
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Daemon

A novel by

Harry Shannon

 


Published by Harry Shannon at Smashwords

Copyright 2010 Harry Shannon

Discover other titles by Harry Shannon at
http://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/harryshannon

 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.


This novel is dedicated to the late Connie
Lloyd, a book-loving lady known to our message board crowd at
Horror World.org as "Wicked." She'd know why and laugh.

 


"There is something beyond the grave;

Death does not end all,

And the pale ghost escapes from the
vanquished pyre."

Dionysius of Halicarnassus

54 B.C-A.D. 2


INTRODUCTION

 


I took my four and a half year old daughter
to an excellent (2003) version of 'Peter Pan' the other morning. It
was rated PG, and my wife and I spent most of the ninety plus
minutes worrying about the content of the film, which had some
minor violence and implied sexuality. (Okay, I know how it sounds,
but this new concern has become one of the great ironies of my
life.)

What effect, if any, would the entirely
appropriate demise of Captain Hook at the jaws of a giant crocodile
have on her fragile psyche? Would those luscious mythological,
Jungian archetypal underpinnings mean anything to her? Would subtle
signals of awakening sensuality, gender identification and the
assumption of adult masculine responsibility resonate with her, or
be lost in the ethers? Ah, the torments of parenting.

Of course, my daughter sat wide-eyed,
devoured most of a bag of popcorn and watched every frame. She
insisted she wasn't scared, although at times her body language,
crawling up onto the seat and hugging herself, said otherwise.

In short, she had a ball. I am happy to
report that as of this moment she has not awakened with shrieking
nightmares, spoken in tongues, summoned the devil or shot up her
day care center.

But this all got me thinking about something.
Just how far back does my love of dark fiction go?

In the introductions to the first two books
in this trilogy, ("Night of the Beast" and "Night of the Werewolf")
I touched on some fondly remembered short stories written by Saki,
Ambrose Bierce, Poe, Dahl and John Collier; also expressed my love
for the early work of men like Richard Matheson, Robert Bloch,
Robert McCammon and Ray Bradbury. And let us not forget that
massive, Stephen King-inspired paperback explosion the horror genre
experienced in the 1980's. It was not to be believed. Year after
year, every bookrack in the country was packed with lurid, macabre,
attention-grabbing covers with reflecting skeletons, evil children
and bloody blades…

And, man, I thought that was SO
cool.

But what is it about this obsession we all
have with fear? Because when I traced my own interest back, it just
kept on going and going until it arrived at the nursery. My friend
Richard Matheson's brilliant "I Am Legend" was probably the first
full-length horror novel I can recall reading, but before that
there were those short stories, and before them…Well, let me ask
you something.

Did you ever notice how grim Grimm's Fairy
Tales are?

I mean, take Hansel and Gretel. Jesus, we got
an old hag who gets off on stuffing plump kids in an oven and
roasting their little butts for dinner. I went to read some of
those Grimm stories to my daughter when she was younger and ended
up chickening out and rewriting them on the fly. Man, that stuff is
harsh! So why are those tales so famous around the world, so
timeless?

It's because the stories – like life itself –
are at once both beautiful and happy and dark and terrifying. The
plots offer no happy ending without first having followed a road
fraught with peril. Whatever happens therein has weight, it
matters and there is always something at stake.

Many of the ideas also have moral value, once
you ponder them. (Sadly, it seems that Tyco guy and the Enron
in-crowd totally forgot about King Midas and what happened to
everything he loved).

A tale that takes us for a ride is a treasure
indeed. It is just delicious to be thrilled, frightened, startled,
informed and thus greatly entertained. Think about it, though. How
much excitement would there be without mortal danger? With no
issues of weight, like someone's very existence, at stake?

…In other words, facing the grim reaper.

Yeah, death is the BIG DEAL. It kind
of bookends life, doesn't it? We come from the unknown and must
return to it. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.

Hey, man is the only creature who knows his
death is inevitable. Oh, other animals can have a sense of grief
and loss for a fellow dog or cat, but they don't sit around wearing
a black French beret, drinking espresso, smoking and whining that
life, in and of itself, has no intrinsic meaning. Only human beings
are conscious enough--not to mention self-involved enough--to do
that.

So death is on our mind all day, every day,
perhaps under the surface but omnipresent. Dark fiction hooks that
awareness and yanks it to the surface of the pond, let's us toy
with the awareness for a while; perhaps even begin to adjust to the
awful reality of it.

Freud once said that the ego is an observer
by nature, and cannot imagine not being there to observe not
being there. Thus the very concept of dying sometimes provokes what
therapists euphemistically refer to as 'death anxiety,' a
devastating psychological and physiological assault on the senses
that can leave vulnerable persons helpless and weeping.

Ask anyone who has seen combat. They will
tell you that until the bullets start flying you haven't a clue who
will stand up to it and who will just fold on the spot. Death is
blunt and brutal and so terribly final.

The idea takes some getting used to.

Death.

Good horror fiction doesn't just discuss
death it rubs our noses in it. Certainly the cathartic effect
therein may have some value, but I'm inclined to think it's more a
question of systematic desensitization; that is to say, getting
used to death, bit by bit, under the guise of entertainment.
Romero-style Zombies come back to shock us, make us think and try
to shake us out of our arrogant sense of immortality.

I say we're in need of desensitization
because most horror fans I've met are actually gentle,
animal-loving folks who weep copiously at the death of a friend or
acquaintance and wouldn't hurt a soul unless forced. (Okay, so some
folks tattoo themselves up and stick foreign objects in their lips,
eyebrows, nostrils and other orifices and dress in black, but
anybody who has to work that hard at seeming evil probably still
has a stuffed Elmo in their bedroom closet).

Oops, I digress.

I was talking about death. And to be honest,
"Night of the Daemon" is very much about death; how we deal, or
fail to deal, with that aforementioned Reaper. What, if anything,
is on the other side of this reality?

One caveat: Like the other two novels in this
trilogy, "Night of the Demon" is first and foremost an
entertainment. It is also intended to be a joyful homage to that
wonderful horror pulp tradition. But since it's the last in the
trilogy, I thought it only fitting that I should run your ass
head-on into a brick wall at 200 miles per hour--just to see what
happens. So it is also about death.

First some acknowledgements need to be made.
LAPD Officer Jon Kasper, my Vegas friend and former Chicago cop
Gina Gallo and Weston Ochse, US Army (retired) were enormously
helpful in the preparation of this manuscript, particularly on
military and police procedures and weaponry. Should you spot any
errors or inaccuracies, rest assured they are my own.

Horror World.org's delightful Nanci Kalanta
read an early draft; author/editor Kealan Patrick Burke proofed the
book, which is no small feat. I very much appreciate the
contribution of an afterward by the tremendously gifted Mr. Gary
Braunbeck, one of the finest authors in the genre.

The Tao will bless Mr. Shane Ryan Staley for
publishing this, the last of the 'Night' books, and such a
beautiful limited edition of all three. I thank John and Shawn
Turi, who originally published the first two novels in this loose
trilogy. I praise my wife Wendy and my adorable daughter Paige
Emerson Shannon for their eternal patience, love and forbearance.
Lynwood Spinks, Kathleen Johnson, Yossi Sasson, Einat Sadot, Harry
Manfredini, thanks for your friendship and support.

Also, appreciation goes out to my buddies and
fans who visit my message board at http://guestbooks.pathfinder.gr/read/HarryShannon
and the forum at the Shocklines.com online bookstore. Better
friends and fellow bibliophiles hath no website. Suzanne Klee
should have been thanked in "Night of the Beast" for having typed
versions of it twenty-odd years ago, back when we were married. So
hey, I may as well do that now, too.

Finally, heartfelt thanks to you, dear reader, for
buying and reading this book. Writing three novels requires a
tremendous investment of time and effort. The fact that someone
finally will sit down, make a bowl of popcorn, turn the lights low
and get a little bit tweaked by my stuff is the precious
reward.

Here is "Night of the Daemon." It was written
exclusively for your entertainment, and designed to ruffle your
short hairs a little.

I sincerely hope you are pleased.

All the best,

 


HARRY SHANNON

Los Angeles, California

12/16/04


PREFACE

 


When the wind came streaming in off the
polluted water, a man could half believe that someone buried
underground was moaning. This was especially true in the late
autumn, when the shifting of dried leaves made a plaintive noise,
like desperate fingernails scratching at the roof of a coffin. Of
course that was the kind of thing you'd expect from a graveyard
anyway, and the groundskeeper, who had a vivid imagination and a
way with words, milked those eerie images for a number of free
drinks at Paddy Murphy's Shamrock Tavern every chance he got.

