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==<O>==

 


Overture

 


Let me tell you of the place I love, and I
will follow with the story of him whose grace taught me to love
it.

Onteora County is a kidney-shaped, semi-rural
swatch of central New York State, just about equidistant from
Manhattan and Buffalo. It's mostly forest, quiet and green, hot and
damp in the summers, cold and snowy in the winters. It has no
well-known businesses. It has no tourist attractions. The big apple
orchards are mostly further downstate, the Seneca Wine Trail
doesn't reach quite this far, and the Finger Lakes vacation trade
managed to miss it as well. It's noted for nothing of importance to
anyone outside. That's the way we like it.

The county has one city of sorts, also named
Onteora, which sits at its center. Although not quite half the size
of Rochester and possessing no major assets to speak of, the city
dominates the county socially, commercially, and politically. Truth
be known, it's not much of a city, but it's what we have.

The economy's not good here. It never has
been. Most Onteorans have to work brutally hard to stay level with
their bills. There are a few well-to-do families, and one genuinely
rich one, the Forslunds, but no one would mistake this for
Westchester or the Gold Coast of Long Island.

Just outside the city is Onteora Aviation,
the county's one sizable employer. OA is a federal contractor that
specializes in advanced equipment for warplanes. Maybe one
able-bodied man in five works there. I'm told it's not a bad place
to work, if you can stand the jitters that come from having only
one customer and knowing you can never have another.

Most Onteorans are Catholics, but you could
easily conclude that the Pope doesn't know it. Onteora parish has
had the same pastor for nearly half a century, Father Heinrich
Schliemann -- yes, he's descended from the archeologist, and he'll
tell you all about it if you ask -- and he's been alone in the
rectory for most of his tenure. That's right, one priest for a
parish of a quarter million souls. He claims it doesn't bother him,
but that's what you'd expect him to say. He's a good man, and a
very good priest.

I wasn't born or raised here. I wasn't born
or raised anywhere. I came to Onteora out of cowardice, thinking
I'd found someone to relieve me of a cup I'd lost the stomach to
drink.

No, I'm not human, but we needn't discuss
that now.

And now I say "we," as if I belonged here, as
he does. I roamed the globe for twenty millennia, seeking only to
close with my Adversary and die the last death. Another two
millennia I spent looking for someone I could train for the contest
and trick into taking my place. Yet I am one of them, for now. I
have drunk deep of their peace and anonymity, and I say "we" as if
I'd been born to their station instead of my own, far more bitter
one.

I pass their streets as one of them, watch
for the things that make their eyes go wide, listen for the things
they say with heightened voices. I walk alongside them, sweat,
freeze and complain with them, rejoice at their weddings and mourn
for their dead. I know their notables by their first names.

As will you, if you will accompany me. One in
particular. Come, walk beside me and learn our streets and our
forests. Cock an ear to the secrets that ride our breezes. Don't
the leaves seem to be singing? Can't you just make out the words of
the hymn that fills our rich green cathedral?

"For, unto us a child is born..."

 


==<O>==

 


Act One:

With The Essenes

 


Toledo Blade

 


Tradewinds Airways Flight 227 inbound to
Westchester Airport was on its final approach, less than a mile and
a half from the runway at an altitude of twelve hundred feet, when
both its engines failed. Analysts would later determine that a
rising flock of crows had been sucked into the turboprops and had
fatally clogged the air passages.

The pilot called Mayday at once and
configured the stricken aircraft for a hard landing. He knew that,
from that altitude and with so little room to maneuver, the
survival of his eighty-three passengers lay in the lap of chance.
There wasn't even time to dump the fuel. He guided the unpowered
craft carefully toward the runway, husbanding his paltry options as
best he could. Below, emergency crews scrambled over the airfield,
bright yellow vehicles racing along the taxiways in pursuit of the
incoming plane.

Despite the lack of thrust, the plane
responded well. Until the last it appeared that the fates would be
kind.

At a hundred seventy-five feet of altitude
and a quarter mile from the runway, an unexpected blast of
crosswind knocked the plane's wings askew and yawed it forty
degrees to starboard. The pilot pulled too sharply on his yoke, and
the hydraulics gave way with a regretful sigh. Flight 227 met the
tarmac at a hundred ten knots, with its left wing in the lead.

A ball of flame swelled from the point of
impact and engulfed the craft from nose to tail. The plane came
apart into several large fragments that skidded and tumbled the
length of the runway. The shards burned furiously for more than
twenty minutes despite the best efforts of the ground crews. There
were no survivors.

***

Father Heinrich Schliemann was headed to the
sacristy to look for his missing watch when he spotted the short,
slight figure at the back of the otherwise empty church. A young
man knelt at the back row of pews, his head bowed over his folded
hands. Even with his face concealed, he stirred Schliemann's sense
of the familiar.

Curiosity impelled the pastor of Onteora
parish a few steps toward the visitor. As he approached, the
youth's head rose. Dark brown eyes set in a pale, solemn face
locked with his own. The young man stood.

My God, it's Louis Redmond.

Schliemann had meant to call upon him after
the plane crash, but had been beset by an inexplicable reluctance.
A month had passed since the disaster at Westchester Airport, and
still he hadn't managed to make a condolence call to the Redmond
family home.

His parents never missed a Sunday, but I
haven't seen him since Jeannette died.

Schliemann's heart clenched at the thought.
Four years earlier, only days into her freshman year at Cornell,
the beautiful, brilliant elder sister Louis worshipped had choked
to death during a grand mal seizure, the first and last of
her life. Schliemann hadn't seen him at Our Lady of the Pines
since.

Schliemann had asked after Louis only once.
His parents had squirmed so uncomfortably that the priest had
silently vowed not to do it again. It had been a hard vow to keep;
the stubby little machinist and his adoring wife had looked
incomplete without their two genius children.

Jacques and Marie Redmond would attend no
more Masses at this church, or any other. Their only surviving
child, the eighteen-year-old boy of whom they'd been so painfully
proud, now faced life alone.

Little about Louis had changed. On the small
side all his life, he appeared to have topped out at about
five-seven. His thick brown hair still looked permanently tousled.
His dark brown eyes were searchlights in a face that glowed with
purpose.

"Louis?"

The young man managed a wan smile. "Hello,
Father. You caught me."

Schliemann forced back an inappropriate
response. "How have you been?"

"About as you'd imagine."

"I've been meaning to come to see you,
but...well...the parish, you know. I'm alone in the rectory now.
Sometimes it's not easy to make the time."

Sometimes it's not easy to say why you didn't
make the time.

Louis nodded and started toward the door. The
priest arrested him with a hand to the shoulder.

"Louis, please don't run off. You don't know
how glad I am to see you. I'd like to talk with you awhile, if you
have the time."

The young man's adam's-apple bobbed. "I'm all
right."

Without intending to do so, the priest closed
his hand tightly. "I wouldn't doubt it, son. I just want to chat a
while. Would you indulge a lonely priest, please?"

Louis nodded. Schliemann laid an arm around
his shoulders and shepherded him through the breezeway that
connected the church to the rectory.

***

"We haven't spoken since your confirmation."
Schliemann poured coffee for both of them and seated himself on his
sofa with his mug clutched in both hands.

Louis sipped from his mug and said
nothing.

Perhaps I'd better avoid that subject.
"Where will you be going in the fall?"

"Nowhere, Father." Louis hunched forward in
the old armchair. "Unless you count heading out to work in the
morning."

"But --" With his intelligence and drive,
he could go to any school in the country. According to Marie, MIT
and RPI were close to blows over him. "Is it a matter of money,
Louis? I'd have thought your parents would have provided against an
occurrence like this." He was mentally assessing the parish's
charitable fund as he trailed off.

Louis shook his head. "They did, Father. I'm
not in need. I just don't want to sell the house. And anyway,
Onteora Aviation wants me now, degree or no degree."

"Ah." Jacques did say he'd been working
for them part time. Schliemann rose and adjusted the blinds on
the westward window to ward off the late afternoon glare. "But it's
an awfully big deflection from what your plans were before
the...before. Have you ever even been outside New York?"

"No, unless it was when I was a baby."

"Well, don't you think you'll be missing out
on something that could be a lot of fun?"

As soon as he'd finished the sentence,
Schliemann wanted to reel it back. What shone from Louis Redmond's
eyes was the exact opposite of fun.

"That's the part I can't afford, Father. I
have to get to work as fast as I can."

"Can't afford...?"

Louis grimaced. "The fun. The free time. The
opportunities to screw up." He looked about the old sitting room,
taking in its details with the concentration of an auditor. "How
long do you expect to be alone here?"

The priest smiled. "Is my housekeeping that
bad? Not much longer. Do you remember Tony Baldaserra?" Louis
nodded. "He's just been ordained. He's asked to be posted here, and
I think the archdiocese will allow it."

The teenager stiffened. A swift ghost of
sorrow streaked across his face. It was gone almost as soon as it
appeared, caught and confined behind the total mastery of himself
he'd displayed even as a toddler.

"What happened with Drew MacLachlan?" Louis's
expression was back to normal.

"Why do you ask?"

"He just started an internship at OA. Wasn't
he headed for St. Benedict's?"

Schliemann swallowed. "I shouldn't talk about
it." I might slip and mention the hopes I had for you.

Louis drained his mug and set it down. He sat
with his eyes lowered and his hands upon his knees for a long
silent interval.

Thirty years in holy orders had taught
Schliemann to recognize a decision in progress. He held his tongue
and let the teenager think.

"Father, the parish used to run a charity
kitchen and a grocery delivery service for the elderly, didn't
it?"

The tangent set Schliemann back on the sofa.
"Yes, Louis, it still does. The kitchen on Monday, Wednesday, and
Friday, the deliveries all the other nights. I've been running
shorthanded with both. Would you like to help with one of
them?"

The young man nodded solemnly. "Both of
them."

***

Emil Deukmeijian sleepwalked through Monday
as he had through every day of the month past, until he collided
with Rolf Svenson coming around the corner from the Engineering
Division cafeteria. The tall, angular group leader caught
Deukmeijian by the shoulders and peered into his eyes.

"Are you okay, Emil?"

Deukmeijian managed a smile. "More or less."
No worse than last week or the week before, or the week before
that. Katrina's still dead. "How's life been treating you?"

"Fair." Svenson ran a hand through his short
blond curls. "Did you hear about Louis?"

"Hm? No, what about him?"

"He's signed on full time. We have him forty
hours a week, starting this morning at eight."

"I'll be -- what happened to college?"

Svenson shrugged. "You know how good he is.
The company would probably have hired him even if he'd never
finished high school."

"Uh, yeah. Is he still one of yours, or has
he been reassigned?"

The group leader grinned wickedly and rubbed
his hands together. "Mine, all mine. Of course, around here you
can't count on stuff like that, but I'll make good use of him while
I've got him."

Fatima Ozgal, secretary to the Aerostructures
director, rounded the corner and missed crashing into them by
inches. The short, plump young woman's eyes caught Deukmeijian's
for a moment, spoke several thick volumes of unreturned longing,
and broke away. She hurried down the hall as quickly as her tight
skirt and high heels would allow. Svenson noted the silent
interplay and bit his lip.

"You know, Emil, if Terry is agreeable, I'd
love to have you, too." The group leader forced a grin. "Got a
couple of draft choices I could give up."

Deukmeijian shook his head. "He'd never go
for it."

"I thought he resented you."

"He does."

"But -- oh, forget it. Just remember I said
so, okay?"

"Okay."

Svenson clapped him on the shoulder and
ambled off.

Deukmeijian started toward the cafeteria
again, stopped, and without knowing why turned and made for the
cubicle that had been assigned to Louis Redmond, half a building
away.

He found Onteora Aviation's wunderkind
pounding away at his computer as if each keystroke were a blow in a
battle to the death. Deukmeijian leaned against the edge of the
gray partition and cleared his throat. "Welcome aboard, Louis."

The youngster started, turned toward his
cubicle entrance and grinned. "Hi, Emil. Thought I already was
aboard."

"Halfway. Now you're all the way in the boat.
I didn't expect it, frankly. What happened to college?"

Louis flipped a hand. "Maybe later. How are
things in Tactical Software?"

Deukmeijian shrugged. "Same old same old." He
surprised himself with his next sentence. "Not that I care all that
much lately."

Why did I say that?

The teenager's eyes narrowed. "Something
wrong, Emil?" He waved Deukmeijian at a metal guest chair.

It was the end of Emil Deukmeijian's
self-control. He watched himself slide toward the chair as if he
were an observer in his own body. He did not choose to sit, but he
lowered himself onto the uncomfortable metal seat and hunched over
in it. He did not choose to say "Katrina's dead" to Louis, but he
said it. He did not choose to weep and cover his eyes, but he did.
He said nothing more for a long time as his tears washed over his
face and hands.

***

Louis arrived at the rectory door while
Schliemann was scrubbing potatoes. The priest put down the
vegetable brush and went to greet him. The teenager had a stranger
in tow, a husky young man perhaps a decade older, whose face was an
atlas of the lands of pain. The stranger hesitated when he saw the
priest, but Louis took him by the elbow and urged him forward.

"Father, this is my friend Emil Deukmeijian.
He's volunteered to help us for the evening. Emil, this is Father
Heinrich Schliemann, the pastor of Onteora parish." Louis turned a
gaze full of command on his companion.

Schliemann held out his hand and Deukmeijian
took it. The priest added his other hand and squeezed gently.

"Thank you for coming, Emil. We're always
short of help here. By any chance are you a good cook?"

"Uh, no, Father. But I can bus and wash
up."

"Well, each to his station, though I suspect
our guests are getting a little tired of my cooking. It's broiled
chicken, potatoes and broccoli tonight. Louis, would you get
started on cleaning the chickens, please?"

"Certainly, Father. Where are they?"

"Piled next to the sink. There are rubber
gloves right beside them."

Louis moved off. Schliemann returned his
attention to the nervous young man whose hand he had not
released.

