would be there for Dinky
to see. “You know what? You may like it better this way.”

“Don’t hurt me anymore.”

“The money?”

“Okay, okay!”

BOOM the door
exploded inward. Burke released Dinky, who dropped down and retched
into the urinal. The bodyguard Kelvin drove Burke into the paneled
wall of the first stall and Burke heard a sharp crack and wondered if it was wood or his ribs. He
couldn’t reach the .38 in his waistband, so he went for Kelvin’s
balls, but the bastard was wearing a cup goddamn it, and his
fingers slipped off and up the tailored trousers. Kelvin hit him
hard once, twice on the top of the head with a ham-sized clenched
fist.

“Kill the fucker!” Dinky screamed. He sounded
sincere.

“You got it, boss,” Kelvin replied. His fist
slammed down again and Burke felt his knees weaken. He deliberately
let himself sag. He opened his hands and slid them, palms out, up
the man’s shirt, as if seeking purchase. Kelvin tried to hold him
up to hit him again. Burke grabbed his collar and yanked down as he
stood up tall. He drove his skull up and into the bigger man’s jaw
with a sickening crunch. Kelvin swayed, eyes rolling up like
windows in a slot machine. Burke whacked the hinge of his jaw and
Kelvin dropped like a sack full of barley. Burke stumbled to the
bathroom door and locked it. When he turned around, he was feeling
greatly annoyed.

Dinky was shaking his head, flattened nose
spraying crimson droplets. His eyes were bulging. He went digging
into pockets and underwear and socks, pulled out rolls of bills and
flung them down onto the piss and blood-stained bathroom floor.
“Take it! Take it all!”

Burke felt his head and his fingers came away
bloody. He was not overly concerned, since even minor scalp wounds
bled profusely. He opened his mouth and checked for a loose
tooth.

“There!” Dinky shrieked. “That’s all I’ve
got.”

Sobbing, Dinky backed away through clumps of
paper towels. Burke knelt in the piss and blood to gather a few
rolls of hundred dollar bills, distaste for the entire enterprise
written on his weathered face. Someone pounded on the bathroom
door. Burke moved faster. He carefully counted out exactly twelve
thousand dollars and put it in his pocket.

“I said take it all, just leave me
alone!”

“You can keep what you don’t owe,” Burke
said, calmly. “Just don’t be stupid next time.”

A thunderous crash distracted him. Men were
throwing themselves against the restroom door. Burke moved to the
back stall, stepped up onto the toilet seat and grabbed the
concrete ledge. He levered the large window open, kicked out the
lower pane of glass and slithered through. He dropped down onto a
pile of garbage sacks, rolled through some mud, and jogged down the
alley.

“Hey, that’s him!”

Twang, back on his feet and filled with
righteous indignation, was standing by the back exit, talking to a
Hispanic guy in boxer shorts and a XXX tee shirt. Burke measured
the two of them as they started toward him, clearly set on
rearranging his features.

“This is not my night.” Burke reached behind
his back, down to his belt. He sighed wearily and flashed the
snub-nosed .38.

Both men froze and then began to back away,
palms up. “It’s all good, my man,” the Hispanic said with a wide,
forced smile. “Shit, I don’t know you, never saw you.”

“Easy, dude,” Twang added. “No problem
here.”

Burke tucked the gun away, made the wall on
the second try and dropped back onto the residential street. He
resisted the urge to run. He strolled to his car, got in, and drove
away into the night.

 



 


THREE

 


MONDAY

 


She smiles down at him, her beautiful face
framed by raven hair and lightly rimmed from behind by a glowing
arc of candlelight. Her flesh is warm and soft to the touch. Burke
is at peace and content. He wants to say that, wants her to know,
but he cannot speak . . . her fingers uncurl, lengthen and splay,
then gently stroke his thigh. Burke feels himself thicken. He tries
to kiss her, but she shakes her head and pushes him back down. She
is focused and intent on pleasing him. In a voice that sighs and
rolls like ocean waves she whispers: “Just let go. Let go.” But her
features somehow writhe and change into something else, a creature
that is distorted, dark and strange to him . . . “Let go . . . let
go . . .”

Jack Burke cried out. His eyes jerked open.
His heart thudded a low timpani roll. He felt small, weak, and
terrified. He looked around his sparsely furnished bedroom, eyes
seeking purchase.

Outside, the morning was still. Sparrows were
pecking at stray seeds on the windowsill.

The clock radio clicked on, played a
splashing wave followed by some “cool L.A. jazz.” Burke calmed
himself and sat up with a low grunt. The firm mattress barely
moved. He shook the dream away, tried to deaden his frayed
emotions. He noted a small, sharp pain deep in his chest. He rubbed
aching flesh and checked his ribs but found no serious damage. He
popped his back. Burke rolled out of bed naked, right down onto the
hardwood floor. He did a long, slow series of yoga stretches,
followed by a hundred push-ups, a hundred sit-ups, and several sets
of hammer curls with thirty-pound weights.

As Burke grunted and sweated through his
workout, the innocuous music was briefly interrupted by a newscast.
A bored baritone recounted the current status of the 405 and 101
Freeways. The President was denying something to do with his
checkered business history. Then: “In a dark coda to an even darker
life, best-selling, multi-millionaire horror author Peter Stryker,
a controversial public figure, has been found dead, an apparent
suicide via what is described as ‘self-mutilation.’ The coroner has
scheduled an autopsy.”

Burke thought: Self-mutilation? That’s one way to make a
statement.

Burke slipped into worn Las Vegas PD running
shorts and some mud-blackened tennis shoes without socks. He got a
bottle of water from the fridge and jogged out the back door,
around the side of the small house and down the sidewalk, heading
north. He soon felt loose enough, and after a few moments began to
run. He made three green lights effortlessly and turned east on
Sherman Way. At the next block he caught a red light and had to run
briskly in place, pumping his arms.

Some bleary-eyed, hung-over, sorry-assed
teenagers coming home from an all-night party pulled into the
intersection and eyeballed him. Burke imagined what they saw: a
tall, aging athlete; good buns with most of a six-pack and a full
head of reddish hair, jumping up and down in his underwear at
six-thirty in the morning, pouring cold water over himself. Burke
stared them down. When the light went green again they roared away
farting a trail of brownish smog, the driver peeling rubber in a
lame show of macho. Amused, Burke finished the five miles and
returned home. He stripped and swam several laps in a small, worn
pool that was in need of new tiles. He dried himself, went back
inside. After a moment, he turned the radio off. He needed
silence.

