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==<O>==
This is a work of fiction. The persons and events described here are entirely imaginary. They are not intended to suggest or imply anything whatsoever about actual persons or events.
Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental. All locations and institutions are employed fictitiously.
==<O>==
To Beth
To Martin McPhillips
And to the greater glory of God
==<O>==
There are not many happinesses so complete as those that are snatched under the shadow of the sword.
—Rudyard Kipling—
==<O>==
Part One:
Honings
Areth did not see what was around him, but then, there was nothing around him. At any rate, Areth does not see.
Areth did not live in a usual sort of place. The Realm is quite definitely not a usual sort of place. At any rate, Areth does not live.
Upon being greeted by his Brother Evoy, Areth did not speak to him–not because he and Evoy are “not speaking,” but because Areth does not speak. Neither does Evoy.
Yet we must speak of Areth, Evoy, and their fellows as if they were men like us. Human tongues are incapable of dealing with the particulars of a race as distant from us in nature as are the Brothers of the Realm. But however we speak of them, we must take care not to think of them as men.
They share this much with us:
They exist in time.
They have individual selves, each with its own consciousness, abilities, and drives.
They don’t always get what they want.
But they do not die, or reproduce. They are few, only six in number:
Areth, who dares greatly;
Evoy, who dreams widely;
Sclepi, who studies endlessly;
Franz, who conjectures fearlessly;
Rakelin, who cherishes all that exists;
Tiran, who mocks and derides without limit.
They have no “needs,” as men have needs. Though they interact, their dealings with one another, and with the Realm around them, are in no sense “physical.” Indeed, the Realm itself is not “physical.” There is nothing in it to manipulate.
We corporeal ones, made of physical matter and surrounded by it, enslaved by our physical needs, equipped with minds and tongues formed by and for those needs, must speak of them as if they were men, and of their workings as if they were much like ours.
We begin.
Evoy was alight with excitement. Areth approached hesitantly, fearing to disturb the flow of his Brother’s thought.
“What animates you, Evoy?”
“I have learned a thing!”
A new concept?
“What is...learning?”
Evoy paused, apparently unaware that his neologism was not pellucid of meaning.
“It is when one acquires knowledge one did not previously possess. Knowledge of things beyond the Brothers, and beyond any Brother’s prior experience.”
“Knowledge beyond the Brothers? Is such a thing possible?”
“It must be, for I have done it.”
Areth struggled with that for a time.
“Can any Brother do it?”
“I do not know. But behold!”
For the first time in his existence, Areth saw. That is, he perceived something other than another Brother who had willed communication. It alarmed him, as did the apparition Evoy presented them with.
“What is it?”
“Ah! You ask more than I can give you. I know only that I created it.”
Yet another new concept.
“What is...creating?”
“It is to conceive something outside the Realm, something that has not yet been, and then to decree that it be.”
“But how is it done?”
Evoy was silent for a long interval.
“I do not know.”
“How did you do it?”
“As I have said. I dreamed of a new thing, with a property unknown among the Brothers. Then I said, let this thing be.”
“What is the new property?”
Another period of silence.
“I mused over how we communicate–how we simply choose to which Brother we wish to speak, and begin, and there is immediate sharing of thought. I imagined things that would lack that power, and pondered why that might be so. You see, how the bits seem not to interact. This is because of the new property. I call it place.” Evoy paused. “But it developed that place demanded another property to give it meaning–a property of constraint, of limitation, that we do not possess. I call that mass.”
Areth regarded Evoy’s creation, the first new thing a Brother of the Realm had ever made, for a long time.
“It is not like us.”
“No. How could it be? It lacks all but place and mass.”
“Will you...create further?”
“I must think on it.”
Evoy’s creation disappeared in a flash of light. Both Brothers were surprised and disturbed.
“Why is it no more?” Areth said.
“I do not know,” Evoy said. “There may be aspects to mass that I had not yet considered. Or perhaps an entity with a single property is inherently ephemeral. I shall try again.”
“This one is very complex.”
“It is,” Evoy said. “I imagined other properties a mass might have, and applied a new concept to each one.”
“What is the new concept?”
“Quantity. Each property of a mass exists not only as it is, but also in a comparative relation to other masses that have it–or don’t. Some will have more than others...but that is only half the thing. I contrived that this Creation shall be as we in the Realm are, but in a special way: For each property of any mass, there exists a contrary property somewhere else. Hence, all properties of all masses sum to zero.”
Areth mused over this. “What was your rationale?”
Evoy became triumphant. “Each mass exists in isolation, but all of Creation taken together does not!” He indicated the new continuum with what for a human would be a grandiose gesture. “Already it has outlasted all my previous essays. And look at this!”
“Evoy...what is it?”
“A combination of masses into a greater whole. Something, my Brother, that I did not make.”
“Fantastic!”
“Indeed. We must watch closely.”
Areth strove to restrain his distaste at Tiran’s approach. Though the Brothers elected one another’s company according to a variety of tastes, Tiran was almost uniformly shunned. His habit of casting subtle aspersions and lingering doubt upon even the simplest and least arguable of contentions had caused him to be dispreferred as a conversational companion. Of all the Brothers, only Evoy accepted his company with apparent equanimity.
“What are you doing, Evoy?”
“Observing Creation.”
Tiran peered closely. “Hm. Much complexity. It is unlike us. Whence came it?”
“I made it.”
“Ho! A thing with so many parts? Each part of which is more ramified than any Brother? Whose development is so far beyond any entity of the Realm? Are you certain of that, Evoy?”
“I was present, Tiran,” Areth said.
Tiran paused briefly. “Were you, indeed?”
“Indeed. It did not exist before Evoy willed it.”
“I see. And have you willed such a thing, Areth?”
“I have tried. I cannot.”
“Then perhaps we should reflect on it,” Tiran said. “If this is possible for Evoy and no other among us, then is he not above us? Of a higher class than we? Is it proper that we continue to call Evoy our Brother?”
“I am a Brother of the Realm, Tiran,” Evoy said mildly. “There are other differences among us, some quite large, yet we regard one another as equals and Brothers.”
“Of course,” Tiran said. “But this...this is unprecedented. To find...or make...an object so distinct from any of us! You must be very proud.”
The concept sent a shudder through Areth. It was one of Tiran’s pet formulations: the notion that a sufficient degree of difference might justify one Brother’s attitude of superiority toward others.
Evoy said nothing. Tiran pressed, “Which of the mobile entities did you make first, Evoy?”
“I made none of them,” Evoy said. “They arose from the operation of the laws that govern the properties of the few things I did make.”
“Truly? But what of this?” Tiran indicated a mobile that had been moving ever more slowly, and had just stopped completely.
As they watched, something detached from the now-stationary mass. It was non-material, yet immensely complex. Its properties defied complete tabulation, yet in outline it resembled a Brother of the Realm more closely than any aspect of Evoy’s Creation. It hovered briefly over its source, then, with a suddenness that shocked them all, it burst forth into the Realm, circumnavigated it once, pierced a heretofore unsuspected barrier around them, and vanished.
“Behold,” Evoy whispered. “It has exceeded us even thus.”
“But where did it go, Evoy?” Areth said. The other Brothers had begun to cluster around them.
“I do not know. We must watch more closely.”
“Oh, indeed we must,” Tiran said.
Areth shuddered.
“They escape us by the multitude!” Tiran said.
“Escape?” Areth said. “How, escape?”
“They transit the Realm and vanish into some other, where we cannot follow them!”
“Why should we think we could follow them?” Franz said. Franz had come late to the gathering, but had taken as lively an interest as any Brother. He had supplied many interesting conjectures about the complex mobiles Evoy’s Creation had spawned. His most recent thesis, that the Realm might be just as much a Creation cast forth by an entity of some higher plane, had shaken the Realm from roots to crown.
“Evoy did not plan these mobiles,” Franz said. “He merely established the initial conditions, and the laws, from which they emerged. For their complexity, their variety, and their properties inaccessible to us, they owe us nothing. They are not Brothers.” He paused, plainly reflecting on the implications of an order of existence no Brother of the Realm could comprehend. “They are more.”
Tiran’s hiss of outrage pervaded the Realm in an instant. The other Brothers drew back from him in distaste and alarm.
“That cannot be.”
“Why not?” Areth said. “Must we be the highest of all things, when we cannot say with confidence what we are, or even whence we came?”
Tiran hissed again. Areth felt him massing his energies for some enormous effort. He drew forward, hoping to avert an explosion of wrath.
“It shall not be!”
Tiran’s Essence shrank to a pinpoint, a more compressed form than any Brother had ever assumed. That pinpoint attacked the wall that bounded Evoy’s Creation, sank into and through it, and streaked toward the mobiles of baffling complexity. As they watched, outbreaks of violence and division stippled the blue-green globe that was the mobiles’ home. Essence-like entities burst forth in ever-increasing numbers to swarm the Realm in apparent confusion before they proceeded to their unknown destinations.
“What has he done? What has he done?” Evoy screamed.
The Realm was silent.
Saturday, April 1
Death had brought Christine D’Alessandro back to Onteora County.
Though lodged in the Cayuga Tower, Onteora’s most prestigious business address, the offices of Alan Donaldson, Esq., were plain and modest. The secretary-receptionist ushered Christine down a short corridor of sheetrock walls in neutral colors, broken only by the doors to ordinary-looking offices, and into a small conference room equally without distinguishing marks. As the door closed behind her, Christine seated herself in one of the swivel chairs that surrounded the conference table, set her purse down before her, and composed herself to wait.
She’d intended to return to Onteora some day, but not yet, and not for such a reason.
This wasn’t supposed to happen.
No one ever expects to die, Christine. Very few people expect any of their loved ones to die, either. It’s held to be inconsiderate.
Don’t quit your day job, Nag. You’re as funny as a rubber crutch.
She hadn’t quite accepted the fact of Helen’s passing.
I’ve seen too much death, Nag. I’m ready for something else now.
What was that about being funny, Christine?
Skip it. Do these things usually take a long time?
I have no idea.
It was some time before anyone joined her, and she almost fell asleep while waiting. Her eyelids had drooped closed when the door opened to admit a short, stocky, harried-looking man who wore a slightly rumpled charcoal suit and carried a large sheaf of papers. After him came a tall, broad-shouldered woman of about forty with a huge mass of brown curls, who wore a brilliantly printed dashiki and a look of chronic inconvenience. The woman’s eyes locked onto Christine at once, and the look changed to outrage.
Christine rose, smiled as best she could, and offered her hand. “Hello, Ione.”
The other woman sneered at the proffered hand as if it were covered with filth. She chose a seat at the opposite end of the large table and turned to the man who had entered with her.
“Mr. Donaldson, how many more legatees will there be?”
Donaldson’s quirk of the lips might have been intended as a smile.
“We’re all here, Miss Trelawny. Shall we get started?”
Ione’s face was a study in disbelief. “I’m going to have to move?”
Christine nodded.
“Helen would never do this to me!”
Christine didn’t care to argue. Donaldson apparently knew better.
“Mr. Donaldson, are you quite certain there’ve been no alterations to the will that would undo this miscarriage of justice?”
The lawyer nodded. “Miss Davenport registered this will with me only two months ago. She was most specific about it superseding her previous one in all respects. It’s going to stand. Miss D’Alessandro owns the apartment.”
“There’s no way around this?” Ione’s voice was rising steadily.
“Not unless Miss D’Alessandro wants to sell or lease to you.”
Ione Trelawny turned to Christine with fury in her eyes.
“I’ve lived in that apartment for three years.”
Christine nodded. “Three and a half. And enjoyed it very much, no doubt. You have until the end of the month to clear out.”
“You can’t make me!”
“I can and will.”
Ione rose from her seat and glared challenge down at Christine.
“Take your best shot, you...hooker.”
Christine rose, circled the table, and moved steadily toward Ione, backing her into the conference room wall. The pugnacity in Ione’s expression gave way to fright.
Donaldson made soothing sounds. Christine held up a hand, palm toward him, without looking in his direction, and he subsided.
“My best shot wouldn’t leave enough of you to stain a blotter. Get your ass out of my apartment by May first, or I’ll find out how high you bounce.”
Ione’s face crumpled, and she started to wail. Christine snorted and returned her attention to the lawyer.
“Mr. Donaldson, are there any liens against the apartment?”
The lawyer shook his head. “None at all, Miss. It’s yours free and clear.”
“Thank you. Are we done here?”
Donaldson nodded. “Just leave a mailing address and a telephone number with my secretary as you leave, please. I have a lot of papers that eventually have to be forwarded to you.”
“Certainly. And thanks again.” As she made to leave, Christine’s attention was drawn back into the room by a particularly piercing wail from Ione.
“Grow up, Ione. Helen left you everything else.”
Ione’s face was bathed in tears. “She said I was everything to her.”
“Small correction, babe: everything else. I guess I was the apartment.”
Kevin Conway was overseeing the installation of the video cameras at the Amherst Estates main guard shack. He knew he didn’t need to be there, that his technical people were more likely to make a mistake in his presence than in his absence, but he’d made a habit of it from the day he’d deployed at his first client’s address. When the first images of the street beyond appeared on the monitors, and his headquarters people confirmed that they were visible there as well, it somehow made it official that Integral Security was on the job.
Larry Sokoloff, his second-in-command, grinned at him from the mouth of the main drive, where he stood with the test placard propped against his chest. Conway smiled sheepishly.
Larry knows the boss is an old mother hen. Well, I’ve never tried to hide it.
A technician closed a final connection, and the monitors came to life. Sokoloff’s image was perfect; Conway could practically count his eyelashes. The test placard was easily legible.
“Okay, Larry, we’ve got it.”
Sokoloff trotted to the guard shack and stuck his head in. “Five by five?”
“Solid as a rock.”
Static crackled over Ken Torrance’s growl from the headquarters media room. “We’ve got pictures, Boss. Larry’s as ugly as ever.”
Sokoloff scowled. “I hope he’s been practicing his katas.”
Conway lifted the mike and keyed it. “Gotcha, Ken. Thanks.” He replaced the mike and turned back to his second. “Amherst Estates is on the air. From here on, Larry, no screwups.”
Sokoloff pretended injury. “When was the last time I let you down, Boss?”
“Never. So don’t spoil a perfect record.” Conway clapped him on the shoulder and plucked the test placard from his hand. “First shift is yours, Larry. Rock the baby. Just don’t drop her.”
Conway savored the surroundings as he strolled back to his car. Amherst Estates was one of the oldest gated residential compounds in Onteora County. It was by far the most beautiful. The two and three-story Georgian residence buildings had been designed for charm and hominess, and were scrupulously maintained. The buildings were grouped into courts, each group enclosing a large, grassy yard where children could play while their minders watched from lawn chairs or apartment windows. The ample open space around the courts was dotted with attractive micro-parks: little ponds or gazebos surrounded by flowerbeds and wooden benches. Here and there were bird feeders and birdbaths, not a trace of guano to be found on any of them. Even the parking lots were in perfect repair, and perfectly clean. Jack Schilling could be justly proud of this place.
A mixture of emotions bubbled within the security chief. There was anger at the neglect these people had endured while paying out good money–thirty percent more than Integral would be getting–to Lawrence Patrols. There was satisfaction at having taken another prestigious customer away from Ernest Lawrence. There was anxiety that Integral Security had become so large and sharp a thorn in the flesh of a man whose brother was Chief of Police for Onteora County.
Are we getting just a wee bit nervous about our success, Kevin me boy? This champion of the undefended business does have its hazards.
He’d expected the transition from aerospace engineering to selling security services to present challenges. He’d sunk the whole of his time, his effort, and his modest savings into it willingly. He’d kept at it despite all its trials, expenses, and hazards. He’d stood by his fledgling company even when Tanya announced her departure for Washington. He hadn’t expected to make so powerful an enemy as the Onteora police.
That’s the fourth major customer I’ve taken from Lawrence in three years. The moron’s got to be fouling his pants over it by now. This one alone was worth more than a million a year to him. Yet he doesn’t seem to be able to stop the bleeding.
Maybe he doesn’t know how.
Then to Hell with him. When a customer buys security, that’s what he ought to get. Not a stream of thugs and ne’er-do-wells overrunning his home and terrorizing his family and making off with what’s his.
But sooner or later, Lawrence is bound to react. If he pulls the County into it, things could get sticky.
There’ll be time to worry about it later. Amherst is mine now, and I’m not going to drop her. I may be at the limit of my capacity, but if another of Lawrence’s customers were to come to me this very afternoon, I’d sign him up and tip my hat to Ernest’s generosity. Then I’d go out and hire or buy the resources I needed to do the job I’d contracted to do. Then I’d bloody well do it.
And that, Ernest, is the way business is done, whether your elder brother is Chief of Police or King of Kings. Have a lesson on me. Oh, you can stay dumb if you like. I don’t mind at all.
“Can’t you do anything, bro?”
Ray Lawrence winced. “Ernest, could you at least try not to shout? Half the uniforms in the county are on the other side of that door. You want one of them to come through it with his gun drawn?”
Ernest Lawrence scowled. “Easy for you to stay calm. County pays your salary. You aren’t losing customers every time you turn around.” He waved angrily at the opulent furnishings and decorations that graced the office of Onteora County’s chief of police.
Ray scowled at his younger brother. “Which one this time?”
“Amherst Estates. A million three every year, and one of the easiest gigs I ever bagged, and the faggot fires me without notice and signs with Integral!”
Ray leaned back and folded his hands over his broad chest. “What was the man’s problem?”
“Said we weren’t doing the job. Hell, just because he’s got a bad tenant or two, he goes and picks on me!”
Ray nodded absently. The weariness he always felt at dealing with Ernest had drawn near to overpowering. But Ernest would be hell to get along with until he got what he wanted.
What would happen if I didn’t get it for him this time?
“A bad tenant or two, bro? Then the murder and the rapes were committed by Amherst tenants? You’re quite sure of that?”
Ernest’s face clouded over. “Well...”
“Memory returning a little, bro? The murderer was a career man. Had a rap sheet like a phone book. And the rapist we caught worked for you. You want to tell me again how you think Schilling was overreacting?”
Ernest said nothing. He was six feet seven and weighed nearly three hundred pounds. His steel blue double-breasted suit had been tailored to fit him like a second skin. He carried a nine-millimeter Browning in a hip holster that he invariably belted over his jacket. Yet his look of wounded petulance would have looked well on a frustrated toddler.
But he’s family. You don’t turn your back on family. I’ve got to look after him. I don’t have to like it, though.
“Know how I got this fancy office, bro? By giving people what they wanted. More or less. Not everything, and not all the time. Just most of them, most of the time. You could try it. Might work better than what you’ve been doing.”
Ernest sneered. “Don’t give me the dedicated public servant hand job. You got here by kissing enough asses to fill Yankee Stadium.”
Ray Lawrence rose, circled his desk, and backhanded his troublesome sibling across the mouth with considerable force. Ernest rocked backward with the blow. Only the mass of the leather guest chair he occupied kept him from toppling over backwards.
“Could be, bro. Could be.” Ray kept his voice low. “My memory’s not too clear on the details. You know how it is with us old folks. But now that I’m here, I don’t have to kiss ‘em anymore, do I? And I never had to kiss yours. Wipe it a few times, sure. Like now.”
For a moment, Ernest Lawrence looked up at his older brother with undisguised hatred.
“You gonna help me out or not?”
“Gonna think about it. Gonna think about how many more chips I can afford to use up just to keep you in silk drawers and slick whores. And it won’t come fast or cheap. This time, I’m gonna have a list for you.”
Ernest grunted.
“Take it seriously, bro. I’ve been out on a limb for you too often already.”
“Give me a break, Ray. You talk to people, is all you do.”
Ray snorted. “That’s what it looks like to you. Go home to Coretta. No playtime for you tonight. I’m gonna call you between eight and midnight. You’d better be there.”
Ernest snarled wordlessly and made his exit.
Monday, May 1
It was less work than Christine had expected to remove Ione from Helen’s apartment. It was more work to install herself in it. She dropped the last of her boxes in the dinette area, straightened and squirmed to relieve the aches from bending, lifting and carrying.
I almost wish the bitch had put up a fight. I’d have something to remember with pleasure about this.
Don’t wish enemies on yourself, Christine. Malcolm wouldn’t approve.
I know, Nag. Neither would Louis.
It didn’t feel like home, yet. But then, Louis’s house hadn’t felt that way at first, either. Then it was, his and hers both. Then he died, and it was only hers...until the night she fled, and Malcolm blew it up. For the three years since that terrible night, home had seldom had a mailing address. Except for the handful of months she’d spent guiding Lori Iervolino toward self-sufficiency, it had been wherever she’d chosen to sleep.
Will this be home, Nag?
Perhaps, Christine. Give it time.