"You're not one of my parishioners, are you,
Emil?"

"Uh, no, Father. Actually, I'm Russian
Orthodox...was."

"Was?"

"I don't really practice it."

"Ah. Well, good works know no doctrinal
squabbles. Welcome to Our Lady of the Pines. I appreciate your
help, even if it's just for tonight." Schliemann guided Deukmeijian
down the short hall to the rectory kitchen. "We expect between
thirty and fifty guests on any given night, so there's a lot of
work, and no surplus of hands. In fact, tonight it's likely to be
just you, Louis, and me. Come help me with the potatoes."

***

No other helpers arrived that evening, but
indigents, both individuals and families, began to appear within
the hour. Most were street people, shabbily dressed, rank of odor,
and just coherent enough to gravitate toward a free meal. A few
were people Schliemann knew had fallen on hard times through no
fault of their own, and who were straining to right themselves as
quickly as they could. These held themselves apart from the larger
mass of freeloaders who had no aims in life beyond its perpetuation
at minimum effort.

There's no help for it. An open door admits
one and all.

It ate at him that so many of the parish's
beneficiaries had no higher ambition than to be the recipients of
charity. He suspected that contributions to the parish relief
effort, both money and labor, had fallen for that reason alone. He
forced his mind away from it, concentrated on filling plates and
bellies.

Louis said no word the whole time. He served,
cleared and cleaned with smooth efficiency. His expression never
varied from a bland mask of impersonal hospitality. His friend Emil
visibly struggled to control himself as he went about his
tasks.

I wonder what image of a charity kitchen he
came here with.

It was almost eight PM when one of the
guests, an old wino who trundled a ratty baby carriage full of
newsprint wherever he went, succumbed to an attack of delirium
tremens. Emil was clearing the place beside him. The nameless
vagrant spasmed, cried out, grabbed at the stunned young man and
vomited down his back, then slumped to the floor twitching and
shivering.

It wasn't far out of the ordinary. Events
that distasteful had occurred many times on the evenings when
Schliemann opened the rectory to Onteora's poor. What happened next
was unprecedented.

Emil jerked back and crashed into Alice
Siebling, a fifty-five-year-old woman who'd lost her home in a
foreclosure action after her husband died. She went down, clipped
the edge of a table with her head, and screamed shrilly as blood
welled from her scalp. The stricken wino began to wail in a pulsing
counterpoint to the woman's shrieks. His eyes rolled up to expose
pure whites. His arms and legs flailed a jerky drumroll against the
linoleum floor. Other vagrants took up the wino's cry. The
cacophony accelerated.

Emil stood paralyzed.

Schliemann set down his basket of dirty
dishes and moved toward the convulsing vagrant. Louis stepped in
front of him and caught his eyes.

"Help her."

The priest turned to Alice Siebling, fished
out his handkerchief and pressed it to her freely flowing scalp
wound. Louis dove for the vagrant, pried his jaws open to check for
throat obstructions, then wrapped his arms around the old bum and
held him in a grip of steel until his cries and thrashing
ceased.

***

Schliemann moved back from the cot. Alice
Siebling slept soundly. She probably wouldn't awaken that evening.
He'd managed to stanch her bleeding with compresses, gauze and
surgical tape. Unless she clawed off the dressings in her sleep,
she'd be all right until the morning. The old wino had fled as soon
as his attack ceased, before Schliemann could summon a doctor to
examine him.

Louis's soft baritone easily penetrated the
thin wall that separated the meeting room from the rectory's little
guest room.

"What the hell did you think you were
doing?"

"He..."

"He what? He was on the floor having a
fit. You were already as soiled as you were going to get. You
jumped away from him as if you thought he might give you rabies. In
the process you hurt an innocent woman."

"For God's sake, Louis, I didn't do it on
purpose!"

"No, you didn't." Louis's voice was no louder
and his tone was no sharper, but the weight of his disapproval
snowballed with every syllable. "You didn't have a purpose. You had
a revulsion. You let it turn you into a danger to others."

Schliemann stood perfectly still. Alice
Siebling snored on, unaffected. There was a long silence from the
other side of the wall.

"Did you even ask that woman's name, Emil?
It's Alice. Her husband died about three years ago and left her
penniless. He'd borrowed the entire cash value of his life
insurance and blown it at the race track. She has nothing and no
one. She hasn't spent two consecutive nights in the same place in
almost two years. The parish provides all her meals and clothing.
How'd you like to trade that damp spot on your back for what she
has to endure?"

Emil said nothing.

"Even that bum who threw up on you deserved
better than you gave him. He's a mess, he can't earn a living, he's
alcoholic and mentally defective and smells like a cesspool, but
while he's here he's our guest, damn it. You backed away
from him as if he were less than human."

A man in that condition is less than human,
Louis. We just try not to notice.

"Louis," Emil whined, "I just lost my
wife."

Schliemann's chest tightened painfully.

"That's why you're here." Each word was a
monument to implacability. "If you do this kind of work with
attention, it takes you out of yourself. The more things you care
about and involve yourself in, the larger you become, and the
smaller the part of you that's hurting." Louis paused. "This is how
you can get back onto the same planet as the rest of us, Emil. I
didn't bring you here for them. This was for you."

There was a soft gasp, followed by a low,
hoarse sobbing. Schliemann sank to the floor and sat there, his
folded hands pressed to his mouth, until he'd heard the door to the
outside open and close twenty minutes later.

***

Emil Deukmeijian kept to his desk all day
Tuesday. He buried himself in his work, in the hope that it would
keep his thoughts away from the events of the evening past. His
evasions came to an end when Louis stopped by his cubicle, just
before five PM.

"Are you going to help me with the deliveries
tonight?"

Deukmeijian repressed a cringe. "I don't
think it's a good idea." He started to turn back toward his
computer. Louis moved up behind him and laid a hand on his
shoulder.

"It's a very good idea, Emil. Don't let last
night throw you. Tell you what. You do the driving, and I'll do all
the inside work."

Deukmeijian said nothing.

"I'll toss in a cheeseburger and fries."

"Knock it off, Louis." Deukmeijian's eyes
darted toward the cubicle entrance. Other Onteora Aviation
employees had begun to flow past as the division laid down its
tools for the day.

"Come on, Emil." The hand squeezed his
shoulder gently. "What, are you going to sit in your apartment and
mope? Is that a better program than getting out and doing something
for someone else?"

Deukmeijian whirled as his face filled with
blood. "I said knock it off!" Louis unhanded him and stepped back.
"Who the hell died and made you my therapist? I was supposed to be
on that Goddamned plane with her! You can't imagine what that feels
like, the way it eats at you from sunrise to sunset and back again.
So stop playing camp recreation director and leave me alone!"

Louis's mouth fell open. Behind him, Fatima
Ozgal's dark, anxious face peeked around the edge of the partition.
She edged forward and tugged on Louis's sleeve.

"Louis, don't." Her heavily accented voice
was thick with suppressed tears. "He doesn't want to feel
better."

Deukmeijian started to blast her, but his
voice stalled in his throat. He turned back to his computer and
hunched over it, not to work but to hide from the people who had
misguidedly come to do him comfort. Presently they left him alone
to wallow in his grief.

***

Schliemann had put the last of the pots and
pans back into the cabinets beneath the cooktop when Louis cranked
the taps shut and shook the water from his hands.

He's been awfully quiet all evening.

"Thank you for coming, Louis. Will we be
seeing any more of your friend?"

"I expect so, Father." The young man picked
up a dishtowel and started to dry the huge heap of plates in the
drainer. "Maybe not soon, though."

"I hope he wasn't too upset by Monday."

Louis grinned. "Which part of Monday? The
part when he was upchucked on, the part when he knocked Mrs.
Siebling down, or the part when I tore him a new asshole?"

"Louis!"

"I knew you were listening, Father." He set
down a dry dish and picked up a wet one. "Thank you for not
interfering."

Schliemann swallowed what he'd been about to
say.

"He was upset," Louis continued, his eyes
fixed on the dish in his hands. "And he was upset yesterday, and
probably today as well. But not for much longer. When he gets over
it, he'll realize that Monday was the only evening this past month
that the loss of his wife didn't rule his life. And he'll be back
here."

"Louis..." The priest fumbled for words. "You
can't trivialize someone else's pain that way."

The dark eyes turned to meet his own.

"I don't trivialize it, Father. I see it for
what it is. Pain of any kind is a sign of danger. You're not
supposed to bathe in it. You're supposed to find the cause and
treat it. When you're doing it right the pain becomes less, it
stops commanding your whole attention. You know that."

I do know it.

"All the same," Schliemann murmured, "you
can't force someone to stop mourning just because you think he
ought to."

Louis nodded. "I know that too. But I had to
try. He dumped it on me. He came to me Monday morning and wept on
my desk about his loss. According to a mutual friend, he's been a
walking corpse ever since the plane crash. What would you have
done?"

"I don't know, Louis. I can't fault your
decision. I only know that you can't nag a man out of his
grief."

Louis's lips drew thin. "The Jews are more
sensible about it than we are. A bereaved Jew's family and friends
descend on him, as many as can reach him in the days after his
loss. They keep him surrounded with life and love so continuously
that the grief is squeezed out of him. He's practically not allowed
to be alone until the worst is over and he can cope again."

Schliemann forced himself to ponder it.

"Louis, does he know about --"

"No." The syllable rang with finality.

And he won't learn it from you,
Schliemann.

Louis's eyes sheened over. He drew a deep
breath and glanced through the kitchen window at the star-flecked
satin of the midsummer night.

"There's a woman at work who loves Emil so
much that she can hardly look at him without bursting into tears.
She's loved him for two years, but of course he was married, to his
high school sweetheart, no less, and anyway he's Armenian and she's
a Turk, which made the whole idea unthinkable." The cords in
Louis's neck tightened. "Now he's a widower, and it's even worse.
Just to let herself think about his...availability feels like the
worst sort of blasphemy, but there's probably nothing else she
can think about. If you had to spend the next year as one or
the other of them, which would you rather be?"

"How did you find out about all this,
Louis?"

The teenager shrugged. "People tell me
things, Father. They always have. I don't know why."

The dark brown eyes closed briefly. The
intense young face hinted at a legion of secrets closely held,
portions of fear and suffering accepted in confidence and locked
safely away, keepsakes of agony for unnamed depositors.

"The hard part is knowing your own place in
such a thing. He didn't know why I brought him here until I
clobbered him with it. It was my job to know, for both of us. But
until I gave him his reaming, I couldn't be sure whether I did it
for him or for me."

"And which was it?"

One corner of Louis's mouth quirked upward.
"Both."

"How," Schliemann whispered, "did a boy your
age learn so much about the uses of pain and charity?"

A crease formed on Louis's forehead. He
picked up the last dish from the drainer, dried it with a flourish
of his towel and laid it atop the stack on the counter.

"The same way you'd learn anything else you
can't study, Father. Trial and error. I've made a lot of mistakes
this past month, and I expect I'll make a lot more, but this seems
to be working."

Without warning the young man's eyes flamed
and his face convulsed in unmistakable grief. Before the pastor
could move or speak, Louis reasserted his absolute self-command. It
was only a moment before he'd cleared the burning wreckage from his
eyes and returned his features to their usual smooth innocence.
"Just don't let me get too hard, okay?"

"I won't." Schliemann fingered his Roman
collar. "Louis, do you want to talk about any of
those...mistakes?"

There was a long silence.

"Maybe at confession, Father. Where do you
want me to put the colander?"

"In the cabinet with the pots and pans."

"Oh, of course."

 


==<O>==

 


Intermezzo

 


The old priest sat back and folded his hands
over one drawn-up knee. "I suppose that wasn't quite the beginning,
but it was when I ceased to think of him as just a former catechism
student." He glanced at the little plate I held. "Would you like
another muffin, Mr. Loughlin?"

I smiled. "Yes, thank you. They're very
good."

He took the plate to the kitchen and returned
with a second corn muffin, broken open at the top, a pat of butter
melting into the steaming cleft.

"You weren't overly specific about your
relation to him." Schliemann handed me the plate and resumed his
seat on the old sofa.

I made an airy gesture. "Protege would cover
it." It wouldn't, but being minutely circumstantial wasn't my
intention.

"Protege? May I ask in what?"

"A number of things." I paused to bite into
the muffin. Rich, hot, and delicately sweet. "I'm an expert in
certain fields of planning and management."

"Is Louis going to give up engineering for
management? It wouldn't seem to be in his line."

I chuckled. "You know the range of his
interests. He could bankrupt any of the popular game shows."

"True." He sipped at his coffee. "You're
always pulling him into areas beyond computers, anyway. Or do you
not work for OA?"

"No, I'm self-employed. You could say I'm a
consultant."

He shook his head. "One of the marvels of
this country is the ease with which people go into business for
themselves. It's not like that in Europe, you know. But you must
tell me, how do the tenets of our faith bear on your relations with
Louis?"

I finished the muffin, slid forward to set
the plate down on the low coffee table between us, and leaned
toward him.

"You're a well read man, Father. You know
what's happened to belief in our time. Churches aren't what they
were a century or two ago. The major creeds of the West have all
gone relativistic and nonjudgmental. What's the catchphrase?
'Whatever's right for you' -- ?"

His expression had turned grave.
"Indeed."

"Of the major Christian faiths, only
Catholicism and Baptism have put up serious resistance to being
reduced to feel-good, do-good social clubs. Even Catholicism has
slipped somewhat. Pastors in the fleshpots routinely soft-pedal
some of the less popular doctrines to avoid the displeasure of
their communicants."

He nodded slowly. "There are advantages to
being out here in the backwoods." Little currents of tension ran
through his folded hands.

"You don't seem to be affected by that. I was
going to ask why."

Schliemann rose from the sofa, went to the
westward window and adjusted the blinds. The day was indifferently
gray, mildly murky but without the sense of an imminent change in
the weather.