Burke made breakfast: strong black
coffee, dark wheat toast, no butter, and a three egg-white spinach
and mushroom omelet with hot sauce. He washed the dishes, pan and
plates, the moment he was finished with them. The routine was the
same every morning, structure his only comfort. When the food was
finished and the dishes clean, Burke diligently searched the house
and emptied the trash buckets into a black garbage sack. He tossed
it into the can by the side door. He had already done the laundry
for the week, so he vacuumed again. Do
something, anything. Keep moving.

Burke glanced out the window and watched his
neighbors hustle their children off to school. Wives kissed
husbands goodbye. People waved and honked and drove away. It seemed
like everyone else had somewhere to go, and someone to come back
to. Burke’s face tightened. He sat alone at the kitchen table,
brooding.

When the telephone rang, he jumped and
spilled coffee. The phone rang a second time. Burke swallowed, took
deep breaths. He answered on the third ring, sounding calm and in
control.



“Mr. Burke, this is Detective Bowden’s
assistant, Alice. Could you hold for him please? Thank you so
much.”

Burke contained a flip response and sat back
in the kitchen chair. The wood grumbled and creaked. After a few
bars of 1970s music recorded for elevators, Burke heard another
voice.

“Red, this is Scotty. How they hanging,
man?”

Burke smiled. “You have your secretary get me
on the fucking phone? What are you now, some big-assed Hollywood
producer?”

Bowden snickered. “I knew that would piss you
off, brother.”

“It did.”

“Seriously, Red. How you feeling these days?
Is it any better?”

Burke was a half-second too late in
responding. “I think it is. A little.” His voice betrayed the
falsehood by sinking deeper into his chest and taking on a faint
rasp.

Scotty kept his own tone light. “Good. Okay,
so you’re still looking for some extra work?”

“Always,” Burke said. “The medical bills are
kicking my ass, man.”

“Then come on over. I got a gimme putt.”

“Now?”

“Now. I’ll fill you in, slip you a printout
of the file, and give you the contact information. You can get
started this afternoon.”

Burke was already searching for a clean pair
of underwear, some fresh jeans, and a tee shirt. He tucked the
telephone under his chin. “What’s this one about?”

“That dead guy on the news.”

 



 


FOUR

 


The North Hollywood station sat on a rolling
green carpet of grass right off Colfax, a main drag close to the
Hollywood Freeway. It was an odd, concrete hodge-podge of artsy
buildings, apparently designed to link circular and modern to the
square and out-of-date. The architect had not succeeded. Jack Burke
parked about half a block away. He sat quietly for a few moments,
fingering the hundred dollar bill in his pocket. He did not enjoy
being around men and women who were still on the job. It made him
uncomfortable. Scotty Bowden knew this, but often insisted on
meeting here, perhaps hoping to persuade Burke to apply with LAPD
rather than work both sides of the street.

A black-and-white cruised by. The driver, a
seasoned homicide dick named Charlie Carney, honked and waved.
Burke waved back. Feeling exposed, he slid out of the vehicle and
walked down the block, up the steps, and into the freshly painted
station.

“Mills.”

“Red.” The balding, beefy desk sergeant
barely looked up. He tossed Burke a guest badge and went back to
digesting the racing form. Burke strolled on down the hall, turned
right and then left and into the back lobby. He paused by the long
plate glass window to watch his old friend arguing silently with
the speakerphone perched on a huge, cluttered desk piled high with
file folders and stapled papers. Of the four of them, Bowden had
probably aged best. Unlike Burke, he already had a slight paunch,
but that was an occupational hazard, and although there were now a
few flecks of gray in his thick, black moustache, he was still
handsome. Bowden played a lot of handball, and it showed. His face
was still ladies-man perfect, with a faint trident of lines around
the dark eyes. Scotty looked up, spotted Burke, motioned.

By the time Burke entered the cluttered
office, Scotty had already terminated the conversation. Bowden wore
a fraying white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, tight beige
slacks, and a brown, food-splattered tie all askew. A 9mm Glock
rested comfortably on one hip. When they shook hands, Burke subtly
palmed the hundred dollar bill. Bowden casually slipped it into his
own shirt pocket. He dropped back into his desk chair, arms behind
his head.

“What are you into these days, Scotty?”

Bowden shrugged. “We got a bunch of homeless
guys doing a vanishing act downtown.” His voice had the slight rasp
of a heavy smoker. “Probably nothing to it but some scrotums
sneaking out of town with a dealer’s crack stash, or maybe a couple
of bottles of wine. You know how it goes.”

“Who bothered to report them missing?”

“It was some nun who works the area. They’re
probably just sleeping it off in some other alley ten blocks away.
No big deal.”

“The job.”

“You miss Vegas PD, don’t you?”

“Sometimes.”

“But not enough to join up here?”

“No way.”

“You’re looking pretty good, Red.” It was the
kind of compliment a vain man makes when he wants reciprocity.

“You could probably still take me,
Scotty.”

“Oh, I doubt that.” It was clear he did not.
He smiled, slid a manila file, perhaps one inch thick, across the
desk. It came to rest at Burke’s fingertips.

“Meet Mr. Peter Stryker,” Bowden said.
“Best-selling author of the novels Passageway, Magician, Black Dreams, as well
as Deadly Appetites, and the
recent hit A Taste for
Flesh.”

“The big horror writer.”

“Yeah, the same. Although I’m told he
preferred being known as an award-winning author of ‘dark fantasy,’
whatever the fuck that is. Wrote a bunch of shitty campfire
stories, you ask me.”

“He died last night?”

“And then some. Here’s what I got from the
Sheriff’s office.” The L.A. County Sheriff’s office was responsible
for the area known as Universal City. “Stryker appears to have
checked into a suite at the Universal Sheraton at around seven last
night, under another name. We don’t know what he was doing in the
Valley, or why he used a different name, but we assume it was to
avoid being hassled.”

Burke stole a pencil from the desk and looked
down. “Name?”

“Huh?”

“The name he used when he checked into the
Sheraton.”

Scotty looked at his own notes. “Dan Ira
Palski.”

“Mean anything to you guys?”

“Only that it sounds bogus. Anyway, suite on
the south side is empty. Some old, very old fart named Clinton
Farnsworth and his blue-haired wife are on the north side, in 1124.
I know his name from somewhere. I think he’s a local businessman
who shows up in the papers now and then. We haven’t been able to
reach the Farnsworths yet to get their statements, but I figure
they’re both so old they’re half deaf and blind anyway.”

“Anyone else to talk to?”