The furniture was all from Helen: beautiful, comfortable Danish Modern pieces in a range of beiges and delicate grays that fit together perfectly. Only the apartment had passed to Christine by bequest, but Ione hadn’t needed much convincing to accept a modest sum for the furniture. She probably hadn’t wanted it in the first place.
I’m going to see Helen’s face around every corner, aren’t I, Nag?
Would you want it any other way, Christine?
I guess not. She and Louis saved my life. They were all the family I’ve ever known.
What about Malcolm?
Well, yeah. Him too.
Will you be going to see him tonight?
I guess so. I miss him and Boomer something fierce. They’re all I have left.
The inner advisor said nothing more.
Christine went to the bedroom and peeked into the master bath that adjoined it. There was the Jacuzzi tub she’d shared with Helen so many times. She’d be using it alone now.
The bureaus and closet were already filled with her clothes. The queen-size bed was made and invitingly ready. As hard a day as this one had been, it exerted a considerable pull. But she had more to do.
It needs one more thing, Nag.
Then go fetch him, Christine. You know where he is.
What if he doesn’t want to come? What if he doesn’t remember me?
That’s not really why you’re hanging back, is it?
No. I don’t want to have to tell Malcolm there’s no room for him here.
It won’t get easier, Christine. Go do it.
Nag, don’t you ever get tired of being right?
We all have our jobs, Christine. Go fetch Boomer.
She sighed and reached for her suit jacket.
Jack Schilling loved his work, and it loved him back.
He never tired of his business. He could spend his every conscious moment poring over his accounts, monitoring projects in progress, and crawling over the grounds of Amherst Estates. Since his wife Stella’s death a decade before, he’d done so ten to fourteen hours a day, six or seven days a week, with no vacations.
Yet it left him unmarked. What would have been a crushing load of overwork for almost any other man filled him with life and joy.
He spent his mornings at the Amherst complex. For seven months he’d personally supervised the extension of Onteora’s premier condominium community to include a commercial component, a modest shopping pavilion for the convenience of Amherst’s residents. It had been done before, of course, but in his opinion it had never been done right. He intended to do it right.
He spent his afternoons in his Spartan little office in 455 Helmsford. With one ear glued to the phone and a ballpoint pen in his hand, he knitted together the complex arrangements for financing, materials and labor that moved his projects forward. All his vendors and contractors claimed to wince when they answered the phone and heard his voice, yet none ever refused to take his calls. Few had not attended his famed Christmas and Independence Day parties. Most would sacrifice larger and more profitable deals for the chance to serve him.
He spent his evenings reviewing his extensive accounts. Construction and landlordism require reams of accounting, plus careful attention to the details of how the numbers dance. It wasn’t his favorite duty, but he was never tempted to short-change it. The margins were narrow. If he didn’t know where the money was coming from and where it was going to, all the devotion in the world would fail to save him, or Amherst.
Integral Security’s invoice for April, its first month on the job at Amherst, had arrived. Integral was a young company and new to Schilling. He’d signed with them as much out of disgust with Lawrence Patrols as on the strength of their references. Waiting for the practical evidence of a vendor’s quality and trustworthiness always made him nervous. Yet, until they’d set up shop at Amherst itself, what else would he have to go on?
The invoice was a first indication, and it was in Integral’s favor. It itemized the services provided and the equipment that had been installed, noted which items had been purchased by Amherst and which were retained by Integral. The bottom line was for exactly one-twelfth of the agreed-upon annual service charge, with no extras. Kevin Conway had not tried to exceed their agreement in any dimension.
He has a reputation for honesty. So far, so good.
Lawrence Patrols had performed shabbily and had overbilled him repeatedly. When Ernest Lawrence deigned to correct an error, it was with poor grace or none. When braced about his firm’s inadequacies, he hadn’t even been civil. He’d stopped short of threatening Schilling, but just barely.
That’s the last time I assume anything about a man because of his brother’s position.
“Evening, Jack.”
Schilling’s head swung up to confront the massive uniformed presence of Raymond Lawrence.
Think of the Devil.
“Good evening, Chief.” Schilling pushed the Integral invoice aside. “I didn’t even hear the door open. Have a seat. How can I help you?”
Lawrence slid into Schilling’s guest chair and tilted it back onto its rear legs. He jerked a thumb toward the entrance to the suite. “No secretary?”
Schilling shook his head. “Can’t keep one busy enough, and where would I find one willing to keep my hours, anyway?”
Lawrence grunted. “Has Integral taken over as your security contractor yet?”
Well, that takes the mystery out of that.
“A month ago today.” Lawrence started in surprise; Schilling repressed a grin. “Why do you ask? Aren’t Conway’s papers in order?”
Lawrence’s half-grin was faintly ominous. “County has never thought all that well of Integral. Their methods are unorthodox. Sometimes we feel they cross the line.”
Schilling’s eyebrows went up. “Oh? What line is that, Chief? The legal line? Are you telling me they’re about to be prosecuted for something?”
The grin changed immediately to a dark frown. “No, not at all.”
Schilling stared hard at Lawrence. “Then what line are we talking about? The line of your personal displeasure?”
Lawrence returned the stare with interest. Even so, what Schilling saw in the boss cop’s face wasn’t openly hostile, yet.
Come on, Lawrence, get it over with. Admit your brother sent you here to plead his case in the wake of his dismissal.
“Refresh my memory, Jack. Wasn’t it only three years ago that Ernest’s company agreed to provide Amherst’s security?”
Schilling nodded. “That’s right. There were quite a number of complaints lodged against Lawrence Patrols, to say nothing of the burglary and violence problems the complex had. The chair of the residents board brought me a recommendation from another complex, and I went with it.”
“Without calling me first?” Lawrence’s voice was pitched very low.
“Why should I have called you? To tax you with how badly your brother’s company performed? I don’t hold you responsible for that, Chief, but I don’t think I ever offered you the right of prior approval of our security contractor.”
“Ernest took this very hard, Jack. He didn’t actually ask me to intercede with you, but it came across clearly that you’d been much shorter with him than I’d have liked.” Lawrence let his chair settle back onto its front legs, smiling thinly and without humor.
“Are you saying I owed him another chance? Chief Lawrence, there were a dozen burglaries, four rapes and a murder at Amherst last year alone. I had panicked residents lined up from here around the block. One of them, who’d bought his unit three years ago for a hundred ten thousand, put it up for sale for only seventy. It was four months before anyone even made him an insulting offer. Ernest didn’t do the job. There were times I’d have sworn he didn’t know what the job was.”
Lawrence nodded impatiently. “Yes, yes, he told me he’d been unable to reach an understanding with you–”
Schilling cut him off. “Understanding be damned. He knew what we expected of him. He failed to provide it.”
“Perhaps what you expected of him was unreasonable.” Lawrence shifted in his chair, making the floorboards creak. “A security company can only do so much, you know. It might well be that Amherst’s problems are beyond the capacity of any security firm to control.”
“In that case, there’ll be no harm in trying out a new broom, will there?”
Lawrence shook his head. “Jack, there are aspects to this you haven’t considered. Do you think you’re the only complex owner I’ve recommended Ernest and his boys to? Lawrence Patrols has been the County’s recommended security force for six years. His customer base is nearly forty thousand people. He has excellent relations with the police and the other county authorities. Conway’s company isn’t in nearly as good standing with us. Aren’t you even a little uncertain about your decision?”
Schilling scowled. “And if I were? Amherst has already signed with Integral. The deal was approved by the Board. Conway introduced himself to the residents yesterday afternoon. Just how would I persuade a court to grant me relief from the contract?”
Lawrence’s faint smile returned. “There are ways. If you like, I can have one of the department’s legal advisers sit down with you and work out an approach–at no charge to you, by the way.”
Schilling shook his head. “Forget it. I shouldn’t have headed down that track. The deal is set. Conway will have his chance. The residents will have their input. And in a year, maybe things will be no different and Amherst will be able to re-sign with Ernest with a clean conscience. But not now. By the way, Chief, where is Ernest, who by rights ought to be here pleading his own case?”
Lawrence waved it aside. “He had responsibilities to attend to, so I volunteered to speak to you for him.”
Suddenly Schilling was furious and unwilling to contain it. “And you, who’re paid out of my taxes, have none? Your time is so unencumbered by the command of a county police organization that you can spend your afternoons flacking for your inept brother? Get out of here, Lawrence. Maybe you’re not a busy man, but I am.”
Lawrence rose to his feet. His glower and his posture were as plain as print.
“Not as busy as you’re going to be.”
When the police chief had gone, Schilling forced himself back to a state of calm and made a mental note to call Kevin Conway first thing in the morning.
The forest that separated Mill Neck Road from Malcolm Loughlin’s trailer was as Christine remembered it. She was taken aback by the trailer’s shabbiness. Even while living with her, Malcolm had always kept it in top condition.
She knocked once on the metal door and stepped back half a pace. The door opened almost immediately.
His face was still overtly ageless, a rock carving. His compact frame was still hard and lean. But something had changed in his eyes. He’d lost a fraction of the–passion? determination? will?–that had burned there when she’d last seen him. His presence, once all but overpowering, had diminished to near human scale.
He doesn’t look right, Nag.
I know, Christine.
I’m worried.
I am too.
“You’re finally back,” he said.
She nodded. “I’m sorry it took so long, Malcolm. Am I still welcome?”
He grunted and stepped back. “Get in here and shut the door.”
She did so, immediately scanning the trailer for Boomer. The huge black Newfoundland was curled up next to the trailer’s small propane-fueled heater, apparently deeply asleep. He took no notice of his absent mistress’s return to his life.
In the corner behind the heater stood Louis’s old saber.
Why did he hang onto that?
“Nothing like a rousing reception, eh?” she said.
Malcolm looked down at the big dog. “He doesn’t move a lot, Chris. He’s about seven, and they begin to age rapidly then. All the giant breeds do.”
She nodded. “I know.” She nodded at the saber. “I see you saved Louis’s sword.”
“It was mine before it was his.”
“Oh. Well, how have the two of you been?”
“Fair. Keeping our heads down, mostly.”
He doesn’t sound good either, Nag.
Don’t press him, Christine. Whatever he wants to tell you, you’ll hear as he decides he’s ready.
I know, I know. But I can’t help worrying.
“I’ve, uh, got a place nearby again.”
“Oh?” Malcolm turned to face her squarely.
“Yeah.” It was her turn to look away. “It’s pretty small, though. I don’t think we’d be comfy sharing it, frankly.”
“I see.” His voice remained steady. “So you’re just here to pick up Boomer and head off?”
“No, Malcolm, not at all.” Her chest tightened. “I’d love for us to share a place again, but what I’ve got is all I can afford right now. Plus, I’m going to be keeping some pretty strange hours for a while. I’m working two jobs.”
“Hm. Will you drop in now and then?”
His words, spoken entirely without inflection, were enough to tear a hole in her heart.
She nodded. “If you want me to.”
I can’t take Boomer away from him, Nag.
Then don’t.
“Malcolm, it’s a really small apartment. Would you mind if Boomer were to go on living here with you?” Her eyes had clouded with mist. “He seems to like it pretty well, anyway.”
Malcolm nodded. “He seems to. The first few months after you left, he wailed a lot. Every time he started, I’d take him on a long walk. We used to take a lot of them. Then he got used to this place and my habits, and steadied down. We’re down to one walk a day, now, but he still loves the woods. I think he’ll be all right here.”
“Uh, how about we start sparring again?”
He smiled. “Certainly. Saturday mornings?”
“I work Friday nights. Could we make it Saturday afternoons?”
“Fine by me.”
“I’m sorry I was away for so long, Malcolm.”
“Don’t mention it.”
Boomer stirred, opened one eye, took casual note of Christine, and went directly back to sleep.
Stephen Sumner strode down the hall to the governor’s working office. He was no stranger to the governor’s mansion. He was used to being called there at Roland Wriston’s whim, usually because the governor had decided that some political necessity was too trivial to give it his personal attention. Wriston had been afflicted by many such trivial necessities over the three years he’d been in office.
What will it be this time? Some environmentalist group that needs to be soft-soaped about our deep concern for their beloved vanishing dung beetles? Some women’s group that wants a platoon of state troopers installed in an abandoned house that’s attracting prostitutes and drug dealers to sell their husbands and kids what they crave? Another bunch that wants to dip its hands into the state treasury? Or just more random baby kissing?
Sumner seldom had an inkling of what Wriston wanted from him before he’d confronted the governor in person. Wriston simply called for him and expected him to appear, as if the lieutenant governor of New York had no duties nor priorities of his own. Each summons was a fresh test of Sumner’s self-control.
Wriston’s chief of staff looked up from his leisure reading and accorded him a minuscule nod of admission. Sumner’s lip curled. He tried to calm himself and entered Wriston’s inner office.
The office of the Governor of New York strained for opulence and significance to equal that of the Oval Office. It missed by some unquantifiable degree, perhaps because of the obviousness of the attempt. Yet the attempt had been an earnest one. The decor was self-consciously Revolutionary Colonial period. Every item of furniture in the room, from the breakfronts and barrister’s bookcases to the small conversation group to the enormous cherry desk, was an antique, nothing less than a century old. It was easy to imagine John Jay, in waistcoat and cravat, sitting at the desk with a goose-quill pen in hand and a stack of parchment before him.
Roland Wriston, not John Jay, sat at the desk, cool and saturnine as usual, in contemporary business dress. He was flanked by two large, conspicuously armed state troopers. Such troopers had been Wriston’s public companions for most of the past year. Rumor was that the governor was considering the creation of a plainclothes detachment modeled on the Secret Service, to provide security for New York’s highest political figures.
I’m not likely to make that roster. Not that I’d want that sort hovering over me.
“Governor?”
Wriston inclined his head. “Thank you for coming so promptly, Stephen. How are things across the plaza?”
It was a purely formal expression of interest. “Nominal, sir. Nothing untoward.”
“May I impose on you for a small chore that I can’t fit into my near-term schedule, then? I’d consider it a very great favor.”
He’s good on the charm front, give him that.
“Of course, sir. How can I help?”
Wriston sat back in his leather executive’s chair and fitted his fingertips together. “If I recall correctly, your roots are in Onteora County.”
Sumner nodded. “That’s correct. I haven’t been back there much since our campaign, though.”
“Do you retain any significant contacts there? Would you feel confident about stepping into a private-public dispute as mediator, see if you could keep it from turning ugly?”
Private-public?
“Until I knew the circumstances, Governor, I could hardly say.”
Wriston’s mouth drew tight. “I assume that what we discuss here will remain between us, Stephen.”
“Of course, sir.”
The governor glanced quickly at the two troopers. Neither showed any expression.
“The Onteora Chief of Police has asked for our assistance. Apparently there’s a rogue security services company out there that’s making difficulties for his men. This outfit has established a string of little baronies at gated apartment complexes. Its bully boys have been refusing to allow the official police onto the grounds of those complexes without an absurd amount of difficulty.”
Sumner said nothing.
“You can understand how that would concern a police chief. His men can hardly respond to a distress call in good time if a legion of surly rent-a-cops stands in their way and demands authentication of the matter.”
“Authentication, sir?”
Wriston flipped a hand. “You know, Stephen. Paperwork. Proof that the emergency is real, with affidavits and witnesses’ names signed in blood and a judge’s solemn blessing and whatnot.”
Warrants.
“What’s the police chief’s name, sir?”
“Raymond Lawrence. A very good man, been in place eight years now. Widely liked.”
“And the company?”
A muscle twitched in Wriston’s face. “Integral Security. A man named Kevin Conway is the sole proprietor.”
The name sounded familiar to Sumner, but he was unable to place it immediately.
“Why is Chief Lawrence unable to deal with this firm through ordinary legal processes?”
The governor scowled. “The company seems to have terrorized its customers into silence. There aren’t any obvious legal grounds for forcing them out of the places where they’ve entrenched themselves. Chief Lawrence has his department’s lawyers at work on it, but in the absence of actual citizen complaints, there’s little he can do through the courts.”
“Is Integral Security large enough and well enough armed to be able to resist him by force? That would make it a paramilitary organization, and we already have laws on the books about those.”
Wriston sat forward and settled his folded hands on the desk. He stared at Sumner steadily.
“Will you handle this for me, please? Chief Lawrence has been a bulwark against the forces of night out there, and I want him to know that we appreciate his efforts.”
He’s a major supporter of yours in the police hierarchy. One you can’t afford to have turn on you and back your opponent, a year from now. But you can’t intervene on his part too overtly, or the bloodhounds will smell something, and soon after that they’ll start to gather and bay.
Sumner suppressed a sigh. “I’ll make some calls.” He caught Wriston’s gaze and held it. “Do you consider this an urgent matter, sir? I could go in person, but I have that interview with the attorney-general to prepare for, as well.”
Wriston smiled thinly. “In person might be for the best, Stephen. When the allegations are this serious, we ought to take a direct and visible hand, don’t you think?” The governor rose and offered his hand. “Thank you for handling this for me, Stephen. You’re my strong right arm.”
I’m your errand boy.
Sumner shook the proffered hand and departed.
Thursday, May 4
Conway reached his desk in a fairly good humor that morning. It didn’t last.
“Boss?”
“Hm?” He looked up to see Larry Sokoloff in his doorway, clutching a sheaf of papers and looking like the Grim Reaper’s uniformed auxiliary.
“Damn it, Larry, can’t you at least wait until I’ve got my coat off?”
“You aren’t wearing a coat.”
“Don’t split hairs. What’s the problem today?”
The lieutenant recoiled slightly, his eyebrows lowered in reproach. It made Conway regret his snappishness.
“Sorry. I was actually feeling pretty good when I walked in here. Got some good news last night. What do you have for me?”
Sokoloff stepped forward and dropped the fistful of paper onto Conway’s desk. He scanned it.
“They can’t be serious.”
Sokoloff said nothing.
“Ethical violations?” Conway looked up to meet his lieutenant’s eyes. “When did this come in?”
“Process server brought it about twenty minutes before you got here.”
“Larry, when is our licensing up for renewal?”
“First of June.”
Twenty-seven days. “Okay, relax.” Christ, I’m so good at giving advice I can’t follow myself! “This is all horseshit. You know that, don’t you?”
Sokoloff nodded. Conway allowed his gaze to roam the whitewashed cinder block walls and tried to think.
What would Louis have done? Or Rolf?
Louis would have tackled it around the waist. He would have marshaled his forces and charged up the hill, and not asked nor given quarter. Afterward he’d have prayed for his enemies. By then they’d need it badly.
Rolf would have tried to clear his thoughts, make sure he wasn’t reacting from anger or hatred, and then he’d go to meet his adversaries with reason. Every time they fouled him, he’d remind himself that they weren’t evil in their own eyes.
Louis takes this round.
“I have an appointment to keep, but after that the day is ours. Pull the files on these accounts. You and I are going to go through them this afternoon, make a few phone calls, get our armor polished up nice. We’ll meet this thing head on. When’s the review board meeting?”
Sokoloff’s index finger stabbed down at one of the pages spread between them. “Monday, nine AM.”
“What timing. God, I hate Monday morning meetings. Strike that, I hate meetings, period. Got any taste for a bet, Larry?”
“What kind?”
“I’ll bet you an ice cream soda that Ray Lawrence is at that meeting.”
Sokoloff shook his head.
Sumner found Integral Security’s offices on Grand Avenue with no difficulty, but with some puzzlement. There was no corporate identification on the modest three-story building’s facade, and no street placard identifying the building’s tenants. All he could see was a three-digit street number. He pulled his Cadillac to the curb and squinted twice at the digits, unsure he’d found the right address, until a compact cruiser bearing the company’s logo pulled into the parking lot. He followed the cruiser into the lot, parked in the visitors’ section, and went in.
The vestibule was plain but comfortable, with reception-area seating, potted plants along the walls, and a rugged dark green carpet on the floor. The dispatcher’s desk was adorned with a company logo composed of a five-pointed star and the letters I and S, and manned by a tall, darkly handsome, conspicuously armed young man in a dark green patrolman’s uniform. He smiled formally and rose as Sumner approached.
“May I help you, sir?”
Sumner returned the smile. “I hope so. I’d like to see Mr. Conway, if it’s possible.”
The patrolman glanced at his watch. “Well, he might be back from his appointment by now. Hang on.” He pressed a button on an inconspicuous console, leaned toward it, and spoke a few hushed words. The response was too soft for Sumner to make out.
“Would you mind waiting here for a moment, sir?” The patrolman gestured toward one of the rows of chairs. “And may I tell Mr. Conway who’s asking for him?”
“My name is Stephen Sumner. I’m the lieutenant governor.”
The young man’s eyes widened fractionally. He looked about as if he expected to find an entourage lurking behind the ficus trees. “Of New York?”