"Ask rather why so many of my colleagues are.
We all receive the same training. We come to the faith as lovers,
forsaking all others to hold it as close as we can. There's nothing
in this world for a priest to look forward to, beyond the service
of God."

"Promotion to Monsignor?"

He snorted a gentle laugh. "I was offered
that, once. I was told I'd have to work in the diocesan
office."

His refined Old World features were touched
by a moment of humorous remembrance.

"When I was posted here, I was twenty-six
years old. I'd been in holy orders barely a month. Father Boileau,
my predecessor, had urgently requested retirement and replacement.
So I came, and he told me of his flock and its needs.

"Of all that he said those few weeks before
he went away, the most important thing was this: 'They need to be
challenged, Heinrich. Let their backs go untested, and they never
learn how strong they are. Demand no miracles of them, and they
never learn what they're capable of. Allow them excuses even once,
and from that day forward excuses are all you'll hear.' And he was
right.

"So I challenge them. I compromise on
nothing. If a parishioner tries to beg off when I assign him a
duty, I ask him how deep is his faith, whether he hopes to come to
Christ though us, or whether Mass on Sundays might be just a habit
for him. If he asks about a possible loophole in some unpleasant
stricture, I ask him whether he might be happier in one of the
easier sects. And if he falls, and begs forgiveness, and then falls
again, and again, I call him to me, and tell him that God's love
will enfold even him, but that until he proves himself worthy, Our
Lady of the Pines will not."

He fell silent as the play of light through
the shifting clouds danced on his face.

"Does it work, Father?"

He turned to me with a smile. "Better than
you could imagine. Better than I could say. Have I mentioned Tony
Baldaserra to you?"

"Just the name."

He resumed his seat on the sofa. "Make
yourself comfortable."

 


==<O>==

 


The Blessing Of Water

 


Father Heinrich Schliemann dried his
liver-spotted, faintly palsied hands on the small towel that hung
from the base of the font, made the Sign of the Cross and headed
for the sacristy. Father Anthony Baldaserra stayed frozen a moment,
then rose from his knees and followed.

Tony dashed the copious perspiration from his
forehead. Onteora Parish could not afford to air condition its
church, and the July heat was a local record for the century. Yet
Schliemann had insisted on full ritual garb for the blessing: a
full-length alb, stole, and chasuble over all. Though the ceremony
took a bare ten minutes, Tony could hardly believe the two of them
had endured it and lived. His garments would need to be laundered
before he wore them again.

Schliemann began to undress as Tony closed
the door behind them. The pastor moved nimbly for his age, and was
quickly back in the short-sleeved cotton shirt and light khaki
trousers he favored for his private time. Tony wasn't far behind
him.

"Father?"

"Yes, Tony?" Schliemann took both sets of
vestments and deposited them in the wicker hamper in the
corner.

"Do you mind if I have dinner with my family
tonight?"

The older priest smiled. "Not at all."

"I was, uh, planning to stay over there
tonight, too."

"There's no reason why you shouldn't. Your
folks have air conditioning, don't they?" Schliemann nudged open
the door to the breezeway that connected the church and rectory.
"Will you take the eight or the nine o'clock Mass tomorrow?"

"Uh, the nine?"

"Fine. Say hello to your mother and Angela
for me, would you please?" The two stepped briskly down the passage
and into the rectory kitchen. The rectory wasn't air-conditioned
either, but a good cross draft and a large ceiling fan helped to
mitigate the murderous heat. Schliemann went at once to the
refrigerator and withdrew a large pitcher of water.

It's a wonder he let them build the
breezeway. But then, the snow can be lethal.

"How about Dominic?"

Tony regretted the words at once. The
pastor's eyes fixed themselves on his young companion. He set the
pitcher down and clasped his hands before him.

"Will Dominic be at dinner tonight?"

"I expect him to be."

"Do you think he would enjoy hearing from
me?"

No. "He might, Father."

Schliemann's answering smile was too knowing.
"Over time a cleric learns to recognize his mistakes and concede
his failures, Tony."

Tony started to disagree, caught himself and
nodded. Schliemann put a hand on his shoulder.

"Enjoy your Friday evening, Tony. Enjoy
dinner with your family. Give my regards to anyone who'd be pleased
to receive them. And don't fret over what's long past and can't be
changed."

The young priest writhed internally at the
words. "I thought we were supposed to hold out the hope of
salvation to anyone this side of the grave."

The pastor's eyes bespoke a sad wisdom.
"That's the theory."

***

Dominic Baldaserra breezed into his family's
apartment as if he'd never left. His parents had never locked their
doors, but that wouldn't have stopped him for more than three
minutes in any case. He tossed his rucksack into the corner, where
it fetched up against the old console television. The place was as
always: plastic covers on the couch cushions, plastic runners to
protect the carpeting, and yellowing lace doilies on every
horizontal surface.

"Yo, Mom?"

A stirring came from the kitchen, and a
moment later Francesca Baldaserra scuffed out, enveloped in a long
red apron and a garlicky cloud, with her large wooden spoon in her
hand.

"You made it." Her tone was little short of a
slap in the face. She brandished the spoon as she had when he was a
child and it was an instrument of discipline, but he looked down at
her from a considerable height these days, and no longer feared
it.

He grinned. "You didn't think I'd miss having
my birthday dinner with my flesh and blood?"

"Didn't think," she muttered. "I never know
what to think with you. Come on in the kitchen." She glared at him,
but her rotund form was incapable of projecting menace. "Your
brother and sister are both gonna be here tonight. You behave, you
hear?"

He let his eyes grow mockingly wide. "Father
Anthony? Here? Thank you, dear Lord, for laying Your special
blessing upon this humble house!"

Her eyes blazed. For a moment he thought she
might hit him with the spoon. He'd have loved for her to try it.
He'd get a lot of satisfaction out of taking it from her and
snapping it in half. He might not stop there.

"Your papa's in the ground less than a year.
You want his ghost to see this?"

Dominic smiled sweetly. "Pop always knew what
not to look at. What's for dinner?"

She looked him up and down again, grunted
"Sausages," and shuffled back to her kitchen.

***

Tony's mother bowed her head. "Anthony, you
say the grace."

Tony folded his hands and closed his eyes.
"Bless us, O Lord, and these thy gifts which we are about to
receive through Thy bounty. In Christ our Lord, Amen."

"And thank You, dear Lord, for keeping
Onteora County well stocked with idiots," Dominic intoned, head
bowed over his folded hands. Tony looked up at him in surprise.
"Thank You for making them trust those ridiculous Kruger-Smith snap
locks, and for never suggesting to them that they shouldn't keep
all their valuables in the master bedroom. Your humble servant
really appreciates these labor-saving conveniences." He looked up
and smiled. "Who's hungry?"

Angela stared at him as if he'd leaped onto
the table and dropped his pants. Their mother merely reached for
the bowl of vermicelli and forked out a generous helping.

The meal passed in silence until Angela rose
to get the coffee. Their mother excused herself and left the
kitchen. Dominic bared his teeth at her back.

Tony's mother and sister had given up on the
eldest of the Baldaserra children. Surrender wasn't like them, even
in the face of overwhelming odds. Yet, despite the rasping pain
Dominic inflicted on him at each of their contacts, Tony hadn't
given up, and he thought he understood that better.

I'm a priest. I'm not just his younger
brother. I have a duty. If the younger brother part gets in the
way, I'll put it into storage and just be a priest.

Father Schliemann gave up.

The Father Schliemann he'd known as a child
would not have given up.

"How's that little discussion group of yours
going, Angie?" Dominic's bright, mocking tone made Tony wince.
"Changed the world yet? Changed anything?" Angela sneered at
Dominic, but said nothing.

"Angela believes in her cause, Dom. There's
no call to belittle her."

Dominic tilted his chair onto its hind legs
and laced his fingers behind his head. "You believe in yours, too,
kiddo. Got to treat you the same, don't I?"

Tony clenched his jaws.

"Always loved you two, you know. So serious.
So determined. You'd think you actually knew how to do something.
Something that took balls or talent."

Angela's color rose. She reared back in her
chair and started to retort. Tony cut her off.

"Angie's a capable bookkeeper, and she's well
liked by her coworkers." He stared at his elder brother, but
Dominic refused to meet his eyes, and kept his smile on their
sister.

"But no husband yet, right, Angie? Got
anything going? A steady boyfriend, maybe? Or does your
world-saving use up all your socializing time?"

Angela ground her teeth audibly.

"I kind of figured with the holy roller here
out of town these past four years, you'd finally start to make some
headway. What they call a window of opportunity. Tony always
frightened the boys away with all that praying. Must have rubbed
off on you, I guess."

Calm down. It's no worse than usual. All we
have to do is not react, and he'll eventually get tired of talking
to himself and leave.

"Holy roller's back now. Window's closed. Of
course, he doesn't live here any more, but he wouldn't like the
neighbors telling stories about the sister of the new parish
priest."

Angela rose, poured the dregs of her coffee
into the sink, and stalked up the stairs without a word. At last
Dominic turned to his brother.

"Funny how the room always clears out so fast
after the coffee, ain't it? And you and me the only ones left
again."

Tony held his brother's eyes in silence.

"What's it been like, bro? Got your knees
broken all the way in yet? You're what now, twenty-six? Figure
you'll live to be seventy-five. Pop did. That makes forty-nine more
years of praying and spouting crap to fat housewives and beating
off into the toilet at night. Hell of a career you've got in front
of you, boy. Makes a man proud."

"Sure does," Tony murmured. His resolve not
to rise to Dominic's baiting had dissolved in an instant. "Of
course, it's not as glamorous as what you do. I don't get to pick
locks or force windows. I don't get to poke through other people's
belongings looking for something I can fence for five cents on the
dollar. I don't get to keep the wonderful hours you keep, or the
fabulous company neither. But there are compensations, Dom. I don't
have to run like hell when I hear a police siren. I can look my
neighbors in the eye, without being reminded of the stuff I glommed
from their houses that I haven't got off my hands yet. And I can
come to dinner at my mother's and sister's home and not cut them
down to my size with nasty remarks, because they don't make
me feel small."

Dominic Baldaserra leaned across the table, a
world of threat in his eyes. His face twitched and the cords of his
neck jerked. "You little shit."

For the first time that evening, Tony smiled
and meant it.

***

“Hey, Tony!”

Tony almost dropped his groceries at the
sound. He stopped and turned to find Louis Redmond trotting up
behind him and smiling brightly.

It was four years since Tony had last seen
his young jogging and weightlifting partner. Louis's smooth, solemn
face was unchanged except for a faint beard shadow on the underside
of the jaw. There was more mass to his torso, but it looked harder
than ever. He carried himself a little more formally. Tony could
see no other differences.

The old familiar longing surged up from the
cellar of his soul at full intensity.

Tony started to set down his sacks of groceries.
Louis forestalled him by taking one from his arms and striding
toward the rectory door.

“How long have you been back?” Louis appeared
unsurprised to find Tony in residence at the rectory.

“About eight weeks now. How come I haven’t
seen you?”

Louis’s face darkened. “I’ve been away. In
Massachusetts.”

“Oh. MIT?”

“No.” The young man looked away briefly. “I’m
at Onteora Aviation now. They’ve had me at a subcontractor’s site
these past three months. A place called Wooster Precision.”

Tony’s eyebrows rose. “Full time?”

Louis nodded. A hint of pain flickered across
his face.

I’ll have to get the details from Father
Schliemann.

It developed that Louis already knew where things
went in the rectory kitchen. They exchanged pleasantries about
relatives and mutual friends as they worked. Tony found himself
with a multitude of questions that he couldn’t quite bring himself
to ask.

They coined the phrase “the best and the
brightest” to refer to him. He could have gone to any college he
wanted. Why did he go to work instead?

When the groceries had been stowed, Tony poured them
each a glass of lemonade and gestured to Louis to join him at the
kitchen table. Louis hesitated, then pulled out a chair and slid
into it. Tony did the same. He cast about for a safe conversational
path.

"So tell me about the workaday world. What's it
like?"

Louis frowned into his glass. "Different. A lot of
compromises. Not a lot of clarity."

Tony took a pull on his lemonade and sat back.

There's something on his mind. He must have come
hoping to see Father Schliemann.

It's time to sing for my supper.

He mustered his forces and said, "Something you
wanted to talk about?"

Louis's dark brown eyes rose and locked with his. The
gaze struck into Tony Baldaserra with an impact that dwarfed
everything in his experience but his ordination rite. It was his
first contact with the reality and import of ministry, and it
rocked him, and Louis had yet to say a word.

Tony had no illusions about himself. He was brighter
than most, and more capable, and kinder to his fellow man. He did
his best by his loved ones and his vows, in a world where
goldbricking, tossing others to the wolves and weaseling around
one's given word were generally taken as the norm. He was above
average by most of the measures of a man that matter to his
fellows.

No one who knew Louis Redmond, certainly not Tony,
would demean him as "above average." There might be someone as
piercingly intelligent somewhere in the world, or there might not.
There might be someone with his laser-like focus and his capacity
for sustained effort, or there might not. There might be someone as
generous and upright, or there might not.

Probably not. And I just offered to advise him. God,
be with me now. I'm going to need You.

"Do you know the phrase 'company town,' Tony?"
Louis's voice was almost inaudible.

Tony nodded.

"Onteora comes close. OA employs about twenty percent
of the able-bodied men in the county. When OA's wheel hits a rock,
the whole county shakes. So keeping OA's path clear has become a
priority for a whole lot of people."

"And you've found a rock?"

Louis shook his head. "I am the rock."

"What -- " Tony swallowed his surprise and forced
himself back to silence. Louis grinned faintly.

"OA sent me to visit with this subcontractor because
the sub wasn't meeting its AQLs or schedules. By a lot."

"What's an AQL?"

"Acceptable quality level. We were getting shoddy
work delivered way late, and the whole EL-17 project was endangered
by it." Louis sipped at his drink. "Figure three thousand jobs on
the line if that one goes down."