“One room service guy went by there and said
he didn’t hear anything from Stryker’s room except classical music
and maybe someone humming along, but he wasn’t real sure.”

“Not much help.”

“No, but all the contact info is in the file.
Anyway, the maid comes in the next day, around lunchtime. She
knocks, opens the door, and makes the bed. She heads into the
bathroom, nearly barfs all over our crime scene, and runs screaming
out the door. The first guys on the scene find Stryker naked in the
bathtub with his guts hanging half out. Guy did himself Japanese
style.”

“How did he do it?”

“Medical tools, man. Scalpels and other shit
like that. Turns out he was a med school dropout in his twenties.
Who knew? He also did a real showbiz number on himself before
checking out. Not to be believed.”

“Like what?”

“It’s all in the file,” Scotty replied, a bit
too briskly. He wanted to wrap things up. “Let me put it this way,
my kind of shit from back in the Mo, man. Not too well-adjusted,
okay?”

“He cut himself up first?”

“You could say that, yeah.”

“Any last words?”

“A note in lipstick on the bathroom mirror,
said ‘I can’t take this.’”

“Lipstick?”

Scotty laughed. “Yeah, a woman’s lipstick.
Look, you’ll learn that rumor has it the guy was a real freakazoid.
He was also into cross-dressing or something. When we searched his
house we found a closet with a lot of women’s clothing, black wigs,
and makeup.”

Burke looked up. “Same kind and shade?”

“Good catch, Burke,” Scotty said with a quick
grin. “Yeah, looks like the very same lipstick. The lab will tell
us for sure, but the preliminary says it is.”

Burke discreetly thumbed through the case
file, but kept it flat in his lap. He was not supposed to have it.
He was not properly licensed in California as a private
investigator.

“You need to be a bit discreet, of course,”
Scotty said. He looked out at the hallway to be sure no one was
watching. “But take a second. Check this one out. You won’t believe
it.”

Burke opened the file, shuffled documents. He
whistled. There were some ugly photographs of the body in the tub
and various blood splatters in the bathroom, along with
measurements and details pertaining to the various wounds and the
knives and scalpels used, also a preliminary lab report. Burke
slipped the file under his shirt. “Strange, but it seems pretty
open and shut.”

“All ready to wrap up in a heartbeat.” Scotty
leaned forward, hunched his big arms. “Quick and easy.”

“Let’s hope so.”

Scotty fiddled with his leather watchband.
“Trust me on this. Just scan it and file a report, my man. The guy
was screwed up. He took drugs and he did himself, and in the
nastiest way he could think of. Problem is, the daughter doesn’t
want to buy that it was a suicide.”

“I see.”

“And this daughter, who is a stone fox by the
way, is also about to inherit one shit load of money.”

Burke smiled. “So you told her there was a
way to clear up any unanswered questions and that although you
couldn’t officially recommend anyone, speaking strictly off the
record, I might be able to help her out?”

“Yeah, and you can name your price on this
one,” Bowden said. “You want to string this thing out, it’s
probably worth fifteen or twenty grand. The foxy daughter’s name is
Nicole Moberly, but she’s dumped her second husband and she’s in
the middle of changing it back. So call her Nicole Stryker,
okay?”

“All right.”

Scotty leaned forward with a slip of paper.
“Here’s the number and address. She’s waiting for you to stop by
this morning. She claims to be all tore up about this, so go easy
on her at first.”

Burke got to his feet. “Scotty, I can really
use the money. Thanks.” He extended his hand.

“No sweat.” Bowden cleared his throat. He
looked down and away. “Now, if this one does turn out to be a good
earner . . . Well, I picked some dog horses this week. I could
maybe use an extra little taste this time, you know?”

“That’s cool,” Burke responded. “I’ll take
care of you, Scotty. Brothers?”

“Brothers.” They slapped palms. Bowden seemed
visibly relieved. He brightened. “Stay in touch, Red. Okay?”

“Will do.” Burke turned in the doorway. “By
the way, Stryker must have had a killer life insurance policy,
right?”

“Why you cynical bastard!” Scotty nodded, his
eyes sparkled. “A new one, and just inside of the two year suicide
exclusion, too. So your little client could maybe have gotten
millions more.”

“But the company won’t pay out if this is
officially called a suicide inside of the two years.”

“Bingo.”

Burke picked up the one picture he kept on
his desk. It was a small headshot of his estranged daughter, Patty.
Bowden’s tough features visibly softened. He often seemed to drown
himself in her blue eyes.

“Is she doing well?”

“From what I hear, she’s great.” A wry smile.
“You have a nice day, Red.”

 



 


FIVE

 


Like a femme fatale, Beverly Glen
Boulevard briefly fondled the trousers of the eternally smoggy
valley but then backed away, teasingly, into the lush and numbingly
overpriced foothills. At the top of the rise sat famed Mulholland
Drive, where a forked left turn and a quick right shot down fancy
Benedict Canyon, into the 310 area code and some
serious money. It was a short
trip.

Although decidedly middle-class, Burke had
lived around riches, both in Las Vegas and now California. He was
familiar enough with those who’d lost track of what they own and
still weren’t satisfied. The ubiquitous ‘upper crass’ denizens of
L.A. were generally narcissistic people who had somehow scored big
in the indigenous entertainment industry or profited from its
constant stream of cash.

Nicole Stryker’s luxurious house was on a
shady, overgrown corner near Peach Lane and Tower Grove Drive. The
outside was painted a pale blue with a lacy white ribbon of trim.
The entrance and upper rooms had been placed at street level, with
the lower floor, presumably the bedrooms, standing on stilts
grounded in the hillside. Burke parked in the shade and stepped out
of the car. The lawn was impeccably manicured and a silver Lexus
sedan crouched like a tiger in the spotless driveway. Burke
approached the large oak front door, his eyes searching for a
doorbell or knocker.

But then the door opened and time slowed like
syrup on a cold morning.

The woman was under thirty, with hair so
blonde it looked white in the morning sunshine. Her body was lithe,
eyes a vivid blue. She stared up at Burke with the studied
superiority of the eternally privileged. After a long moment, she
smiled feral approval. Her voice was surprisingly throaty.

“Are you Jack Burke?”

He blinked. “Yes, ma’am.”

“It’s about time.”

She turned and strolled away, hips swaying in
worn, but tight white slacks with Juicy printed on the back. She
moved down some circular steps and vanished into the cool, dark
living room. As Burke followed her, the door closed soundlessly on
its own. The plush carpeting was white, and without blemish. He
walked into the room and found her at the bar, briskly preparing a
wine cooler. New age music oozed from invisible speakers. She did
not offer him a drink.