Christopher Bloom was an aging hippie; a big
fellow, barrel-shaped and gifted with a long and unruly mane he
tied into a ponytail. His red drinker's nose was spider-webbed with
veins. The truly gullible believed him when he declared that his
hair had gone white quite suddenly after one particularly macabre
night at the cemetery. As Bloom told it, near midnight he'd heard
footsteps coming from the back of the grounds, crunching unsteadily
through the dead leaves. He had gone out to investigate, and seen
something so horrible it had struck him dumb with terror, something
with long fangs and a snout. When he woke in the morning and looked
in the mirror…

Bloom changed the details of that story quite
frequently, but none of his friends seemed to mind. The sad truth
was that his job was a crushing bore. Night after night, drinking
stale coffee and listening to talk radio, impatiently waiting for
dawn. Then back to his stifling hot quarters; thick curtains on the
windows to block out the sun. A few hours sleep would be followed
by a visit to the bar at 4th Street near Charleston for
some boilermakers--and then back to the night shift again.

It really wasn't much of a life. So
who could blame a man for embellishing it a bit, especially for a
purpose as noble as the entertainment of friends? Pals like Doug
and Ray sure did love a good story. In fact, they were all
fun-loving ruffians, just boys who'd never grown up, even Bloom
himself. And just the kind of people who'd play an elaborate
practical joke on a man, if only to have something new to jaw about
down at the Shamrock.

That's why Bloom knew for certain that those
odd digging sounds coming from the windy graveyard that night were
nothing to worry about.

When the digging stopped, Bloom decided to
act as if he still hadn't heard anything. He yawned and rubbed his
eyes, then hunched forward in the chair. The sound came again, it
was unmistakable: A shovel slicing into damp turf, the thud of wet
sod and the slither of gravel on stone.

Bloom sighed softly, set down his coffee and
pushed the chair away from the desk. The sounds abruptly stopped,
as if someone were watching him through the window through a pair
of binoculars, which was probably exactly what they were doing. So
Doug and Ray want a show, Bloom thought. Maybe I'll give them one
for the ages.

He got to his feet, stretched and made a big
show of turning down the radio and listening intently. The office
was small and sparsely furnished; it had a sagging green couch, a
metal desk with an office chair and a calendar featuring girls with
humungous hooters. The wall paint was green and peeling. Bloom
opened the window and stuck his head out.

"Hello? Anybody there?"

His nose filled with the languid perfume of
night blooming jasmine. Clouds drifted across the pocked surface of
the full moon and the sky darkened. He slipped the long flashlight
free of his belt and splashed the yellow beam into the cemetery;
saw chipped grey tombstones and crouching shadows.

"Hello?" Bloom even managed to put a slight
tremor in his voice. He was so delighted with the results he nearly
grinned and gave himself away. He closed the window, turned his
back and allowed himself to smile.

Bloom's sorry-assed little office
was nearest the Potter's Field, or portion of the graveyard
assigned to the indigent and the unidentifiable. The pricier plots
lay to the west, on the rolling hills just above the freeway. They
were reasonably well-lit. So naturally Ray and Doug had chosen the
Potter's area for their little game. It was devoid of sculpture,
bereft of plant life; a truly sad place of parched grass and stony
soil. The trees were nearly bare of leaves this time of year, and
the branches curled like talons.

The digging sounds resumed.

Chuckling, Bloom grabbed his nightstick and
shrugged into his jacket. He glanced at the time, amused to find it
was nearly midnight. Just makes the tale a bit more atmospheric,
eh? Or so he thought.

Bloom gathered himself. He opened the door
and stepped out into the cool cloak of night. The autumn air
slapped his cheeks, rustled his clothing. He closed and locked the
door behind him, his key ring jangling loudly.

The noise stopped, although a slight echo of
the shovel-in-gravel sound remained to taunt his ears. Bloom
pretended to be confused by the effect, and stumbled the wrong way,
back toward the lit area; the more expensive crypts and graves. He
kept his flashlight beam low to the ground, so Ray and Doug would
be able to follow his progress. They would soon realize he was
headed the wrong way. Sure enough, the noise started up again, and
this time even louder than before, and involved ripping and
chewing.

Bloom made a dramatic show of stopping dead
in his tracks. He raised the flashlight and spun around, aiming the
beam back towards Potter's Field. He thought he saw someone ducking
down near the fence, probably behind the last row of tombstones;
back near the garden shed. He put the shaky quality in his voice
again.

"Hello? Who's there?"

Bright moonlight, white as bleached bone, lit
the cluttered area. Nothing moved. Bloom waited a long time, just
listening to his own breathing and the persistent hissing of blood
in his ears. A vagrant breeze tickled the short hairs at the base
of his neck and a voice he'd kept buried since childhood mocked
him: What if it's not a joke? What if there's really something out
there in the darkness, waiting for you? The very idea sent tiny
insects racing up his spinal cord. Oh, come on. Don't be an
asshole.

Bloom told his legs to move. They took their
own sweet time.

The digging resumed, and whoever was doing it
seemed to be in a hurry, now; as if trying to finish up before the
clock struck midnight. But that was ridiculous. It was just Ray and
Doug and they were fucking with him, pure and simple.

Bloom took a step forward, then another. He
played the light among the tombstones, but clouds covered the moon
again and he couldn't see for shit. He swallowed and fingered his
nightstick. Christ, if I chicken out over this I'll be the laughing
stock of the Shamrock. I'll never hear the end of it. He moved
closer to the noise, praying for the clouds to part.

The digging stopped. Bloom heard more odd
tugging noises. Jesus, Ray and Doug must have brought props with
them; a shovel, wood, some pebbles in a metal pail, maybe. Oh, man.
Surely they wouldn't actually go so far as to dig some poor bastard
up. Would they?

"Okay, enough of this shit. Who's back
there?"

Nothing.

"Is that you, Ray? Doug?"

A bit more wind, the sizzle and crackle of
dead leaves. Despite himself, Bloom felt a cold knot gathering in
his middle. The clouds cloaked the full moon in dirty gauze, and he
was unable to see what was waiting for him at the back of the
cemetery. Maybe it's just some kids, out screwing around.

That macabre little voice in the back of his
head said: What if it isn't?

God damn it! If it was kids, Bloom decided,
he'd beat the living shit out of them before calling the cops. He
moved forward, one firm step at a time, his eyes pinned on the spot
at the back of the property, where he thought he'd seen someone
moving. The cloud cover parted just a bit, but the moonlight
streamed down on the wrong part of the lot. It made a tightly-knit
copse of trees to his right look tall and sinister. Bloom let the
nightstick drop down into his right hand. He brought up the
flashlight just as the moon emerged again.

Someone, something ran away; a misshapen
shadow scuttled away across the grey concrete slabs like a large
spider stalking food.

"Hey!"

Bloom broke into a jog, keys jangling on his
belt. Part of him wanted to chase this fucker and pound his face
into pizza, but that voice in his head wouldn't go away: You really
sure you want to catch up with it, man? Trap it in a corner
somewhere so it turns on you? Huh?

As if on cue, something rustled in the bushes
behind him, back toward the caretaker's shack. Bloom stopped in his
tracks, wondering which way to go. The sound came again, faint but
clear. He started to turn, but the shadow moved through the Potters
Field again, heading for the back fence.

"Stop!" Police!"

Of course, he wasn't the real police. More
like rent-a-cop. But Chris Bloom figured if it was kids, he wanted
them good and scared. He crossed the lawn and moved back into the
tombstones that lay angled here and there like crooked teeth. At
first everything seemed normal, undisturbed. Bloom played the light
up and down the area. His pulse began to settle down.

And then he saw it.

Bloom stepped a bit closer and moved to his
left. The yellow beam revealed a large mound of dirt and the corner
of a wooden coffin. His heart kicked like a pissed-off mule.
Everything thickened in his chest. What was that sound?

Maybe someone giggling…?

Bloom whirled all the way around. The sound
had come from behind him, back near the caretaker's shack. He
jogged that way, again resolved to beat the hell out of anyone he
came across and ask questions later. His keys jangled and his own
breathing seemed harsh to his ears.

Something stood in the shadows, just beyond
the white ring of the porch light. It was as tall as an average
man, but much wider. It seemed slightly hunched over. Bloom raised
the nightstick and closed the distance. The giggling sound got
louder. Bloom cocked his head and swore under his breath. He
lowered the nightstick.