"What does an EL-17 do?"

"Battlefield illumination. It's a support plane for
night ground actions. Carries a bunch of big halogen tubes and an
enormous turbogenerator to power them with."

"A flying night light? Doesn't sound like your kind
of job."

Louis grinned crookedly. "Tell me about it. No
computers, no software, not even much electronics. So, in keeping
with the military's long tradition of detailing blind men to be
snipers and deaf men to work the radios, OA sent me to Wooster to
do a fact-finding. A twenty year old kid."

Whatever you are, Louis, you're no kid.

Louis had returned to scowling into his glass. "I
turned over a lot of rocks no one expected me to touch. I demanded
to see all the records, all the books, and I made threats until I
got my way. I think I interviewed everyone in the whole damned
company." His hand tightened around the glass. He sipped from it
again.

"They were cheating big time, Tony. Channeling EL-17
operating funds to other programs. Using substandard components in
delivered subassemblies. Diverting key personnel to other efforts
and then continuing to bill OA for their time. There was one guy
clocking eighty to ninety hours a week, all to the EL-17, and he
was never in the building for the three months I was there. When I
braced their project director about it, he said the guy was on a
training sabbatical. For three months. Can you believe it?"

Louis's soft voice pulsed with outrage.

"What did your management do when you told them?"

"Nothing."

"What?"

"They said there was too much money and too many jobs
at stake to take the lid off. They didn't want to risk having the
Air Force pull the contract because OA had been unacceptably lax in
its subcontractor management." The glass Louis clutched trembled
visibly. He drained it, set it down before him, and made a ball of
his hands. "I was reminded about those three thousand jobs. I was
asked whether I really had the company's best interests at heart. I
was told to file my report and go back to my regular
responsibilities."

"When was that?"

"Monday."

"Is there anyone above you who might take an
interest?"

"Immediately above me? No."

"What about higher-ups?"

Louis shrugged microscopically. "Without the approval
of my immediate superiors? I can't even approach them. I'd be
flogged in public if I tried to jump the chain of command."

Silence blanketed the rectory kitchen. Louis sat
unmoving. Tony fought back his heartache and rotated the problem in
his head, seeking a clear moral purchase.

The boy we thought could set the world ablaze
someday has become the man who just might do it.

He couldn't live with himself if he did something
that cost three thousand uninvolved people their livelihoods. He'd
crucify himself over each one. But he can't accept things the way
they are, either. Managerial opposition or none.

If he can't find a way out of the dilemma, with all
his gifts, how can he expect me to do it?

I wish Father Schliemann were here.

"How do you want this to work out, Louis?"

Incredulity spread over Louis's face. "I want those
thieving bastards at Wooster indicted, tried, and clapped in jail.
I want everyone at OA who knew but didn't do anything about it to
lose his job. And I want no harm to come to anyone who wasn't
involved. How else should it work out?"

Should.

"How much of that would you compromise on, if you
could have the rest?"

Louis's jaw tightened. Despite his rigid control of
his demeanor, his trademark intensity, the monomaniacal resolve to
make a proper end of whatever he started, flowed forth from him
unchecked. Tony felt himself become lightheaded.

"You know you probably can't have all of it, don't
you?"

Words hissed through clenched teeth. "Just now I
don't have any of it."

Tony shook his head clear and breathed once deeply.
He rose from the table and went to put his glass in the sink, then
stood there and stared through the window at the little copse of
firs just beyond. The afternoon sky was clear and brilliantly blue.
The heat and humidity of the previous day had left town, probably
to return at greater strength tomorrow. For that moment, Tony
missed them. He would have welcomed the distraction from the waves
of desire that pounded at his self-command. He squeezed his eyes
shut and hurled words into the breach of his pain.

"You're an immoderate sort, Louis." Though he did his
best to gentle them out, the words were tinged with a severity he
had not intended. "You want justice to all the points of the
compass, and you won't be satisfied with half a loaf. But there's a
saying about half a loaf. It's time to put your priorities in
order. Decide what's most important and work on that first. Then
move to what's next most important, and so on. At the end, you'll
know you've done your best. That's all you can hope for."

As soon as the words were out, Tony wanted them back.
They were absurdly simplistic. They made light of one of the worst
moral dilemmas a man could face: the imperative to do justice
thwarted by the imperative not to harm the innocent. He remained at
the sink, shoulders raised and face averted from what he had
done.

Chair legs scraped faintly across the kitchen floor,
followed by quiet footsteps. When Tony turned from the window,
Louis Redmond had departed.

***

Dominic Baldaserra crumpled the containers from his
hamburger and fries, stretched out as best he could in the back
seat of his car, and pulled a baseball cap down over his eyes. It
was time for his nap. He had to catch some shut-eye in the middle
of the afternoon if he was to be at his sharpest once night
fell.

He was parked outside the densest part of Onteora, on
a seedy side street that dead-ended well short of Grand Avenue. The
gutters and sidewalks were strewn irregularly with all manner of
garbage, from banana peels to discarded furniture. Many of the cars
parked around him had been where they were for months or years,
either from inoperability or abandonment. Most of the nearby
buildings had been condemned. The denizens of the remainder had
learned that it was best not to concern themselves with men who
slept in parked cars.

For his part, Dominic had learned how to sleep
despite nearby pedestrian traffic and the afternoon sun. He dozed
lightly, part of his mind still at work on the matter of where to
ply his trade once the sun had set.

Some thieves seek riches. Others seek challenges to
their skills. Dominic sought only sustenance.

Onteora suited him. Its poor had little to defend,
and were philosophical about losing it. Its better-offs were few
enough not to stimulate much competition for him, and found more
succor in their homeowner's insurance than in the halfhearted
efforts of the county police. He knew better than to attack the
well secured, privately guarded homes of the county's few rich. As
long as he stayed fit and sharp, he could survive here.

Onteora also suited him because it was home to his
family. He got more pleasure out of taunting his mother and
deriding his siblings than from any other pastime he knew.

At least, he had.

The previous evening's exchange with his younger
brother had left him smarting and frustrated. Tony had scored on
him for the first time in his life. He hadn't needed to be
particularly clever to do it. Physical menace hadn't forced him
back into the half-cringe that suited him best. He'd merely crossed
his arms and smiled. He didn't seem to care whether Dominic swung
at him or not. It was enough to make a man wonder where he'd gone
wrong.

The holy roller had grown enough of a spine to defy
his outlaw older brother. Through the haze that surrounded
Dominic's somnolent brain, the memory poked tips of sharpened steel
that pricked him willy-nilly back to full consciousness.

Dominic's pride demanded retribution. Retribution
there would be. All that remained was to decide on the form.

***

"What should I have told him?"

Father Schliemann grinned ruefully. "Do you seriously
think I'd have done better than you did?"

Tony winced. "I'd hope so. All I had in me was a
platitude."

The older priest's eyes were kind. "Sometimes that's
all you're going to have, Tony. Don't flog yourself over it.
Counseling Louis is likely to be difficult no matter what the
occasion."

Tony had expected the pastor to disapprove of what
he'd said, to have an elaborate alternative ready for use that Tony
would feel an idiot for not seeing. Louis's visit and sudden
departure had left him off balance. Schliemann's attempt to soothe
him detached him part way from reality.

The rectory kitchen seemed to have filled with a
faint haze. It glittered at the edge of perception in the light
from the overhead fixture. Tony balled his hands on the table
before him and tried to compose himself.

"I can see some of the reasons, I guess. But I wasn't
ready for it, and I thought I ought to have been. Does it get
easier as you...gain experience, Father?"

Schliemann grinned again. "You meant 'as you get
older,' didn't you? In some ways, it does. In others, quite the
reverse." The pastor of Onteora parish reached across the table,
gently pried the younger man's hands apart, and folded them between
his own.

"We are the vicars of Christ, Tony. Not Christ
Himself. We struggle with the lightest of our duties, because He
who defined them for us set a far higher standard than mere mortals
could ever meet. But mere mortals are all we have. The Church must
make do until the Second Coming."

A sheen formed on the eyes of the man who had defined
the priesthood for Tony Baldaserra.

"Louis is unlike other men. You should know that,
you've known him almost as long as I have. When his sister died, he
was only fourteen years old, and he was already the brightest, most
mature individual I knew. Today...Tony, he's challenged every
notion I ever had about human limitations. I don't know what
purpose God has in mind for someone so potent, but I do know that,
whatever it is, it's something I could never fulfill. If you had to
be more intelligent and more responsible than he is to advise him,
who in the world could do it?

"We who do God's work can't afford to compare
ourselves to our brothers in Christ. Our ability to help them
doesn't depend on our being brighter than they are, or more worldly
wise, or even more moral. It depends on remaining humble, on
holding fast to the eternal truths we've made the core of our
lives, and reminding them of those truths when they lose their way.
We have nothing else to offer, except love."

The old priest squeezed the young one's hands. "And
that you have in full measure, Tony. I've known it since you were a
boy. Believe me, Louis knows it too. No matter what you said to
him, if it had your love in it, it had to be alright."

Tony bowed his head.

***

Tony woke to the distant but distinct ringing of the
rectory telephone. He struggled awake and glanced at the bedside
clock. The numerals were bright against the pre-dawn gloom: 4:15
AM. He levered himself out of bed, shrugged awkwardly into his robe
and descended the stairs as fast as he dared. The phone continued
to ring.

"Hello?"

"Tony?" His sister's voice trilled tears and
fright.

"Uh, yeah, Angie, what's the matter?"

"We've been robbed."

"What? But you were home last night, weren't
you?"

"Of course!"

"Someone broke in while you were sleeping?" His skin
crawled at the thought.

Angela sniffled. "There's a lot of stuff missing.
Everything small and valuable. All our silver, Mom's little stash
of two-dollar bills, even Pop's collection of fountain pens."

"But that was...never mind. How's Mom?"

"On the edge." Angela's voice suggested that she
wasn't far from it herself. Tony tried to marshal his wits.

"Tony?" Behind him, Father Schliemann stood in the
middle of the staircase with questions in his eyes. "Is everything
alright?"

He hesitated, then nodded, a quick jerk that had more
hold it till later in it than any other message. The pastor
seemed to understand; he pulled his robe tight around him and
reascended the stairs, his tread whisper-soft.

"Tony?" The note of fear in Angela's voice
crescendoed.

"Uh, sorry. Look, sis, it's going to be okay. I'll be
there in an hour. Just sit tight and try to keep Mom from popping a
gasket until then."

"Okay. Hurry, Tony, please?"

"I will."

***

Francesca Baldaserra's apartment was almost as
orderly as it always was. That was the strange part.

Tony poked through the common areas and constructed
an inventory of the missing items. His mother and sister sat
together on the old flowered sofa, holding hands. As he searched
through the drawers and cabinets, the two women muttered softly to
one another, exchanging reassurances, imprecations, and guesses. It
was all they could do to restrain themselves from leaping into
full-fledged hysterics.

After most of an hour, Tony was satisfied. Everything
that had had a realizable value in the underworld was gone, and
more. Everything that held memories of their late father.
Everything that might be considered a family keepsake. Every
photograph of any member of the Baldaserra family, living or
dead.

Dominic did this.

His elder brother had signed his name to the deed by
taking the family photos. When Dominic laughed at his father's
remonstrances about his decision to live in the dark, Guglielmo
Baldaserra had made a ceremony. He'd piled the family's photo
albums on the kitchen table, removed every photo that had Dominic
in it, dumped them into the kitchen sink, and set them on fire.

It was the last time Tony could remember seeing shock
on Dominic's face. It was the last time Dominic dined with the
family during their father's life.

He's decided to take his revenge on those of us that
are still alive. But why now? Could the reproof I dealt him Friday
have stung him that deeply?

What do I do?

The telephone rang.

The Baldaserra women jerked in their seats. Tony held
up a hand toward them and snatched up the handset.

"Hello."

"Looking for something, bro?" Dominic's voice was at
its mocking best.

"I think I just stopped looking. What the hell is
this about, Dom?"

"About?" The word dripped with injury. "You pissed on
me from a great height night before last, little brother. Smiled
and waved your little thing in my face. Do you really have to ask
what this is about?"

"Oh, I see. You decided that, since I wouldn't kowtow
to you, you'd take your pique out on your mother and sister." Tony
thrust aside all his restraint. "Excellent choice, Dom. A real
display of courage. Exactly what I would have expected from a man's
man like you. What's next? Going to start pistol-whipping the
checkout girls at the Quik-Stop?" He clutched the handset as if to
crush it in his fist.

"Want 'em back, bro?" Dominic's voice had grown taut.
"They can have all of it but the cash. I haven't destroyed
anything...yet."

"What's the price, you unmitigated bastard?"

"Oh, nothing much." Dominic began to chuckle. "All
you have to do is meet me at the nine o'clock Mass. At the
Offertory. Up front, by the communion rail. And beg my pardon, nice
and loud so everyone can hear it. And then kiss my hairy naked
ass."

A red veil dropped over Tony Baldaserra's sight. The
world telescoped down to the hatred that thundered in his brain and
the smooth plastic circle pressed to his ear. He quivered with the
will to rend and crush.

"You be there, Dom," he whispered. "You be there.
I'll take care of your ass for you. Oh my, yes I will. You can
count on it."

The connection broke.

***

Dominic slammed the handset back into its cradle,
grabbed his rucksack and dumped its contents onto the street. The
Baldaserra keepsakes spilled onto the concrete around the phone
booth. One of the albums bounced on its spine and fell open.
Photographs fluttered away on the morning breeze.

Anyone who wants this shit can have it. I don't.

He looked about to see if he were being observed,
then strode off toward Our Lady of the Pines, four blocks away.

Little faggot wants an exclamation point. That's what
he'll get.

As always, the front door to the church was open.

***

Tony crossed to the church via the breezeway. It was
time for the regular check of the altar and vestments, so that all
would be ready for the eight o'clock Mass.