“Sit down.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Stop fucking calling me ma’am.”

Burke perched on the edge of an armchair.
Grief did funny things to people, but whatever the cause of her
distress, this girl was already an irritation. Now that the
initial, sexually charged effect had begun to wear off, Burke could
see the plastic perfection of her breasts and a too-carefully
sculpted 90210 nose job.

“I get eight hundred a day, plus expenses,”
he said, softly. He had impulsively inflated his normal fee by more
than twenty percent.

Nicole Stryker paused. She arched one
carefully plucked eyebrow. “I didn’t hire you yet.”

“No, you didn’t,” Burke answered, pleasantly.
“But if you’re going to be giving me a ration of shit, we may as
well start the clock now.”

Nicole surprised him. She set down her drink
and exploded into loud, good-natured laughter. “Okay, good. That
line got you hired.”

Burke did not smile back. “Not so fast.
First, tell me what you want me to do.”

Nicole walked over to the tinted,
floor-to-ceiling window and looked out into the canyon. The sun was
high enough to have chased cool shadows behind the brush and back
under the overpriced homes. One scrawny deer emerged from the hardy
foliage to drink from a hidden sprinkler. Nicole sipped her drink.
She appeared to choose her words with care. “I want you to look
into my father’s death. If it was a suicide then fine, but if it
was murder I want to know.”

“Okay.”

“And if it was murder I also want you
to tell me who it was, why . . . and how they did it.”

“That could be a tall order.”

Nicole Stryker turned to face him. Her
eyes narrowed. The bitch is
back. “That detective promised me that you were the
best man for this. I need to believe he was telling me the
truth.”

“That probably depends on what you mean by
best.”

“If I need something . . . unusual done, can
I count on you?”

Burke’s face remained blank. “I don’t kill
people for money, Miss Stryker.”

“Nicole.” She leaned back against the window
and took another swallow of the wine cooler. “But you have killed
people before, am I correct?”

Fucking Scotty, how much had he told
her?

“I’m told you were a police officer until a
couple of years ago, Mr. Burke.”

“Yes. I was.”

“Where?”

“In Las Vegas.”

“What happened?”

“I left. Sounds like you already know
why.”

“To make more money.”

“That’s right.”

He volunteered nothing more. Nicole grinned
approvingly. “And before that you were in the service. You saw
combat in Somalia.”

Close enough.
“Among other places.”

Nicole sipped. “I think I saw that movie, in
fact. You boys got your asses kicked.”

Burke did not respond, but the room seemed to
chill by several degrees.

“Will you answer some more direct questions,
Mr. Burke?”

He sighed and eased back to a standing
position. “You know something? I don’t think I like you,
Nicole.”

She frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

“There is a man who can help you, his name is
Lynwood. He’s in the Encino telephone book under Private Detective
Services. Call him.” Burke turned, started back up the stairs.

Nicole Stryker cleared her throat. “Nine
hundred a day, plus expenses.”

Burke kept moving. He was reaching for the
front door when she called out: “One thousand a day, plus
expenses.”

Burke’s needs betrayed him. He stopped,
envisioning medical bills and a long line of impatient creditors.
He swallowed bitterness and his shoulders slumped forward. “On one
condition,” he said. After a long moment he turned. “Nicole.”

“Go on.”

“You don’t ask questions. I do that. You just
shut up and let me do my job.”

They glared like alley cats, neither one
looked away. Nicole considered, finished her drink and then,
conceding defeat, found something fascinating way out in the
canyon. “How do we get started?”

Burke, silent as a predator, returned to the
living room and his former position. “Tell me about your
father.”

She saw his hands were empty. “Aren’t you
going to take notes?”

“I don’t need to. Did your father have any
enemies?”

“He had several, to be honest.” She took a
piece of paper from her pocket. She folded it again and again into
a tiny square, flipped it at Burke.

He caught it one-handed, annoyed by her
little games. “And this is?”

“It’s a list of people who hated my father
enough to have killed him or ordered his death. These are people
who are also, to some extent, wealthy and intelligent enough to
have pulled off a murder this . . . sophisticated. You can examine
that at your leisure, Mr. Burke, just not on my time.”

He tucked the paper into the pocket of his
jeans, rugged face bland. “Go on, then.”

Nicole sat down on the carpet and crossed her
legs, Indian style. She pulled her hair back, and the pose reminded
Burke of something lifted from a Hindu painting. “I assume you know
enough about my father’s career to know that he was a very wealthy
man.”

“Yes.”

“He also suffered from what appeared to be
some confusion about his gender orientation.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t,” she whispered. Her voice
cracked with emotion. “But you will in a minute. Please sit
down.”

Burke slipped off his running shoes and sat
on the couch, also cross-legged. He ordered his mind to absorb all
relevant information, whether spoken or merely observed.

“Just let me talk for a while, Mr. Burke.
Then if you have any questions you can ask them.”

“Go ahead.”

“My mother was an heiress, the granddaughter
of one of the Martingale twins. As you may know, the family made a
fortune in canned goods. I am my father’s only child. I say my
father’s because my very wealthy mother died in childbirth and my
father raised me. I do not remember Father dating in the customary
sense of that word. He employed the occasional mistress for sexual
release, but he seldom brought one home or introduced me. As for
me, I had a series of nannies, plump and pleasant European women
who indulged my every whim.”

Nicole Stryker was delivering a monologue of
sorts, and as her voice droned on, the sun beyond the tinted
windows seemed to drop directly behind her pretty head, creating an
odd halo effect, with tendrils of grayish light. As he sank into a
trance state, she embodied the goddess and Burke felt the presence
of what Carl Jung called ‘the numinous.’

“My father was a remote man, but lest you
think passionless just read one of his novels. His soul was
burdened by a dark and only marginally contained lust, Mr. Burke.
But it was not for mere hedonistic physical sensations. My father
craved power over others. And my mother’s wealth gave him access to
that power. That is why he loved to learn.”

“Didn’t he attend medical school at some
point in his life?”

“In his twenties, on scholarship. He was way
ahead of the class. He hated it, or so I was told. He dropped out
from sheer boredom.”

“And the writing?”