Sumner chuckled. “Yes, of New York.”
“I’ll be right back.” With that the patrolman departed swiftly through the glass doors at his back.
Conway squinted at his lieutenant through the late-morning sun. “Who?”
Sokoloff didn’t quite shrug, but the sense of it was there. “The lieutenant governor of New York.”
“Larry, who is the lieutenant governor of New York?”
Another almost-shrug. “He is.”
“And how do you know that?”
“He...” Sokoloff trailed off. “Well, we can check, can’t we?”
Conway leaned back against his desk and thought. “Yes. We can. It would be pretty stupid to impersonate the lieutenant governor, wouldn’t it?”
Sokoloff didn’t reply.
“Anyway, if you’re going to pretend you’re a big-time politico, why pretend to be that one? Go ahead, show him in.”
Thirty seconds later Conway’s office door had closed behind Stephen Sumner, lieutenant governor of New York. Sumner was fiftyish, a couple of inches above average height, dark of eyes and silver of hair, slim, and maturely handsome in the fashion more often termed “distinguished.” His suit fit him well and was neatly pressed, but didn’t scream “wealth” or “personal tailor.” He was alone, with no entourage of any kind. Even so, he possessed an air of assurance.
It took about three seconds for Conway to recognize him.
“Steve Sumner–from Onteora Aviation, right? Over in Administration?”
Sumner’s face went momentarily blank. “That’s right. Were you—”
“Kevin Conway, Steve. The judoka. The swordsman.”
The politician staggered as if he’d been pole-axed. “My God, yes. Kevin! How the hell are you and what’s become of you since you escaped from OA?” He surged forward, hand outthrust.
Conway stepped past the proffered hand and wrapped Sumner in a hug that was enthusiastically returned. Sumner broke it in mild embarrassment and slid into one of Conway’s guest chairs. Sokoloff took the other. Conway produced a glowing smile.
“To what do I owe this pleasure? Never mind the honor of a visit from the second-highest elected official in New York. And tell me, please: what on Earth induces a man to accept a position such as yours?”
Sumner chuckled. “I plead temporary insanity. It was more than three years ago, and I can’t remember any of it. But tell me, please: what on Earth induces a sensible man to go up against a whole county police force?”
Conway smirked. “Who told you I’d done any such thing?”
“Haven’t you?”
“Not a bit of it, Steve. Would you like to tell me why you’re here?”
Sumner bit his lip, then draped his folded hands over one knee.
“I was sent here.” The words carried an edge of resentment. “Governor Wriston has received complaints about your company from Chief Lawrence. Are you well acquainted with Chief Lawrence?”
Conway’s guard rose to its full height. “Quite. What has he said about Integral now?”
Sumner was slow to answer.
“Perhaps I misspoke. Let me rephrase. Here’s what Governor Wriston said to me. He said that Integral is a rogue security company that’s been making difficulties for the county police in the routine performance of its duties. Does that sound like anything you’d be familiar with?”
“Interfere with the police? Steve, Integral patrolmen seldom even see a blue uniform, from one end of the year to the other.” He halted himself, plucked the Protective Services Commission summons from his desk and slid it across to Sumner, who perused it with a frown. “I’d thought all was well on that front. I keep a close watch on my people. I involve myself personally in any complaints that are lodged against them. There are only three in all of my records.”
Sumner passed the summons back and sat up straight. “Three complaints, you say?”
Conway nodded.
“Kevin, how long has it been since your previous PSC review?”
“We’ve never had one before.”
“And how long have you been in operation?”
“It was three years in April.”
Sumner rose from his chair, thrust his hands into his pockets, and ambled around the little office.
“There aren’t that many private security companies in New York—the governor dislikes them—but I’d bet a pretty penny that the typical one doesn’t go three years without a practices review. Aside from the county police, do you have any competition in Onteora?”
Thank you! “Yes, I do.”
“And that would be—”
“Lawrence Security Patrols.”
Sumner ceased his meandering and looked Conway full in the eyes. “Is the name a coincidence, Kevin?”
“I’m afraid not. The owner is Chief Lawrence’s brother.”
Spots of color bloomed on Sumner’s face. His eyes hardened.
“I see. Would you mind terribly much if I were to attend that practices review with you, Kevin?”
Conway sat back, started to reply, and checked himself.
What message would that send?
He glanced at Sokoloff. The lieutenant nodded slightly.
“That would be a great favor to us, Steve. Are you sure you want to?”
Sumner nodded. “Quite.”
Ernest Lawrence sat at outer end of the bar in the lounge area of Grucci’s Gardens. The barman had drifted to the other end, where he busied himself fiddling with various bits of glassware. He appeared determined to remain there until summoned.
Ernest wasn’t drunk. Not by his standards. He was just lubricated enough to be feeling good. When he set out to get drunk, he did a thorough job of it. Such occasions normally resulted in his waking up in one of his brother Raymond’s holding cells, after which Ray would give him a lecture about the importance of maintaining appearances and then send him home to Coretta. Ernest had learned how to shrug off the lectures long ago. He’d been ignoring Coretta for longer still.
Ray had thought to keep him on good behavior with that nonsense about calling him every night between eight and midnight, then had called him at eight-thirty. He’d probably gone to bed straight after. At forty-six, Ray acted like a dried-out stump of a man. All that money, power and position, and he couldn’t bring himself to enjoy it. No boozing. No gambling. No whores. Spent every night at home with his wife! Worse, he tried to impose his ways on Ernest at every opportunity.
Cocksucker ought to know better by now. Got about as much chance of roping me into that shit as he’s got of giving birth to twins.
The train of thought resurrected the memory of the blow Ray had dealt him. He decided he was still too close to sober. He hailed the barman in his thunderous basso and demanded another highball.
When it arrived, he downed it in a single long draught and slammed the glass down on the bar. The thick base of the leaded glass tumbler cracked in a dense spiderweb pattern. The barman said nothing. Ernest spent a lot of money at Grucci’s. No one was about to brace him up here.
He heaved himself out of the ornate wrought-iron chair and surveyed the lounge. There were no unaccompanied women in sight except for one cocktail waitress. Attractive as she was, he knew better than to hit on one of those. That just might get him tossed out and told not to come back, Ray or no Ray.
He ambled toward the arch into the dining area, stopped and scoped the large room beyond. Nestled among the endless rows of couples and foursomes was a table of five women of varying ages, all attractive and all dressed to kill.
Well, looky there. No men to keep those fine looking ladies company.
He pulled up his tie and sauntered toward them.
Ain’t no bag limit on pussy.
Christine had been moving as swiftly as her evening gown and high-heeled sandals would permit: showing Grucci’s guests to their tables; taking beverage orders to the bar, conveying drinks back to their purchasers, and taking note of diners who required the attentions of a waiter or busboy. It was monotonous work, but she strove to remain cheerful.
I’ll get used to it in time.
You can get used to anything in time, Christine. That doesn’t make it a good idea.
I have common charges to pay, Nag. The bank job won’t quite do it.
You could go back to your old job.
Forget it.
She concentrated on presenting an impersonal yet friendly face to everyone in the restaurant. It grew easier as she learned to meter her steps rather than stride as swiftly as was her habit. There was no need for unseemly haste; Grucci’s patrons didn’t expect the pace of a fast-food restaurant.
She was idle for the first time that evening when the commotion arose.
“My, my. What a fine looking covey of quail. And they say there ain’t no wildlife left in New York.”
The basso voice was loud enough to be heard in Westchester. It pulled Christine’s head around at once. A tall, broad figure swayed gently over a table of five women, all attractively dressed and made up. The intruder was dressed like a corporate executive, but carried himself like a thug. He was plainly deep in his cups. Christine edged closer.
Is he wearing a gunbelt?
One of the diners had risen. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”
The intruder flashed teeth like piano keys. “We can fix that any time you like.” He reached down and took a seated woman’s chin in his hand. “Sisters don’t come any hotter than you, sister. Maybe you’d like a little special attention tonight, ‘stead of just hanging with your girlfriends?”
The first woman’s eyes went wide. “Sir, we’re trying to have a pleasant evening by ourselves, if you don’t mind.”
Christine waved to the maitre d’hotel, but instead of coming toward them he began to talk animatedly to the barman.
What’s wrong with the menfolk here?
The boor put his hands on his hips and looked the diner up and down. “Pleasant’s my specialty, sugar. I was just gettin’ pleasant with this miss, but I can start with you if you like.” He swept his eyes back and forth across the table, grinning carnivorously. “Just how many of you wanna get pleasant tonight, and how pleasant do you wanna get?”
The room had fallen silent. The other patrons were hypnotized by the scene.
“Sir, this is insupportable. If you’d kindly allow us–”
“Allow you anything you want, sweet thing, if you come along quietly and get cozy with me.”
Christine strode forward.
Christine–
Shove it, Nag.
“Excuse me.”
The enormous cad swiveled to face her, tottering only slightly.
“You want to get in on this too, mama?”
“It’s time to go home, Mr. Lawrence,” Christine said. These ladies are entitled to finish their dinners in peace.”
The lout blinked.
“Where’d you get my name, sugar?”
She smiled. “It’s carved into the butt of that Browning you’re wearing. Nice gun. I prefer a Beretta, but then, my hand isn’t as large as yours. Now will you please make it easy on everyone and go home?”
Lawrence’s mouth dropped open.
“Be goin’ home when I’ve had my fill an’ not before.” He reached for Christine’s hair, apparently intending to yank her off balance and onto her knees.
She caught Lawrence’s thumb and twisted. In an instant he was on his knees, howling in pain.
“You’ve had your fill, Mr. Lawrence.” She kept voice even and calm, and her gentle smile fixed in place. “You’ve had about a month’s fill, according to Tony at the bar. He said thanks for not tipping him, by the way. He’s glad he didn’t have to feel indebted to you.”
Lawrence tried to rise and failed. She increased her pressure, and he hissed in renewed pain.
“Grucci’s doesn’t like to have its patrons disturbed at their meals.” They’d gained the attention of everyone in the restaurant. “You’re creating a large disturbance. Some of us feel rather strongly about that. So I’m going to see you out.” She bared her teeth. “Right now.”
She yanked him off his knees, twirled his arm around him, creating a half-Nelson from her previous hold, and propelled him toward the entrance. A channel opened before them. The maitre d’hotel opened the door, held it while she shoved her staggering captive through it, and quickly slammed it shut.
She returned to the affected table, striving to carry herself as if nothing untoward had occurred. Five beautifully made-up faces stared up at her in astonishment.
“Our deepest apologies, ladies. Grucci’s regrets the intrusion on your privacy and dining pleasure. A waiter will be here in a moment to take complimentary cocktail orders from all of you, as a token of our appreciation for your patience. Have a pleasant evening.”
The woman the boor had first addressed whispered, “Thank you.”
Christine smiled, turned, and glided away.
Friday morning, May 5
Jack Schilling waved Kevin Conway to a guest chair and resumed his seat at his desk.
“Thank you for coming so quickly, Mr. Conway.”
Conway took the indicated seat. “You said it was an urgent security matter. I could hardly have stayed in my office.” He looked Schilling in the eye. “What’s troubling you?”
Schilling frowned. “I’ve been wondering whether I overreacted ever since I put down the phone. Now I don’t know what to say.”
Conway kept silent and maintained an attentive expression, but Schilling declined to continue.
He has the reputation of a serious man. He wouldn’t have called me over here if he’d really thought he might be wasting my time.
“Mr. Schilling, if you have security worries, I’m the man to hear them. Even if they’re baseless.”
“Oh? And why is that?”
Conway tried to smile reassuringly. “Because the whole point of buying security services is to dispel worry. You’ll probably pay more for my services than crime and violence would cost you, over any interval you’d care to discuss. What Integral provides isn’t just physical protection. It’s a sense that you’ve put yourself into good hands.”
Schilling cocked an eyebrow at him. “You really believe that?”
“Ask yourself, sir. Suppose I and my men were to do a perfect job of protecting you for the next year, but fear gripped you and your residents anyway. Even in the absence of actual incidents of crime or violence, suppose you felt so much fear that you could never relax and get on with the important things in your life. What would be the first thing you’d change?”
Schilling chuckled. “My security contractor. Okay, you win. But no laughing out loud, okay? And by the way, I’m Jack. I think we’ve known each other long enough.”
Conway nodded. “Thank you, Jack. I’m Kevin. Now let’s hear it.”
“I think I’m about to be shaken down by the Onteora police.”
Jesus, once he’s made up his mind, he gets right to the point.
“And why is that?”
Schilling leaned back, hands tight on the arms of his chair. “Ray Lawrence was here yesterday. He tried to persuade me to fire you and reinstate his brother as Amherst’s security contractor. When I told him it wasn’t going to happen, he threatened me in an oblique way and stalked out.”
“Threatened you?”
Schilling nodded. “Told me to expect to be very busy. It was a contextual thing, I guess, but he put a lot of menace into it.”
No question that the Lawrence brothers can make you feel menaced.
Conway swept his eyes about the modest little office. It was undecorated and plainly furnished. He saw nothing of value anywhere, unless Schilling’s desk or his file cabinets contained information that could be used for blackmail. “Do you feel yourself to be at risk here, Jack?”
“No, not particularly. This is just where I park my ass when I’m not at Amherst. It’s Amherst I’m worried about.”
“Well, we are on the job there. And I promise you, any indications of trouble a-brewing will result in a doubling or tripling of our on-site presence.”
Schilling nodded slowly. “You take me seriously, then.”
“Quite, Jack. I have to, if you’re going to feel secure.”
“Is there anything you can suggest for the near term?”
Conway pondered.
Let’s suppose he’s called it accurately. If I were Ray Lawrence, how would I go about hurting this man, letting him know that he’d done a bad thing by crossing me?
“If your fears are justified, Amherst might find itself to be the target of a wave of assaults from outside. Crimes against property, burglaries and vandalism. The perpetrators would have heard through their grapevines that no one accused of such crimes need fear prosecution.”
“And we deal with that how?”
“Burglary and vandalism are night crimes.” Conway rose and went to peer through the office’s sole window. “Especially in a setting like Amherst. So we set up a perimeter that’s hard to breach without tripping an alarm. Infrared beams at waist and ankle height would do it.”
He turned back toward Schilling and watched him taste the idea.
“Would there be any inconvenience to my residents? I wouldn’t like to have their legitmate movements impeded.”
Conway shook his head. “The beams would parallel the bordering roads, along the shrubs and trees, so that a resident would be unlikely to trip one. Someone trying to gain illicit access, though, would be certain to trip one unless he knows it’s there.”
“What’s the cost differential?” Schilling was reaching for his checkbook.
Conway smiled. “First month is on me. If they’re not tripped, you start paying for them. If they are, well, we’ll talk about it then.”
There was considerable surprise on Schilling’s face.
“Kevin, these infrared things can’t be cheap enough for you to give them away like that.”
“You might be surprised. They’re used in garage door openers.”
Schilling peered at him for several seconds before emitting a laugh that rang with relief. “Well! All right, then.” He sat back. “There is one other thing, if you wouldn’t mind.”
Conway slipped back into the guest chair. “Name it.”
“Could you perhaps drop into the Kettle Knoll shopping pavilion and introduce yourself to the commercial tenants? Let them know that you’re you, pass your phone number around, and encourage them to call you if they ever feel a need? I’d consider it a very great favor.”
“Think nothing of it. I was planning to do something like that anyway. Since I’m already here, I think I’ll make the rounds right now.”
Schilling rose and extended his hand. “Thanks for stopping by, Kevin. I’m glad I decided to confide in you.”
Conway rose and clasped the hand. “Part of the service, Jack.”
Maybe I’ll put a branch office here.
Ernest Lawrence was engaged in what he called client prospecting. The prospective client usually called it something else.
The day’s target was the mortgage service division of Lakeshore Fiduciary Trust, Onteora’s largest bank. The division’s offices were in the less desirable part of the business district. Its treasurer had selected the location personally, attracted by the low rent and reasoning that any thug would know that mortgage bankers don’t handle cash. The treasurer’s office was in the corporate headquarters of the Trust, in a considerably better part of town.
Dolores Lemaire, the division’s senior vice president, had been uneasy from the moment Lawrence’s arrival was announced. He had no appointment, but the opinion was universal that no one ought ever to spurn him. He was just as large as his public servant brother, not as smooth or genial, and much more conspicuously armed. Lemaire could not keep her eyes from being drawn to the hip holster belted over Lawrence’s suit jacket, and the nine millimeter Browning automatic it contained, every few seconds.
“I can’t understand your casual attitude toward security, ma’am. Even if your people don’t have special risks, surely they have the same risks as everyone else on this side of the park. If these were my employees, I wouldn’t want to have to worry about any of ‘em being mugged or raped on their way out of the building at night.”
“But you didn’t propose to provide security to the whole building, Mr. Lawrence.” Lemaire strained to keep the tremor out of her voice. “We’re only the largest individual tenant here. We aren’t responsible for building security. That’s the owner’s job.”
Lawrence’s toothy smile was as ominous as the rest of him. “I know that, ma’am, and I’m in negotiation with the owner right now. But I also want to have an agreement with each of the tenants about the special measures I think you’ll need that would not be Mid-State Management’s concern.”
“What on Earth can you mean?” Lemaire swept the room with one arm. It was as plain an executive’s office as one might ever see. Her desk was sheet steel, as were her file cabinets. Her desk chair and guest chairs were standard vinyl-covered office units. The pressed-fiber drop ceiling tiles showed watermarks from leaks in several places. There were no carpets, and few ornamental or personal items. Her husband had once called the ambiance “early Chapter 11.”
“Now Ms. Lemaire, you know that whatever happens inside a tenant’s offices wouldn’t be Mid-State’s affair, legally, as long as they could show that they’d provided adequate security at the building’s entrances and in the lobby. How would it look to your workers if one of them were assaulted late at night, just because you were too stingy to hire protection for your part of the building? I’d be in no position to guarantee against it unless one of my men were here twenty-four hours a day.”
“We’ve been here nearly two years already without any such events–”
“You’re pushing your luck, Ms. Lemaire. Believe me, in run-down areas like this, police protection isn’t very effective. I even saw a purse-snatching myself on the way in here.”
Lemaire frowned. “What relevance does that have to what you’re suggesting for us?”
“Oh, you’d be surprised. Once the word gets around that we’re on the job here, and present in substantial numbers, even crime in the street will plummet. That’s the effect the presence of a reliable security firm always has.”
Lemaire steepled her fingers and looked down at them. “And you’ll be making this pitch to the other tenants in the immediate future?”
“Of course. I’d like for all of you to have your own agreements with Lawrence Patrols. I’ll be able to protect you much more thoroughly once that’s the case.”
She nodded. “Would you be willing to provide references, Mr. Lawrence? Other organizations in similar circumstances, who could tell us about the difference you’d made in their safety?”
All trace of a smile departed Lawrence’s face. He leaned forward over the edge of Lemaire’s desk and held her eyes in silence for several seconds.
“When can I expect to have your answer, Ms. Lemaire?”
Dolores Lemaire was a strong, capable woman who had participated in many difficult negotiations. It was not like her to bend under pressure of any kind. Yet the undertones of menace that had been part of Lawrence’s “sales presentation” from its first moments were beyond her experience.
“I’ll have to get approval from corporate headquarters, and then there’s the matter of budgeting. Our fiscal year is well under way, and special requests like this one don’t just slide through without special permission. Perhaps we’ll be speaking this time next week.”
It was an obvious vamp, an attempt to save face by not seeming to yield before superior force. Lawrence appeared to be satisfied with it. He rose and extended a hand.
“Very good. I’m sure we’ll be able to do one another a great deal of good. Until next week, then.”
On their way to the door, he broke away with a muttered “excuse me” that did not await a reply. She noted that he was steering for the foreclosure area, considered reasserting herself and seeing him out at once, and returned instead to her office.
“Hey, sweetcakes.”
The voice from behind her was not quite enough of a surprise to make Christine jump. She slid her file cabinet smoothly closed, put the folders she’d just extracted on her desk, and only then turned toward the intruder, already knowing who it would be.
“I beg your pardon?”
Ernest Lawrence was attired exactly as he’d been at Grucci’s the previous evening, right down to the hip holster. His face-splitting grin said I-know-something-that-you-don’t too loudly to be ignored.
“I was admiring the view, that’s all. But I think you and I could do some business ourselves tonight. If you have other plans, I could make it worth your while to break ‘em.”
He doesn’t recognize me. How can he not recognize me?
“What are you talking about, sir?”
Lawrence showed his teeth. “I’m the man who’s gonna be watching over all of you in just a few days. But wouldn’t you rather hear the details at Grucci’s, over a glass of wine and some oysters Rockefeller?”