He still boiled inside, but he had no idea what to do
about it. Dominic didn't have a regular address. The odds were long
against him showing his face at their mother's apartment again.
Siccing the cops on him would bring no gain.

Seethe as he would, Tony had to give the round to his
elder brother.

The sacristy was dim and pleasantly cool. Tony opened
the chifforobe where the vestments were kept, extracted them one by
one for inspection, and replaced them as they passed.

A ghost of sound drifted in from the main chamber. He
backed away from the cabinet and whipped his head around. There was
no one else in the little room. The door into the church proper was
closed and locked.

Heedless of the dread mounting within him, he
unlocked the inner door and eased it open. The crack of the latch
as it disengaged echoed unnaturally in the hall of worship.

Nothing appeared out of the ordinary. The morning
light filtered through the stained glass windows to paint elongated
kaleidoscopic patterns on the pews and the altar. Nothing moved
except the slow dance of colors.

Tony slid into the room and approached the altar.
Automatically, he dropped to one knee before it and made the Sign
of the Cross.

Quick footsteps sounded behind him. Before he could
rise, a heavy hand lashed across the back of his head. The impact
pitched him to the floor as green and yellow stars skittered across
his eyes.

He unscrambled his wits painfully, struggled to rise
and turn toward the blow. His attacker was the only person it could
possibly have been.

"How's God, bro? Doing you right? Pulling your little
pudding for sassing your big brother?" Dominic wore a smile of
contempt and triumph.

Tony regained his feet and squared up to his brother.
"My big brother has developed a taste for striking the undefended,
I see." The red tinge returned to the edges of his vision. It
thickened and deepened as he spoke. "It suits you, Dom. A man makes
his way in the world by his wits and his skill. But you're not a
man, are you?" Dominic's eyes and nostrils flared, and Tony pressed
on with impetuous glee. "You're a thieving, sniveling, backstabbing
coward."

Dominic screamed murder to the skies and charged.

Tony had thought himself ready for the attack. He
wasn't. He'd believed himself physically able to cope with his
elder brother, given his lifelong concentration on fitness and the
dissolute habits Dominic had indulged. He wasn't. Dominic tossed
him around the church like a rag doll, bounced him alternately from
the rows of pews, kicked him in the ribs and back when he fell and
smashed him across the face with a forearm when he tried to
rise.

By the time Dominic took him under the shoulders and
hauled him to his feet before the font, his will to fight had
dissolved in an ocean of pain. When Dominic plunged his head into
the holy water and pressed it down with all the force in his arms,
Tony did not struggle. The surcease of death had become a
consummation devoutly to be wished.

***

The legions of darkness sang a song of fulfillment in
Dominic's brain. He did not look up as the front door to the church
opened. All that mattered to him was quenching his brother's life
and watching it spill onto the floor at his feet.

Powerful twin impacts speared into his kidneys. He
screamed shrilly, released his brother and went to his knees.
Tony's limp form slumped and slid along the pedestal of the font,
to collapse in a heap at its base.

Dominic staggered about to confront whoever had
waylaid him. The intruder was a young man, younger than his
despised brother. He was short, perhaps five-seven. He held no
weapon. He stood at ease, as if there were no threat to be dealt
with anywhere nearby, but his face burned with a rage that would
only be quenched in blood.

"You're Tony's brother Dominic, aren't you?" The
voice was soft and wondering.

"Yeah." Dominic's voice was rough to his own ears.
"Who the fuck are you?"

"A communicant." An edge formed on the words, frost
to defy the July heat. "You aren't. Therefore you don't belong
here. Get on your feet and get out. Now."

"Or what?" Dominic's own anger was returning
fast.

Show this twerp what happens when you hit Dominic
Baldaserra from behind.

He lunged upright and hurled himself at the young
man.

His outstretched hands closed on nothing. Before he
could reorient himself the intruder was upon him, a buzzsaw of
demonic fury.

A barrage of kicks executed at an impossible speed
battered Dominic from shoulders to knees. Savage blows rained over
him without respite, cross-stitching him like a platoon of
jackhammers. A final thrust kick to his solar plexus emptied his
lungs and hurled him into the last pew. He slid to the floor.

The intruder advanced. Killing rage lit his
features.

Hands locked onto the waistband of Dominic's jeans
and pulled him vertical. A moment later he was being whirled around
like a TV wrestler on the losing end of a staged battle.

It didn't last long. The hands released him, and his
path became linear once again. He crashed into the tall outer doors
of the church with an impact that shook the rafters and snapped
several of his ribs.

A bright wave of agony washed over him. He gasped,
bunched his muscles against the pain and tried vainly to rise. The
wave redoubled, crashed down on his addled brain and took his
consciousness from him.

***

"Tony?"

A beloved voice was calling Tony Baldaserra back from
the fringe of the endless dark. His back pressed painfully against
the base of the font. Strong hands held his head and gently slapped
his face. He turned reluctantly away from the beckoning oblivion
and returned to the world.

The interloper who had saved his life peered down
into his eyes with concern, concentrating oddly on one eye at a
time. It took a moment for Tony to figure out why.

He's checking for signs of a concussion.

It was the last rational thought Tony would have for
quite a while. He lurched forward, onto his knees. His arms rose of
their own accord, wrapped themselves around Louis Redmond and
pulled him close.

Louis held him as he sobbed his way back from the
grave.

***

The next three days passed slowly. Tony needed rest
and time alone. Father Schliemann saw to it that he got plenty of
both. They made their morning devotions together and took their
meals together, but apart from that Tony remained in his room. The
pastor saw to the needs of the parish alone while the younger
priest convalesced.

Angela came to call on Wednesday morning. He told her
what had occurred, without editing it at all. She held his hand and
listened in silence, nodded at the end, kissed his cheek and went
home.

No one spoke to him of Dominic.

***

"What was Louis doing there so early?"

"He's always there early, Tony. He comes about half
an hour before the first Mass, every day."

"Did anyone call the police?"

Schliemann shook his head. "There was no need.
Dominic hadn't taken anything from the church, and Louis had
disciplined him quite effectively. The hospital said he didn't have
one square inch of unbruised skin."

Tony fingered his tuna sandwich and said nothing.

"How are your mother and sister, Tony?"

"Stunned. With everything that's gone down between
us, they still couldn't imagine anything like this."

Schliemann raised an eyebrow. "From Dominic?"

Tony shook his head. "From me."

The pastor pursed his lips and fell silent.

"Father, would you think ill of me if I transferred
to another parish?"

Schliemann's gaze sharpened. He sat fully upright.
"Are you quite sure that's what you want, Tony?"

"No, not yet. But I've been thinking about it, and it
might...help with a few things."

The pastor reached across the table to take Tony's
hands between his own, the mannerism that had been his signature
for more than thirty years.

"Dominic won't be back, Tony. I wish you'd been with
us when we dropped him at Onteora General. Louis actually promised
to kill him if he didn't get out of Onteora and stay out. Louis
Redmond, who's never told a lie in his life." A tremor ran through
their joined hands. "I almost lost it then and there. He had me
confess him as soon as we got back here."

Tony said nothing. Schliemann leaned forward and
peered into his face. Tony resisted the urge to avert his pastor's
gaze.

"It's Louis, isn't it?"

Tony nodded.

"You aren't --"

"No, Father. But if I want it to stay that way, I
have to put some distance between us." Tony blinked back tears.
"He's too much for me."

Schliemann nodded and looked away. He released Tony's
hands.

"He solved his problem at work, did you know
that?"

It was enough to divert Tony from his descent into
grief, and he was happy to follow it. "No, how?"

Schliemann grinned. "Blackmail. He went to his
vice-president, showed him the evidence, and told him that he could
either press charges or face them as a passive accessory. The
fellow folded on the spot."

"What about all the intervening layers of management
he couldn't jump over?"

"They were all present, Tony. He brought them
together and leveled the same threat at all of them. A federal
grand jury got the evidence yesterday morning. Indictments are
already coming down." The pastor rose from the table and went to
the kitchen's end window. "The Air Force has already announced its
intention to keep OA as prime contractor on the EL-17. The company
might get a corporate citation for integrity."

Tony's heart surged painfully in his chest.

He forsook perfect justice and concentrated on the
essentials. He wanted to see those executives scraped out of the
company like the insides of a jack'o'lantern. Instead he put
himself at legal and professional risk to protect three thousand
jobs. Other people's jobs.

I guess I did my job.

"I can't be near him again, Father. You know what it
could cost me."

Schliemann's grin faded. He nodded again, stuck his
hands in his pockets and stared out the window.

"He loves you, you know."

"I know. Just not the way I love him."

"He knows."

Blood rushed into Tony Baldaserra's face. "You told
him?"

The pastor shook his head.

"But --"

"He's known for a long time."

Tony filled his lungs to deny it, fell silent
instead.

Of course he has.

"You have no idea how highly he thinks of you, Tony.
To him, you're the sun, the moon and the stars. He's missed you
terribly."

"He'll understand, Father."

"Yes, he will."

Tony dragged his weary body upright and took his dish
to the sink. The sink was clean and empty. He'd thought Schliemann
would welcome the chance to share his burdens with another priest,
especially a young, fit one who could relieve him of the physical
chores the old rectory demanded. That might well have been, but it
was plain that the pastor was still equal to any task.

"Would you like to bless some fresh holy water,
Father?"

Schliemann shook his head. "No need."

"But --"

"There's quite a lot in the font, Tony."

"With my blood in it!"

Another shake. "Come see."

They crossed to the church and went to stand before
the font. There were no stains of any kind on the basin or its
base. The water in it sparkled clean and pure in the noon light.
Tony could almost see God's grace clinging to the surface of the
pool.

Tony shook his head in wonder. "I nearly drowned in
there."

Schliemann's answering smile was kind and just
slightly mysterious.

"In all the history of the Church, there's not one
recorded instance of anyone drowning in holy water, Tony. I expect
it will remain that way to the end of the world. Now let's go back
and talk about where you'd like to transfer to."

 


==<O>==

 


Intermezzo

 


I laid a hand on the rim of the smooth
plaster basin. "Here?"

Schliemann nodded. "Tony's in Rockville
Center now. Dominic hasn't been seen in Onteora since."

I could imagine. No one who had command of
his faculties would willingly face that light in Louis's eyes a
second time.

Schliemann ambled about the little church,
eyes and hands caressing as he went. A sacred image, the altar
rail, the back of a pew. The Onteora pastorate had been his life.
Wherever he looked, memories flocked, waiting for him to call them
back.

I could wish to have the memories of such a
life, nestled with all the others. To remain in one place so long
has never been given to me.

"It's a beautiful old church," I said.

He looked up and smiled. "Not that old,
really. It was built in the eighteen-eighties. The practice then
was to build a new church in the style of the great old ones, as
far as could be managed given the limitations of size and budget. I
understand that the designer of this one took its basic plan from a
cathedral in Belgium."

I surveyed the vault of the arch, the way
narthex flowed into nave, the compelling convergence of the floor
plan on the altar pedestal at the front, and recognized it at once.
Louvain.

"How do you manage it all alone?" I said.

"What do you mean?"

I waved at our surroundings. "Cleaning,
repairs, all the chores of the parish. You said you were alone
here."

He nodded. "For the past fifteen years. My
parishioners are good people. They think of Our Lady of the Pines
as their church, not mine. They maintain it."

"Still, it can't be easy, one priest for the
whole county."

A glint of humor appeared in his eyes. "How
many priests have you known, Mr. Loughlin?"

"A fair number. Why?"

"How many were weaklings, by whatever
standards you hold?"

"Hm. I see your point. Made of tougher
stuff?"

"Perhaps. Or perhaps we're sustained by our
vocations. We work deep into our seventies at least, and most
further still." He turned to look at the altar. "It's not an
occupation for the lazy or the particular."

It was clear that he'd wanted Louis for the
cloth, but Jeannette Redmond's death had turned the teenager down
another path. It must have been a mighty blow to both of them.

"What do you think of Louis's chosen trade,
Father?"

Schliemann's jaw tightened. "I suppose that
as long as he was determined to stay in Onteora, it was about the
best he could do."

"You condemn weapon-making?"

"Not at all. Weapons are liberating tools.
Without weapons, the biggest and least scrupled will always have
their way with the rest of us. But Louis's is a great mind. He
could have done whatever he chose to do. To become just one more
engineer among many was a trivial application of his gifts."

"Not enough challenge for someone of his
powers?"

"His intellectual powers, no. Though he has
had some...interesting times at OA."



The priest moved down the rows of benches to
the next-to-last and stood before it.

"Once there was a man who was sick unto
death. His wife came to Mass here every day to pray for his
recovery. Catholics do that, you know."

I nodded.

"And there was a beautiful young woman with a
therapy of her own, and a handsome young man with some personality
problems who caught her eye, and then there was Louis."

 


==<O>==

 


De Mortuis

 


Rolf Svenson leveled eyes filled with
disbelief at his department director.

"No skills at all?"

Joseph Brendel shook his head.

"What schooling has he had?"

"Two years at Harvard."

"Studying...?"

"Liberal arts." Brendel started to hunch over
the mounds of paper that concealed his desk. Svenson thrust himself
from the plush leather guest chair and planted his palms on the
desk. Brendel flinched back into his seat.

"What am I supposed to do with him, Joe?"

Brendel shrugged. "Whatever you think is
best. He'll get paid the same no matter what sort of scut work you
put him to."

"Joe!"

"Give me a break, Rolf." Brendel scowled. "I
wasn't given a choice in the matter, and you're the only software
group leader with an open slot. Just keep him out of my hair until
he gets bored enough to leave. Is it that much to ask?"

"You know it is." Svenson heard the edge on
his voice, but could do nothing to soften it. "My team is the best
in the company. You can't shoehorn this playboy dilettante into it
and not cause trouble." He began to tick points off on his fingers.
"They expected someone of their caliber, someone who can hold his
head up in fast company. They'll want to know why a useless rich
kid is being given a chair every other software engineer in the
company would kill to have. And they'll kill me if I ask
them to carry him!"