Ah, shit. It was Ray and Doug, all right.
They were bent over with barely suppressed laughter, holding one
another up. "Oh, man," Doug said, "you should see your fucking
face."

"Yeah, yeah." Bloom had no intention of
letting them know how relieved he was feeling. Fact is they had
really managed to spook him this time, the lousy bastards. And now
here they were doubled over, laughing their butts off at his
expense. Bloom moved closer and turned off the flashlight. Ray and
Doug stumbled to the wooden steps and sat down. Whenever they
looked up at his face, they started laughing again.

Bloom sat down on the steps next to them. Ray
opened a quart of whiskey. They passed it back and forth in
silence, except for their smacking lips. A few shots made the crisp
moonlight seem pure and even more beautiful. Time broke down into
pleasant little pictures. Whenever Bloom moved his head, his eyes
seemed a fraction of a second behind.

"Okay, you almost got me," Bloom said. His
voice was tight and thin from nerves. He spewed breath out in a
steaming mist.

Ray, a beefy carpenter with beady eyes nodded
and giggled again. Doug, the balding accountant, leaned back
against the wooden shack with his eyes closed. He was a small,
quiet man who laughed more often than he spoke. Bloom let himself
relax. He clipped the flashlight and stick back onto his security
belt. "Damn, that was sure a lot of trouble to go to for a
practical joke."

Doug pondered that statement. A long time
passed, but finally he responded. "What was?"

By that time, Bloom was disconnected from his
own statement. "Huh?

"What was a lot of trouble to go to?"

Bloom felt icy sweat emerge from his forehead
to stream down his face as the fear returned. His stoned mind
struggled to process what had just happened. The giggling had come
from behind him, near the shack…

So what the fuck is out there in the
graveyard?

He struggled to his feet. Ray jumped back at
the sudden movement. Doug cocked his head like a parrot. "Where you
going, man? What's the matter?"

Bloom stumbled forward, across the grassy
area. He took the short cut through the tombstones. His heart
clawed its way up into his dry throat. He cursed himself for
getting so high. He played the flashlight's beam across the dead
leaves and saw a trail of footprints leading to the back fence.

Oh, shit!

Had someone actually come and vandalized the
cemetery? If so, Bloom would surely catch hell for letting it
happen. Now very pissed off, he moved closer. Bloom searched his
memory for the area where he'd seen someone's shadow and the corner
of a coffin. He sent the beam there again. A mound of dirt mocked
him. He stepped closer, vaguely aware of his friends far behind
him, calling his name. What he saw next made him clench his
trembling fingers.

Some torn scraps of clothing, one arm that
was bloodless meat and a flash of off-white bone…

It came back to him in a rush: That's the
most recent grave, some homeless woman named Bloody Mary, no family
and no friends. They planted her sorry ass a couple of days ago.
Who the hell would want to dig her up again, for Chrissakes?

Bloom took a step backwards. He felt dizzy
and fevered, could not believe what he was seeing. Ray and Doug
called again and they were coming his way; tracing his footsteps
through gravestones. Bloom wanted to call out to them, to tell them
not to look, but his mouth wouldn't work. He couldn't even lower
the flashlight.

"Holly shit," Ray said.

"Oh, fuck me," Doug offered.

Bloom turned away and bent over. He felt the
booze and dinner curdle and come up in one multi-colored splash
before he could stop it. A picture was flashbulb-seared on the
inside of his eyelids and Bloom knew he'd never be able to forget
it: The old woman's decaying body had been hurriedly exhumed; the
cheap coffin wrenched open, lid partially splintered. Her flabby
arms were stripped of clothing. Her dress was pulled up above her
flat breasts and billowed out around her neck like some medieval
ornament.

God, the expression on her face…

 



ONE

 


If men do not fear death

it is of no use to threaten their lives.

 


If men live in terror of dying

and if breaking a law means that they will be
killed,

who will dare to risk breaking the law?

 


There is always one official executioner.

Do not try to take his place.

That is like trying to be a master carpenter, working
with wood.

If you try to cut wood as if you are a master
carpenter, you will only hurt your hands…

 


 Jeff Lehane
leaned back against the pine tree, lazily scratched at an unshaven
face and set down his tattered copy of Tao Te Ching. Just then, a
red-tailed hawk soared effortlessly above the rocky spire at the
other end of the valley, its eerie cry echoing through the empty
foothills. He followed the gorgeous bird with his eyes and allowed
his mind to fall open, thoughts to slip away. Nature always seemed
to provide the most effective form of meditation. Within seconds,
his craggy features softened and his body became one with the
mountain.

Time slowed and the vague chuckle of the
nearby stream soothed and comforted. Lehane felt his bare skin
begin to heat up and sizzle in the morning sun. He moved
consciousness away from his corporal form, ignoring the sounds it
made, the urges it carried. Lehane let his nagging, mundane
thoughts travel across a blank screen. He followed his breath until
he was only that, breathing. This allowed a relaxed state of being
to exist in a place without time.

A sound brought him back—the humming drone of
tires on pavement, still some distance away. Lehane reluctantly
focused his eyes. The hawk was long gone and the sun a bit higher.
The Nevada sky was pale blue as ocean ice, except for a few milky
wisps of cloud. He squinted at the shimmering dot at the top of the
horizon. No tourist came this way on purpose, not since the main
highway had been rerouted to conform to the railway. There was
nothing to see in nearby Two Trees but the ruins of a town that
burned down years ago.

There were only two possibilities worth
considering. Either the driver was lost, or he was looking for
Lehane.

Lehane got to his feet in one fluid motion.
He gathered up his book and fanny pack and jogged rapidly down the
mountain. At times he came down the slope sideways, like a mountain
goat. For a man weighing nearly two hundred pounds, Lehane was
remarkably light on his feet. He wanted to get to his weapons
before the car arrived.

The vehicle came on steadily, the low and
droning throb of its engine a persistent irritation after the quiet
of the last few weeks. He ran through the trees until he saw the
driver arrive at the cutoff to Salt Lick. Lehane paused to watch.
The driver slowed a bit, seemed to briefly consider changing lanes
but then came on straight as an arrow. Lehane continued on down the
mountain. He slid through a man-sized hole in the bottom of the
barbed wire fence; off government land and onto the far edge of his
own ten-acre property.

At the bottom of the hill, Lehane broke into
a dead run. He generally finished his morning workouts with a
sprint, so he was only slightly winded when he jumped over the
wood-rail fence and arrived at the back door of his small cabin. He
let himself in, grabbed some bottled water from the solar-powered
fridge and a small pair of military binoculars. He opened the
window and focused. The car was a black Mercedes S Class and the
driver wore mirrored sunglasses. Then the car left the highway and
when the tires hit the dirt, they threw up a wave of dust several
feet high, rendering the binoculars useless.

Lehane finished the bottle of water standing
in the cabin, sweating in the sweltering heat. The decision took
all of three seconds. He went to the gun rack and took down his
British Army sniping rifle, a vintage Accuracy International l96A1.
The 10-round magazine was already full. Lehane occasionally used
the weapon for target practice. He also strapped on an ankle
holster containing a loaded Colt 9mm 380. Lehane grabbed a second bottle of water and
went out the back door, past the tall woodpile, through the chicken
coop and up into the tight clump of pinion trees bordering his tiny
ranch. He carried the rifle loosely in his left hand and the bottle
of water in his right.

By the time the Mercedes paused at the edge
of his property, Lehane was seated in the rocks nearly sixty yards
away and one hundred feet above. The metal gate to his property was
closed, although not locked. Lehane sighted the sniping rifle and
waited to see what the intruder would do.

The driver in the mirrored sunglasses, a big
man with a wrestlers build, exited the vehicle. He opened the gate
and moved it out of the way. Lehane watched through the scope. He
did not recognize the man, who was likely a professional.

Lehane relaxed a bit and lowered the rifle.
He watched the car move down the unpaved driveway and stop near his
front porch. The hulking driver got out again, went around the side
and opened the back. A redheaded woman got out first. She was
young, achingly beautiful, stunningly dressed and looked
righteously pissed to be out in the middle of the desert. The heat
seemed to hit her like a fist, and her blue blouse instantly began
to wilt.

A large, round man with a broken nose and a
shaved head got out of the other side of the vehicle.

"Yo, Irish!"