“Are you here to see someone in particular, sir? I doubt it’s me. I’m only a file clerk.”
“Well, in that case, why don’t you assume that whoever I’m here to see just died horribly, and you pinch-hit for him?” The edge on his tone undermined the attempt at jocularity.
He was drunk last night. What’s his excuse today?
“Sir, I have to assume that you know where you are, and that it’s where you intend to be. But unless you tell me at once who’s expecting you, I’ll have to see you out.”
The rebuff didn’t jog Ernest Lawrence’s memory, but it definitely jogged his anger. He reached toward her as if to take hold of the front of her blouse.
Christine seized the approaching hand by the thumb and twisted sharply, just as she’d done the previous evening. Just as he’d done the previous evening, Ernest Lawrence cried out and fell to his knees.
“Remember me yet, Mr. Lawrence?”
His eyes filled with belated recognition and animal rage. He tried to rise, but she used the lever against his wrist to force him backward. Bent nearly double, he could not prevent her from snagging the gun at his hip. Without taking her eyes off him or lessening her pressure on his wrist, she released the safety and leveled his gun at him. Fear entered his face to mix with the anger and pain there.
“I gave you three chances.” She kept her tone pleasant. “That’s two more than you had any right to expect and three more than you deserved. You’re leaving now.”
She hauled him to his feet and marched him backwards to the entrance of the suite, keeping the pistol’s muzzle pressed against his nose the whole way. At the door, she released his hand and allowed him to back away.
“I’m going to call the police and report this incident. In about half an hour, I’ll be leaving here to go to lunch. Don’t be anywhere nearby, because if I see you, I’ll kill you.”
The glare he returned her as she backed him down the hallway was pregnant with promise.
She did not lower the gun until she had closed and locked the door. When she turned back toward the office, she discovered that every one of her coworkers had followed her. Among their stunned faces, Dolores Lemaire’s stood out, a veritable mask of fear.
Friday afternoon, May 5
Christine kicked her door shut behind her, slung her box of personal items into the corner of the living room, strode into the kitchenette, yanked the refrigerator door open, and stopped. As nastily as her morning had concluded, she wasn’t in the mood merely to fix lunch for herself and while away the afternoon with a book.
A giant thug rides into the office wearing a gun, threatens the management, tries to manhandle me, and I get canned for dealing with him. I must have stepped in something on the way to work.
Put it behind you, Christine.
Shit on a rye bagel, Nag, can’t I have a little time to mope over it before you ring in with the sensible advice?
What would Louis say?
Oh, you’re standing in for him, now? Probably that they didn’t deserve me and I’d be better off without them. He’d be right. Won’t help me to meet the bills, though.
You’ll manage. Do something constructive and you’ll stop fuming. You might even manage to have a pleasant evening.
The inner advisor was right, as always. She surveyed the contents of the fridge, noted the shortages of milk and cheese, closed the door and headed for the commercial pavilion in the Kettle Knoll cluster.
By two o’clock that afternoon, Conway had finished introducing himself to Amherst’s commercial tenants. He’d intended to return at once to Integral headquarters, but as he approached the main guard shack, Sylvia Wang shot from it as if fired from a cannon. The patrol supervisor’s long black hair streamed behind her in the breeze like a battle flag.
“Boss, Jack Schilling’s been looking for you. Says it’s urgent.”
“Okay, Sylvia. Relax.” He strode into the shack, picked up the phone and punched Schilling’s office number. The businessman picked it up on one ring.
“Schilling.”
“Hello, Jack, Kevin Conway.”
“Kevin! The Lawrences just phoned. They’re headed your way.”
Conway tensed. “To do what?”
“Ernest wants to pitch his services directly to the commercial tenants. At least that’s what he said. What Ray’s doing with him, I couldn’t say, but he read me chapter and verse about Ernest’s right to have access to any public accommodation on Amherst’s grounds. Babysit them for me? Please?”
“Calm down, Jack. It’ll be no problem. I’ll get back to you this evening.” Conway laid the handset in its cradle and turned to Sylvia Wang.
“How many uniforms do we have on station here at the moment?”
“Six, including me.”
“Anything on the threat board at headquarters?”
She looked into an overhead monitor. “Nothing showing.”
Conway scanned the complex swiftly. There were no signs of trouble to blot the pleasant spring day in progress.
This could upset a lot of people.
“Call Larry and tell him I said to get everyone in the ready room down here at once. Full kit. We’re going to have company, and I want them to see us at our best.”
“Gotcha, Boss.” She lifted the radio mike and keyed it.
Ernest Lawrence’s limousine turned smoothly from Forslund Avenue into the main entrance to Amherst Estates and slowed to a stop before the red-and-white-striped steel barrier that protruded from the guard shack. Ray Lawrence scowled as four uniformed Integral Security patrolmen emerged from the shack and surrounded the car. Ernest lowered his window and sneered at the tall, bearded patrolman that presented himself there.
“We’re headed to the commercial buildings. If you don’t like it, call Jack Schilling.”
The patrolman leaned over to inspect the interior of the limo. His eyes lit on Ray, and he nodded.
“Tell your driver to stay with the escort, Mr. Lawrence.”
Ernest Lawrence stared hard at the patrolman. “Escort?”
“Yes, sir. See those cars over there?”
Two green and white sedans bearing Integral’s logo stood at the curb twenty yards ahead. Both had drivers poised and waiting, engines running.
“Just wait for the barrier to rise, get moving, and they’ll form up on you. We wouldn’t want you to get lost, maybe get into trouble, so they’re going to stay with you during your visit.”
Ray slid toward his brother and glared up at the Integral patrolman.
“You recognize me, boy?”
The patrolman nodded. “Sure do, Chief. You recognize me?”
“Don’t give me any of your lip, Mr....” Lawrence squinted at the patrolman’s badge. “Rowland?”
The patrolman grinned. “Al Rowland at your service, Chief. Remember my cousin Patricia Rowland? Used to live here? Mid-thirties, pretty girl, kinda tall? Though you might not have noticed that, seeing that you only met her after she’d been murdered.” The grin vanished. “We’re not going to let you wander this campus unescorted. You’re not here on police business, and no one here has asked to see you. You’ll stay with the escort, or we’ll corral you and show you out. Mr. Schilling’s lawyers can argue with yours about it later.” Rowland turned to the limo driver. “Wait for the barrier to rise, then move along.”
Rowland backed away, and the barrier rose. One Integral car gunned its engine and moved out ahead. The other pulled in behind the limo. The convoy moved at a stately pace toward Thirty-Five Kettle Knoll.
Kevin Conway stood waiting for them at the front steps of the building.
“Good afternoon, Chief, Ernest.”
Both the Lawrences glowered at Conway. Neither offered a hand.
“I understand you want to visit all the commercial tenants? Might be more than one afternoon’s project, but we’ll do our best to accommodate you.” He turned toward the building entrance, and Ernest Lawrence thundered at his back.
“Where do you think you’re going, asshole?”
Conway turned and smiled at the unhappy pair. “I’m your guide to these regions, Ernest. I’m going to show you the sights.”
Ernest looked about to explode. Ray laid a hand on his shoulder and squeezed.
“That won’t be necessary, Conway. We can manage by ourselves.”
Conway shook his head slowly. “Mr. Schilling and I disagree with you. And as you’re not tenants here, we feel a special responsibility to insure that you don’t get lost or injured.” He pulled open the tall glass door and beckoned to the Lawrences to accompany him inside. “Now, where shall we begin?”
Conway was having too good a time. Every time he looked at either of the Lawrence brothers, he had to fight down a howl of laughter.
The tenants of Thirty-Five Kettle Knoll hadn’t even let Ernest Lawrence finish introducing himself before asking him and his brother to leave their premises. The ones on the first floor of Forty Kettle Knoll had reacted in identical fashion. With Conway there, the Lawrences had had no option but to comply. Ray Lawrence appeared thoroughly disgusted with the proceedings, ready to surrender. From the color of Ernest’s face, his blood pressure was grazing four figures.
The Lawrences trudged up the wide staircase to the second-floor pavilion as if the rejections they’d accumulated had worn them out. Conway didn’t relent. He bounded up the stairs with an exuberance that seemed excessive even to him.
As they reached the head of the stairs, Christine D’Alessandro came out through the glass double doors to Liguori’s Deli, a brown paper bag cradled in the crook of her left arm. Conway had made her acquaintance earlier, in the shoe boutique in Thirty-Five. She caught Conway’s gaze and smiled perfunctorily at him. When he stepped aside to allow her to pass, her gaze went to Ernest Lawrence, her eyes went wide, and her groceries went to the floor. She tensed.
So did Ernest. He reached for his gun.
The young woman’s right foot lashed up and out. The toe of her pump caught Ernest perfectly beneath the sternum. Ernest spasmed and staggered backwards as the air rushed out of his lungs. She surged forward and delivered a picture perfect side kick to Lawrence’s stomach. Conway thought her follow-through was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.
Ernest Lawrence flew back down the stairs in a graceful arc and slammed into the wall at their base. He slid to the floor and lay there stunned, leaving the sheetrock printed with the outline of his huge body.
Christine kicked off her pumps and vaulted down the stairs in three long strides to stand over her fallen adversary. Rapid footsteps and the creak of doors swinging open alerted Conway to the gathering of an audience. The crash of Ernest’s landing had brought observers from every suite on the lobby to stand and gawk. Christine paid them no mind.
Ray Lawrence started toward his brother. Conway caught him by the arm and squeezed hard. The boss cop shot him a murderous look, but arrested his motion.
“Bought another of these already, Mr. Lawrence?” Christine yanked the Browning out of Ernest’s hip holster, tearing the retaining strap off. “Or do you have a stockpile at home?” Her voice was tight with combat tension. She pulled the clip from the weapon and threw it aside, racked the slide to inspect the chamber, and looked back up the stairs. “Mr. Conway, where’s the nearest of your cameras?”
Conway gestured at the wall above her, and her eyes followed.
With one hand, Christine hauled Ernest Lawrence into a semi-erect position and shoved him into the camera’s field of view. She halted him at the base of the stairs and held him there by his gunbelt.
“Hey, you. Not Conway, the other one. Are you related to this idiot?”
Conway clamped down on Ray Lawrence’s arm. The police chief didn’t move.
“He’s my brother, Miss.”
A gasp came from behind them. Connie Liguori had arrived. Her face was white, and she had one hand to her lips.
“If I kill him, will you take it personally? Will I have to kill you too?”
The question shocked Conway into releasing the arm he gripped. Ray Lawrence surprised him further by not flying into a rage.
“As much of a relief as it would be to me, Miss, I’m afraid I’d have to take steps. I’m the chief of police in these parts.” Ray Lawrence’s voice was hard-edged but steady. “I don’t mind seeing you put the fear of God into him, but anything more than that would be unacceptable.”
Christine nodded. While Conway, Liguori, Ray Lawrence and Integral Security’s camera watched, she ripped off Ernest’s trousers, pulled down his briefs, and rammed the barrel of his Browning into his anus.
Ernest screamed.
Saturday, May 6
Christine had grown disgusted with the want ads all too quickly. No one in Onteora seemed to need her computer skills, and she was unwilling to take a second waitressing job. She was killing her Saturday morning over lukewarm coffee and an indifferently interesting fantasy novel when she heard the knock at the door. She opened it to find Kevin Conway, in a neat blue suit and smiling gently.
“Mr. Conway?”
“The very same.” He extended a hand, and she took it.
“You’re not here about yesterday’s little dance contest, are you?”
Conway grinned. His green eyes glinted with amusement. “Sort of, actually. Just don’t kick me, okay?”
“Not if you behave yourself.” She gestured him toward the kitchenette, and they took seats at her table. “What can I do for you, Mr. Conway?”
“Well, first, may I ask you to call me Kevin?”
“Certainly...Kevin. I guess that makes me Christine.”
Not many of the men I’ve called by their first names are still alive.
“Thank you, Christine,” he said. “Do you have some time I could impose on, some day soon?”
Me? “Well, uh, sure. I’m usually free Sundays and Mondays. What can I do for you?”
“Come to Integral headquarters some Monday and swap kicks with a few of my people. You were impressive yesterday. Cool and precise. I’d like to see whether you could pass a little of that along to my staff.”
It took her by surprise. “Kevin, I’m not a teacher or anything. I can spar with your folks, but I’m not sure I could do more than that.”
He grinned again. “That would be more than enough. I have a couple of people who think they’re pretty sharp. I think you could take them.”
“On the basis of two kicks?”
He nodded. “Let’s just say I have some experience in that area myself. Anyway, if you were to do me that little favor, it would help me to deal with some ego issues that have become a problem around my shop lately.”
“Well...” She pondered. “I don’t have a problem with it. Are you sure it won’t cause more problems than it solves?”
He shrugged. “Who knows?” His expression became slightly impish. “But just seeing what you can do against my best would be worth the risk. Are you willing?”
I haven’t had any decent practice opportunities in years.
Be careful, Christine.
What? Oh, Nag, you know I can take care of myself.
No doubt of it. But can you assume the same about this gentleman’s personnel?
I won’t hurt anyone. Well, not much, anyway.
Just watch yourself. You don’t know your own strength or prowess. You never have.
The inner voice faded to silence. She found Conway peering at her in concern.
“Thinking hard?” he said.
She grinned. “I don’t know another way to do it. How about this coming Monday?”
“Whoops,” Conway said. “I have an ugly meeting this coming Monday, and I don’t know how long it’ll last. What about the fifteenth...no, how about the twenty-second?”
“Monday the twenty-second...” That’ll give me time to get some sparring in with Malcolm. “Okay. Say, nine AM?”
He rose and offered his hand again. “I look forward to it.”
Ray Lawrence rose from his seat in the waiting room of the Hartwell Memorial Hospital as the surgeon approached.
“Chief Lawrence? Your brother’s ready to leave. He’ll have some discomfort for a while, particularly when he eliminates. He should make sure to keep the cushion we provided him handy at all times.”
Lawrence nodded curtly. “What’s your name, Doctor?”
The surgeon grinned. “Gerry Troiano.” He held out a hand, but let it fall to his side when Lawrence made no move to take it.
“Did Ernest sustain any permanent damage?”
“No, sir. Only his anus was torn, and that’s a remarkably tough and resilient muscle. There was no internal damage. He will have some discomfort, and he’d best stick to a liquid diet for about two weeks, but he’ll heal all the way.”
Might be better if he didn’t. Teach him not to mess with strange women.
“Very good, Doctor. Have the bill sent to the department.” Lawrence turned toward the door.
“You should tell the admissions people—”
Lawrence turned a glower of dismissal on him and strode away.
Lawrence scowled and muttered to himself as he strode toward Ernest’s room. There had been a tempest in his skull ever since the event that had sent his brother to Hartwell.
Ernest had tried to draw a weapon against a woman who’d done nothing but look at him. She’d given him exactly what he deserved, and Ray Lawrence had not been unhappy to see it.
But he’s family. Momma would have my hide in strips if I didn’t back him up. And he’s going to want revenge.
Raymond Lawrence knew himself to be a profoundly immoral man. In his younger years he’d indulged in an array of vices that would have ruptured Ernest’s stunted imagination. He’d lied, cheated, and bullied his way to his position at the top of the Onteora police hierarchy. He’d ruthlessly exploited his position for personal gain, indifferent to the cost to the public’s safety. But there was one rule he had never violated. It had been driven into him with innumerable blows of a broom handle and cemented in place by his mother’s deathbed request: never turn against your family.
He could not bring himself to violate it now.
If he asks me to take her down, I have to do it. I just hope he doesn’t ask.
He squared his shoulders and pushed open the door to the recovery area. Ernest was moving around painfully, settling his pants around his waist and belting them with many a flinch. He looked up as his brother entered and glared.
“I’m not gonna sit still for this, Ray.”
Ray couldn’t repress a grin. “You aren’t gonna be doing a lot of sitting for a while, bro.”
Ernest sat to don his shoes, winced, rose halfway, and adjusted the toroidal pillow under his rear end. The bed creaked in protest as he resettled himself.
“You think that bitch isn’t gonna get in your way some day? Or Conway, or that asshole Schilling?”
“Save your worries for your own asshole, bro. I’ll deal with ‘em when I have to.”
Ernest’s face flushed with fury, then smoothed out quickly. A crafty look came over him, and the faintest of smiles.
“Enjoyed the show, didn’t you, Ray? Got to watch that bitch kick me down a flight of stairs and shove my own gun up my ass. Probably what you’ve been wanting to do for twenty years, and you didn’t have to move a muscle. I wonder what Momma would think of that. You wonder about that, bro?”
Every muscle in Ray’s body had gone tight. “Momma whupped your ass often enough. Shouldn’t be all that new to you.”
“Yeah, yeah. Every day and twice on Sundays. Then told you to take me to Amici’s for ice cream. Told you to hold my hand crossing the street, make sure I didn’t get hurt. Gave you hell if you didn’t know where I was. Right, bro?”
Ernest settled back against the bed, tucked his hands behind his head, and closed his eyes. “I miss Momma something fierce. She never let anyone fuck with her baby. Not Momma.” His eyes fleered mockingly half-open. “You miss her too, don’t you, bro?”
Ray Lawrence yearned with every fiber of his being to draw his sidearm and put a round between the eyes of the smirking creature Fate had given him for a brother. His hand moved toward his holster, seemingly of its own accord. He halted it, gave an inarticulate cry, and hurled himself from the room.
Monday, May 8
Ray Lawrence was indeed at Integral’s practices review.
Conway entered the cherry-paneled hearing room of the Protective Services Commission with Stephen Sumner at his back. The three commissioners nodded acknowledgement of Conway’s presence, frowned briefly and without recognition at Sumner, and bade them be seated. Conway sat in one of the heavy armchairs arrayed before their formal bench; Sumner took an adjacent one. The police chief was already seated along the far wall, slumped sideways against it. His features were unreadable in the dimly lit room. Two stenographers flanked the commissioners, poised and ready, their machines humming before them.
“May we ask whom you’ve brought with you, Mr. Conway?” Commissioner Theodore Kaczmarek said.
“But of course. Honored commissioners, allow me to introduce Stephen Graham Sumner, the lieutenant governor of the great state of New York.” Sumner rose, bowed slightly, and resumed his seat. “He’s here visiting his home town, and when I told him about these proceedings, he asked if he might attend them. Now, may I ask why Chief Lawrence is present?” Conway tried to sound unconcerned.
Lawrence pulled himself up a little.
“Surely Chief Lawrence has a legitimate interest in the proceedings here. He’s the county’s top law enforcement official.” Commissioner Art McFarlane’s gravelly voice was flat. His craggy features betrayed no emotion.
“Oh, I see. Then I’m to be charged with a crime?”
All three commissioners started in their seats. The stenographers exchanged worried looks.
“Not at all, Mr. Conway.” Commissioner Letitia Corning’s cultured alto was soothingly soft. “However, a number of the complaints against your organization were processed through the police department. Chief Lawrence is here to provide details.”
Conway smiled and nodded. “I see. A number, you say, Ms. Corning? How many complaints are there in total?”
She glanced down at her folio. “Three.”
“And how many of those three were processed through the Onteora police?”
Corning’s lips thinned. Angry lines appeared around the corners of her eyes. “Three.”
Conway nodded again. “That sounds like a hundred percent involvement, Ms. Corning. Doesn’t it trouble you that all the complaints against Integral came through a single source? From a public sector organization that might be said to have an interest in seeing private concerns like mine put out of the way?”
Lawrence was staring angrily at him.
You wanted to play hardball, Chief. Now we’ll find out if you can hit the curve.
“Mr. Conway, it isn’t for the commission to determine what constitutes a legitimate source of a complaint. We sit specifically to investigate and evaluate all reports of a protective service’s reliability and honesty. Surely you’re aware of that by now.” Kaczmarek’s asperity was a warning shot across Conway’s bow: Defer as we expect you to, or we’ll make it worse.
Conway met the old man’s eyes squarely and produced a frigid smile.
Sumner rose to the occasion. “As it happens,” he said, “I’m not merely the lieutenant governor of New York. I’m also a lawyer. By law, the commission’s proceedings are supposed to be public. Where was this meeting announced? What paper of record and which issue?”
Worry creased Kaczmarek’s face. He glanced over at Corning, who hissed, “No one but the principals have an interest in what we do.” The male commissioners nodded, looking very much as if they wanted to hide behind their chairwoman.
Conway put steel into his gaze. “Very well. Then please be kind enough to give me the names of the complainants and the particulars of their complaints, as required by the Sixth Amendment to the Constitution of the United States.”
“Mr. Conway,” Sumner said, “the Sixth Amendment applies only to criminal prosecutions. This is a regulatory body. It has no power to impose a criminal penalty on you.”