Brendel didn't respond. His eyes had closed
and his breathing had become labored. Both his hands went to his
abdomen and clutched it as his face mottled with blood.

Svenson's indignation ebbed away.

"Is it getting worse?"

Brendel grinned without opening his eyes.
"Hard to say."

How can I argue with a man in his
condition?

"I'm sorry, Joe. I forget sometimes."

The software director's eyes cracked open.
"It's okay."

Svenson pondered in the sudden silence.

It's less of a problem for him than for
me, but he wouldn't have done it if he had a better choice. He's
not a coward. He just needs his job.



The office was still except for the rasp of
Joseph Brendel's breath as he fought down the pain from the
pancreatic cancer that, by all odds, would soon take his life.
Svenson ground his teeth together and swallowed his pride.

"Okay. Okay. I'll find something to do with
him." Svenson drew a deep breath, let it out slowly, and
straightened up. "Can you keep his uncle out of my hair?"

Brendel's eyes opened. Some of the pain bled
out of his expression. "I don't know. I'll try."

"When will he show up?"

Brendel glanced at his watch, and Svenson
stiffened again.

"Is he already on the payroll?"

"I expected him here half an hour ago,
Rolf."

"Shit."

***

Hadley Benton Holloway ambled through the
Onteora Aviation Engineering Center as casually as he might walk
through a public park. He knew he was awaited. He knew he was late.
He chose not to let it trouble him.

He strolled into Joseph Brendel's outer
office and presented the beautiful young secretary-receptionist
with a carefree smile. She straightened slightly in her seat and
regarded him intently.

"I think Joe's waiting for me. I'm Ben
Holloway."

Without taking her eyes off him, she lifted
the handset of her phone and pressed a button.

"Mr. Brendel? There's a Ben Holloway here to
see you."

There was a muted response. She set down the
handset and produced a meaningless business-quality smile.

"You can go in, Mr. Holloway." Her eyes
flicked toward the inner office door.

He tipped a nonexistent cap to her and did
so.

***

The tall, nattily attired young man who
sauntered through Brendel's door looked like the archetype of the
idle rich boy, too sophisticated to be concerned about anything and
too well placed in the world to make room for the concerns of
others. Svenson immediately wanted to be anywhere else.

Brendel rose from his chair. "Welcome to
Onteora Aviation, Mr. Holloway."

Holloway slumped into the unoccupied guest
chair without waiting to be invited. Brendel's eyebrows rose, but
he made no comment. He resumed his own seat.

Holloway jerked his head toward Svenson.
"Who's this?"

Svenson clamped his lips shut.

"This is your supervisor, Mr. Holloway."
Brendel's diction acquired a monitory edge. "The man you'll be
taking orders from and reporting to for the present and foreseeable
future. His name is Rolf Svenson."

Svenson turned and offered his own hand to
Holloway. Holloway didn't budge. After several seconds of
motionless silence, Svenson let his hand fall to his side. Holloway
smirked.

It's going to be worse than I imagined.

"Mr. Svenson will be assigning you your
duties and evaluating your performance, Mr. Holloway." The edge on
the words grew sharper as Brendel spoke, though he allowed no
emotion into his face. "It would be wise of you to be polite to
him."

Holloway's look of marginal amusement was
undisturbed.

Brendel stared hard at the young man for
several seconds. Svenson began to wonder if his boss might not be
growing some extra backbone on the spot.

The moment passed. Brendel sighed, a slow
leak of air to convey resignation in the face of a hopeless task.
Svenson held his peace.

"Rolf, would you show Mr. Holloway to his
cubicle, please?"

Svenson nodded and headed for the door
without bothering to check whether his new charge was behind
him.

***

Svenson rounded the corner toward the
Simulations area and collided with Louis Redmond coming the other
way. Svenson's tall, lanky frame folded comically around Louis's
compact one as they bounced off the gray fabric corridor wall. The
two disentangled themselves and giggled in chorus as Ben Holloway
looked on.

"Ben, meet Louis Redmond. He's my main man.
You're likely to learn a lot from him. Louis, meet Ben Holloway.
He's joining us in Simulations as of today."

Louis produced his usual friendly grin and
stuck out his hand. Holloway produced a superior smile. His hands
remained in his pockets.

It took a moment for Louis to realize that
his hand was destined to hang there unmet. He lowered it and turned
a darkened gaze on Svenson.

"Any relation to Floyd Holloway?"

As Svenson opened his mouth, Holloway said,
"His brother Carl's eldest son."

Louis didn't turn toward the young
aristocrat. Svenson watched unquiet threads of suspicion coil
behind the wunderkind's eyes and knit into certainty.

"How's Joe doing?"

Svenson shook his head.

Louis briefly gripped Svenson by the arm.
"We'll talk about it later." A quick, coolly assessing glance at
Holloway, and he was gone.

Svenson stalked to the cubicle that would be
Ben Holloway's until he chose to relieve OA of his presence. At the
entrance, he turned toward Holloway and jerked a hand toward the
desk chair, then dropped into the metal guest chair.

Holloway flinched, the first sign of
engagement Svenson had seen from him. He sidled toward the desk
chair, pulled it out and sat gingerly in it. His eyes had become
cautious, as if events had drifted away from his expectations and
he'd decided to pay full attention until they were back on
track.

"Do you have some reason for your rudeness,
Mr. Holloway? Or does it just come naturally to you?"

Holloway's supercilious smile returned.

"I choose my associates carefully, Rolf. I
take my time about it. If I decide you've made the cut, I'll let
you know."

Svenson had little real experience with
anger. The tide that poured through him induced a surge of vertigo
that made him glad he'd sat. He leaned back, closed his eyes and
took a long, deep breath.

"That's very nice of you, Ben. I'll make sure
to mention it to my wife tonight. I'm sure she'll be pleased. But
let's get a couple of things straight." He rose and looked down at
his new subordinate from his full height. "You can treat me however
you like. I think I have your measure now, and I don't take offense
at the actions of churls." Holloway's face flushed and his eyes
narrowed. "But I'd advise you to be civil toward the rest of the
people you'll be working with. Especially Louis. You're what, about
twenty-five?"

"Twenty-six." The words dripped acid.

Svenson nodded. "Louis is twenty-four. He's
been working here since he was sixteen. He has no enemies, Ben.
None. It's not considered wise to slight him." Svenson warmed to
his subject. "In fact, there's no one in the division who gets more
respect. There's no one in the whole company with a higher
reputation. You could live ten thousand years and never be the man
he is. God help you if you say or do anything that costs us his
services."

Holloway's face had gone crimson. "Are you
threatening me, Rolf?"

Svenson laughed. "Me? Threaten my division
vice-president's nephew? Heaven forbid! No, Ben, I'm warning
you. I doubt I'll get any use out of you. I also doubt you'll be
here long. But I don't doubt that you'll piss off a great many
people before you go. You have the talent for it. And a man headed
toward his own destruction should know it." He made to leave,
stopped, and scowled once more at the young man. "I'll be back a
little later with something suited to your aptitudes and your
attitude."

Svenson strode away before Holloway could
reply.

***

Floyd Holloway leaned over the table. "Are
you serious? Clerical work?"

His nephew nodded. He wore an expression of
mortal insult barely endured. "Said it was the one thing he needed
done that suited both my aptitudes and my attitude."

The executive's blood rushed to his head. A
roaring built in his ears. The delicious stuffed trout that sat
before him, the carafe of fine French wine, the beauty of the main
salon of Grucci's Gardens around him, had become insignificant. He
set his utensils down on his plate and tried to compose
himself.

"Does he know about your software
experience?"

Some of the outrage faded from his nephew's
countenance. "I assume Brendel told him."

"But you don't know for certain."

"...no..." Ben Holloway bent over his coq au
vin, neglected until then, and began to shovel it briskly into his
mouth.

In all honesty, a couple of years revising
spreadsheets at Potter, Stearns isn't likely to qualify him for
much at OA. Perhaps it's best not to press.

"What was it he disliked about your
attitude?"

The petulance returned to his nephew's face.
He straightened and swallowed jerkily. His fork clacked against the
rim of his plate as he laid it down. "He introduced me to one of
his other flunkies, and he took offense when I didn't fall to my
knees. Said I needed to learn respect." A snort. "As if he knew
what respect should look like."

An unpleasant prickling awoke at the back of
Floyd Holloway's neck. "Who was the group member?"

His nephew scowled and shrugged. "Louis
somebody. I wasn't listening very hard."

Holloway nodded. "I see."

***

Svenson cast a disapproving eye on Louis's
lunch. "Do you ever eat anything but tuna on whole wheat?"

Louis grinned. "Now and then. When I can get
pumpernickel."

"Gahh." Svenson lifted his turkey sandwich
and took a large bite. The division's late lunch group milled
around them, buying sandwiches and beverages from the cafeteria
vending machines, fetching napkins and condiments, choosing tables
and exchanging gossip. The gabble provided a fine cover under which
to hold their conversation. Svenson would rather have held it
behind a closed door, but he didn't have one.

"When did Joe spring the new guy on you?"

Svenson swallowed. "This morning."

"He must have figured you'd find a way to
prevent it if he gave you time to think it over."

Well, he knew I'd try, anyway.

"You know the shape he's in, Louis. I wasn't
about to give him a hard time."

The young engineer's eyes became solemn. "No
improvement at all?"

Svenson shook his head minutely. "He won't be
with us long."

And that bastard Holloway knows he couldn't
even afford his pain pills without the company medical
insurance.

A fresh surge of anger poured through him.
The unwanted newcomer had already demonstrated his capacity for
insult. He could do Svenson’s group a great deal of damage with a
few well-chosen words.

"Louis, you don't have a problem with this,
do you?"

"Of course I do." Louis crammed the remainder
of his sandwich into his mouth and chewed furiously while Svenson
tried to restart his heart. He was straining to string together a
set of assurances when Louis swallowed and held up a hand.

"I don't have a problem with you, Rolf. I
have a problem with the situation, and I might have one with him if
he doesn't start acting like a human being. But you got cornered.
You had no choice. The whole group is in the boat with you."

Svenson's head of anxious steam bled away as
quickly as it had mounted. "Thank you, Louis. I guess I didn't
really need to ask, did I?"

"No, you didn't." Louis grinned. "But I gave
you a thrill there, didn't I?"

Svenson chuckled. "You sure did."

The younger man leaned over the table.
Svenson stretched forward in response. Louis whispered, "What do
you expect to do with him?"

Svenson tried but failed to keep the evil
grin off his face. He looked quickly to each side for
eavesdroppers. "Well, right now I've got him alphabetizing
files."

Louis's eyes went wide. "Paper files? The
archives from the basement?"

"Yup."

"And when he's done?"

"Then he gets to take them to the
incinerator."

Louis's entire being lit with astonished
delight. "You fiend!"

"Why, thank you."

***

Joseph Brendel pushed away his corned beef
and hunched over the medicine ball of pain and nausea that lodged
under his ribs. All his muscles had clenched against the assault
from within. He kept his eyes closed and pressed his fists to his
stomach, struggled to hold down its contents, prayed for
relief.

The painkillers had stopped working several
days before. Dr. Accardi had said they would. He'd stressed the
importance of returning to the hospital when the pain became
continuous. The sole remaining anodyne would leave Brendel unable
to look after himself.

But he wasn't ready to yield.

Deborah Brendel believed her husband was
winning, slowly but inexorably fighting off the malignancy and
returning to health. She prayed for him aloud every night, and no
doubt at Mass each morning. He never showed pain in her presence,
or the children's. He never talked about his illness at all. He
never allowed her to learn that the thrice-weekly chemotherapy
sessions she believed were healing him had been discontinued more
than two months ago, on Accardi's advice. Though she could no
longer bring herself to touch him, he would have done anything to
keep the light of hope burning in her eyes.

There might not be anything more he could do.
He couldn't work if he were always doubled over in pain. He'd be
unable to drive. Even if he were driven to and from the plant, he'd
be unable to leave his desk. Yet to allow the horror to return to
Deborah's face would be much worse.

His office door creaked open and a pair of
high heels clicked through. He marshaled his resources and forced
himself upright as the tall, graceful form of Jeanne Sheltenham,
his secretary-receptionist of three weeks' standing, approached his
desk. She spread a handful of pink message slips on his blotter,
caught his eyes and held them. He tried his best to smile.

"I thought you were going out to lunch."

"I changed my mind. Can I get you
anything?"

His eyes tried to jam themselves shut again.
He held them open by force of will. "No, thank you, Jeanne. It will
pass."

She studied him a moment more, then went to
the door, eased it closed and flipped the lock tab on the knob. He
frowned in puzzlement as she stepped around his desk to his side.
His agony was displaced by confusion as her fingers ruffled his
wispy brown hair and trailed down his cheek.

"What are you --"

"Shhh." She repeated the tender gesture. Her
face was curiously still. "I know a little about this. Yvette told
me you were in pain. Do you know how I lost Donald?"

The young beauty's widowhood was well known
in the division, but no one had ever mentioned the reason to him.
The talk among the men was always about who was currently striving
in vain to catch her eye. From the hour Floyd Holloway first
assigned her to cover Yvette Hamelin's maternity leave, his outer
office had risen sharply in popularity, to his private amusement.
He shook his head.

"Liver cancer." Her voice caught on the
phrase and sank near to a whisper. "He didn't want to die in a
hospital, and I didn't want him to spend his last days away from
me. When the pain got too bad for the drugs, we started
trying...other things. A couple of them seemed to work." She
rotated his chair to face her and sank to her knees before him. His
brain whirled with confusion. "May I try one of them on you?"

He could not speak.

Her hands went to the zipper of his trousers.
He sat rigidly still as she drew out his organ. Her fingers brought
him swiftly to full tumescence. Deborah's face swelled to fill his
mind's eye.