“His writing began as a lark, or so he
claimed. He’d always liked anagrams, word games, crossword puzzles,
things like that. And he loved to read. Then he happened upon a
collection of stories by an alcoholic journalist named Ambrose
Bierce, who was an employee of William Randolph Hearst in the
eighteen hundreds. Bierce enjoyed writing and publishing very
disturbing fiction. My father was inspired by a rather bleak and
cheerfully sadistic story called ‘An
Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.’ He adored the
surprise ending and immediately set about writing a derivative
story of his own. With his typical lack of humility he sent it out
to a magazine. It was, of course, rejected.

“Mr. Burke, one simply did not say no to my
father. He flew into a rage. I remember, I was perhaps nine at that
time—he actually threatened to buy the magazine just to humiliate
and fire the editor. Father immersed himself in horror fiction at
that point. He began with the masters, Poe, H.P. Lovecraft, Stoker,
Mary Shelley, and Saki. He moved to the modern best-selling
authors, such as King, Straub, Koontz, Anne Rice, and Robert
McCammon.

“He educated himself for more than a
year. Then he sat down at his computer and tried again. He produced
a somewhat derivative novel about an abandoned tenement in a New
York City slum that was actually the gate to another, and quite
evil, dimension. The book, Passageway, won a Bram Stoker award from the
Horror Writers’ Association. It then sold to a paperback house and
went on to be a bestseller and a film of the same name. The money
and accolades poured in. I recall how my father reveled in it all.
Of course, now he had even less time for me than
before.”

“And the author Peter Stryker was born.”

“Yes.”

Burke absorbed her words greedily, with
every fiber of his consciousness. It was easy to do; Nicole was
beautiful in the steadily dimming light, sitting like a
fakir, her face obscured by shadow.
His eyes were half closed and heavy. It took him a moment to
realize she had stopped speaking. He shook himself awake. “May I
ask a few things now?”

“Of course.”

“What was your father’s real name?”

“Peter Philbin. He was an English teacher
when he met my mother. As I heard the story, her car broke down in
the rain near a small town in New England. Her driver walked off
into the storm in search of assistance. My father happened upon the
limousine and offered to assist her. She was intrigued by the fact
that he was a medical student at the time. She later invited him to
a party at the mansion. They went outside for a drink and a chat.
I’m told she was initially just trying to be polite, but then they
fell in love.”

“How did her family feel about this?”

Nicole Striker chuckled in a low and throaty
voice. Burke felt the short hairs on his neck flutter. “My mother’s
family despised Peter Philbin, Mr. Burke, especially once they
heard that he had dropped out of medical school. They hated him
even more after my mother’s untimely death. My father inherited a
fortune, but never their goodwill. In fact, they never spoke to him
again.”

“Didn’t they want to know their
grandchild?”

Nicole hesitated. “Not according to my
father. If they tried to send birthday cards or telephone, I never
heard about it. In fact, they are dead to me.”

Burke breathed slowly, allowed his mind run
over what she had already revealed to him, and looked for any
unspoken threads. Finally he said: “So now he has money and fame to
go along with what you described as a lust for power. How did all
that affect him?”

“He continued to write,” Nicole replied. “And
each book became more successful than the last. Did you know that
all but one was made into a movie, and that all of those films
topped two hundred million dollars in domestic box office?”

“No, I don’t read much horror fiction.”

Nicole seems to read his mind. “Perhaps you
have seen a few too many horror facts?”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, my father made sure everyone else knew
about statistics like that. He would drop those figures at every
opportunity. Fame made him even vainer, Mr. Burke, even more
insufferably self-centered. Each novel became darker than the last,
too. More visceral, more explicit and disturbing. As you noted, he
had a medical background and he took great pride in shocking
people.”

“That seems appropriate for his chosen
profession.”

“Of course. But in order to stretch the
boundaries he also had to research extensively. He read a great
deal about witchcraft, human sacrifice, torture, the Holocaust, the
Spanish Inquisition. The list goes on and on. To be honest, I
remain convinced that such material eventually warped his
mind.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Father began to lock himself in his study
for hours on end, and sometimes I would hear him screaming and
crying. He would vanish for days or weeks, always without warning.
He was gone most of my high school years, but suddenly ceased
flying a few years ago. He became completely phobic about air
travel after September 11th and never rode on another plane. He
turned to comparative religion and devoured eastern thought.
Nonetheless, his fear of the finality of death became
overwhelming.”

Burke focused more energy and gathered a
deeper sense of the man they were discussing. He did not like the
resultant feeling. “You are describing someone very capable of
killing himself.”

“I know. But hear me out.”

Burke shrugged. It’s your money. Nicole Stryker shifted into a
standing position, so effortlessly his pulse raced. She moved away
from the tinted window, buttocks rolling smoothly, back to the bar
to refresh her drink. Burke was both amused and unduly baffled by
this young woman. He shook his head slightly. “Go on.”

The tinkling of ice in a glass. “As I said,
my father was terrified of death. The more he read about it, and
those who explore and worship it, the more frightened he became. If
his many fans had realized how pathetic a figure he was in real
life, they would have abandoned him in droves. In the last few
years his fame was a curse. He could not go out in public without
being asked for his autograph. He learned to disguise himself.”

Burke smiled. “You’re not suggesting that’s
why he . . .”

“Yes, that’s why he began to wear women’s
clothing. To go out in drag. According to my father, it was the
only way he could escape the house without being troubled.”

Cross-dressing for
privacy? It read as total nonsense. Burke could not
tell if she believed her own rationalization, so he said
nothing.

“And by the way,” Nicole continued, “even
discussing the themes he wrote about began to give him anxiety
attacks. A supreme karmic joke, wouldn’t you say?”

“It sounds that way,” Burke replied. “May I
have a glass of water, Nicole?”

The fact that he had used her first name
increased the static dangling in the air. Burke rose and strolled
over to the bar. He moved to the other end and reached out with his
right hand. Nicole Stryker poured club soda into a crystal goblet,
added ice, and slid it down the bar so their fingers would not
touch. It was clear that she felt something, too.

“Was he on medication for these attacks?”
Burke was thinking of drugs like Ativan and their sedating effect,
also how dangerous they were when combined with alcohol.

Nicole Stryker shook her head. “Not in the
way you’re thinking,” she says. “He saw a psycho- pharmacologist
named Markoff at UCLA and was prescribed an anti-depressant.”

“Do you recall which one?”

“No.”

Burke searched his memory bank. “An SSRI,
like Lexapro?”

“I’ve forgotten. That sounds right. Whatever
it was, it didn’t make him further depressed. In fact quite the
opposite. He became more agitated.”

“Did your father do recreational drugs of any
kind?”

“Not that I know of, but it wouldn’t surprise
me. My father . . . experimented with life, Mr. Burke.”