Conway smiled. “I’m aware of that, Lieutenant Governor. I’m also aware that this ‘regulatory body’ has the power to suspend my license to operate my company. My license to earn my living. My license to employ approximately a hundred other persons to earn their livings. Should it do so without informing me, most specifically, of the accusers and accusations against my company, in true Star Chamber fashion, I would immediately institute suit against its members, individually and severally, in federal court. I would seek very high damages. I would be compelled by my conscience and my duty to my employees, if nothing else. What odds would you give me were I to do that?”
Sumner cocked his head as if reviewing precedents. “Not bad at all. A verdict in seven to eight figures would be a distinct possibility.”
“That was my estimate, as well.” Conway turned back to the commissioners. “Now where were we?”
Corning blanched. She read unsteadily from her folio. “The names I have are Ophelia Jamieson, Clarence Tisdale, and Lawrence Lipinsky.”
Conway smiled and glanced over his shoulder. “Bring ‘em in, Larry.”
All eyes went to the doors. Larry Sokoloff came through them first. Behind him walked a small, mousy woman of about sixty in an antiquated lacework hat, a portly, ruddy-faced man in a sweat-stained gray suit, and a giant of a man in khaki overalls, who stared down at his feet as he twisted a baseball cap in his work-roughened hands. The four moved forward and formed a rank behind Conway and Sumner, facing the commission members.
“Honored commissioners, it occurred to me that you might never have met the people Chief Lawrence was going to tell you about, so I decided to bring them along. It’s my pleasure to introduce Miss Ophelia Jamieson, Mister Clarence Tisdale, and Mister Lawrence Lipinsky. Now, would you prefer to receive your information second or third hand through Chief Lawrence, or would you like to hear from the complainants themselves?”
The three commissioners sat back with near-identical expressions of dismay. Ray Lawrence looked as if he might burst a blood vessel. When the silence had lasted some fifteen seconds, Conway rose from his seat and took command.
“Miss Jamieson here lives at Lakeshore Vistas. She had a minor problem with one of my patrolmen. The fellow was in pursuit of a purse snatcher, and accidentally stepped in Miss Jamieson’s marigold beds. I probably heard about it before the Chief did. I told the patrolman to offer to make restitution to Miss Jamieson. Did he, Ma’am?”
The little woman turned an adoring smile on Conway. “Replanted them all by himself the very next day, Mr. Conway. We’ve gotten to be good friends since then.”
Conway returned the smile and stepped to the portly man. “Now, Mister Tisdale here had a more serious complaint. He lives at Onteora Terrace. He believed he’d been sassed by an Integral patrolman, and he wanted an apology. But what did we find out, Mister Tisdale?”
Tisdale looked abashed. “It was a county cop that gave me lip.”
Conway nodded. “You see, Mr. Tisdale has a color distortion problem with his vision. He can’t see the difference between our dark green uniforms and the county’s blue ones. It was only after he’d been to Second Precinct and had gotten a little assistance from Captain Magruder that he became sure his cad had been wearing green. But I wanted to be sure, so I lined up all of Integral’s patrols and let him inspect them. None of them matched the one who’d insulted him. A county cop he saw a few days later did.”
Last in line was the shy-looking giant.
“Mister Lipinsky here is a particularly interesting case. We had to roust him out of Calabria’s Pharmacy. A cheap lawyer saw it, got hold of him and persuaded him to file an exclusionary practices suit under the Civil Rights Restoration Act. Didn’t make it to court, though. Would you tell them why, Larry?”
Lipinsky nodded unhappily. “I got thrown out ‘cause I was actin’ fresh to a lady. Then I threw up on her.” He shrugged without looking up. “I used to drink a lot.”
Conway put a hand on Lipinsky’s shoulder in a caress of reassurance before turning back to the commissioners. “Larry doesn’t drink any more, ladies and gentlemen. He’s Integral’s maintenance man now. He lives in our headquarters building, in an apartment we built just for him.”
The humming of the steno machines was the only sound in the room.
Conway strode forward and planted his fists on the commissioners’ bench. He leaned over and swept his gaze across the stunned faces. “Now, honored commissioners, as a member of the interested public, I have a question for you. When was the last review of complaints against Lawrence Security, and how can I get a copy of the minutes of that session?”
“Ernest’s doings are no business of yours,” growled Ray Lawrence.
Conway straightened and looked at the police chief. Anger and distaste shone from Lawrence’s eyes. Conway sauntered up to him and stared down at him where he sat.
“Is that so?” he said softly.
Lawrence turned away. Conway gathered up Sumner, Sokoloff, and his three witnesses by eye, and they departed.
“So that’s the Protective Services Commission,” Sumner said.
Conway nodded. “Onteora County’s version, anyway.” He started the engine of his Bronco, gunned it briefly, and pulled out of the county center’s parking lot. “What did you think?”
Sumner had kept quiet from the PSC hearing room to the passenger door of Conway’s car. He’d been contemplating what he’d witnessed on a broader basis than for itself alone.
New York State is broke, no one will buy its bonds, its infrastructure is crumbling, its schools are a laughingstock, employers are emigrating in bunches, a legislator is indicted about every other week, and this is what Roland Wriston considers a major problem that requires the hand of the lieutenant governor.
“I think New York has a problem I wasn’t previously aware of,” he said at last. “And I think Governor Wriston probably knows more about it than he lets on.”
“He sent you here under a presumption of guilt, didn’t he?” Conway cut smoothly across the highway and onto Grand Avenue.
“Your guilt? Yes, indeed,” Sumner said. “He left no doubt about the conclusion I was supposed to reach.”
“I think I’d find it hard to work with someone like that.”
“Work with?” Sumner snorted. “Try work for. Roland Wriston regards me as his employee. Not as a duly elected public official with duties of my own. When I started scheduling public appearances on my own initiative, for my own purposes, he took it as an offense against his prerogatives. He doesn’t much care for what I say at those appearances, either.”
Conway wheeled them into his parking space at Integral headquarters, killed the engine, and turned to face Sumner. “What was the gist?”
“That law in the United States has taken a lot of abuse,” Sumner said. “That we have far too many lawyers who don’t care what the law says. Too many judges who think they’re legislators as well as jurists. That improving the quality of New York legal practice and courtroom administration should be near the top of our priority lists.” Another snort. “Things you’d expect from a Republican official, that you wouldn’t expect another Republican to be offended by.”
Conway grinned. “No, I’d say not. But there aren’t that many Republicans who walk that walk, these days. To hear it proclaimed openly threatens to upset their applecarts. Get people thinking along those lines, and who knows? They might expect the black-letter law to mean something.”
Sumner sat silently thinking for a long moment.
“Steve?”
“You know, they might,” he murmured. “They just might.”
Tuesday, May 9
“You did what?”
Christine feinted to the right and immediately shot her left leg at Malcolm Loughlin’s right, hooking at his knee. Loughlin turned to his left and surged toward her, trying to catch her in a back cradle. She flipped forward, over his head, and turned to face him again.
“I took his gun from him and shoved it up his ass.”
She whirled counterclockwise and launched a spin kick at his midriff. He squatted and immediately scythed a leg at her ankles. She cartwheeled backwards and resumed her combat crouch as he surged back to his feet.
“In front of his brother, who just happens to be the chief of police? Chris, if I didn’t know better, I’d think you were looking for trouble.”
“Nope. Just trying to discourage the guy a little. It was the third time in less than a week, Malcolm. How much of that shit am I supposed to take?”
She launched two quick snap-thrust kicks at his head. He bobbed adroitly to avoid them, but she dropped onto her back and shot a vertical scissors at him, catching his torso squarely between her upthrust legs, then clamped him between them. With two quick twists, he was pinned beneath her. He squirmed a moment, then slapped the ground three times. She released him, and they rose and bowed to one another.
He grinned. “You haven’t lost a step.”
She gave him a mock curtsey. “You haven’t either,” she fibbed. “You’re still a step behind me.”
“Watch it, young’un. I might cut off your allowance.” He grabbed a towel from a nearby lawn chair and dried his head and neck. “Seriously, Chris, that might not have been the smartest thing to do. He doesn’t sound bright enough to get the idea. His brother might not be inclined to restrain him.”
“So? If I have to spank him again, I’ll spank him again.”
Loughlin tossed the towel onto the lawn chair and sighed. “You’re even more headlong than Louis was, child. What was your objective in that situation?”
“To convince a creep to go be a creep somewhere else. So?”
“Are you sure you’ve achieved that?”
“Well, I won’t really know for a while, will I?”
“Do you even know why he showed up where you live?”
She started to speak, stopped herself.
He’s got a point.
Loughlin was shaking his head gently. “It’s hard to fault your initial actions. He was, after all, going for his weapon. But the denouement should have been thought out more thoroughly. You might have compounded your troubles, and you’ve got no low-risk way of finding out.”
“Malcolm, I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to think it over.”
He cocked an eyebrow. “Oh? Then you didn’t incapacitate him? He was on his feet and coming toward you?”
She grimaced and bowed her head.
“Sorry. You’re right. So what should I do now?”
His gaze was solemn. “Hope, Christine. Hope that your little chastisement had the effect you wanted. Hope that you don’t have another random encounter with him where he has the advantage. Hope that he and his associates don’t manage to take you unawares in the dark.”
“Just hope?”
“Just hope. You squandered all your options with that precipitous decision. The next move will be his.” He waved her toward the trailer’s door. “Let’s get some coffee.”
She nodded. Boomer was staring out the window at the two of them. The Newfoundland quivered with tension. Drool was running down the inner surface of the glass.
“Do you think he’ll ever get used to our sparring, Malcolm?”
“No, Chris. He’s not supposed to.”
Ray Lawrence accepted Artie Fliedermaus’s check and dropped it into the top drawer of his desk. The little burglar sat motionless. Normally he would have brought his “license renewal payment” to Wendell Magruder at the Second Precinct, but the word had been on the street for several days that the Chief of Police was calling in favors.
“Do you know what your name means, Artie?” Lawrence’s posture was relaxed and his voice was casual, but his fingers drummed the desk before him in a rapid rhythm.
Fliedermaus nodded. “It was an inspiration to me in my early years.”
“Be glad your folks didn’t name you Rocco. Have you heard anything about me lately from your professional associates?”
Fliedermaus nodded again. “You want something. No one wants to say what.”
Lawrence rose from his desk and paced a few steps back and forth. He stuck his hands into his pockets and let his eyes wander the office.
“The licensing program’s come under pressure, Artie. I’ll be needing some help from you boys at the sharp end to keep it healthy.”
Fliedermaus’s jaw muscles tightened. Here it comes. “What kind of help, Chief?”
“Balance.” Lawrence went to a large map of the county pinned to the wall. It looked wildly out of place there, over his beautiful barrister’s bookcases and beside his mahogany breakfront étagère.
“The county’s crime statistics show a particular distribution, from month to month. That distribution seems to concentrate on some areas and avoid others completely. Take Oakleigh, for example.” Lawrence jabbed a finger at the map. “More than three times as many hits per month as Foxwood. People see patterns like this and ask why. Who do you think they ask, Artie?”
Fliedermaus held his tongue.
“Makes me uncomfortable to face questions like that. People always have theories about the patterns they see. Racism. Incompetence. Corruption. Ideas that can cause the police a lot of trouble.”
Especially when they’re correct.
Fliedermaus pretended to study the map. “So, if the reports were more balanced, you’d be better able to face those questions?”
Lawrence’s thin smile didn’t reach his eyes. “They wouldn’t arise at all. I could keep my mind on the important things, like running a county police department that’s operated smoothly and profitably these past few years, due in large part to its well-chosen alliances.”
He let his finger trail down the map until it rested inside a blue oblong labeled Amherst Estates. “Now, this particular anomaly has really bothered me of late. Jack Schilling used to call here every other day, wanting to know what we were doing about the burglary problems his tenants were having. But I haven’t gotten a call from him in quite some time. The neighboring communities still have the same crime rates, so what’s so special about Amherst? What’s Schilling got that his neighbors don’t?”
Integral Security. “Have you discussed it with him, Chief?”
Lawrence nodded. “And I didn’t like what I heard. Not one little bit. It bugs me, Artie, it really, truly bugs me. It’s got its jaws around my ankle and it won’t let go. I am so wrought up about the subject that words fail me. You wouldn’t believe what I’d be willing to do, if that anomaly were somehow to be...resolved.”
Fliedermaus allowed himself to smile. “I can believe more than you think, Chief. A discount on my license, maybe? Say about fifty percent?”
Lawrence looked down into Fliedermaus’s eyes and shook his head slowly. “Say about a hundred percent, Artie.”
“Whoo!”
Lawrence returned to his desk and seated himself. “I’ve told you and five others about my troubles in this connection. Don’t go blabbing it around among your associates. I don’t want it to become a subject for the hoi polloi. But if I see a substantial leveling out of the breaking and entering rates between Amherst and the surrounding community, I’ll be happy to suspend your licensure payments for as long as the balance holds.” He leaned back in his chair and produced another thin, cheerless smile. “You can take that to the bank.”
The first floor of Integral Security’s headquarters building held the ready room, the media room, the gym and a storage area. The second floor contained the locker bays and showers, offices for Conway, Larry Sokoloff and the watch supervisors, a large conference room, and a larger cafeteria. The entire building was kept scrupulously clean, an effort with which all Integral personnel were expected to help. Conway himself inspected it weekly. A kick mark on a baseboard or a fingerprint on a switch plate, an overflowing wastebasket or a crumpled napkin left on a cafeteria table, a greasy feel underfoot in the showers or a whiff of anything not perfectly fresh had been known to send him into a frenzy.
On entering the building, he stopped in the ready room to press the flesh and distribute you-done-goods to several patrols who’d recently earned them. Afterward, he went to the monitoring room, where the remote security functions were coordinated. The place was hushed and dark, as usual. Extraneous lighting would have made the banks of monitor screens more difficult to watch. The operators that sat at them spoke rarely, always in low tones, into headset microphones.
He wasn’t the only non-operator in the room. A young patrolman he recognized as a new recruit stood behind one bank of screens, peering at them almost as intently as the operators assigned to the duty.
“Good afternoon, Mr. Randall.”
The patrolman jerked around. He was tall and slender, with blue eyes and a head of thick blond hair cut militarily short. He smiled guiltily at Conway, as if he’d been caught at something disreputable.
“Good afternoon, sir.”
“Ready room a bit confining, son?”
Aaron Randall bobbed his head. “I was curious, too. I’ve never seen this end of the business before.”
Conway smiled. “Indulge yourself, just as long as you don’t disturb the operators. They have to watch and listen hard. Oh, and keep an ear cocked for your name on the PA. It’s miked very low in here, ‘way lower than in the ready room. You’ll probably hear it, if you don’t let yourself get too distracted. Got it?”
“Yes, sir. Thanks.”
Conway clapped the young man on the shoulder and headed up the stairs to his office.
He’d removed his jacket and almost managed to sit at his desk when Larry Sokoloff came in bearing a sheaf of forms.
“Trouble, Larry?”
Sokoloff grimaced. It looked natural on his dark Slavic face. “Not sure, Boss. We have about a third of the pistol licenses coming up for renewal on June first. That’s less than a month away, and we haven’t gotten the county notification we got every other year. It might be nothing, but, well, you know how things have been lately.”
Indeed I do.
“Do we have any obvious problems with the renewals?”
Sokoloff shook his head. “Not even a parking ticket on any of them.”
“Good. Then put the renewal applications through as usual, right away. If we don’t get all green responses within five business days, we’ll still have time for corrective action, and I’ll see to it myself.”
Sokoloff grinned. “Okay. If you can be calm about it, I guess I can, too.”
“Does the routine ever grind you, Larry?”
“I can handle it, Boss. You do the strategy and the diplomacy, I do the details, remember?”
Conway nodded. Sokoloff had been a blessing to him from Integral’s first day. He was well above average intelligence, a meticulous organizer and recordkeeper with the energy of youth. He worked six days a week without complaint, and would probably toss in his Sundays if Conway were cruel enough to ask. He could put eight out of ten rounds through the X-ring at a hundred feet with any handgun he touched. He knew when to talk and when to keep silent, and normally preferred to do the latter. As a result, when he talked, everyone listened, and he seldom had to say anything twice. He had the gift for making others want to do what he told them to do. Inexplicably, this thirty-one-year-old avatar of the police virtues had sworn absolute fealty to Kevin Conway and treated him like a demigod.
Don’t question your good fortune, Kevin me boy.
“We’re going to have a special event Monday after next, Larry. A visitor.”
Sokoloff nodded. “Another VIP?”
“Nope. A martial artist to die for. I want you and Sylvia and some of the other young turks to spar with her, see if there’s anything to learn from her.”
“Her?”
“Her. Make sure you’re loose. She’s very, very good.”
Sokoloff appraised him questioningly. “What about you? Going to sit on the sidelines while we do all the work?”
Conway grinned. “We’ll see.”
Schilling peered along the wall of oaks that girded the Amherst campus. “I can’t see them.”
Sylvia Wang grinned up at him. “That’s the idea. But they can see you.”
He followed her back to the guard shack, where a young patrolman sat before a panel of alarm lights that had been installed just that day. Each one was labeled with a street name and a segment number. Overhead was a small alarm bell, also new. She pointed to the one marked FORSLUND 1.
“If you were to trip the sensors I mounted on those trees, that bell would sound and this bulb would illuminate. As long as we have someone in this shack, or someone at headquarters watching the remotes tapped into these, Amherst is impenetrable. Want a demonstration?”
Schilling shook his head. “I believe it. Thanks, Miss Wang. Will Mr. Conway be back this way any time soon? I’d like to thank him, too.”
The patrol supervisor shrugged. “I have no idea. It doesn’t matter. This is what you’re paying us for, isn’t it?”
The remark startled Schilling. “Well, yes, but it’s considered gracious to thank an artisan for a job well done. And believe me, Miss Wang, this is a hell of a lot better job than I’m accustomed to getting from a security firm.”
Sylvia Wang’s delicate Oriental features twitched as if she needed to sneeze. “You haven’t known Mr. Conway long, have you?”
“No.”
“Relax. He’ll spoil you for anyone else.”
“Oh? Does he set out to do that?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Schilling. But he always does.”
Sumner was at his desk, clutching a corned beef on rye with his left hand and roughing out a speech with his right, when the phone rang. He swallowed, dropped his pen and reached for the handset without looking at the caller ID.
“Morn—uh, afternoon. Lieutenant governor’s office, Sumner speaking.”
“What the hell have you done?”
The anger in Roland Wriston’s voice nearly caused Sumner to drop the phone. He breathed deeply once and counseled himself to serenity.
I’ve already decided what I’m going to do, so this doesn’t matter.
“Why, Governor, I’ve done exactly as you asked me to do. I’ve inserted myself into that little private-public dispute you mentioned, looked into the particulars, spoken with the principals, and now it’s all squared away. But you sound perturbed. Were you hoping for some other outcome?”
“You know damned well I was! I’ve been on the phone with Chief Lawrence for half the morning. He’s told me not to expect a police endorsement next year. That’s nearly two percent of the vote we received last election. Are you planning to replace those votes from Integral Security, or have you decided to re-register as a Democrat?”
Sumner chuckled. He couldn’t help it.
“Governor, if you expected me to—”
“You know what I expected, Stephen, and you knew before—”
“Stop right there.” Sumner hardened his tone to the maximum. “You’ll take note that since the election I’ve always addressed you as ‘Governor’ or ‘sir.’ Yet you persist in calling me by my first name, as if I were your valet. Well, Roland, that will come to a stop right now. I’m the duly elected lieutenant governor of this state, and while I hold that office, you’ll address me by my title or not at all.”
The silence on the line could have frozen vodka.
“I see I’ve finally got your attention,” Sumner said. “Well, now I know what it takes. Though I doubt I’ll have need of it for much longer. Ray Lawrence’s brother Ernest runs the only other private security firm in Onteora, and apparently his customers have been leaving him in droves. So your supporter and pal Chief Lawrence has been using the prestige of his office to try to drive those customers back into Ernest’s fold and drive Integral Security out of business. What made you think I wouldn’t notice?
“I’ve been working on another little speech, Governor. I plan to deliver it tomorrow afternoon, from the steps of the capitol. The PR office has already been notified. You should make sure to catch it. I’m sure you’ll find it very interesting.”
He hung up without waiting for a reply, sat back in his chair, and allowed himself to smile.
Wednesday, May 10
Sumner was pondering the speech he’d written and wondering whether he’d chosen the best way to announce his resignation as New York’s lieutenant governor when Roland Wriston strode unannounced into his office and slammed the door behind him. He frowned and rose.
“Governor?”