His gravely voice echoed off the mountain and
disturbed some of the squirrels. Jeff Lehane smiled, despite
himself. Charlie Spinks looked the same no matter what day, week or
year it was and no matter where in the world you saw him: Cheap
black suit, sun glasses; silk tie askew and shaved pate
gleaming.

Down below, the driver scowled. "You want I
should go knock?"

Charlie Spinks flashed a wide, vulpine grin.
"You go on ahead and knock, Castle. But like I said, don't fuck
with the guy. He'll have your balls for breakfast."

The driver named Castle stomped up the steps
and hammered on the door. Lehane shook his head in dismay. The
idiot didn't even step to one side to avoid a shotgun blast. What
was Charlie hiring these days, mob guys? Lehane sighted down the
barrel of the 196A1. He chose a small flowerpot filled with cactus
that lay maybe eight inches away from Castle's left trouser
leg.

The clay pot blew apart, the girl screamed
and ducked. Castle threw himself over the wooden railing and rolled
through the dust. He had his weapon out by the time he stopped
moving and lay prone, well positioned to return fire. Not
bad, Lehane thought. Not bad at all. I'll bet you're more
careful next time.

Charlie Spinks, owner of Spinks Security
Services, was still leaning against the Mercedes, arms folded over
his chest. He hadn't moved an inch. "Damn, Jeff," he shouted. "I
think you made Mike Castle fuck up his nice, new suit. Where are
you, maybe half-way up that eastern slope?"

Lehane stood up and waved the rifle over his
head. "Nope, I'm over here," he called. His gravelly voice bounced
like a ping bong ball and echoed through the rocks. "Go inside and
help yourself to some water. I'm coming down."

Charlie Spinks waved back. "That's neighborly
of you."

"I'm a sweetheart underneath," Lehane said.
"There's a ceiling fan if you want to turn it on for the young
lady."

Mike Castle was swearing, slapping the dust
from his clothing. The girl rushed over like a whipped dog. Charlie
reached back into the car for his briefcase and then strolled onto
the porch and went inside. Lehane took his time coming back. He
wanted Castle to have a few minutes to calm down before they met
face to face.

All of the solar fans were on when Lehane
came through the back door. He had the rifle pointed down at the
floor. Charlie Spinks was seated on the homemade couch. The female,
who Lehane pegged for a call girl, was sitting on the kitchen floor
next to the fridge. Mike Castle had removed his jacket and
sunglasses and was leaning on the inside of the front door. He had
beady eyes, glowered like a gargoyle.

"Relax, Mike," Charlie said to Castle. "It
was my little joke. Jeff here used to be in charge of training my
boys, so I knew he'd yank your chain if he got a chance."

Jeff Lehane put the rifle back up on the
rack. He did not return the side arm and ankle holster to the
drawer. He smiled and extended his hand to Castle. "No hard
feelings, Mike."

Castle gripped him with a slapping sound and
squeezed. Lehane let him have the moment, even manufactured a
wince. Castle grinned.

"No hard feelings."

"Jesus," the girl said from the kitchen, "you
don't live here on purpose, do you?" She popped some gum. "I mean,
this is just too fucking hot!"

"Open the fridge, if you want. It's
solar."

She did, even stuck her head inside. Her
makeup was running and her hair had gone flat in places. Lehane
positioned himself near the back door and kept all three visitors
in view.

"Look at those moves," Charlie Spinks said,
approvingly. "He knows where everybody is, all the time. And
believe me, Mike, he could have drilled you through one eye from
that distance, he wanted. And even without a scope."

Castle's expression didn't change but he
didn't seem overly impressed. Lehane allowed a few seconds of
silence because he wanted to listen for any other cars or footsteps
on the wooden porch. "Okay, Charlie. Enough with the bullshit."

"You want I should get to the point?"

Lehane let his cool eyes answer. Charlie
shrugged. "Okay, here it is. I got a rock and roller I need to baby
sit. Some kid who writes protest music."

"Protest music? Like the sixties?"

"Actually, it's that rap type shit I hate so
much. He just does 'free the people and down with capitalism' type
words, or something. Anyway, you know that global conference
tomorrow down in Vegas?"

"It's some kind of offshoot of the World Bank
operation, right?" Castle's eyes registered his surprise. Lehane
smiled and pointed to the roof. "I get satellite and I even have a
computer. I just like things quiet, that's all."

Charlie nodded. "Yeah, they called it the
Global Monetary Fund or something. Anyway, this kid is going to do
his thing at a demonstration tomorrow night, right when the thing
gets started."

"Is this kid named Enrique Diaz?"

"Yeah, that's him." Charlie wiped his
forehead. "He goes by just the first name, though. Enrique."

"He's big," Lehane said. "Sold a lot of
records bashing the corporate machine."

"That's our boy."

The girl in the kitchen sighed. "He's kind of
cute, too. I just love dreadlocks."

"Hey, Brandy, honey? Just shut the fuck up,"
Charlie said, without rancor. "Let the boys talk in peace."

Brandy rolled her eyes and stuck her face
back in the fridge. Lehane shook his head. "Look, this is
interesting and all, but it's got nothing to do with me."

Charlie Spinks grinned again. "We'll see,
Irish. I'm hoping to change your mind about that."

"No way," Lehane said. "I'm retired."

"Sure about that?"

"Absolutely."

Mike Castle grunted. "Okay, Charlie. Let's
go."

"Yeah, can we leave?" Brandy asked
plaintively. "I'm dying, here."

Charlie Spinks was in no hurry. "Jeff, you
remember Grainger, right?"

Lehane shrugged. "Sure. How is Bud these
days?"

"He had a heart attack day before yesterday."
Charlie snapped his fingers loudly enough to make Castle twitch.
"Checked out just like that."

"I'm sorry," Lehane said, meaning it. "Bud
was a good man. Is his wife going to be okay?"

"Janet? She dumped him over a year ago,"
Charlie replied. "Up and ran off with a blackjack dealer from Reno,
the bitch. She'll still get the life insurance."

"Too bad." Lehane considered. "Okay, now what
makes this situation so special it would bring you all the way out
here? Someone been sending your boy death threats?"

"Hell, yeah. And six ways from Sunday, Irish.
We've got faxes and emails and phone calls and letters. Whoever it
is knows his shit, too. He doesn't leave a trace for us to work
with."

"Okay, so you're a lead man short."

"Yeah, I need a new lead man."

"Good enough to head off an
assassination."

"Could be."

"And you have to bodyguard this leftie rocker
while he's singing some unpopular stuff up in front of a huge crowd
of people in Vegas tomorrow night."

"That's about the size of it."

"Sounds like quite a situation." Lehane shook
his head. "Well, I wish you the best of luck."

"Come on, Irish." Charlie Spinks folded his
hands as if begging. "One more for old times sake. The guy even
asked for you, personally." He grinned. "What are you willing to
trade?"

"I'm out."

"What are you willing to trade?" Charlie
Spinks firmly believed everyone had a price and that he could find
it.

"Nope."

Spinks sagged. He was visibly disappointed.
"Okay, but do me a favor, bro. Get a goddamned phone so I don't
have to drive out to the northeast corner of Hell to ask you a
question."

"I don't have a land line."

"Don't you have a cell phone for
emergencies?"

"Somewhere. I forget."

Charlie barked a laugh. "Oh, fuck you, Irish.
Why won't you come back and work for me?"

"The answer is always going to be the same,"
Lehane said. He paused, worked to soften his voice. He'd always
liked Charlie. "That mess in Iraq burned me out."

Charlie bobbed his head. His bald pate
dripped with sweat. "I'm offering ten grand for two days, Jeff."
The driver called Castle absorbed the staggering size of that offer
and then radiated pure hatred.

"I don't need the money."

"I can't change your mind?"

"Nope."

Charlie Spinks sighed again, this time with
resignation. "Come on, Brandy. Let's get your tight little ass back
inside a casino." Castle turned and opened the front door. The girl
jumped to her feet. When she brushed past Lehane, her perfume
aroused him. He'd been without a woman for months. Lehane
reluctantly raised one finger.

"Out of curiosity, Charlie, why haven't you
called Fletcher?"

"He's in London this week."

"Oh. Then what are you going to do?"

Castle helped Brandy go outside onto the
porch. The two of them moved toward the Mercedes arm in arm. In the
doorway, Charlie paused and wiped his brow. "I guess I'll just have
to bump Heather up to lead on this one."

Lehane felt his heart twitch. His stomach
took an elevator to the basement. "Excuse me?"

Charlie started out the door. "She's been
nagging me for months, angling to get on the fast track. I guess
this will be her shot."