"My wife..." His voice failed him.

Her eyes lit with affection and transcendent
knowledge, the elemental wisdom of women that men cannot share.
"She wouldn't want you to suffer, would she?" She bent to her task,
and her light brown hair cascaded down to curtain his lap.

A moment later he had ceased to think at all.
His hands went to the sides of her face and caressed it in
gratitude and love. The pain that had emasculated him became an
irrelevant memory, faded and was forgotten.

***

Svenson tapped on the edge of the cubicle
wall. Louis started in his seat and jerked himself around to face
the group leader.

"What's up, Rolf?"

"Meeting. Brendel wants to see us."

"Now?"

"Now."

Louis was out of his chair and halfway to the
stairwell before Svenson could turn around.

As much as Svenson liked Joe Brendel, he
didn't like it when the director called him to Mahogany Row. It was
too effective a reminder of how little status he commanded, how
paltry a price he'd accepted for his soul. Brendel always showed
him the utmost courtesy, but each summons left an aftertaste of
humiliation. Awareness of Brendel’s terminal illness had stifled
what spunk Svenson might have exhibited. The business with
Holloway's nephew had left him seething under a need to assert
himself that had yet to find an outlet.

Louis strode briskly beside him, taking the
stairs two at a time. If the young engineer could sense his group
leader's internal chafing, he kept it to himself.

Ben Holloway was in Brendel's office when
they arrived, slumped in one of the leather guest chairs, legs
extended before him like a vacationer taking his ease on the
sundeck of a cruise ship. He didn't rise, didn't turn.

Brendel rose and waved the two of them at the
remaining chair. Louis deeded it to Svenson with a minute toss of
his head. Brendel waited in visible discomfort as Svenson sat.
Louis took up station behind him.

"We've made it to the final round of the
Dazzler proposal." Brendel forced a smile that wouldn't have fooled
a blind man. "But the Air Force hit us with a new requirement for
the big cookoff. They want to see our software run against their
EBA suite before they'll fund the construction of a prototype."

Svenson drew a sharp breath. Louis stood
immobile, face solemn and arms crossed over his chest.

"I know we've been holding off getting
friendly with that system, but this is probably the make-or-break
point for the Dazzler contract. If we decline to mate to the EBA
net, and Thomson agrees, we'll lose the project on that basis
alone."

"So you want Simulations to take charge of
the interface," Louis said.

Brendel nodded. "Tactical doesn't have half
your expertise with federated systems. I've already braced Terry
Arkham. He's agreeable."

"No, really?" Svenson snorted a laugh. "What
an incredible surprise."

Brendel frowned. He sat forward in his chair,
cocked an eyebrow at Svenson and waited. Svenson started to
expostulate, collected himself and kept silent.

"What's involved, Joe?" Louis's voice was as
soft as always, but every syllable rang perfectly clear.

Ben Holloway remained bonelessly
immobile.

Brendel shrugged. "You'll have to get the
latest interface specs from the EBA office in Colorado Springs.
You'll have to study the interface specs for the drone's jammers
and write a modulation layer to convert the tactical software's
output to use the EBA interface. What else?"

Louis nodded and folded his arms across his
chest. "And Mr. Holloway here? How is he involved?"

Svenson stiffened.

He's decided to force it all into the open,
and nothing I could say would divert him.

Brendel's smile weakened. "Ben's background
makes him a natural choice for liaison to the EBA office."

Ben Holloway bestowed a condescending smirk
and a nod on Louis Redmond. Svenson's heart began to pound.

Louis nodded again. His expression of focused
gravity did not waver. "I see. Did you arrive at that assignment
yourself, Joe? Or did Floyd announce it to you?"

If the young engineer had produced a stun
grenade, pulled the pin and tossed it onto Brendel's desk, he would
not have caused a greater uproar. Brendel and Holloway rose from
their seats as one, shouting in angry counterpoint. Svenson lunged
forward to stand between them and Louis. Soon he was shouting
himself, not to make himself understood above the others, but to
keep anyone from being clearly heard. In the heat of the moment
either Brendel or Holloway might say something irreparable,
something that could not be unsaid.

Louis stood unaffected, arms still crossed
over his chest, as steady and silent as a statue.

The office door opened and Jeanne Sheltenham
strode in. The four men turned to face her, and the tumult
ceased.

"Is something wrong, Joe?" A crease formed on
her forehead. "Do you gentlemen need anything? Coffee?"

The secretary's quietly formal manner snapped
them back to decorum. Simply by standing there and waiting for an
explanation, eyes wide and expectant, she drew the heat from the
room and absorbed it into her. Svenson could feel the tempers
subside around him.

Louis grinned. "Pacifiers, maybe." A nervous
laugh circled the office. "It's okay, Jeanne. Just a minor
difference over some personnel decisions."

Jeanne looked hard at her boss. Brendel
nodded. She retreated and closed the office door gently behind
her.

Louis turned to face the others. "Sit down,
guys. We have a few more things to hash out before Rolf and I
return to our regularly scheduled programming."

Brendel started to sputter. Louis gave him
the Redmond glare. It was a look Louis was known for, that combined
his full and solemn attention with an unmistakable message that its
object was at once making an ass of himself and wasting Louis's
time. The software director caught himself, waved Ben Holloway back
into his seat, and resumed his own.

"This is going to make things harder, Joe.
Has the Air Force started discussing a deadline with upper
management yet?"

Ben Holloway, who had not quite resettled
himself in his chair, rose from it again. His face was tight with
insult. "If you persist in these gratuitous --"

Louis didn't turn toward him. "Sit down,
Ben."

"Who the hell do you --"

The Redmond glare, blinding as the noonday
sun, swung to shine on the young aristocrat. It plugged Holloway's
stream of invective like a custom-fitted gag. "Mr. Holloway, I’m
sure that in the circles that bred you, you’re a really, really big
deal, people bowing and doors opening whenever you waltz by, but
around here you're nothing, you're less functional than a
doorstop, so plant your ass in that chair and learn your
place!"

In that moment, Genghis Khan could not have
faced Louis down. Certainly Ben Holloway could not. He slumped into
his seat, face white with shock, lips moving but no sound coming
from them.

Brendel's face had gone slack. Louis peered
at him, seeking an indication that he might be in crisis.
Apparently he saw none.

"This is going to slow us down, Joe. Someone
will have to shadow Ben here, make sure we get all the data we need
and all the access reaching the finals entitles us to, and
make sure he doesn't accidentally trade the company jewels for an
old shoe." Louis looked dubiously at Svenson. "Rolf, I assume you'd
rather I stayed in the office for this. We're going to be tight on
time as it is."

Svenson nodded.

"Then I suggest that Joe get Terry Arkham to
lend us one of his people for the duration. Call it an advance
payment for our services. Maybe Emil Deukmeijian. He's sharp, it
won't take long to bring him up to speed, and he'll know if we're
missing a piece before we start to assemble the puzzle."

Brendel started to speak, cut himself off and
nodded. Louis looked pointedly at Svenson. The group leader rose
and followed his subordinate out of the office.

***

A confrontation with Floyd Holloway was to be
expected. What was surprising was that the executive allowed two
full days to pass before summoning Svenson and Louis to him.

The office of Onteora Aviation's vice
president for research and development was a tastefully luxurious
suite. The anteroom was done in beige fabrics and light woods,
everything of the highest quality. A long leather sofa invited
visitors to refresh themselves in its embrace. The carpet was thick
and soft, a delight to both the eye and the foot. The beautiful
young woman who adorned the secretary's desk could liquefy the
bones of any man who came within fifty yards, with no more than a
smile.

The inner sanctum was arranged like that of a
successful lawyer. Low-slung barrister's bookcases were interleaved
with tall etageres. The bookcases held thick tomes on finance,
marketing, and white-collar management. The etageres were filled
with awards and abstract objets d'art. Unnoticeable in a far
corner, until one was commanded to notice it, was a mahogany wet
bar. A handful of bottles rested on its surface. The value of their
contents rivaled the price of a new car.

At the large desk that commanded the room,
hands folded before him on its immaculate surface, sat Floyd
Holloway. His demeanor, accented by the deep parallel grooves in
his long, narrow face, connoted an implacable severity and an age
much greater than his fifty years. In him there was no trace of the
insouciance of his nephew. In Svenson’s eleven years with the
company, he had never seen Holloway smile.

Holloway did not rise from his desk as his
guests entered. He did not invite them to sit. They did not. When
they halted before him, he scowled at them for several seconds
before he spoke a word.

"I understand," he rasped, "that you've got a
problem with having my nephew work on the Dazzler finals with you."
His eyes flicked between Svenson and Louis, warning of dire
retribution to whoever might offer him cheek.

Svenson could not bring himself to speak.
Louis stood mute, hands in his pockets, the suggestion of a smile
playing along his lips.

"Mr. Redmond? Am I to hear no contribution of
wisdom from the man who humiliated Ben in front of his department
director?"

"What kind of wisdom are you prepared to
accept, Mr. Holloway?" Louis's voice was as soft as always. Yet
there was an undertone there, a swelling note just beneath the
words, that sang of a great bull preparing for a contest of
strength.

Holloway's eyes grew hard. "Would you outline
your objections to working with Ben Holloway on the Dazzler project
for me, please?"

"I have no objections at all," Louis said,
"so long as you don't expect us to defy the laws of nature for
you."

Holloway's nostrils flared. "What do you mean
by that, young man?"

Louis smiled. "I mean, Mr. Holloway, that no
power on Earth can make your nephew competent for the
responsibility you picked for him in time to do us any good. With
him as our liaison, we're going to have to go to the Air Force
three times as often as necessary for the information we need.
Sometimes we won't know what we don't know until it's too late to
make repairs. That will put us behind Thomson Aeronautics by
several lengths. Loss of the contract is a virtual guarantee."

Anger lit the executive's lined face. He sat
upright in his chair. "Are you telling me you can't do your job,
young man?"

Louis's smile was undisturbed. "No, Mr.
Holloway. I'm telling you that your nephew can't do his."

Holloway's face flushed the deepest crimson
Svenson had ever seen.

"It's really quite simple, Mr. Holloway.
Either give us a real liaison from Projects or Tactical Software,
or lose the contract. Production on Dazzler is supposed to break
half a billion dollars in the first year. How do you like the
prospect of having your nephew's pride cost OA that much money?
Right out in front of God and everybody?

"But I notice that Ben isn't here today. Is
it his pride that's at issue, or yours? Are you so determined to
force him in where he doesn't belong that you'll allow him to sully
your reputation with a preventable disaster? I'd have thought our
little showdown over the EL-17 would have taught you the futility
of hiding from unpleasant facts."

Holloway rose from his seat. His arms
trembled visibly as he pushed himself out of his chair. Svenson
wanted to hide under the carpet. Louis's smile was still firmly in
place.

"You think you won something with that
stroke, don't you? You have a great deal of confidence in your
position, Mr. Redmond. But a strong sense of confidence is nearly
always misplaced. Ben Holloway will be the company’s liaison to the
Air Force for Dazzler. You'll get no loan of personnel from
Projects, Tactical Software, or anywhere else. Now go back to your
desk and learn to cope."

Louis snorted a gentle laugh. "Whatever you
say, Mr. Holloway. But word will get around. And don't think you
can prevent it by firing me. Your adventure in nepotism is already
the talk of the division."

Holloway's head moved back and forth once. "I
wouldn't dream of firing you, Mr. Redmond. That would only let you
off the hook. Now get out of my office, both of you."

They did.

***

"What did he mean by that 'off the hook'
business?"

Louis hunched forward in Svenson's metal
guest chair and planted his elbows on his knees. "It means he knows
me better than I thought."

Svenson studied the young engineer with
heightened concentration.

He won't go limp on them. His pride is too
great for that. He'll pull the contract out of the fire for OA, no
matter what it takes out of him. And the Holloways will be the
beneficiaries.

So will I.

"Is there anything I can do?" Nothing was
apparent, but Louis might have thought of something, or might
yet.

Louis shook his head. "We have to suck a
river through a soda straw. It's not within the possible."

Eight years he's worked for me. He's never
said anything's impossible. I'd have sworn nothing was, for
him.

The office was unusually hushed for a Friday
afternoon. Svenson could easily have imagined that he and Louis
were alone in the building. The bustle of engineers and support
staff going about their business should have been higher than
average as they strove to clear their agendas before the weekend,
just as Svenson would soon do before he left for his.

"Can you try not to sweat it for the weekend,
Louis?"

The young engineer looked up at him with
questioning eyes. "Sure, why?"

Svenson choked off the urge to explain.
"Leave it to me."

***

A theatrical cough came from the entrance to
Ben Holloway's cubicle. He lowered his newspaper to determine the
source. Rolf Svenson's tall, gaunt frame leaned against the edge of
the partition. He stood with his arms folded over his chest, eyes
unfathomable.

"Yes?"

Svenson's face twitched. "Am I interrupting
your reading schedule, Ben? I was hoping you could spare a few
minutes for actual work."

Holloway's first impulse was to blow the
group leader off with a supercilious rejoinder and return to his
previous pursuits. Something in Svenson's stance, or perhaps in his
visage, caught his attention and deflected his riposte. He set down
his paper and sat upright.

"I'd gotten the impression that you didn't
think I was good for anything."

Svenson lowered himself into Holloway's guest
chair. "Are there many people who think that?"

Holloway managed to hold his tongue against
the pressure of his rising temper. Svenson saw the exertion of
effort, and nodded his approval.

"More to the point," Svenson murmured, "are
you one of them?"

Holloway's mouth dropped open. His hands
curled into fists in his lap. Svenson's eyes, still opaque, were
steady upon him.

"I assume you have a reason for this...line
of inquiry."

Svenson nodded. "I do. And it's not to
humiliate or provoke you. You've been assigned a responsibility
that will affect the whole company dramatically. There's a
half-billion dollar contract riding on it, and maybe four or five
thousand layoffs if we don't bring it home.