Wriston slouched into a guest chair and waved Sumner back into his own. He was plainly irritated, present for a purpose he resented and was reluctant to advance. Sumner folded his hands and waited.
“There are two men outside who want to speak with you,” Wriston said. “They came to my office first.”
Aha. “For your permission, of course.”
Wriston’s facial muscles crawled with distaste. “Lowry’s taken an interest in you.”
What? “The two outside are...?”
Wriston’s scowl deepened. “Carl Alford and Pete Leboutillier. Steve,” he said, straightening in his seat with a jerk, “what have you been doing behind my back?”
Sumner’s hackles rose. He held himself perfectly still and counted slowly to twenty.
“Inasmuch as you have my letter of resignation on your desk, I can’t imagine why my activities are of continuing interest to you. Besides, don’t you trust your praetorians’ reports any more? Except for the errands you’ve sent me on, I’ve hardly left this desk these past eight weeks.”
Wriston’s eyes weighed upon him for a long silent moment. Presently he stood, jerked open the door, and waved grudging welcome to the persons beyond.
Carl Alford, chairman of the Republican National Committee, and Peter Leboutillier, presidential campaign manager to Senator Charles Lowry, entered smoothly, shook Sumner’s hand in turn, and deposited themselves unceremoniously in Sumner’s two guest chairs. Wriston scowled at Sumner a final time and departed, leaving the door open behind him.
“Something bothering the governor?” Alford said, casting a quick glance over his shoulder.
“You could say that.” Sumner sat back. “We don’t see eye to eye on much, lately.” He paused and marshaled what serenity he could. “I gave him my resignation about an hour ago.”
Leboutillier frowned and looked questioningly at Alford. “Did you know about this?”
Alford shook his head. “Policy or personal?”
“It started as policy,” Sumner said. “But you know how these things can go. Governor Wriston doesn’t much like to be disagreed with. He likes it even less when the disagreements become public.”
“You’re not a career politician, are you?” Leboutillier said.
Sumner shook his head. “This is the only public office I’ll ever hold.”
Leboutillier’s eyebrows rose. “Taken a vow?”
“No, why?”
“Care to guess who the most popular Republican officeholder in the Northeast is, just now?”
Sumner unconsciously slid forward in his seat. “Don’t tell me it’s Roland Wriston.”
“Oh, I won’t.” Leboutillier smiled. “It’s Stephen Graham Sumner.”
Sumner closed his eyes and counted slowly to twenty for the second time in ten minutes.
“So that’s why you’re here.”
Alford and Leboutillier nodded in unison.
“Is it a serious possibility?” Adrienne Sumner said. She toyed idly with her salad.
Albert’s was empty of guests except for them. Albany bistros are seldom overcrowded even at lunch or dinner time. During the off-peak hours, a diner can sometimes have one entirely to himself. Sumner had chosen to take a late lunch at Albert’s, a modest steak house well off the main drag, for that reason.
“Lowry’s running a longshot campaign,” he said. “Coleman’s not tremendously popular, but beating a sitting president with his party mobilized behind him is always against the odds.” He forked up a bite of chicken, held it before him, and spoke into it as if it were a microphone. “The advantages of incumbency and all that.”
Thing is, his party’s not mobilized behind him. He lost a lot of support over the tax increases, and more over the nationalizations. His Senate caucus might desert him over his gun registration bill. Lowry actually has a decent shot, if he can get the convention to tap him.
Adrienne nodded, but said nothing. Her gaze dropped to her salad.
“Are you worried about something, sweetie?”
“No.” She continued to stare at her plate. “You’d have Secret Service protection, wouldn’t you?”
“If I were to accept, yes.”
That brought her head up. “You might not?”
A waiter drifted by and asked if they needed anything. Sumner smiled and shook his head, and the young man moved away.
“The party isn’t what it was, sweetie. Time was, I would have been thrilled by the offer and proud to accept. But the men who run the GOP these days are...well, they’re not the sort I care to spend my time with. They live to win elections. The good of the country is far down their list of priorities.” He laid his fork on his plate. “I doubt I’d get along with them any better than I do with the governor. Who, by the way, is really ticked that Lowry wants me rather than him.”
“I don’t understand that, either,” Adrienne said.
“Wriston’s value begins and ends with his position. He has little visibility outside New York, and he’s not terribly popular inside it. If all Lowry wanted was a Northeastern governor or senator, he’d probably have gone for Lou Arnold up in Maine. He wants someone with a public profile that goes beyond his state, who has a reputation for plain speaking and a simpatico touch with the crowd. My scraps with Wriston have brought me that, if nothing else.”
Now that he’s tried to squash a private security firm that’s popular with its customers, in service to a political supporter, I could end his career. I might be able to get him evicted from office.
Enough with the fantasies, Stephen. That’s not where your future lies.
He started to elaborate on the special dynamics of vice-presidential selection, how the right running mate can shore up important gaps in the ticket-leader’s support, and stopped himself.
Most popular public official in the Northeast, eh? Where else am I popular? Where else could I be popular, with a little effort?
If you’re running against the odds, you have to be willing to take the big chances.
I’d need backers. Money. Maybe a professional campaign manager. People to help with promotion and scheduling and such. It would be the longshot of all longshots. Anyone willing to help would have to know that going in.
Conway would sign on. Maybe Anders Forslund, too. But that would be just the start.
Is it worth it?
Damn it all, what else could be more worth it?
It was a thought that towed several others in its train.
“I think I just made up my mind,” he said.
And rewrote my resignation announcement.
Adrienne’s eyes sharpened. “Not to run?”
“No.” He grinned. “To go for bigger game.”
“What—”
“To run for president.”
The steps of the New York State Capitol, a beautiful setting heavily influenced by French architectural romanticism and a love of the ornate, are comparable for grandeur to those of the federal legislative cathedral. More, it’s where public announcements of statewide significance have been made for many years, often despite weather conditions so adverse that the speaker had risked his life to do so. Sumner would not flout that tradition at the outset of so audacious an undertaking.
“I have three announcements,” he said to the reporters assembled before him. “First is one you’ve probably been expecting for some time. Governor Wriston and I have found that we cannot agree on the most important points of policy and administration confronting New York State at this time. Therefore, he has asked me for my resignation. I gave it to him, effective June first at noon, earlier this morning.”
“Do you know who he plans to nominate in your place?” came a voice from somewhere in the crowd of microphones.
“I do not. That will be his prerogative, subject to confirmation by the state Senate, of course.”
Pencils and styluses scratched leisurely over notepads and tablet computers. “And the second announcement, Lieutenant Governor?”
Sumner paused for a deep breath. “Shortly after I offered my resignation to the governor, I was approached by representatives of Senator Charles Lowry of the state of Texas. Senator Lowry, as you know, has decided to pursue the Republican nomination for the presidency. He’s also decided, in keeping with his innovative style of campaign, to name a running mate well before the party decides on its presidential nominee.”
Dozens of journalists came to full alert.
“I was asked to consider that position. Apparently, Senator Lowry thinks well of me, and would appreciate a running mate with roots in the Northeast, where his name recognition is less and his supporters are relatively few. However, after a spell of reflection over Senator Lowry’s major platform planks, I have decided to decline the honor.”
Sumner smiled at the mass of blank faces. To decline such an offer was as unprecedented as Lowry’s decision to extend it while his nomination was still in question.
“Third, after further consideration, I have resolved upon a course of my own. Some of you may have heard me speak on the roots of American law and political structure. Those speeches have brought a surprising amount of positive feedback: thousands of letters and emails, and dozens of requests for further appearances to address those topics. After reflecting on the significance of those responses, I have decided to leave the Republican Party for the Constitutional Party, and, assuming I gain its nomination, to campaign as its candidate for the presidency of the United States.”
Upon Sumner’s last words, the winds rose and shrilled around them.
Monday, May 15
Harold Parker, founder and chairman of the Constitutional Party, wore as dubious a face as Sumner had seen.
“We’ve been through this before, you know,” he said.
Sumner nodded. “I looked into your party’s history before I decided to approach you.”
“We’re not interested in being used as a springboard to something else.”
“I can’t say I blame you.”
“So what’s your angle, Mr. Sumner?”
Sumner smiled, sat back, and looked casually around his home office. Though spacious, it was a relatively spartan accommodation for the second-highest official in the state: a wooden desk, a small sideboard, two modest bookcases, and a handful of patriotic-themed prints scattered over the walls. There were no self-promoting items, no awards or testimonials, and no photos of Sumner with more famous or higher-ranking persons. Not even a campaign shot with Roland Wriston.
“Can you name any other lieutenant governors, sir? That are sitting at the moment?”
Parker maintained a stone-faced silence.
“Before Governor Wriston asked me to be his running mate, I led an entirely private existence. The offer took me completely by surprise, just as the offer from Senator Lowry’s campaign did. Being a lifelong Republican, I decided it was my duty to put whatever value Wriston saw in me to the service of the party that espouses the principles I hold. I have no idea whether my addition to his campaign helped or hindered it, but I decided that if we were elected, I would use the office to advance my views. And I’ve received a remarkable amount of publicity and appreciation for it.” Sumner smirked. “Not from Governor Wriston, of course.”
“And?” Parker said.
“And I discovered, entirely by observation, that whatever the GOP says about its principles and its platform, its behavior in practice is indistinguishable from that of the Democrats. Gaining power and holding it are all its masters care about. And I spoke against it, and New Yorkers listened, and they liked what they heard.”
“And?”
“And when Carl Alford and Pete Leboutillier stepped around Governor Wriston, planted themselves in my guest chairs, and offered me the nomination for the vice-presidency—the probable nomination, mind you—it got me thinking. Wondering about just how receptive a nationwide audience there might be for a dedicated constitutionalist. Wondering if the appreciation I’ve received here in the Northeast might generalize to the rest of the country. And wondering whether a party that has the Constitution in its name might be the right vehicle for finding out.”
Sumner sat back and folded his arms across his chest.
“Do you plan to say anything at all, Mr. Parker?”
Parker’s face twitched as if he’d suppressed an urge to sneeze.
“I can’t guarantee you the nomination, you know.”
Sumner nodded. “Full well. I didn’t ask you here for that.”
“For what, then?”
“To suggest that you refrain from resubmitting yourself, and submit me instead.”
Parker’s eyes bulged. He started from his chair.
“How dare you!”
Sumner found it impossible to repress a chuckle. “It’s perfectly simple, sir. The Constitutional Party has nominated you for the presidency four times. It’s never nominated anyone else, but no one else has ever contended for the slot. This year, my name will be in the running, if I can get two of your convention delegates to put it forward. As you’re the chairman of my party, I’d prefer that it be you. Among other things, that would spare you the embarrassment of getting no votes at all for your candidacy. Now,” he said with a sweeping wave at his sideboard, “may I fix you a drink?”
Thursday, May 18
The ballroom of the Washington Plaza Hotel was not overly large as such facilities run. The two hundred thirty-seven attendees at the fifth quadrennial convention of the Constitutional Party made it look roomy. Delegates roamed easily around the affair, making new acquaintances, renewing old ones, and swapping small talk. The preponderance of the chatter concerned the rumor, of recent vintage but multiply reported, that party chairman and founder Harold Parker had decided not to accept the party’s presidential nomination a fifth time.
The notion made no few of the delegates nervous. Most of them were there out of a sense of duty; they had no personal ambitions toward political office. In the party’s previous four presidential nominating conventions, Parker’s name had been the only one submitted to the floor. Sacrificial lambs for the vice-presidential nod were easier to find, as the worthy tapped for that position had never been expected to take an active hand in so obviously quixotic an undertaking.
The presidential campaign was the principal vehicle by which the party solicited funds for its outreach operations. Despite the universally conceded hopelessness of the effort, the party seemed to need the campaign to prick its adherents into contributing. Should Parker no longer be available as the party’s candidate, on whom could it lean? Should no one step forward to take up the banner, would its revenues dwindle and die? Would it have a reason to continue in existence?
The delegates listened to the introductory speeches in acute discomfort. None of the speakers addressed the topic of the party’s electoral presence. None hinted at a strategy by which to perpetuate the party into the future, much less to make its influence more widely and powerfully felt.
The nomination of national candidates was scheduled for nine PM. As the appointed hour approached, ever more of the delegates speculated ever more wildly on who, if anyone might be induced to take their exhausted founder’s place. Some scanned the faces and postures of other delegates, known to them personally, who might accept a spontaneous nomination. These kept their ideas to themselves.
At 9:03 PM, Harold Parker stepped to the lectern, tapped thrice upon the microphone, and spread his arms, beckoning for the crowd’s attention. The din from hundreds of separate conversations gradually died out, and a round of applause briefly circled the room. Parker nodded and smiled wanly.
“You may have heard a rumor,” he said, “to the effect that I’ve decided not to offer myself to you a fifth time as our candidate for president of the United States. That rumor happens to be correct.” The crowd buzzed, Parker raised his hands again, and silence was restored. “I’m here to speak to that, and for another, happier purpose as well.”
“No one here needs to be told that ours is the only truly principled political party in America. That’s why you’re all here. It’s why you’ve given your time, money, and labor to the party, some of you from its very birth. It remains the case. It has not changed, and it will not.
“But for that very reason, political professionals, men with demonstrated skills at the quest for elective office, have disdained to become involved with us. At any rate, that’s what I’ve told myself.” He grinned. “I’d imagine a lot of you have told yourselves the same. It’s a lot more comfortable belief than that we’re a bunch of hopeless idealists who’ll never have a serious chance at governing.
“I’m not a professional myself. I’m a commodities trader with opinions. You’ve been gracious enough to nominate me for the presidency four times, and I’ve been flattered and pleased to carry our banner. But none of you is naive enough to have voted for me because I’m as slick as the candidates the major parties nominate. If you were, you wouldn’t be here in the first place.”
Parker paused to sip from a glass of water. The delegates were uniformly, anxiously silent.
“But what’s held true for our first four nominating conventions isn’t true for our fifth one.” The buzz surged again; Parker waited it out. “We have a new Constitutionalist, a man for whom I have the highest regard and the greatest of expectations. I have placed my trust in him: that he will take up the banner you’ve entrusted to me and carry it much, much farther. That he will bring new blood, and new energy, to the Constitutional movement. That he will do what only a man of principle and charisma can do for our ailing republic.
“He’s a lifelong New Yorker, born and raised in Onteora County. He graduated Cornell University in economics, and went to Columbia to become a Doctor of Laws. He went from there into private legal practice, providing his legal acumen and negotiating skills to the companies of the Empire State for nearly twenty years, until about four years ago, when his sense of civic duty impelled him to try the political arena. He triumphed on his very first try. Today he’s the second highest elected official in the great state of New York.”
Mouths popped open around the ballroom.
“Ladies and gentlemen, allegiants of the Constitution of the United States and the movement for its full and proper restoration, I have the great honor and even greater pleasure of placing in nomination the name of Stephen Graham Sumner, lieutenant governor of New York and, God willing, the next president of the United States!”
An amazed and joyous thunder filled the room.
The vote was hardly necessary. The delegates were unanimous for Sumner, both from enthusiasm for a candidate who’d already campaigned successfully for an elective office and from relief that the party would have a nominee at all. When Parker stepped away from the lectern and beckoned Sumner forward, their applause turned the walls of the room into tympani. He smiled shyly at their approbation, let it continue for about a minute, and raised a hand for their forbearance.
“You know,” he said, “I should have recorded your cheers for posterity. It’s likely to be the biggest, longest ovation I’ll ever get.”
The crowd laughed heartily.
“The northeasterners among you already know a little about me, so what follows is mainly for the rest of you. As Chairman Parker said a minute ago, I’m a lawyer by education and trade. I entered politics only a few years ago, partly out of a sense of duty and partly because a dear friend pleaded with me to do so. Frankly, until this evening I was never sure it was the right thing to do. You good people have convinced me that it was.
“Yes, I’m the lieutenant governor of New York, and will be until June first. I ran for that office as a Republican, the running mate of Governor Roland Wriston. I believed that the Republican Party, which I’d supported with my votes and campaign contributions for many years, was the only hope for returning the country to the Constitutional order that its founders intended. I continued to believe that until I actually took office, and maybe for a few months beyond that.”
Sumner swept the crowd with his eyes.
“I’d bet a pretty penny that a lot of you are former Republicans, too. At some time in the past, the GOP sold you on its supposed fidelity to the principles of constitutionalism. But over the years, you compared its promises to its performance, became disgruntled, and decided to cut your ties. You wound up here, hoping that a brand new party with no debts to pay and no baggage to carry might represent your views more accurately. And you did so knowing that a third party has very little chance of making an impact on the national political scene, at least in the near term.
“But you knew it had been done before. You knew, because a third-party candidate, an obscure Congressman from a frontier state, was among the most significant presidents ever to occupy the Oval Office. He was the second presidential nominee his young party ever put forward. His name was Abraham Lincoln.”
The cheers began again, but died down quickly as the delegates realized they were cheering for a member of the opposition. Sumner grinned.
“I got you with that, didn’t I? Back then, the Republican Party was the smallest of the three. Lincoln prevailed because he was the anti-slavery candidate, at a time when slavery was the one big issue that divided the country. But he wasn’t that fond of the Constitution or the principles of constitutionalism. He liked high tariffs, internal improvements, military conscription, an income tax, a central bank, and fiat money. He thought it was perfectly all right to arrest persons who didn’t share his opinions, including legislators and judges who voted or ruled against his plans. In fact, the only good thing about his presidency was that it brought an end to slavery. It cost about eight hundred thousand lives to do it, but at least it got that much done.
“But he was a third-party candidate. He challenged the political powers-that-be of his day, and he won. So we know it can be done, because he did it. And now I’m your candidate.” Sumner leaned over the microphone and dropped his voice to a hush, barely above a whisper. “And I’m going to go out there and campaign as if I have as good a chance of winning in November as either of the candidates the so-called ‘real’ parties will offer you...because I believe we do.”
The thunder of applause resumed. Again he let it continue for about a minute before raising a hand for silence.
“I believe it for several reasons. First, because of the condition of the country, and the great crescendo of the fears of people just like us that America’s time of greatness is nearing its end. Their fears make them that much more open to our message. Second, because during my time as New York’s lieutenant governor, I gave speech after speech about the importance of a regime of objective, knowable law, and how constitutionalism and only constitutionalism makes that possible. Those speeches were always very well received. And third and most important of all, because the reaction to my speeches by New York state governor Roland Wriston, who I have no doubt was under pressure from persons higher up in the GOP, was unconcealed, barely restrained outrage. The major parties do not want America to hear what we have to say.
“My preference for a running mate, state Senator Jerome Pierpont of the fifth senatorial district of California, tells me he’s had similar experiences. They’ve made him as excited about our prospects as I am. I hope you’ll give him your unanimous support for the vice-presidency, just as you’ve given your support for the presidency to me.
“So here I am. I have only myself to offer: my time, my energy, and whatever appeal I possess. But I place these things at your disposal...and with that, the baton passes to you.
“This is your hour. You were generous enough with your time and money to attend this convention. What more are you willing to do?
“Will you say to yourselves, ‘Our job is done now,’ and return to your homes to watch events unfold from the comfort of your living rooms? Do you regard your obligations to America as fully discharged, because you came here for this convention? Or are you willing to invest more than two days and a few hundred dollars in this campaign? Are you willing to work as you’ve never worked before to get our message out to every last pocket of this nation?
“I don’t ask to embarrass you. I don’t ask to put you in a bind with your bosses, or nudge you into arguing with your wives and husbands about whether this is a constructive use of your time. I ask because I need you, and what you can do.
“I will need advance men in every one of two hundred cities. I will need people to make hotel reservations, arrange for permits for public gatherings, and coordinate with local authorities for crowd control. I will need liaisons to mayors and county executives from coast to coast. I will need money—your money, and the money of others who hold the same convictions we do—to carry out a worthwhile campaign. And on Election Day, I’ll need you to go from door to door, exhorting your neighbors to turn off their televisions, get to the polls, and vote...hopefully, to vote for me.
“If you will give me those things, I will give you the next five and a half months of my life. I will campaign unstintingly. I will proclaim our cause in any gathering that will have me. I will do my best to make the Democrats and the Republicans tremble in fear.
“But I can’t promise more than that. I can’t promise you victory, though I’ll go from here to Election Day believing in the possibility and striving with all my might to bring it home to you. If anyone has the power to bring us victory, it won’t be Stephen Graham Sumner.
“It will be you.”
He scanned the crowd once more, bent low over the microphone, and murmured a ten-thousand-volt entreaty into the perfect silence.
“Are you with me?”