Lehane shook his head. "You bastard."

Charlie, all innocence: "What?"

"You know she's not ready for that much
pressure. Not yet, at any rate. She's only been with you for a
couple of years."

"She'll have to rise to the occasion."

"Yeah, or maybe get herself killed."

"Maybe." Charlie went outside. He closed the
wooden door behind him. Lehane fought with himself and lost. The
close proximity of a woman had made Heather's sultry memory hit him
with overwhelming force. He opened the door and stepped out onto
the wooden porch. Spinks was just getting into the dusty car.

"Take it easy, Jeff."

"Up yours, Charlie," Lehane shouted. "You
think I'm that easy to manipulate?"


TWO

 


Wagon Wheel was the newest hotel on Paradise
Road, near Riviera. It was a round, gaudy open-air site designed to
host prizefights and rock concerts. The stage was currently
decorated with red, white and blue banners. Lehane stepped out on
to the catwalk above the arch and peered down over the edge at the
huge, empty stadium. Row upon row of reserved seats encircled this
part of the arena. He looked up at the far side of the enclosure.
Several grips were busily taping down cables. Lehane spoke into his
throat mike. "You okay up there, Pops?"

"All set."

He waved at Pops Keltner, who waved back.
Lehane walked back toward the stage, rubbing his smooth jaw line.
He missed the beard. Lehane looked down. The crew was busy as an
ant colony. Some of the television cameramen, including one burly
steady cam operator, were already practicing some diving, swooping
moves. Lehane heard a crackle in his headset.

"Irish, that you?"

The speaker had a gruff Israeli accent.
Lehane felt his face split into a grin. "It's me, Guri. Glad you're
on the team."

"You kidding? I got your six."

Lehane turned. He located the handsome former
Mossad agent and saluted. "You know about the meet at fourteen
hundred, right?"

"I shall be there. Have you been introduced
to our baby yet?"

"Not yet. I'll be going down to his dressing
room in a few minutes."

"He's a smart ass, Lehane. Got a real mouth
on him."

"So?"

"So don't say I didn't warn you."

The arena had been reasonably well-prepared.
Ten cameras monitored the audience from a variety of angles, and
there were two members of the security staff in the control booth
from one hour before each scheduled show time until after the final
curtain. The Vegas police had already gone through the premises
with bomb-sniffing dogs. Nothing seemed out of place or disturbed
from the night before. No name had been flagged by the computer
system. Everything was on track.

Then why am I so damned nervous?
Lehane tried to reassure himself that jitters were normal after a
long time off the job, but his gut wasn't buying it. Something
about the entire enterprise felt out of synch.

"Have you been here all night, or were you
sniffing around Sandy Hammer?" The speaker was female. Heather.

Lehane had a flash of vertigo at the sound of
his ex-wife's voice. He kept his eyes fixed on the stage and did
not turn around. "Hey, Heather."

She walked steadily to the railing, stood
next to him and looked down. "If I were going to put a cap in his
ass, I'd do it from here, wouldn't you? And then get away from the
roof."

It was a game they had played many times
before. "That's why we have a man near each emergency stairwell.
They check in every ten minutes."

"Nobody would hear a chopper come down during
the show, though. Maybe I buy one of the two men, or kill him.
Maybe have someone climb up and take one of them out, right after
he checks in. Ten minutes would be enough time."

Lehane turned to face her. Her creamy,
chocolate-colored skin made his fingers twitch and feathered his
breathing. Heather looked at him directly with large brown eyes.
She was visibly upset. "This was my first shot at being the lead,
Jeff. Why couldn't you have shown some class and respected
that?"

"How?"

"You could have stayed the fuck away."

Lehane shrugged. "Charlie upped the bucks.
It's nothing personal."

"Oh, bullshit." Heather stomped her left foot
like a toddler. Lehane immediately wanted to kiss her neck. "You
didn't think I was up to it, right? You thought you had to come and
rescue my black ass."

Lehane sighed. He shook his head, lied
smoothly. "Don't make so much of it, Heather. I just needed some
work. And I love your black ass."

Her lip twitched and she softened. "Jeff, why
didn't you talk to me first?"

Lehane touched her hand. She pulled it away
and stepped back, leading him further from the railing and back
into the gloom of the stairwell. "I didn't know if you'd take my
call, because of the way I left. Because of what happened."

Her eyes reddened. "There ain't no us any
more, you silly-assed, uptight, pale-skinned honky motherfucker."
She made sure no one could see and then slapped his face. He saw
the blow coming a mile away but didn't try to stop it. There wasn't
much power there, so she wasn't trying very hard. His cheek stung
for a couple of seconds.

Heather said: "You rotten bastard." And then
she impulsively kissed him. Lehane felt the entire world fall away
into another dimension. Heather still tasted of her favorite
chewing gum, just as he'd remembered. The feel of her breasts
against his chest made his heart race. She stepped back and
tenderly wiped her lipstick from his mouth.

"What happened to you? Was it because of that
thing in Iraq?"

"Maybe."

"Why?"

"Not now."

"Can we talk when this is over?"

He nodded. "I'd like that."

Heather glanced at her watch. "You'd best
come on down and say hello to the great Enrique, then we'll get the
staff meeting started."

Lehane followed her to the high-speed, clear
Plexiglas elevator. It was hard to stay a few feet away from her on
the ride down, but the rest of the team would be watching, waiting
and wondering. No point in setting up fresh rounds of gossip when
there was a job to do.

The elevator stopped at the stage level. They
walked out onto rows of taped-down cables leading to gigantic
amplifiers and speakers. The roadies were nearly ready for the
sound check. Lehane watched them for a long moment, followed
Heather into the emergency exit and its hallway. They went down a
flight of stairs, their feet clanking noisily on the metal steps.
He was about to speak to her when he noticed someone coming up the
other way. Lehane stayed silent.

Heather led him to a pair of huge, varnished
doors on the ground floor. An arena security guard was leaning on
the wall, smoking. He straightened up when he saw Heather, dropped
the butt and opened one of the doors.

"If you were one of mine," Heather snapped,
"I'd fire your ass."

"Sorry ma'am."

Inside was an immense, plush carpeted meeting
room with a wooden conference table perhaps twenty feet long.
Several people sat talking around the table, some in the dark suits
that served as uniforms for Spinks Security and some already in
disguise as civilians. Heather went straight to the head of the
table.

"Let's get started," she said. Her manner was
cool and professional. "Most of you already know Jeff Lehane. I've
just been informed that he will be the lead on this one, so listen
up." She stepped back and to one side. Lehane remained standing,
but leaned forward on the back of the executive chair.

"It seems to me you've all done a fine job so
far. I just want to do one last quick rundown. Call me
superstitious."

"We called you more than that." The speaker
was sitting next to the handsome Israeli agent, Guri Meier. Whiz
Ligotti was a small wheelchair bound man with orange hair and
coke-bottle glasses. He looked impossibly young, but was actually a
hair shy of thirty. Whiz was a computer genius so gifted his work
was generally classified by the government.

"True enough," Lehane said. "Good to see you
again, Whiz." He looked around the room. Some of the faces seemed
welcoming, some deceptively bland, some outright hostile. Those
seeking promotions would be worried he was back for good. "Let me
make one thing clear from the start, guys. I'm doing this one job
as a favor to Charlie. I have no plans to come out of retirement.
You help me out here, so that things go smoothly, and I'll be out
of your hair by tomorrow morning."

"What if we don't, and the guy gets snuffed?"
Guri, to general laughter.

"Then I'll move into your neighborhood, marry
your daughter without converting and mooch tickets during the high
holidays."

Lehane surveyed the team. He had some solid
people. As he'd suspected, they'd even hired back Sandy Hammer, a
sometime character actress and stunt woman known for her skill with
makeup and disguise. Lehane had enjoyed a fling with her a few
months back. Sandy had been a lot harder to forget than the others.
She was too smart and funny to be marginalized.

"Hi, sailor." Sandy winked at him and licked
her lips, which was more than a bit amusing since she was already
in character as a nun. The team laughed again.

Some of the other players were also dressed
as if for Halloween, since many of the concert fans would be in
death-mask makeup as a fashion statement against war, poverty and
starvation. The agents had to blend in.

"Where's Pops?"

"Here." The door opened and Darren Keltner
strolled into the room.

"Nice of you to join us, Pops."