“That prescription you mentioned? I would
like to know what it was.” Burke drank the club soda. The fizz
tickled his upper lip.

“If it isn’t in the police report I will find
out.”

Nicole reached into her pocket and slid a set
of keys across the bar. Burke let them sit on the polished wood. He
arched an eyebrow. “The keys to his house and home office,” Nicole
said. “The police were far more concerned about the crime scene and
said they’d get there tomorrow. I doubt you will have any trouble
going through his things tonight.”

“Okay.”

“Search all you want.” Nicole Stryker seemed
weary. “Remember that this was a man who loved scary stories and
secret passageways, so be vigilant. You may find books, women’s
clothing, religious artifacts, and all manner of strangeness, Mr.
Burke. Do not be distracted from your primary purpose. I want to
know what really happened up in that hotel suite. And why.”
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The premium coffee shop was furnished in
forest green colors with silver metal bars and extended from the
outer wall of a large-chain bookstore like some stark, metastasized
growth. Jack Burke was seated at a corner table with a long yellow
note pad, a sharpened pencil, and a stack of paperback books
written by Peter Stryker. Burke was a speed-reader, and some
college girls at a nearby table watch in awe as his eyes and
practiced fingers raced through the pages.

“You take lessons to do that?”

“Huh?” He shook his head. There were two of
them. One was a lanky blonde in cut-off jeans and a red halter top,
the other a plump and slightly busty brunette in a blue pants suit.
They were likely students at nearby Cal State Northridge or one of
the other colleges. Burke wondered, not for the first time, why
pretty girls always seemed to have another, less attractive female
along for company. Perhaps so they could have an audience as they
exercised their power. The blonde was trying to flirt.

“The reading thing?” She coaxed him with body
language, leaning forward so her breasts were accentuated.

Burke allowed her a thin smile. “I was in the
service for a while. I always read a lot, but they had a course in
speed-reading and I took it twice.”

The blonde widened her eyes, batted those
lashes. “Oh, I do love uniforms.” Scarlet O’Hara came to mind. Her
friend seemed embarrassed.

“That so?”

“I’m serious.” She extended her hand like a
princess. “My name is Tiffany.”

But of course it is,
Burke thought. And this is
‘mysterious older man day.’ He took her hand. “Kevin
O’Brien.” He gave the name of a long-dead cousin.

The girl moved in for the kill. She edged her
chair closer. Her friend sought shelter in a make-up mirror and
doodled in the foam of a latte. To her credit, she appeared
mortified. Meanwhile, the blonde purred. “And what did you do in
the service, Kevin?”

Burke’s eyes were slate, face leaden. “Oh, I
killed people, Tiff,” he said. “Sometimes civilians. Quite a few,
in fact.”

Her smile froze and soon wavered. She eased
away from him, mouth working furiously, like an anal retentive
housewife who just found a roach in her broth. Her friend snorted
and leapt to her feet. A man at a nearby table struggled not to
laugh. Burke looked down and resumed reading. He did not give the
girl another thought.

Burke found Passageway a pile of crap. It was easy material
to speed through. He could see the so-called scary moments coming a
mile away. Stryker’s first novel was flat and derivative, although
the author did have a decent flair for language. Burke finished the
book in a few minutes, put a few reminder notes and page numbers on
the pad, and started on the next book. It was marginally better,
but junk nonetheless. The author tried to write about Native
American rituals but got many of his facts wrong. The characters
were almost laughably cardboard, the ending cinematic in the worst
sense of the word. As Burke read, the real world faded
away.

He was on his third coffee when he started
the next-to-last novel. It had more depth of characterization and a
lighter writing style, and something had begun to resonate deeply
within the structure. It was existential angst, something with
which Burke was quite familiar. The author had a macabre
preoccupation with concepts like the existence of random chance,
and the fact that life may have no intrinsic meaning. Even speeding
through these pages, Burke found them disconcerting. Not only did
the lead character confront an utter pointlessness to his life and
the failure of feeble attempts to be moral and courageous, but evil
forces won out at the conclusion. The book was well done, and
profoundly disturbing.

As Jack Burke put the book down, he was
suddenly cloaked in a gray, weighted melancholy. Peter Stryker may
have started out a hack, but he ended his life as a novelist of
considerable talent.

Burke had one book to go, the latest
and last novel. He turned the book over in his hands. The title
was A Taste for Flesh. He
studied the needlessly inflammatory copy on the back, which
described TERROR UNLEASHED and a DEPRAVITY BEYOND DESCRIPTION. The
print size and color seemed reasonably restrained, but the jacket
hyperbole reminded him of a B movie poster from the 1950s. Despite
that, Burke knew that this book was likely to be far better than it
appeared.

“Sir?”

The coffee shop was crowded. Burke set the
book on the table. A pimple-faced kid in an apron festooned with
dancing coffee beans was doing his best to be assertive. “Sir,
you’ve been sitting here for a long time, and there are others
waiting for a table.”

After a brief flash of irritation, Burke
sighed and got to his feet. To his dismay, the kid was spooked by
his size and backpedaled rapidly, bumping into a pair of customers
still standing in line. Embarrassed, Burke took the final novel but
left the others on the table. He walked away.

“Sir, you forgot your books?” The kid was so
frightened he made a statement of fact a question, the sentence
rising in pitch at the end.

“Thanks. You can keep them.”

Burke strolled down the crowded Ventura
Boulevard, mildly surprised to find the day coming to a close. He
found a parking ticket on his vehicle. He tore up and tossed it
away. The car would change owners several times before the city had
registered the existence of the citation, might even be out of the
state. Tony Monteleone would take care of it.

Burke drove down Ventura to Hazeltine and
turned north. He left his car in the lot of the Trader Joe’s store
and jogged over to the park around the corner. Hispanic children
were laughing and throwing water balloons at a nearby birthday
party. Their lips were red or purple from cheap snow cones. Other
children hung from the bars of the jungle gym. The sun would soon
be setting, but Burke figured he had just enough time. He scribbled
notes on the yellow pad, brief thoughts on the tone of the previous
work, more to have something to do than from necessity.

He sat beneath the canopy of a sickly
elm and opened Stryker’s magnum opus. The main character in
A Taste for Flesh was a middle-aged
loner whose life was fading fast. He was being passed over for
promotions. His wife had left him for another, much younger man.
The beaten-down protagonist elected to take a long vacation in
Europe. He wandered east, into the former Soviet satellites.
Although he loved the art and culture, the protagonist found the
economic and social circumstances depressing. Soon he was drinking
too much and seriously contemplating suicide. Burke was pleasantly
surprised. The novel had proven to be far more literate than pulp,
at least to this point. Indeed, it was well conceived and deftly
written. Burke had momentarily forgotten the author’s reputation
and found himself absorbed by both the telling and the
tale.