The response of the crowd left no doubt. The applause and shouts of approbation built to a cataract of sound that seemed impossible from so few hands and throats. It went on and on, drawing in security guards from alarm and passers-by from curiosity. And at last, when he thought the crowd couldn’t possibly have more to give, the clapping died out and the hoarse voices took up a totally new cry:
“Sumner! Sumner! Sumner! Sumner! Sumner!...”
Monday, May 22
Christine pulled the gi from its plastic wrapper and stared at it as if she’d never seen one before. Conway was puzzled.
That can’t be.
“What color belt, Christine?”
She looked over to where he leaned against the bank of lockers. “I don’t know, what have you got?”
Conway opened his mouth to expostulate, closed it without speaking. He reached up to the shelves overhead, pulled down a black belt without extra dan rings, and tossed it to her. She caught it and stood watching him.
“Need anything else?”
Her shrug suggested that she hadn’t needed anything in the first place. He grinned.
“Well, okay, get changed, and I’ll see you in the gym.” He turned and left.
Waiting in the Integral gym were six of his best, including Larry Sokoloff, Sylvia Wang, and Ken Torrance. All were already in their gis, black belts tied loosely around their waists and square-knotted in traditional fashion.
“This gal really that good, Boss?” Torrance rumbled.
Conway nodded. “You should have seen what she did to Ernest Lawrence.”
“Lawrence is an untrained asshole,” Sokoloff contributed.
Conway pursed his lips. “Maybe. But he’s a large untrained asshole who carries a gun wherever he goes. She made him look like a rag doll. Kicked him down a flight of stairs, took his gun away from him, and shoved it up his ass.”
Six faces paled.
“You’re kidding, right?” Sokoloff sounded as if further words were beyond him.
Conway shook his head slowly. “You’ll see.”
Christine emerged from the locker room, came to the edge of the thick rubber exercise mat, and stopped. She was garbed in the gi and her high-heeled navy pumps. She’d tied the black belt Conway had given her in a neat bow. Conway’s gaze flicked across his employees’ faces. Five of the six were tinged with scorn. Sokoloff’s eyes had gone wide.
Conway went to her, casually untied her belt and retied it in a square knot. “Less likely to come open this way,” he said softly. “And you’ll want to kick off your shoes before we get started. Don’t worry, the mat’s clean.”
Her face colored. She nodded and stepped out of her pumps. Conway turned back to the little group of adepts he’d brought her to meet.
“Ladies and gentlemen, it’s my pleasure to introduce Christine D’Alessandro.” He made his tone considerably more formal than the circumstances required. His employees noticed. They formed a single line, and all drew themselves up straight. “Miss D’Alessandro is...what did you say you do for a living, Christine?”
She shrugged. “Whatever will earn a living. Just now, I’m the weekday cocktail waitress at Grucci’s Gardens.”
Conway nodded and restrained a laugh at the gasps from his adepts. “A cocktail waitress. I’ve invited her here to see what we can learn from her.”
He moved down the rank of his adepts, touching each on the shoulder as he described their attainments. “Cornelia is Shotokan. Art is Shao Lin. Eduardo is Capoeira. Sylvia is Dai-Hara Jiu-jitsu. Ken is second dan in Taekwondo. Larry is fourth dan in Aikido.” Conway grinned. “He’s our prize.”
Instead of describing her own training and rank, Christine stood silent and immobile. The security chief felt a stirring of uncertainty, and forced it down.
I saw her in action. It was no trick.
“Well, how do you want to do this?”
“It’s your party.” Her gaze moved to his adepts. “Who wants to spar?”
Cornelia Petievich stepped forward. “I do.”
Christine grinned and stepped forward, onto the mat. Petievich joined her. Conway and the others stepped back.
Ken Torrance struggled to a sitting position, cradled his head in his hands and groaned. Conway appraised his visitor with disbelief.
“What the hell did you do to him?”
Christine looked at him doubtfully. “You didn’t see?”
“You moved too fast. What did you do?”
“I waited for him to launch his spin kick, spun inside it, caught him in a back cradle and body-slammed him.” She shrugged. “It was a simple move. You just have to get the timing right.”
Conway regarded the defeated watch supervisor, still groaning on the floor. Torrance was six foot three, two hundred twenty-five pounds of muscle and bone, and faster than a nasty rumor. Only Larry Sokoloff could beat him consistently.
You just have to get the timing right.
“How long did you practice that before you got it right?”
“Well, actually, I’ve never done it before.”
There were several sharp intakes of breath.
“What’s the big deal?” Her face was innocent. Not stage-innocent, but genuinely devoid of guile. Conway couldn’t doubt his eyes, so he doubted his sanity instead.
Sokoloff was gaping like a hooked fish. He alternated incredulous stares at Torrance and Christine. Conway bent and helped Torrance to his feet, then nudged him gently toward where the others stood. All but Sokoloff had already tried their skill against the visitor, and had lost resoundingly.
“Larry,” he said, his voice sounding thin to his own ears, “would you care to try a fall with our guest?”
Conway’s request hauled his lieutenant’s attention back to real time. Sokoloff gathered himself and nodded to his boss, then moved forward onto the mat and bowed. Christine returned the bow and murmured, “Check.”
“Check,” said Sokoloff. Conway stepped back off the mat as they approached one another.
Sokoloff was good. He’d never lost a round to anyone there except Conway. Still, he’d seen Christine send his colleagues down in flames, one after the next. He would not underestimate the young beauty who’d tied her belt in a bow and walked into the gym in high heels.
He feinted high to Christine’s left and right, then went for a counterclockwise torsion takedown, his right hand grabbing for her lapel as he spun left, locked his right knee and slid toward her.
Christine’s response was so quick and fluid that Conway couldn’t be sure she’d moved at all. Sokoloff practically flew backwards as she whirled and kicked his legs out from under him. His back barely touched the mat before he’d kipped up and returned to a fighting stance, but a strict, letter-of-the-rules referee would have awarded her the fall.
She waited in a standard guard position, slightly crouched but otherwise relaxed, and allowed him to approach her again.
This time he tried a head fake, an ankle hook disguised as a low-line snap kick, and a quick sweep at her calves to exploit the anticipated evasion.
Christine leaped and flipped forward over Sokoloff’s head, landed in a squat and immediately thrust the heels of her hands at the backs of his knees. He collapsed backward onto his heels, windmilled his arms in a vain attempt to regain his balance, and toppled onto his left side.
The silence lasted perhaps five seconds before Conway broke into applause. The others stayed stunned a moment longer before adding their hands to the chorus.
Christine smiled and bowed. Cornelia and Sylvia rushed forward and embraced her, all three giggling like schoolgirls.
Conway caught the male combatants’ eyes, one by one. All looked dazed. Sokoloff looked scary. Fixated, as if he couldn’t tear his gaze away from the woman who’d just bested him.
If that isn’t adoration in his eyes, I’ve never seen it before.
Conway cleared his throat. “How about it, gentlemen? Shall we go back to holding regular practice sessions?”
Four heads bobbed in unison.
“Why didn’t you bring the others?” Christine wiped the cannoli crumbs from her fingers and drained her third cup of coffee. That afternoon, the main dining salon of Grucci’s Gardens was quiet. Only one other table was occupied.
Conway forked up the last bite of his tiramisu. “Didn’t occur to me.”
I didn’t think they’d want to eat and make small talk with us after I brought you in to kick their asses.
“How come you didn’t come out to play? Sylvia told me you’re an ace.”
He grinned. “I was decent, once. Today? Either Larry or Ken could throw me over the horizon. Probably Sylvia could too. Besides, I feared it might weaken the authority of my position if I let them see you toss me around.”
Christine snorted. “They’re good, Kevin. You should be proud of them.”
“I am. Want to come join them?”
“Huh?” Her coffee cup clattered into its saucer. A waiter passing nearby approached the table with an inquiring look. Conway waved him away.
“I’ve got this notion they could learn a lot from you, Chris. I’d like you to spar with them two or three times a week, if I could arrange it. Maybe teach some of my newbies the basics, stuff they probably think they already know. But I’d really prefer to pay you a salary. I can’t take you out to Grucci’s every time you come by. We’ll gain weight.” He patted his midsection. “Can’t be a commander if I can’t control my own waistline.”
Her eyes were dark and serious. “I’ve got a job.”
“Why not two? If you’re thinking of your gig here, working with my guys wouldn’t interfere. I’d make sure of it.”
She started to speak, stopped herself.
She wants to. It’s obvious. She just has to convince herself that she can.
“All right,” she said at last. “I hope I live up to your expectations.”
Conway beamed. “I’m sure you will. Welcome to Integral Security. As far as I’m concerned, you were already on the payroll when you showed up this morning.”
The waiter arrived with their check. Conway took it from him with a meaningless smile. Instead of walking away, the young man turned to Christine and murmured, “Tony said to say hi when we saw you next. He won’t be back for a while.”
Her expression clouded. “Is he sick? I noticed there was a new guy behind the bar.”
“Not good, Chris. The doctors say his pelvis will take a long time to heal.”
“What?”
The waiter looked confused. “You didn’t hear?” Conway returned his wallet to his pocket and gave the exchange his attention.
“What happened to him?” Christine had risen from her seat.
“Lawrence.”
She blanched. “When?”
“Day before yesterday.”
“Shit.” She slid back into her seat and lowered her face into her hands.
Conway rose and touched the waiter on the elbow. “ ‘Scuse me, fella, but are you referring to Ernest Lawrence?”
The waiter nodded without taking his eyes off Christine.
“Is Ogusto in the restaurant just now?”
The waiter swallowed and nodded again.
“Could you ask him to come out and talk to us, please? We’ll wait here.”
“Uh, was there a problem with the service, Mr. Conway?”
Conway smiled. “Not at all. You’ve been terrific. Just tell Ogusto that Kevin Conway would like to have a word with him, please.” He settled back into his chair and tried to compose himself. The waiter moved off.
It took only a moment before Ogusto Grucci’s portly form emerged from the kitchens and headed straight for their table, with the young waiter trailing a discreet two paces behind him. Conway rose as they approached.
“Is there a problem, Mr. Conway?” The restaurateur noticed Conway’s companion with some surprise. “Christine, is that you?”
Christine nodded. Conway said, “Yes, there’s a problem, Ogusto. You run the best restaurant in Onteora, but you don’t have adequate security for your staff, and I hear one of them’s been hurt as a result. Well, that changes tonight. I’m going to have an Integral uniform down here by six o’clock.”
Grucci grimaced. “Mr. Conway, we’ve been through this, and you know I can’t afford—”
Conway cut him off. “Special one-time offer. You get it free for the next three months. No, make that six.” The restaurateur tried to object. “No arguments, Ogusto! We’ll discuss the rest of it another time.”
He pulled Christine gently out of her chair and led her out of the restaurant.
Tuesday, May 23
By the time he got to the last page, Conway had had more than enough of the first-quarter financials. Sokoloff had been his usual meticulous self about every detail of Integral’s expenses, revenues, and forward investments. Conway had been tempted to read the document back-to-front, but knew that if he started at the last page, he’d be sorely tempted to stop there, as well. When the phone rang, it came as a welcome diversion.
“Kevin Conway.”
“Kevin? This is Steve Sumner. How’re you doing?”
“Steve! Well enough, for the trade and the times. How did your little announcement come off?”
“Attendance was relatively good, for an open-air, long-anticipated statement of resignation from a lowly lieutenant governor. But I’ve got this feeling a few newsies are going to be kicking themselves for not showing up.”
“Hm? Why?”
“I’d rather tell you about it in person. Are you free for dinner? My treat.”
Conway chuckled. “Always, Steve. Time and place?”
“Time, seven-thirty. Place, Grucci’s. Where else?”
“I’ll be there with bells on.” As he returned the handset to its cradle, Larry Sokoloff entered bearing a sheaf of papers and a dark frown.
Conway threw up his hands in mock entreaty. “No, not more paperwork!”
Sokoloff shook his head. “The pistol permit renewals.”
“Oh?”
“Denied.”
“Oh.” Conway’s gaze fell to his desk.
I should have expected it. They weren’t likely to take the PSC reverse as the last word.
His hands balled into fists.
We’re not going to be able to compete like gentlemen. I should have known that, too.
“Boss?”
“Hm?”
“Our new trainer is waiting downstairs.”
“Oh!” Conway sat up straight. “Have you already shown her the joint?” Sokoloff nodded. “Then take her to the gym, get Cornelia and Sylvia if they’re available, and give her the best workout you can. We still don’t know how much she really knows, so press her hard, and bring her back here around lunchtime.”
A curious acuity rose in Sokoloff’s expression.
“Just me, Corny, and Syl, Boss?”
Conway shrugged. “The three of you should be enough for the present. I don’t want her to think we’re out to cripple her before she can draw her first paycheck. But, Larry...” He grinned. “Don’t let her cripple you, if you can manage it.”
“Yeah.” Sokoloff left.
Christine was about to head to the locker room for a gi when Sokoloff asked, “So, what school are you?”
She couldn’t make sense of the question. “Excuse me?” Cornelia Petievich waited for her a moment more, then turned and headed for the lockers, leaving her alone in the gym with Integral’s second in command.
From the look of him, he was as confused as she. “You know, what martial-arts school? I know you’ve got to be at least sixth degree in something, but I can’t figure out what. You seem to have elements from all the major disciplines in your style. Where did you study?”
“I, uh, had a private trainer.”
He perked up. “Someone I might know about?”
“I don’t know, maybe. His name was Louis Redmond.”
Sokoloff thought for a moment, then shook his head. “No bells. Well, the guy must be super.”
There was that flutter of loss again. She’d probably never be rid it. “Yeah.”
Sokoloff sat on the exercise mat, extended his legs, grabbed his toes, and methodically flexed the tendons in his legs and the muscles in his lower back. “How long did you study with him?”
“About six months.”
He stopped his stretching routine and looked at her squarely. “You’re kidding, right?”
She shook her head. “But I have another guy I spar with now and then who’s almost as good as Louis was.”
He winced. “That’s all you do? Just spar now and then?”
She nodded. “So?”
Sokoloff’s jaw clenched. “I’ve studied Aikido for seventeen years. I practice three times a week and I compete in every tournament in the Northeast.”
“You must enjoy it.”
“Uh, yeah.” He shook his head again, looking perplexed. “Look, the boss wanted to know if you’d join us for lunch. Got the time?”
“Sure. Say, why does everybody call him ‘the boss’ all the time?”
He grinned. “That’s what he is.”
“Is that how you think of him? Just ‘the Boss?’”
Something rose in Larry Sokoloff’s eyes, something ancient and potent. He got to his feet and stood militarily upright. “It’s an honorable title.”
Not on everybody.
She nodded and started away, but he put a hand on her shoulder.
“Chris, some people have just got it, you know? Like you. You’ve got more speed and power than I’ve ever seen in a human body, and I’ve seen the best. You were born for close-quarters combat. Well, Kevin Conway has the gift of command. He was born to be a leader of men.” Sokoloff’s voice hummed with loyalty. “You trust him unconditionally. You want him to tell you what to do. You want to do what he tells you. You know he won’t pull the rug out from under you. And once you’ve worked for him, you can’t imagine working for anyone else.”
He makes Conway sound like one of Malcolm’s kings.
The ability to evoke loyalty is near to the essence of kingship, Christine.
What? Oh, howdy, Nag. I guess it would be. But how do they do it?
I don’t know, Christine. But you have two cases to study at close range.
I do?
You do.
“Louis was like that,” she said.
Sokoloff’s eyes widened slightly. “Then I want to meet him.”
“He’s dead.”
“Oh.” He looked away. “I’m sorry.”
“Me too.” She turned and hurried for the lockers.
Conway expected to be kept waiting for Ray Lawrence to take his call, but forty-five minutes was excessive. He resolved to restrain his temper and busied himself with the deployment and training schedules while he waited.
“Chief Lawrence.”
Conway forced a bright smile, as if the boss cop could see him through the speakerphone.
“Good morning, Chief. I’m looking at a bunch of denied pistol permit renewals, and I thought you might be able to shed some light on them.”
There was a moment’s silence. “I’m not involved with that, Conway. If you have a problem with the licensure board, you’ll have to take it up with them.”
“Humor me, Chief. You’re aware that the PSC has dismissed all the complaints on file against my company. You’re aware that I don’t have a man on my force who has even a traffic violation to answer for. And you’re aware that if I dig deep enough, I’m going to find you in the chain of approvals for these permits, and you’re going to have to answer my questions whether you like it or not. So why not save us both a little aggravation?”
Another silence.
This has to be his doing, and for Ernest’s benefit. There are no other possibilities. How do I convince him that he can’t fight his brother’s battles and come out with a whole skin?
“Might be time for us all to meet, Conway.” Ray Lawrence’s voice acquired a weary undertone. “Sit and talk out our differences. We don’t seem to be getting anywhere, the way things have been going.”
Larry Sokoloff chose that moment to enter Conway’s office. Christine was with him. Conway looked at his watch. It was a quarter after twelve.
“Who’s ‘we,’ Chief?”
“You, me, and Ernest.” Lawrence had become curt again. “This afternoon, in my office. Say two o’clock?”
They mean to steamroll me.
It was an unpalatable prospect. Yet when his newest hire had confronted the two of them, with no weapons and no warning, she’d faced them down and more.
God damn it, if she can do it, so can I!
“Are you certain Ernest can make it, Chief?”
“He’ll be there.”
“Then I will too.”
Conway broke the connection and grinned at his two visitors. “Hungry?” They nodded. “Let’s hit the cafeteria. She toss you around good, Larry?”
Sokoloff blushed. His eyes flicked toward Christine, who smiled impishly. “Just like last time, Boss.”
Is my second going sweet on my newest hire?
A mischievous idea sprouted in Conway’s head. “Are you free this afternoon, Chris?”
She glanced at Sokoloff, who shrugged. “I guess. As long as we’re not starting the training sessions until tomorrow morning, right?”
“Right. Eat hearty. This afternoon I’m gonna make you earn it.”
Passing through the corridors of the Onteora County Police Headquarters made Conway feel as if he were behind enemy lines. His face and his trade were well known, and they were not appreciated here. He tried not to notice the county uniforms who scowled or glowered as he passed. When he noticed anyway, he tried to remind himself that they weren’t really the enemy. That didn’t work any better.
Ray Lawrence’s office was as opulent as ever. The Chief of Police was behind his desk, and Ernest was sprawled in one of the luxurious leather guest chairs. Only one chair remained.
Both Lawrences’ gazes immediately went past Sokoloff and settled on Christine. Ray’s face went blank. Ernest half rose from his seat in fury.
“What’s she doing here, asshole?”
Conway smiled gently. “Fine, and how are you, Ernest? I trust business has been treating you well?”
Ernest’s face twitched. His hands opened and closed on the arms of his chair, but he said nothing more. His eyes darted back and forth among the faces of the Integral delegation.
“Why the extra bodies, Conway?” Ray’s slightly lighter voice was low and calm.
“Didn’t you expect me to bring Lieutenant Sokoloff, Chief? My second goes with me just about everywhere. And Miss D’Alessandro has accepted the position of chief strategic planner with Integral Security. This sort of get-together is exactly what she was hired for.”
Christine threw a puzzled look at Conway, but held her tongue.
Conway eased himself into the remaining chair and jogged it around so that he could look at either of the Lawrence brothers. Sokoloff and Christine slid up to stand alongside him, flanking him. Christine stationed herself between Conway’s chair and Ernest Lawrence’s. She stared down into Ernest’s face with the lethal focus of a matador.
Conway’s mouth was dry. His head buzzed with adrenalin-powered glee.
I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t want it. But here we are, boys and girls, and if you think I’m going to back down before your show of force, you’re nuts. I’ve got plenty of force of my own. Have a look.
“You said on the phone that we might be able to talk out our differences, Chief.” Conway’s voice was alien in his own ears. “It’s time to specify those differences in detail, wouldn’t you say? Just so we know what to talk about.”
“Think you can put me out of business, asshole?” Ernest didn’t quite shout, but in the confines of Ray Lawrence’s office he didn’t need to.
Conway nodded. “Why, yes, Ernest, I do. Actually, a half-dozen teenage boys with sticks could put you out of business, but, as the job seems to have fallen to me, I intend to do it properly.”
Sokoloff shuffled his feet and cleared his throat softly. Christine continued to stare down at Ernest Lawrence as if she were holding him in his chair by force of will.
“I assume you have some reason for all this hostility, Conway,” Ray Lawrence said. The boss cop clearly wanted to impose a different agenda on the meeting.
Let him try.
“Why assume that, Chief? Couldn’t I just be a nasty son of a bitch? Couldn’t I just get a kick out of ruining the businesses of honest men and then rubbing their noses in it? Men who have relatives and friends in high places with impeccable reputations?”
The police chief opened his mouth and closed it again, glowering in exasperation.