"I was just running some license plates from
the parking lot," Pops replied. He winked at Heather and sat down.
Pops was a hard man to ruffle. Although his college degree was in
journalism, the sandy blond athlete had worked SWAT for LAPD. He
was also a former Olympic finalist with a handgun. Pops had just
turned forty and was the oldest member of the team.

Lehane resumed. "Okay, one last gut check and
a Q and A before we do this for real. Be advised Heather is second
in command. She and I will be on the stage itself as roadies. I'm
Top Dog. My call sign will be A1, and Heather is A2." Lehane saw
Heather's eyes widen slightly. She hadn't expected him to share the
primo spot. "Heather will take stage right, over by the bass
player, and I'll be on stage left by the guitars. We'll be out of
sight most of the time but never more than fifteen or twenty feet
from Enrique. What are your assignments?"

"I'm going to be right in the center of the
crowd at the foot of the stage, like a boxer in drag as Mother
Theresa. My call sign is B."

"Left balcony, in a speaker box with a sniper
scope," Guri Meier said, calmly. His accent was barely noticeable.
"I'm call sign D."

"And I'm E." Pops stretched and popped his
neck. "I'll be in the right balcony, same set-up, because these
Jews can't shoot straight."

Guri threw a paper airplane and blew a
raspberry. "You got us mixed up with the Arabs."

Lehane grinned. He motioned to the faux nun.
"What are you carrying, Sandy?"

"Glock nine, Jeff. I've already checked the
angle, and any misses from down center would go straight up into
the acoustical ceiling tiles."

"Good."

"I'm up in the damned booth, on the camera
with the house guys." Some of the afternoon sun burned through the
thick window coverings. Lehane had to shade his eyes to see the
back of the room. The man at the end of the table was tall and
wide. He had a red-veined, bulldog face with buzz-cut grey hair. "I
guess that makes me F for fucking useless."

Everyone laughed again. The big man waited
for the noise to die down. "As you already know, my name is Castle,
Mr. Lehane. Mike Castle. I'm C."

"I took a shot at you yesterday."

"Believe me, I remember. Pops Keltner and I
have worked together a couple of times before, so I've heard some
pretty tall tales about you. Charlie brought me down from Vancouver
to help out."

"Come to think of it, I know your name from
Europe, too, don't I?" Lehane moved around the table and walked
closer. "You did some work in Bosnia."

Castle smiled politely. "My reputation
precedes me."

"And what if you spot something on the
monitors, Mike?" Lehane closed the distance. He wanted to look the
man in the eyes. "What will you do?"

"I call it in to everyone, including which
sector and who to look for."

"And?"

"And nothing. I stay in the booth."

"Exactly, because you're our eyes and ears.
If you leave your post we're screwed. Now, do you have any hard
feelings towards me, Mike?"

"No hard feelings."

"Don't trust the guy," Pops said in a stage
whisper. "He's been known to welsh on bets. Besides, the bastard
stole my girl."

Lehane extended his hand, Castle took it.
"Okay, let's do good work, Castle."

"So who is this fucker we're guarding,
anyway?"

Heather answered from the end of the room.
"Enrique is a political activist and rock and roll star who has
managed to piss somebody off. That's all we really need to
know."

"What's he like?"

"Opinionated."

Someone knocked on the conference room door.
Lehane let one hand drift to his weapon and motioned to Guri, who
opened it and immediately stepped out of the way. Two men stood
outside. One was overweight and sweaty, holding a large plastic
water bottle. Lehane recognized him from the files as the rock
star's manager, Dennis Levinson. The other was a remarkably
handsome Latino with his long hair done in corn rows, Enrique Diaz.
In person, Enrique seemed smaller than one would expect. He had a
bright, wide smile and was slender but clearly athletic. He wore
his hair in long dreadlocks, as a statement. Enrique's eyes roamed
the room. He extended his hand. "Buenos dias."

"Jeff Lehane. This is my crew."

Enrique strolled into the room. When he saw
Heather he smiled. "Ah, someone of color is employed here. How nice
of you white folks."

Lehane blinked. "Excuse me?"

"I have just been puzzled by one thing,"
Enrique said. "You have a number of skilled people working for you,
but no one of South American heritage and only one black. She is a
woman, of course, but then we are not offering affirmative action
points here, are we?"

Levinson, the manager, gulped some water.
"Enrique just wanted to come by and say hello," he mumbled. "I
tried to tell him he should get to his room and grab a bit of rest
before the performance."

Lehane examined some lint on the dark carpet.
He chose his words carefully. "I think we're getting off to a bad
start, here. I assume you have noticed the hotel porter who was
assigned to you this morning?"

"The token Hispanic, Juan Garcia? Certainly.
He doesn't say much, but then he's probably afraid to talk about
working here. I've been known to have what society calls a big
mouth."

"Insert foot," Lehane said, mildly. "Because
his real name is David Martinez and he works for me. He's a black
belt in a number of schools and a crack shot. Kind of fools you
with his step-and-fetch it act, doesn't he?"

Enrique's jaw dropped. To his credit, he
laughed. "Okay, that served me right, I suppose."

Heather nodded. "Sure did."

"Mr. Lehane, my people assure me that there
is a need for all this extra protection. I'm not sure the threat
has been exaggerated. This may all turn out to be a huge waste of
time and money. Would you agree?"

Lehane watched Levinson try to scowl and
remain blank at the same time. The manager shook his head, ever so
slightly. Lehane pretended not to notice. "I have seen photocopies
of three separate notes threatening your life. The lab tests turned
up nothing, which makes me nervous."

Enrique frowned. "Because?"

"An amateur always makes a mistake. They
leave a trace of saliva, dirt, something we can work with," Lehane
said. "A professional doesn't fuck up. Whoever this is, he is
dedicated and quite serious about either shutting this show down or
killing you, possibly both."

"What exactly did the notes say?"

Without dropping a beat, Lehane quoted one.
"The beaner dies tomorrow. He goes on, I get off. Stuff like
that."

"A racist, then." It was not a question.

"Not necessarily," Lehane said, calmly. "Like
I said, he's a pro. The xenophobic stuff could be there to throw us
off his trail."

"His?"

"It's probably a man. Can't be certain, of
course."

"Of course."

Lehane eyed his team. He addressed Enrique.
"Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?"

"One last question, if you don't mind."

"Shoot."

"Exactly."

"Excuse me?"

Enrique sighed. "It is my understanding that
your team may actually use deadly force if you confront a stalker
in this situation."

"Yes."

"Even by sniper? Is that legal?"

"If we need to shoot him," Lehane said, "be
glad we're in Nevada. Charlie Spinks knows all the right
people."

"Yes?"

"Trust me, it will be legal."

"I hope you don't have to fire."

"Frankly, so do we."

"Well," Enrique said. He clapped his hands
together. "I really stopped by to tell you I'm grateful for what
you're doing. I don't know how someone could take such chances for
a living, but I'm glad you're all around me tonight."

"You're welcome," Lehane replied. "Is there
anything else we can do for you before the show?"

"Yeah," Enrique said. His face softened. "I
do not want anyone get hurt, okay? Let's just hope this is all a
bunch of redneck bullshit, or something."

Pops Keltner stood. "Now just hold on a
second." He faked a slow drawl. "I'm a redneck myself, and I
resemble that remark."

It was a dumb joke, but it broke the tension.
The agents politely applauded as Enrique left the room. A long
moment of silence followed.

"He's got a point there, people," Lehane
said, finally. "Nobody gets hurt, okay? Now let's go do this."


THREE

 


The street demonstrations were already
several hours old when Enrique's opening act, a trio comprised of
what Lehane considered tone-deaf young drug addicts, hit the stage
with a bang. Meanwhile, rows of kids dressed in 'death' garb and
covered with red paint left the House of Blues and willfully
blocked traffic on the Vegas strip, an act they would repeat
several times over the course of the evening. The cops were already
getting a bit too rough when putting on the plastic cuffs. The
monetary globalization conference was out of bounds and blocked
off, so the mushrooming demonstrators were forced to do their thing
nearer the strip casinos and the Wagon Wheel arena.

Lehane rapidly changed into his faux-roadie
garb—tennis shoes, a T shirt with Enrique's logo, some tattered
jeans and a wig for longish hair. He parked a snub-nose 38 in an
ankle holster and slipped a holstered Glock 9mm on the back of his
belt, under the shirt. He tucked a small pair of binoculars into
his right pants pocket and then left the hotel room.