And that’s when Stryker went for the throat,
quite literally: the protagonist was bitten by a wolf. His story
turned on a dime and became a lurid tale of the mythical and the
lycanthropic, the hero as a troubled werewolf. Yet Burke still
found the novel compelling, for while the man descended into
madness, he also began to re-discover his archetypal masculine
power. The man becomes the wolf as the wolf becomes the man. To be
sure, both did murder in a plethora of crimson ways. The violence
was blunt, to the point, and decidedly messy, but as Burke himself
knew all too well, so was violence in real life. It was the subtext
that was most gripping; a hint of Nietzsche, lightly seasoned with
Joseph Campbell.

He read on. Much weight was given to the
ramifications of anthropophagy, the devouring of human flesh, and
its varied implications. The protagonist, as the novel progressed,
slowly moved from an attitude of revulsion to one of spiritual
reverence. This odd concoction was then half-baked in recycled
Stephen King imagery, but worked nonetheless. At the end of the
novel, the protagonist had become something of a God to the
peasants in the countryside and a hero to himself again. His
inevitable physical death, therefore, was of very little
consequence because his spirit lived on.

The acknowledgments made reference to a Dr.
Theodore Merriman. Burke decided on the spot to pay the man a
visit.

He lowered the book and rubbed his weary
eyes. The park was flooding with long, cool shadows and most of the
picnicking families had gone home. He watched three males of
indeterminate age as they tossed a football in a long, triangulated
pattern. Their voices, shrill with enthusiasm and ribald humor,
stroked his weary brain. He envied them their laughter.

Later, Burke stopped at a nearly empty
restaurant for a plain chicken breast and a salad. He sat alone at
a table near the front window, listening to Vivaldi with half an
ear, weary eyes on the rush hour traffic, a sea of headlights, tail
lights, street lamps all reflecting and refracting light. Meanwhile
a gentle mist of rain, unseasonable but welcome, stroked moist
ribbons of color down the clear glass. Burke paid for the meal in
cash. He needed no receipt. Over a double espresso, he examined his
notes one last time, then left and drove home.

The rain stopped. As Burke pulled into his
driveway and got out of the car, he noted the damp, erotic odor of
satiated plants. A motion detector flipped on the porch light. He
let himself in, double-locked the door behind him and set the alarm
for the night. He went into the Spartan bedroom and stripped to his
shorts, then took his laundry to the garage. He started the washing
machine, grabbed a glass of soda water from the kitchen, and moved
into his office.

This was a room possessed, overflowing
with books of all shapes and sizes. In contrast to the rest of the
pristine house, Burke’s office was an ever-evolving chaos where
yellow Post-its with scribbled notes lay randomly and crookedly
tacked to cork bulletin boards or taped to the lips of crowded
shelves. A row of blue plastic tubs contained obese files, facts
garnered from random readings, reference papers unlikely to be read
again. Burke fired up his computer. He scanned the papers Nicole
Stryker had given him, the list of potential enemies and suspects,
and e-mailed them to his office with a note: Gina, check these folks out for alibis. If anyone
could make sense of such a complicated assignment, it would be his
partner.

WEREWOLVES. The name in the search
engine brought over two million hits. Some of the first hundred
were useful, including one that assembled data from medieval times.
Another contained an entire translation of The Book of Werewolves by Sabine Baring-Gold,
first published in 1865. There were websites clearly created by
mental cases, people claiming to know or actually be werewolves,
people just looking to have sex with some. Burke was an old hand at
research. He tried the word LYCANTHROPY. He printed out whatever
seemed useful, grabbed another soda, and studied the printer as it
grunted away. Next, LOUP-GAROU. Half a million hits. A few more
selections at random.

When he had nearly two hundred pages of
reference material, Burke returned to the living room. He parked on
the plain brown couch, flicked on the bronze lamp, began to read.
He scanned the pages, fingertips moving rapidly, and absorbed as
much information as possible. Burke had no idea what he was looking
for. He was merely following what he presumed to be a trail similar
to the one blazed by the author of that last novel. He wanted to
see what Peter Stryker had seen, go where he had been, in the hopes
that path would eventually lead him to the truth.

Finally, Burke turned out the light and sat
alone in the darkness. He had learned nothing of import. For a few
uneasy moments, he pondered his time in combat: the taste of fear,
sight of fresh blood, the split, pulsing flesh of the wounded. He
tried to fathom a genuine craving for the taste of raw, human meat,
but couldn’t manage it. And yet the conceit of the novel had seemed
fully plausible to him, unusually compelling. Was Peter Stryker
simply an author of true talent, or did his final obsession have
something to do with his ugly, agonizing death?

After a time Burke assumed the cross-legged,
lotus position. He started to breathe slowly and deeply. He
observed the vague sound of traffic outside, released it. Burke
observed first his body, then stray thoughts, fall away. He entered
a fugue state. Burke knew that the area of his brain that regulated
the position of the physical self to other objects was slowly
fading into gray, as if controlled by a dimmer switch. The powerful
sense of “oneness” was soon palpable. Burke savored it, even as it
began to recede and the external world returned. He rose refreshed,
tossed the stack of papers into his messy office, and got dressed
for the night.

 



 


SEVEN

 


Jack Burke drove the misty streets with no
radio playing, windows up and mind closed. His body knew the route.
He sat in his car in the nearly deserted parking lot and prayed for
several long minutes, then entered the plain, antiseptic building.
Visiting always made him think about death, and death made him feel
too achingly alone for words. Burke signed in and walked alone down
the corridor; hesitant footsteps booming, quick breath harsh and
thin as sandpaper. He slid into the room, moved the chair to the
window. He rubbed his eyes and sat back.

“Hello.”

Burke closed his eyes and after a long,
weighted moment offered a disconnected, whispered response. “I love
you.”

“I love you, too.”

A rubbery, elongated section of silence
followed. “I got a new job,” Burke said, finally. “It pays very
well.”

“Oh?”

“It’s digging into a probable suicide. A
horror author. Guy butchered himself, or at least it looks that
way. I spent most of the day reading his trashy novels. The last
one wasn’t bad, actually.”

“You?”

“Yeah, I love to read. What can I say?
Figured I might as well see what he was up to near the end, right?
Besides, I have to do something to stay on the payroll. Like I
said, the money is good.”