“Honest men,” crooned Ernest Lawrence. “God, I love honest men. Wouldn’t want anything else for breakfast, lunch, or dinner.” He showed a large number of impressively white teeth.
“Shut up, Ernest.” A hint of impatience had entered Ray Lawrence’s voice. He rose from his seat and drew himself up to his full and impressive height. “All right, Conway, you’ve made your point. Now tell us what we have to do to get you to leave the rest of Ernest’s customer base alone.”
Conway sat back in his chair and chuckled. “You’ve got it backwards, Chief. I don’t try to pry Ernest’s customers away from him. I don’t have to. They come to me and beg me to save them from him.”
Ernest Lawrence had enough rage in his eyes for a herd of stampeding elephants. Christine moved a fraction of a step closer to him. He noticed and looked away.
Time to twist the knife.
Conway rose and put his hand on Christine’s shoulder. “People don’t hire security consultants or advanced martial artists without a reason, gentlemen. They have to be afraid of something. Jack Schilling and Ogusto Grucci were afraid, so they hired some special help, and now they’re not afraid any more. Well, it’s the same with the people who come to me. They want to be freed of their fear, that’s all. I take it off their hands for a modest price, and everyone’s happy, except Ernest here.” He smiled beatifically at Ernest Lawrence. “But really, Ernest, if you don’t want to keep finding me between them and you, you shouldn’t go making them afraid.”
Ernest Lawrence rose from his seat, put his hands in his pockets and sauntered around the room. He looked down at the floor as if he were lost in thought, deeply considering some complex issue.
“You know, Conway, you’ve got more balls than I expected you to have when you rolled into town. I figured I’d have to put up with six months of you, then out. A couple of other security contractors have tried to, ah, compete with me, but they could never match my special advantages.” He looked up and flashed his teeth again. “You’ve done pretty well, considering, but it’s not smart to think you can push it much further. We’ve all got weaknesses. You, me, my brother, even this bitch here.” Another carnivorous smile. “Think your Indian wrestling tricks will stop a bullet, girlie?” His eyes returned to Conway. “You make it worth my while to find your weaknesses, and I will. I know you’ve got some, ‘cause we’re not all that different, you and me. We both make our livings with lead and muscle, and that’s all I really need to know.”
The adrenaline buzz in Conway’s ears crescendoed. He closed his eyes briefly, took a deep breath, and rose to face Ernest Lawrence.
“Ernest,” he said, “we both have hands and feet, and we both run our own companies. But there is nothing else in common between us, and the next time I hear you suggest otherwise, I will rip out your heart and make you eat it.”
Ernest Lawrence’s face purpled. He oozed forward to look down into Conway’s eyes. Lawrence was five inches taller and perhaps seventy pounds heavier than Conway.
“Think you’re up to the job, motherfucker?”
Conway’s muscles tensed to their limits. He stared up at Ernest Lawrence with his most insolent smile.
“I look forward to demonstrating it.”
Christine forced herself between them. Sokoloff and Ray Lawrence were only an instant behind her. Conway relaxed and chuckled.
“Was this what you meant by talking out our differences, Chief?”
Ray Lawrence turned away from his enraged brother. His glower was resentfully, terminally weary.
“Get out.”
“What about my pistol permits, Chief?”
“You’ll have them. Now get out!”
He turned to do so, then halted as if seized by a sudden recollection. “Just a moment, Chief.” He nodded toward Christine. “I think Miss D’Alessandro has something to say to Ernest before we go.”
Ray Lawrence frowned. “What?”
“Just this,” Christine said in a tone of arctic import. She stared directly into Ernest Lawrence’s eyes. “I heard about what you did to Tony Dimodica. I think you’d better wait ten or fifteen minutes before you leave this building. By then the parking lot should be safe for you. Got me?”
Ernest Lawrence’s flush of rage deepened further. His hand twitched toward his sidearm. Ray Lawrence’s hand flashed out and arrested his brother’s motion with a bare instant’s difficulty. Conway smiled formally, gathered Sokoloff and Christine by eye, and ushered them out of Ray Lawrence’s office.
“I see you have a new customer.” Sumner finished his veal Florentine and laid down his fork. He indicated the Integral patrolman in Grucci’s Gardens’ atrium with his eyes.
Conway nodded and pushed his plate to one side. “As of yesterday. Business has been brisk. I’m getting close to capacity.” He considered telling Sumner about the meeting with the Lawrences, decided against it.
Sumner sat back, folded his hands across his middle, and smiled. “Might you have room for another?”
It was clearly more than an offhand question.
“What sort of customer, Steve?” Conway said warily.
Sumner’s eyes traversed the salon swiftly, lit briefly on each of the handful of occupied tables, and returned to Conway. “Ever heard of the Constitutional Party?”
“I don’t believe so. Is it a recent thing?”
“Twenty years old. Not terribly well known. It’s nominated candidates for president and vice president in the past four elections, but they’ve gotten very little public notice. I rather think that will change, this year.”
Conway came to full alert. “Because its nominees for November’s ballot are...?”
“For vice president, State Senator Jerome Pierpont of the fifth senate district of California. For president, a certain soon-to-be former lieutenant governor of New York.”
Conway’s mouth fell open. “When did this come about?”
“The nominating convention ended Friday.”
“And you and the honorable Mr. Pierpont are going to need security.”
Sumner nodded. “Only the Democratic and Republican nominees get Secret Service protection. We lesser creatures have to get by on our wits.” He leaned forward and looked at Conway through hooded eyes. “Or our friends and boon companions.”
Conway sat back and fingered his chin, already immersed in thought. A waiter swooped by, and Conway waved him away.
“My guys haven’t had to protect a moving target before,” he said. “It’ll be a new challenge for them.”
The acceptance implicit in Conway’s words brought a glow to Sumner’s countenance. “Understood. But we mustn’t forget Adrienne. My wife. She won’t be campaigning with me, and she’ll need protection at least as much. When do you think you’ll have a quote ready?”
Conway frowned. “Excuse me?”
“You do expect to be paid for your services, don’t you?”
Conway started to say of course, halted himself.
There’s a lot of prestige value in providing security to a presidential candidate. Even a minor party candidate. And Steve isn’t likely to stay in the minors for long.
“Not this time, Steve.” He leaned forward, right hand extended. Sumner took it with a look of pleasure and surprise. “This one will be on me.”
Sunday, May 28
Father Raymond Altomare had just finished his lunch and was cleaning up after himself when there came a knock on the rectory door. As he went to answer it, the young priest mentally reviewed his calendar. He couldn’t remember having scheduled anything for the remainder of his Sunday.
Did I manage to forget an appointment? That’s not like me. Got to start writing stuff down.
He opened the door to find a vision of loveliness in a closely tailored navy blue linen suit and high heels on the rectory doorstep. Her beauty, elegance, and evident self-assurance instantly thrust his mind three years into the past.
“Good afternoon...I know you, don’t I?”
The young woman smiled faintly. “Maybe a little, Father. We met very briefly a long while ago, just after you...took over for Father Schliemann.” She offered a hand, and he clasped it. “Christine D’Alessandro.”
“My God, yes!” He stood aside and gestured to her to enter. “Come in, come in! May I get you some coffee?”
“Yes, thanks.”
They were seated on the sitting room’s ancient brocade sofa, with mugs steaming before them, before either spoke again.
“You’ve been away from the parish for some time, haven’t you, Christine?”
She nodded. “Call me Chris if you like, Father. I...had some difficulties that were best solved by a change of scene. I’ve only been back a short while.”
Fleeing from abuse, most likely.
“Well, it’s never wrong or too late to come home, dear.” He wrapped his hands around his mug and took a delicate sip. “This is your home, isn’t it?”
Another nod. “As much as anywhere. How have things been here?”
“Do you mean for the parish, or for Onteora in general?”
“Both, I guess.” Her expression became pained. “When we first met, you said you had a million things to do to get the parish in shape. A lot of organization and team building. I couldn’t quite figure out what you meant by that.”
The reminder of his earlier arrogance pierced him in an unexpectedly tender place. He set down his mug with exaggerated delicacy, sat back, and folded his hands in his lap.
“I remember, Chris. Will you allow me to say that I was just being a stupid young punk who didn’t yet understand his vocation, and let it go at that?”
She smiled. “We don’t have to pursue it. You seem a lot more settled in, now.”
“Thank you, dear.” He allowed his gaze to travel around the little room. Spring sunlight filtered through the blinds over the west-facing window and played upon the antique furnishings, displaying the frayed bindings on the upholstery and the blemishes on the woodwork in high relief. “Would you like to know what I remember about our first meeting? Apart from your own impressive self?”
“Hm?”
“When we came in here to chat, I worried that the condition of this room might drive you away.”
She chuckled. “I spent a lot of time in this room, Father, furnished just as it is today. I spent every Sunday afternoon for about four months sitting right here on this sofa, talking to Father Schliemann exactly as I’m talking to you. Well, almost exactly.”
That piqued him. “How was it different?”
Another chuckle. “Well, for one thing, we talked about religion. Mostly, anyway. We drank a lot of coffee, too.”
He nodded.
“I had a lot of questions,” she said. “I was...keeping company with a guy named Louis. He was a Catholic, and the best man I’ve ever known. Maybe the best man I ever will know. But when I asked him to explain his religion to me, he stopped short and brought me to Father Schliemann. Said the Father would do a better job on the subject than he could.”
“And?” Ray said.
She grinned. “Well, I’m back, right?”
“But I’m not Father Schliemann.” And I’ve never felt the lack quite as sharply as I do just now.
“Do you know how to listen?”
It set Ray back on his seat. “Of course!”
“Because that’s where we started.” She looked away. “He said it was more important to hear my story first than for him to tell me his.” She snorted gently. “After all, he said, my story was fresh. His was two thousand years old. It could wait a few days longer.”
He held his tongue and willed her to continue.
“There was this...thing he did, whenever we were talking.” She frowned. “He said it was something he learned to do a long time ago. He used it to keep me talking, reassure me that he was still listening. He probably used it on a lot of other people, too.” She looked directly into his eyes. “May I show you?”
He swallowed his unease and nodded.
She reached for his hands. He gave them to her without resistance. She laid his palms together, covered his hands with hers, and squeezed gently.
A blast of illumination shot through Raymond Altomare with the suddenness and brilliance of emergence into the noonday sun. Something elemental, a self-awareness of plainly inhuman nature, entered him through the contact of their hands, perfused him with an unfamiliar energy, and made itself at home in a shadowed region of his brain. As if it were a chance acquaintance on a public street, it hailed and saluted him.
Welcome and well met, Father Raymond Altomare.
—Who...what are you?
I cannot answer that in any terms you would find comprehensible. I am finite and self-aware, as you are. I think largely as you do. But there are few other points of commonality between us.
—How should I address you?
Among my Brothers I am known as Areth. But perhaps you would prefer to address me as Christine does. She calls me the Nag.
—Are you what men call an angel or a demon?
If I understand what you mean by those terms, no. I and my Brothers are of another order. Until this moment, my exchanges with Christine are the only direct intercourse we have ever had with the world of men.
—Then you are not...evil?
(humor) Not at all, Father. My Brothers and I regard your world as a source of instruction and delight. We cherish you. In some ways, we envy you.
—How so?
You live more intensely than we. Your experiences are broader and more various. More, when your flesh expires, your Essences continue in a state we cannot observe. You have our respect and our love.
“Father? Father!”
At the edge of his temporal perceptions, he noticed that he had reversed his hands and taken a firm grip on Christine’s. She was struggling to pull away from him.
We are about to lose contact, Father. Return to your duties. We may talk again. Until then, watch over Christine. She will need you. Be well.
The alien consciousness receded, leaving Ray alone in his skull once again. Christine succeeded at last in extricating her hands from his grip. She sat watching him warily, as if he were a threat of which she’d only just learned.
“I’m all right, dear.” He shook his head to clear it. She sat silent, joined hands pressed down into her lap.
Somehow I don’t think her talks with Father Schliemann went quite this way.
“Your...Nag just spoke to me,” he said. New intensity flared in her eyes. “It was an interesting experience. Do you and he talk a lot?”
She nodded. “I never knew he could do that.”
Maybe he couldn’t, until now.
“‘He,’ dear?”
“I think so.”
He rose, went unsteadily to the window, and peered out at the early afternoon. The street was quiet. There was neither automobile nor foot traffic in evidence. Though the rectory sat on a semi-commercial road, protected from what lay beyond only by a knee-high stone wall and the good will of its neighbors, neither it nor the church proper had been troubled by any of the forces that had plagued the county in recent years. Ray’s old Mustang sat in open view alongside the building. He’d learned not to fear for it.
He turned to face her. “He told me to watch over you,” he said. She stiffened visibly. “Are you in some kind of trouble? Something you can talk about?”
“Not that I know of.”
“Well, can you think of anything dangerous you might have had contact with recently?”
With that, she relaxed again and chuckled. “The people I work with are pretty dangerous, Father. But so am I. I’m the martial arts instructor at Integral Security.”
“Oh.” Ray looked away, uncertain how to continue.
Three years ago I’d have given her the title to the Mustang to keep her here and talking. I must be getting old.
“Father,” she said into the silence, “I’m not one of your parishioners, not yet, but you could say I was raised Catholic, and I did enjoy those talks with Father Schliemann. We were getting into some really interesting stuff when he...well, do you think you could spare the time?”
Ray returned to the sofa, seated himself carefully, and studied the mysterious young woman who’d brought him an experience he couldn’t describe and no one else would believe.
“For you, Christine,” he said, “I can easily spare the time. As much as you want or need. Would you like to start here and now?”
Christine’s face lit in that way that expresses a pleasure enhanced by being unexpected. “Got more coffee?”
“Always, dear.” He headed for the kitchen.
“I never really got that part,” Christine said.
Ray nodded. “Understandably so. It seems paradoxical. I don’t really think we’re expected to ‘get’ it. Just accept it on the evidence.”
The room had grown dim. It had gotten quite late, but neither Ray nor Christine was in any hurry to conclude their chat.
“What makes it hard for most people,” Ray said, “is that we tend to think of God as just a very powerful temporal entity, like some sort of super-magician. But He’s not. He created time. He looks down on it from above, the way you or I would read a map. He knows the path we follow because He knows all the paths we might follow, and what might flow from every one of them.” He sat back and reflected for a moment. “So our time-dependent language about ‘choosing’ and ‘knowing’ gets us into trouble when we try to apply it to God.”
“You know,” Christine said, “that would go a long way toward explaining the Trinity, too.”
“Hm? How so?”
“Well, why is the Trinity a tough nut to crack? Because people can’t be in more than one place at a time, right? Wherever you go, there you are, and you’re still you.”
“Uh...” Am I getting in over my head here? “That could be part of it.”
She leaned toward him, intensity and delight merging in her expression. “But if you take the Gospels as factual, then the evidence says there were three divine Persons, even if that’s tough for us time-bound types to imagine. You don’t have to figure out how you could pull it off. You just have to allow that He can do that sort of thing even if we can’t!”
Ray opened his mouth, closed it without speaking. Christine frowned.
“Did I say something wrong, Father?”
“Not at all, dear,” he said. “In fact, I think you’ve been teaching me my trade.” He grimaced in rueful remembrance. “I used to think more about these things when I was a teen. Talks like this one were why I wanted to become a priest. Then I got caught up in all the social activism nonsense that infects the church these days. You know, the stuff Father Schliemann disdained and that I tried to bring here with me.”
The stuff that drove you away.
“The social welfare crap is a lot easier than being a man of God,” he said. “That’s probably why it seduces so many priests away from their real responsibilities.” Ray rose and ambled aimlessly around the sitting room. “After all, when you spend your time distributing food, or clothing, or fliers for some rally or demonstration, you know exactly what you’re doing. You can count up your results, even if it’s just in pounds of bread or sheets of paper. Preaching the Christian faith, proclaiming the love of God and the importance of Christ’s New Covenant, getting people to accept that it’s vitally important even though you can’t prove it, is a lot harder to enter into a spreadsheet.”
“I can imagine,” Christine said.
“Chris,” he said, “this has been a greater pleasure than I could ever have guessed. Shall we make it a regular thing?”
Her smile blossomed into its full radiance, all but stopping his heart. “Sure! Sunday afternoons, say around one?”
“You got it. I’ll have some lunch ready for us.” He held out a hand.
She rose and wrapped him in a tight embrace.
“Oof!”
“Oops, sorry.” She released him and backed up a step. “Louis always said I didn’t know my own strength.”
“The guy who brought you to Father Schliemann?”
She nodded. He walked her to the door and opened it for her.
“I’d like to hear more about him next Sunday, if you wouldn’t mind.”
“I wouldn’t.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Priests aren’t allowed to have girlfriends, are they?”
“Uh, no, we’re not.”
“Too bad.” Another flash of that incredible smile, and she was gone.
Part Two:
En Garde
“He destroys them!” Areth cried.
“No,” Franz said. “He defiles them. He warps their perceptions and misdirects their wills, inducing them to destroy themselves and one another.”
“Does it matter?” Evoy said.
“Indeed it does,” Franz said, “for what they can choose to do, they can also choose not to do. Have you not noticed, Brothers, how difficult they are to predict?”
“Not as a mass,” Areth said.
“No, not thus,” said Sclepi, who had concluded an especially close study of the human organism, “but as individuals. Areth and Franz are both correct. The individual human responds as an individual to the inducements and costs around him, according to his particular desires, fears, and convictions. In groups, they appear to conform to patterns and proclivities coarser than the individual will.” He mused. “One is almost led to conclude that powers like Evoy’s four forces are at work to produce such patterns, but at the level of the mass mind.”
“Their minds,” Evoy said, “are as individual as their bodies.”
“But the incentives and penalties that pervade them tend toward uniformity,” Franz said, “like the winds and waters of their world. Turbulence is always brief and small-scale; the rule is a steady, persistent current in a single direction. Sclepi is insightful.”
Sclepi gestured gratitude toward him.
“We may infer from this,” Franz continued, “that Tiran has a sense for those forces, and is able to harness them to his agenda. But what one Brother may do, perhaps another might undo. Evoy?”
Creation’s author recoiled in horror. “You cannot!”
“No,” Franz said, as soothingly as he could, “not as Tiran has done. It is a violation twice over. What he does to the Essences of his steeds befouls all that Evoy has done. Indeed, it would be a violation even had Evoy not made Creation, but had only discovered it.” He paused and tensed, as if straining toward an unseen goal. “It is evil.”
Areth gaped at him. “What is this new concept?”
“Has it not occurred to you, my Brother? Mankind is not Evoy’s doing. He did not make men. He certainly did not make their Essences. Did you, Evoy?”
Evoy indicated the negative.
“Nor are their Essences the fruits of the physical processes Evoy began. They are entirely without physical representation, just as ours are. Indeed, they exhibit properties we lack and for which we have no analogues. Consider the matter of gender. Or that of love. They are aware of the fragility of their bodies and the brevity of their lives. Yet we have seen them lay down their lives for their families and friends. We have seen them do so to redress artificial suffering and to bring doom upon those who caused it!” He trembled at the thought. “I thought their world a marvel upon first beholding it. I thought the human body to be more beautiful still, a work of art whose artist might rest his reputation upon that achievement alone. But in all Creation and our Realm combined, I have seen nothing so magnificent as the concept they call justice.”
He looked down upon Creation as a lover might gaze upon his beloved. “They are more than we. Far more. Tiran cannot be permitted to rampage among them unchecked. He defiles the fairest thing we shall ever behold.” He paused briefly. “He is no longer our Brother. I name him Defiler, cast out from among us by his own decision. He must be opposed before he can destroy them.”
“But how?” Areth said.
In answer, Franz turned to Evoy. “Can you provide me with a vessel, my Brother?”
Evoy recoiled a second time. “You, Franz?”
“Who else, Evoy?”
The Realm was briefly entirely still.
“I will need,” Evoy faltered at last, “much time to study...and to prepare.”
“Study and prepare, then, but not overlong, my Brother,” Franz said. “The toll mounts as we watch.”
The Realm, though its denizens exist in time, had no means by which to measure time other than events in Evoy’s Creation. The world of men made thousands of orbits about its star before Evoy emerged from study. Areth, Franz, and the rest agonized over every moment of the interval.
“There is a way,” Evoy said at last.
“What will you require?” Franz said.
“Sustenance,” Evoy replied. “It will be difficult. Far more so than was Creation itself. I must interfere in the laws I wrote for it, but without unmaking those laws or disrupting them to permanent effect. The effort will drain me severely, perhaps to the verge of nonexistence. At best I shall be depleted, incapable of any other effort for a long interval. Communication might cease until I have recovered. I cannot know. But in any event, you, my Brothers, must protect and sustain me until I am fully myself once more.”
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