He stopped by the command booth while the
opening act was still playing. Mike Castle was seated just behind
the arena personnel. He had the sleeves of his white shirt rolled
up and was clutching a Styrofoam cup of strong, black coffee.
Lehane noticed a large USMC tattoo on his left forearm. Castle
pointed at the monitor covering the street outside the arena.

"Look at those assholes. What do they expect
to accomplish?"

Lehane shrugged. "They probably mean
well."

"Yeah, but you got your animal rights idiots,
some socialists, a bunch of bozos in quasi-military uniforms with
red paint all over them, folks in black suits and Halloween masks.
It's nothing like the sixties."

"You were demonstrating back in the
sixties?"

Castle reddened. "I was young, okay?"

"Okay."

"Anyway, they just look stupid. Hell, this
isn't a demonstration, it's a goddamned geek fest. What are they
trying to say?"

"Near as I can figure," Lehane drawled, "that
people should share the wealth, be kind to animals and stop making
war. Oh, and fuck a lot more often."

Castle raised his eyebrows. "Well, when you
put it that way it sounds pretty reasonable, doesn't it?"

"Works for me."

"Gotta tell you, I respect your crew," Castle
said. "Pops Keltner is an old friend. He's as good as it gets."

"So are the rest of them."

"Break a leg, man." Castle spun in his chair
and extended one meaty paw.

"You, too."

Lehane shook, checked his watch and jogged
down the hall to the elevator. He punched S for the level with
stairs leading to the stage. As the elevator descended a low,
pounding sound became audible and then grew louder. It was the
rhythmic thumping of thousands of pairs of feet, demanding the
performance begin. The elevator opened and a higher-pitched sound
assaulted his ears, audience members clapping and whistling.

Enrique was stretching at the edge of the
stage. He drank from a bottle of vitamin-enhanced water and waved
for his band members to take their places. The drummer went out
first, twirling his sticks. The audience erupted into bellows and
cheers. The drummer grinned, and once seated began to play a subtle
percussion pattern. The bass player joined in. Then the rest of the
band entered, one by one. Meanwhile, Enrique bided his time,
cracked his neck, and began working himself up for the
performance.

Lehane slipped foam earplugs into his ears
and ran out onto the stage. He squatted down near the bass player
and pretended to play with the man-sized amplifier. The vibrations
on the stage were strong enough to cause him a slight bout of
seasickness. He looked over the enormous stack of tambourines,
shakers, maracas and other percussion instruments to the opposite
side of the stage and finally spotted Heather. Her chocolate
features were exquisite in the footlights. She was gratuitously
taping down some loose cable near the right side of the drum kit.
Heather waved and went back to work.

Lehane knew it would be useless to speak into
his hidden microphone with so much ambient noise. He would have to
trust everyone to be in position, because it was time for the star
to make his entrance. When the moment arrived the stadium seemed to
blow wide open. The band launched into the first song and the lead
vocal was so loud it hurt through the ear plugs. Lehane jogged
offstage and dropped down between two empty cartage boxes.

"This is Top Dog, A2 check in please."
Heather did. One by one Pops, Guri, Sandy and the others sounded
off. "Okay, stay loose and keep your eyes open for anything out of
the ordinary."

Lehane parted the curtain slightly and raised
the pair of small, military-style binoculars. He began to scan the
crowd. Common sense dictated that a shooter would likely use a
pistol. Why try to raise a rifle in the crowd? Someone might
interfere before you could take the shot, and you'd never get away.
Better a pistol, in reasonably close where the noise would cover
the attempt.

It hadn't been difficult to nail down the
probable 'kill zone.'

Each member of the crew had an assigned area
to scrutinize. Lehane had given himself the hottest area, right in
front of the stage. Sure enough, hundreds of people had already
rushed the security guards and were pressing closer to the rock
star. Enrique inflamed them, even motioned them closer. It was all
probably part of the act, but it wasn't making their job any
easier.

Most of the fans seemed to be typical kids in
their teens and early twenties. They were dressed as
personifications of various causes ranging from world hunger to
AIDS. Lehane went down the ten rows he'd assigned himself, barely
noticing one tall and somewhat thin male with shoulder length hair.
His mind tickled him a bit, but a sudden movement drew his eye. A
young woman was tugging at her clothing. Into the mike, Lehane
called: "Chubby young woman, row five near stage right. She's
either getting naked or getting something that's stuck in her
pockets."

"I've got her," Heather replied. "She's
nobody. Stand down." The girl did simply remove her top and bra.
Two males near her poured beer on her breasts. Lehane rolled back
down his own aisles and past the tall man again. This time he
paused for a second. The man wore the ubiquitous mask he'd seen on
a number of demonstrators, and a long black cloak. Lehane closed in
a bit. The binoculars were so high powered he momentarily lost the
target. When he closed in again, the man was standing exactly as
before. His hands were hidden in the cloak. "Pops, see the guy in
row eleven? Tall dude with some kind of skull mask?"

After a long moment: "Yeah, the tallest in
the row? I've got him from behind, I think. What's up?"

"He's not moving around much for a fan, Pops.
Hey, maybe he's just too stoned. Let's keep an eye peeled."

"You got it."

The music went on and on. Enrique's set
seemed to last for five hours, not two. Most of the lyrics slipped
by Lehane, but they seemed to be protest songs of a sort, and
tirades against the police, the military and big business, all of
which seemed slightly disingenuous coming from a multi-millionaire
rock star under private security protection. Lehane found his
thoughts drifting back to Heather. He watched her from the corner
of his eye as she moved around in the wings. She was on top of
things, a real professional. He felt proud of her.

"Boss?"

Lehane snapped back into focus. "Yeah, Guri.
What's up?"

"That big fucker in the eleventh row. Check
it out."

The binoculars, a sweep of the row. "Where is
he?"

"My point exactly, unless maybe he just went
to take a piss."

"David?"

Martinez responded from the headset: "Yeah,
Jeff."

"Do your 'I'm the dumb janitor' thing. Make a
quick check of the men's room and the hall outside. Look for a tall
guy, black robes, wearing a skull mask. Watch your ass." Lehane
raised the glasses. He noticed some of the security in the back of
the hall were opening the doors and preparing to usher people out.
Enrique finished his 'last' song and left the stage to await the
requisite demand for an encore. He stood in the wings, a few feet
away from Lehane, wiping his face and upper body with a towel.

"Okay, gang," Lehane barked. "Here comes the
final song so our guy gets his last chance."

"Yeah, boys," Heather chimed in. "If he has
any sense of drama, now's the time."

Lehane checked his watch. Behind him, the
band launched into the final number and the audience went wild with
recognition. It must have been Enrique's biggest hit. "David? Check
in, please."

Martinez didn't respond. Lehane chewed his
lower lip. He brought the glasses up again and swept the eleventh
row. The tall man was still missing. "I don't like this, guys.
Heather, maybe you should check on David?"

"In the men's room?"

"Wait! I've got him, boss." It was Pops
Keltner from the top of the catwalk. "Your tall dude is near stage
right, just around the corner from Heather. He's just standing
there."

"I can't see from here, damn it. Heather, can
you get closer to him?"

"Already moving."

Lehane watched as she moved along the outside
edge of the thick, black curtain. Her right hand slipped
unobtrusively behind her back and under her blouse. She was palming
her small 9mm Firestar. "You got him, Pops?"

"I could drop him in a heartbeat with a
headshot. He's right against the wall, the concrete part. Heather,
he can only move right at you or the other way."

"I've got it. What's he doing? Can you see if
he is holding anything?"

"Negative."

Enrique finished his song and took a bow. He
moved down to the front of the stage, shaking hands, as his band
played triumphantly behind him. Lehane felt a strange, cold tension
in his lower stomach. He grabbed his Glock and jogged behind the
curtain, toward the other side of the stage. "Heather, stand down.
Wait for me."

"I'm already there, Jeff."

"Wait!"

"Boss? Boss? I've lost the fucker! Where did
he go, Guri?

"Code Red, I think he's our shooter! Be
advised he's prone on the stage, using the footlights as cover. Can
you pick him off, Pops?"

"Negative, can't see his ass any more."

Lehane was running full out, now. He pushed
his way through the dense curtains while he panted into the
headset. "Heather, don't turn that fucking corner, I'm ordering you
to wait!"

"Christ, Jesus Christ!"

"What?" Lehane screamed. "What?" He arrived
at Heather's old position, dropped the Glock into his clenched
fists and flattened against the wall. "Talk to me, Pops!"

"We have an agent down, be advised that
Heather is down."

"Shit! Where is the shooter?"