The wet hiss of sprinklers outside: way down
below, a man with a resonant voice was sprayed and bellowed in
dismay.

Burke hunched forward. “Scotty got me the
job. He still looks pretty good, you know? Of all of us, he’s the
one who learned how to play the game. He’s even better than Cary
Ryan, and that is saying something.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Scotty kisses just enough ass. He can
bob and weave and slide around like a champ. You remember how many
times he came through for me? Still slips me jobs now and then when
he really shouldn’t.” Burke knew he had told her all of this many
times before, but was suddenly groping for words. “I pay him a
taste for the contacts, but I think he’s a loyal guy. That’s a rare
quality these days.”

He rose, stretched. Cracked his neck and
peered out the window. “They really should try and change this view
once in a while, just for the rest of us. It’s getting old. Maybe
plant some new flowers or something.”

Too much time passed again. His broad chest
clenched like a fist, tired eyes begin to sting. “I miss you.” The
words ached, came flowing out on a faint rush of sadness to hover
momentarily and then dissipate.

“I know.”

Burke cried softly, for the sweet voice was
now suddenly as faint as the sprinklers down below, almost as
intangible. “I miss touching you.”

She had already gone back to sleep. He knelt
by the bed, rested his fingertips on her ivory arm like a man
sitting down at an expensive piano. Burke closed his eyes and fell
backward, inward, seeking a place where pure consciousness existed,
but no longer a lonely, isolate self.

 



 


EIGHT

 


TUESDAY

 


It was a hazy morning. The filthy parking lot
known as the 405 Freeway was packed with multi-colored metal
dominoes that belched smoke and barely contained their outraged
drivers. Burke listened to a cassette copy of an old jazz record,
his fingers doing snare drum rolls on the steering wheel. John
Coltrane’s phrasing captured lines of rage and pain and manipulated
them into smoky bursts of sexual heat. Coltrane was both
stimulating and relaxing, like the company of a beautiful
woman.

Upon arrival, the asphalt was already packed
and busy people in expensive suits were milling around the foot of
the steps. Though still young, Burke had that rugged, slightly
florid face worn by Irish cops the world over. Everyone thought
they know him. His years with the Vegas PD had given him an aura of
legitimacy the average street cop was loath to challenge. He
breezed past the first guard at Van Nuys City Hall and strolled
down the hallway toward the CAS, or Coroner’s Ancillary Station. He
pinned on a plastic badge lifted during the previous visit. Doc
Washington was not in his office. Burke checked his watch and
walked toward the back of the building.

The explosion in DNA research and new
technologies created a need for a discrete substation. Some bodies
were brought there and refrigerated, but most of the heavy lifting
was now done in cyberspace by men using high-tech computers. Men
like Lincoln ‘Doc’ Washington. Burke heard clacking sounds and
ribald taunting from the end of the hall. He smiled.

“You kidding me, right? You think you got
game? Think you can take my black ass? Well, come on, then! Come
and get some! Yeah, that’s right, get some!”

Burke peeked into the commissary. Doc and a
new PA were seated at an empty table playing high-speed chess. Each
player had five seconds to make a move and slam the clock so that
it started again. The physician’s assistant, a slender blond man in
greens whose badge read Frank Abt, was already perspiring
profusely. Doc whooped, slapped the clock, and rolled his
wheelchair back two feet. He had a bicycle horn mounted on the
chassis. He honked it. “Yo, cracker! That’s checkmate,
motherfucker!”

The kid called Abt whacked the table in
disgust, flashed a rueful grin. “Another round, Linc? Let me get
even again?”

Doc spied Burke. “My man!” His face lit up.
“No rematch at this very moment in time, yo. I have a man I have to
see about a hearse. Maybe tomorrow?”

Abt sighed. “Deal.”

Burke was already moving away. He stepped
into Doc’s laboratory, found a chair. Moments later Doc rolled into
the lab, which was a wide room filled with stainless steel,
computer screens, and file cabinets. He paused to give Burke a high
five. “Brothers. What’s up, man?”

“I’m fine, Doc. Doing good, just working too
much.” Burke’s worn face and sunken brown eyes told the truth. “You
know how it is.”

Doc nodded. “Maybe I do.” He turned to the
computer keyboard, fingers a blur. “And you want to hear about this
Stryker thing, right?”

“Right.” The room tilted, rolled. Burke
leaned back and closed his weary eyes. “Just give it to me in your
own words, okay?”

Doc started the printer, which rattled and
wheezed then spat out several pages. “I’ll give you a copy of the
full ME report, which you never even fucking talked to me about,
right?”

“Of course.”

Doc scrolled down the screen. “Okay, here is
the gist of it. Looks like the dude checked into the hotel around
dinnertime under some other name. He orders up a room service salad
and two pots of coffee. Then he used his own ass as the main
course. This shot here,” gestured at the computer screen, “ain’t a
piece of shrimp. It shows an amputated little finger sitting on the
bathroom counter on a neatly folded square of paper towel. Now get
this, exactly—and I do mean exactly—twelve inches away, the little
finger of the other hand.”

Burke, eyes still closed: “He did that to
himself? Not once, but twice?”

“Washcloth in the bathroom has bite marks and
saliva, lab says both his.”

“Give me that report, too.”

“Will do.” Doc hit the printer again. “Can’t
be sure about the sequence, but the next event is technically known
as enucleation. See this photo? No, ain’t no oyster, Jack. That’s
his right eyeball. Now get this, he has an entire surgical bag with
him and doesn’t use it. Popped the sucker out with a teaspoon.”

“And you have that spoon?”

“A true gross-out, my man. No fingerprints,
because he was wearing surgical gloves on both hands, but yeah, we
have it. Damn, this had to have hurt like a mother, even with all
the drugs.”

Burke sat up, intrigued. He rubbed his neck.
“What drugs did he have in his system, Doc?”

“First the cancer painkiller, Oxycontin, and
lots of it—which I can personally testify is some good shit. In
fact, he had enough in him to make the average guy nod off, but I
use it myself for chronic pain and believe me, a man can get used
to anything given enough time. But we also found a syringe and some
bottles in with the guy’s surgical kit. Check this out. He had some
really top-notch, high grade synthetic cocaine in him too.”

“Synthetic coke?”

Doc rolled closer to the keyboard and
manipulated a few keys. He turned with a wry smile. “They use that
shit for surgeries sometimes, Jack. When the person stays awake,
that is. Let’s you ride it out without worrying too much, even when
you’re awake for the procedure.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/18651
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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