"Still lying flat, Jeff. He popped her when
she stuck her head around the corner."

"How is she?"

"I can't tell man, but it looked bad. Then he
took a shot at Enrique just as the kid bent down again. He missed.
I saw the muzzle flash, but the prick has decent cover. I can't hit
him from here."

"Guri, have somebody get Enrique off the
stage."

"Already on it. We're tugging him back."

Lehane looked to his left. Some security
people were flanking Enrique as if just protecting him from the
fans. The audience hadn't noticed anything. On the right, closest
to where Lehane was standing, was one of their people, Jess Carter.
He was wearing Kevlar and had screened the target.

"Pops, I'm going in. The fucker shows one
whisker, take him out."

The curtain fell and the backstage area
darkened. Lehane crouched low. He peeked once around the corner,
pulled back. A chip of cement near his forehead vanished. He closed
his eyes and shuddered, for in that split second he had seen more
than he'd wanted. Heather was sprawled out on the cement, where the
audience couldn't see her, with her arms and legs unnaturally
twisted. Her pretty forehead was shattered and bleeding. Enrique
was gone.

"I have to get to her," Lehane said.

"Negative, give us five more minutes. We
can't let him fire into the crowd. Everybody stay cool."

Lehane sweated while the crew rushed things.
The lights came up annoyingly bright and the staff, alerted to the
presence of danger, hurried the audience out of the arena. The
wagon-wheel design had dozens of exit doors, so the deafening noise
rapidly abated and normal sounds were soon audible again. Lehane
gripped the Glock in his hands and took several shallow breaths to
amp his adrenaline.

"She is dying," the shooter called out to
Lehane. The voice was thin and had a faint accent.

"Just throw your gun away, asshole," Lehane
screamed. "Do it now."

"She is dying, even as we speak. Will you do
nothing to save her?"

"Give it up, man." Lehane worked his way down
the wall to a half-empty box of percussion instruments. He dug into
it, searching for something useful. "Nobody has to die, here."

"You will."

"Why?"

Another chip of cement disappeared. Lehane, a
few feet away, ducked from reflex. That voice again: "Come! Please
try to save her before it is too late. Unless you want the death of
your wife on your conscience…?"

"What did you say?" Lehane grabbed a large
metal triangle. He hefted it, and moved back to the corner of the
wall. "Who are you?"

A throaty chuckle. "You mean you don't
know?"

Lehane spoke into the headset. "Pops, here we
go. I'm drawing him out."

"Right."

Lehane threw the triangle high in the air, up
into the thick curtain. It slid down the thick velvet noiselessly,
but disturbed the fabric enough to startle the gunman. Then the
triangle hit the cement with a loud clang and the gunman fired low
and to his right. Lehane spun around the corner, Glock raised.

The man lay sideways in a small area between
the floodlights and the stage, still wearing his skull mask. He
gripped a .357 in his pale, thin hands. His eyes widened behind the
plastic. He tried to raise the gun.

"Don't!" Lehane caught another glimpse of the
ruined mass that was Heather's face. He didn't bother with another
warning, just fired a double tap to the gut. The man grunted. The
pain bent him double; he jackknifed, clutching himself, and lost
the weapon. Then, incredibly, he went for the gun again. Lehane
stepped in close and kicked it away from his fingertips.

Lehane knelt down and felt Heather's neck for a
pulse. Tears stung his eyes. "Pops, Guri, get down here. Somebody
call for an ambulance." The killer yanked the skull mask away from
his own face. The man was rail thin, with deep-set blue eyes rimmed
in shadow. He looked pale and exhausted, like someone who had not
slept in a very long while. He blinked and raised a hand, as if
begging to be touched. "Boot."

"Who are you?"

The man spat at him. He missed, made an odd,
hissing noise again. He clutched at the air, as if grabbing at
Lehane. Then his eyes rolled back. Lehane knew he had a lot of
internal bleeding and wouldn't last long. "Why did you do
this?"

"Boot." The clutching hand again.

"What did you say?"

"Boot." A lurching breath as a rattle began
in his throat. "Ahh."

His well-trained reflexes saved him. Lehane
twisted away just as the long hunting knife whistled up toward his
exposed neck. He kicked out with one foot and caught the man right
in the bloody gunshot wound. The gaunt killer coughed blood and
curled up around the pain.

"Don't!" The paramedic appeared from nowhere
and opened her medical kit. She was a muscular young Hispanic woman
with short hair. She glanced at Heather. "Is the woman gone?"

"Yes."

The paramedic knelt down. The man eagerly
grabbed and held her hand. He locked his eyes on hers, spat blood
into her startled face and died.


FOUR

 


"You sure you want to go over this now,
man?"

Whiz Ligotti rolled his wheelchair closer,
ducked his orange head and peered up like a demented parrot. Lehane
had spent much of the night being questioned by the police. Since
much of the incident had been caught on video tape, he was in the
clear, but the formalities had to be observed. The whole team had
backed him. Finally, Lehane had gotten roaring drunk before finally
falling asleep after dawn.

It was now four in the afternoon. He looked
and felt like shit. "Yeah," he croaked. "I'm sure."

"Martinez was found in the men's room with
his head twisted so far around he could have checked out his own
ass. Whoever did that would have to be cartoon large and all green
and shit, and have some fucking awesome arms."

"Autopsy?"

"They're working on it, boss. First reports
showed no indications of stab or bullet wounds, no blunt force
trauma."

"He was awake."

"Yeah, and certainly not wounded defenseless.
I'd say somebody just ambushed him from behind ripped his head
around."

"Like you said, Whiz. It was someone
incredibly strong. But nobody reports seeing any body builders
lurking around last night, and no one like that shows up on the
surveillance videos, either."

"So maybe our tall, skinny boy was into
PCP."

"I have a hunch they won't find drugs in his
blood."

"It would be simpler if they did."

Lehane sighed. "And Heather's killer had a
gun and a knife."

"If it was him, he didn't use either one. So
maybe there's a second killer?"

"Maybe."

"You're thinking it's the same perp who did
Heather, but this dude just uses whatever is handy?"

"I'm not thinking anything."

"This guy wasn't that big, boss."

"What have you got on the prick?"

Whiz looked at his notes. "California
driver's license, Visa, one bank card from B of A. Thumbprint
checks out, at least according to my pal Gladys at the Coroner's
office. The perp was a forty-one year old airline employee from
Fort Worth, name of Roger Gordon."

"Which airline?"

"He worked as an executive for Euro Blue. No
wants, no warrants, no prior record of any kind."

Lehane rubbed his temples. "Wait a second,
where was he born and raised?"

"Don't know about raised, but he was born in
Paris."

"That accent didn't sound French."

"That's because it was Paris Texas, not
France."

"Great." The cramped office was packed with
computer gear and model airplanes. Lehane looked around, located a
small ice box. "You got anything with sugar and caffeine?"

"Good old coca cola. Help yourself."

Lehane found two cold cans of soda. He opened
them both, gulped one down and belched. "Man, I feel ugly."

"You are."

"Thanks. None of this makes any sense, Whiz.
The perp had a foreign accent, okay? I know I'm right. It
was clumsy and sibilant, definitely not American or French, but I
couldn't place it."

"Like I said, old Roger was born in
Texas."

"Can you find out if he spent any length of
time abroad?"

Whiz let his fingers dance over the keyboard.
His computer beeped and began to print. "I've already pulled up
everything I can on the dude. According to his passport records, he
went to Mexico a couple of times and spent a week in Zurich skiing.
Other than that, he was a homebody."

"Boot?"

"Huh?"

"I told you, he said 'boot.' Clear as a
bell."

"Beats me what that meant. The ME report says
he was wearing loafers. Must have been gibberish, dude."

"It means something, Whiz. It was his dying
word." Lehane belched again. His head throbbed. He'd already downed
three aspirins. "Maybe he was psychotic, speaking in accents
instead of tongues. Maybe he had some kind of Multiple Personality
Disorder."

Whiz shrugged. "Okay, but there's nothing in
his insurance records to indicate a visit to a psychiatrist."

"Was there any sound on the video Castle
got?"

Whiz shook his head. "Nope, there was just
enough to show the guy shooting at you and then going for his gun
one last time and then the paramedic helping him. It was a pretty
bad angle."

"Keep on it. You'll get a break sooner or
later."

"I hope so, because I don't get this," Whiz
said. "The guy has a foreign accent but turns out to be from Texas.
He's a total stranger, yet he knows Heather was your wife. What's
wrong with this picture?"
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