"You know what Louis and I were planning to
do about it. We were going to team you with the sharpest help we
could get you. Whenever a technical subject arose, your shadow
would field the questions and make sure you weren't left to drift.
That way we'd be certain to get all the data we needed, and you'd
never be exposed as ignorant in front of the procurement brass.

"Well, your uncle has just torpedoed that.
He's decided you're going to do it alone. No technical support at
your elbow." Svenson leaned toward him. "Think about that, Ben.
Think about being naked in front of an audience. Fill the audience
with your enemies and give each of them a gun. It'll feel about the
same."

Whatever his failings, Ben Holloway's
imagination worked perfectly well. There had been a knot of anxiety
in his belly since the disastrous conference in Brendel's office.
It began to ooze images composed from his most secret fears.

"What do you want me to do?" The quaver in
his voice was unmistakable.

Svenson looked away. The muscles in his bony
face writhed in a conflict Holloway could not interpret.

"Let me train you."

Holloway emitted a burst of bitter laughter.
"What do you think you have to work with, Rolf? I'm not even a
college graduate. And now you're going to make me into an Instant
Engineer, Just Add Plane Tickets?"

Svenson shook his head. "No chance of that.
But I can bring you up to speed on the Dazzler proposal and the EBA
system we have to connect to. I can help you to compose a playbook
for the technical conferences you'll be attending, try to script
out as many of the scenarios as possible, so you can study for
them. I can keep you on an umbilicus, phone contact several times a
day, and buttress you as much as possible from here. It might be
enough. But I'll need your willing cooperation or it'll all go to
hell."

Holloway clenched his jaws. It wasn't an
inviting program. But the prospect of being exposed as an ignorant
young fool before military officers who'd sent men to their deaths,
and might do so again, was worse.

And Uncle Floyd didn't have a problem with
it.

"Does my uncle know about this?"

Another shake of the head. "No. And he won't
learn it from me."

The quiet determination in Rolf Svenson's
voice cracked through the ice around Holloway's brain. A new vision
blossomed in his mind's eye. He saw himself tackling a job of
complexity, a job that required sustained concentration and
intelligent effort, and doing it well. He saw himself decoupling
from the protective offices of his elder relatives, making his own
decisions, standing on his own. He saw himself gaining the respect
of men of substance, well-regarded men, men with achievements of
their own. Men like Rolf Svenson.

"When do we start?"

Svenson rose and waved toward the stairwell.
"Let’s go see Joe."

***

Ben Holloway followed Svenson into Joe
Brendel's outer office. As they entered, Jeanne Sheltenham was
seating herself at the receptionist's desk. Svenson approached her
and flicked a hand at the inner office door.

"Is Joe in, Jeanne?"

She took a moment to answer. Her color was
unusually high, and she seemed to have difficulty with her
breathing. Finally she nodded and punched a button on her
phone.

"Yes, Jeanne?"

"Mr. Svenson is here to see you."

"Rolf?" There was a brief pause and a
rustling sound Holloway couldn't identify. "Send him in."

She looked up at the group leader and nodded
toward Brendel's sanctum.

Svenson turned to Holloway. "Maybe I should
do this alone, Ben."

Holloway thought a moment, then shrugged.
"I'll be here." His eyes darted of their own toward Jeanne. Svenson
grinned and let himself into Joseph Brendel's inner office.

Holloway allowed himself to slouch onto the
anteroom sofa. The magazines on the end table were all trade
publications for engineers; he could comprehend nothing he saw in
any of them. After a couple of minutes of fruitless page turning,
he pushed them aside and made up his mind to wait. His eyes drooped
partially closed.

"Having a hard time settling in?"

The question drew him back to full
consciousness. The secretary was looking directly at him, regarding
him with a species of curiosity he'd seen before. He shrugged.

"Joe said you were likely to have it a little
rough at first. I hope you've made a friend or two, at least."

The wide brown eyes were warmer than usual
for such a casual query. Her flush had not receded. It deepened as
he inspected her face.

Rich, handsome, and born to a privileged
family, Ben Holloway had been the target of a goodly number of
young women in his quarter century. He knew the signs. Jeanne
Sheltenham wasn't making small talk. Hers was conversation with a
purpose.

She looked to be a few years older than he.
No matter. She was a notable beauty, and he was not immune to her
charm. He rose from the sofa and perched himself on the corner of
her desk.

"Well, I think I might have botched my first
few days, but things have been looking a trifle better this
morning. Got any suggestions?"

***

They were still chatting with a welcome
warmth when Svenson and Brendel emerged from the inner office.
Holloway looked up to see the software department director’s face
go stiff. Brendel’s eyes locked onto Holloway’s. He strode slowly
forward, his shoulders thrust back unnaturally.

"Do you think you’re equal to the program Mr.
Svenson has laid out for you, Mr. Holloway?" Every word was formed
with a diction coach’s precision.

Holloway unperched himself from Jeanne’s desk
and drew himself straight. "I hope to be. We haven’t discussed it
in detail yet."

A cold smile. "You’d better get started. I’d
say you won’t have much free time for the next few weeks." He shook
his head slowly and glanced sideways at Jeanne. "No, not much free
time at all." He pivoted and returned to his office. The door
closed behind him with an unusually loud report.

Svenson stared at the closed inner door as if
it had been slammed in his face. Holloway edged toward him and
asked, "What the hell was that about?"

The group leader’s eyes flicked toward the
secretary. "We’ll talk about it downstairs." He nodded toward the
outer door. "Let’s get moving. See you later, Jeanne."

Jeanne Sheltenham was staring at Brendel’s
inner door too. She made no reply.

***

"So what’s a Dazzler?"

Svenson pulled an easel-sized pad of blank
paper out from behind his desk and slapped it down on the working
surface. He grabbed a pen and sketched a line drawing of a
seacoast, with planes approaching it. Holloway followed his
movements closely.

"When an attack force approaches enemy
territory, the game becomes a struggle over information. The
defenders want to know how large the force is, what kind of planes
are in it, how far away they are, and so forth. The attackers want
to deny that data to them. Every little bit of it has immense value
to the defense. Lethal value, the kind that kills pilots and
defeats invasions.

"The defenders have three main tools for
gathering the data: intelligence, radar, and bare naked eyeballs
looking up at the sky. We don’t worry about intelligence. That’s
the DIS’s job. And we can’t do much about the bare naked eyeballs
until our forces get close enough to shoot them out. But radar’s
another matter.

"The Air Force has a plane that jams radar
transmissions." Svenson drew a series of divergent rays from one of
the attack planes, showed them blanketing the seacoast. "It does a
pretty good job, too. Problem is, it’s expensive, it’s easy to
shoot down, and the people who fly it need a lot of very special
training. So the Pentagon is interested in a substitute. Right now
the thinking is that a pilotless drone could be the answer...if it
were cheap enough, and worked well enough."

The group leader had acquired an unusual
animation. His face appeared lit from within, as if a fire fed by
some unnameable fuel burned behind his pale blue eyes. The look of
transport unsettled Ben Holloway. It was the first time he’d
confronted a man in love with his work.

"Computer systems haven’t done well at this
job in the past. It was too easy for a human radar operator to
spoof a jamming computer with random changes of modes. The computer
would treat each change of mode as the appearance of a new threat
radar, and would start to build a database entry for it. A couple
hundred of those would saturate the system. Only recently have we
begun to build the kind of adaptive software that can follow a
radar beam by tracking multiple criteria simultaneously." Svenson
smiled. "Some of the people we’ve got on the problem are just about
the brightest people on Earth. So we think we have a shot at it
now. But proving that we’ve done it will require that we mate our
prototype to the Air Force’s Electronic Battle Assessment suite,
and that’s where we come in."

"That’s the EBA gizmo I’ve got to bone up
on?"

Svenson nodded. "The very same. It’s a clever
gadget, simulates a large group of threat radars and hits the
jamming system with changes at a speed no human operator can match.
But to level out differences in approach among vendors, and to make
the test a really severe one, EBA talks to the system under test
through a group of special interfaces that are much different from
the ones the jamming software would use in the real Dazzler drone.
Our group will have to modify the jamming software to deal with EBA
through those interfaces. You’ll be our point man, getting all the
specifics on how it’s done, and passing our questions and the Air
Force’s answers back and forth."

"Well..." Holloway scratched his head. "If
it’s nothing more than that, couldn’t they just compile all that
stuff into a book and hand it to you?"

Svenson scowled. "Yes, they could. But
they’re the customer and we’re the vendor. We have to make them
happy, not the other way around. They’ve decided not to publish
that book, so we have to provide a human representative to gather
the specs and make them comprehensible to us. And if we fail,
there’s no one else to sell the product to."

It was a degree of exposure Holloway would
never have courted for himself, even if he’d been a qualified
engineer. But he’d accepted the job.

"Could you tell me a little about how the
software is going to work? Not the tech stuff, just the kind of
windy generalities a non-engineer could understand."

Svenson squinted. "Why do you want to know,
Ben?"

"It might help me to be credible to the
blue-suiters when we’re together in the trenches."

The group leader shook his head. "They’re not
expected to ask. In fact, they’re not allowed to know, both for the
sake of an objective test and to protect OA’s proprietary
technologies. And I wouldn’t use that trench idiom with an Air
Force officer. Their hands never touch dirt."

"Oh. Okay. But how about a little sop to a
layman’s curiosity?"

Svenson looked off for a moment. "Well, I
could tell you..."

Holloway leaned forward.

"...but then I’d have to kill you." The group
leader’s face twisted into a juvenile grin.

Holloway groaned and smacked himself on the
forehead. "I walked into that one, didn’t I?"

"Yes, you did. Thanks. Now let’s get busy on
your script." Svenson pulled a spiral-bound notebook toward him and
started to scribble in it.

"Rolf?"

"Hm?"

"That business upstairs with Joe?"

All the mirth departed from Svenson’s bony
countenance. "Some executives become very possessive about their
secretaries, Ben."

Holloway’s brow furrowed. "Do you mean
--"

"I mean nothing. And you should keep that
firmly in mind."

***

The waiter set the plate of Hungarian goulash
before Ben Holloway and awaited his approval. Holloway nodded
distantly and reached for his utensils.

"Are Svenson and the rest treating you any
better?" Floyd Holloway peered down his nose at his nephew.

"Yes, thanks. A lot better since the Dazzler
project got properly under way." Ben lifted a spoonful of the
goulash to his lips. The aroma of the rich dark sauce filled his
head as he savored his first mouthful. As with everything served at
Grucci's Gardens, it was delightful. The furious pace that Svenson
had set for him over the week past had left him no time for such
indulgences.

"Glad to hear it. I suppose even prima donnas
like them will concede to reality once it's been made inescapable."
The elder Holloway forked up a bite of lobster salad. "I've been
laying some groundwork with Anders Forslund these past two weeks.
He's assured me that there'll be a place for you in Finance before
long. You won't be stuck with the slide-rule types forever." He
allowed himself a thin, barely perceptible smile.

The goulash turned to ashes in Ben's mouth.
He laid his tablespoon carefully on the rim of his plate as he
struggled to conceal his reaction.

"Were you planning to ask my preferences
before you arranged my transfer?"

Floyd Holloway's embryonic smile vanished and
his gaze sharpened. "So now you choose to sneer at my efforts on
your behalf, nephew?"

The restaurant seemed to have gone silent.
"Did it occur to you," Ben said, measuring out each word, "that
given time, I might adapt to the position I'd been given? That I
might actually come to like it?"

"Have you taken leave of your senses, Ben?
Would you really turn down a position in the Finance office to stay
in a department where you're despised? Where I had to whack your
supervisor over the snout to get him to take you seriously?"

Ben Holloway sat back in his chair.

I'm not really capable of contributing in
either spot. But Rolf treats me with some respect. Like a potential
asset. Not like you.

"You have a way of springing things on me,
uncle. That's okay for birthday presents and such, but we're
talking careers now. I have to think about this for myself.
Besides, doesn't Rolf deserve a little notice before you pull me
out of his group? I haven't been there three weeks yet."

"I should think," his uncle replied in a
biting monotone, "that he'd be glad to see you go."

Because in his place, you would be.

"It might not be as simple as you think,
Uncle Floyd." Despite a desire to lash out that dwarfed any impulse
he'd ever known, Ben Holloway kept his words even and his tone
pleasant. "He's put a lot of effort into preparing me for the
liaison duties you picked for me, and it's going well. And a good
thing, too. Everyone else in the group is out of his mind with
work."

"Faugh." Floyd Holloway pushed his plate
aside and swiped at his mouth with his napkin. "You won't be out
front alone when the action begins, youngster. Svenson or one of
his toadies will be at your elbow the whole way. That Redmond punk,
most likely. Svenson thinks he's the reincarnation of Albert
Einstein."

Because if it were your project, you'd never
trust this important a role to an unfledged young idler like
me.

Ben Holloway dropped his face into his
hands.

"God," he hissed, "how I hate myself."

Floyd Holloway leaned across the table and
stared balefully at his nephew. "What was it you just said,
Ben?"

"Nothing."

***

"Louis?"

The young engineer jerked his chair about. He
frowned as he confronted Ben Holloway.

"Something I can do for you, Ben?"

Holloway had not comprehended his need to
speak privately with Louis Redmond, only that it was strong enough
to propel him there through a thick wall of reluctance.

"May I have a moment of your time?"

Redmond squinted at him briefly. He punched a
series of commands into his computer, waited a moment for the
screen to go blank, and waved Holloway into a guest chair. Holloway
took it and tried to order his thoughts.

"Rolf relies on you quite a lot, doesn't
he?"

Redmond shrugged. "I do what he tells
me."

"If someone as sharp as Rolf thought that
much of me, I'd think I was a genius."

Redmond said nothing.

"And I'd probably be pretty unpleasant to be
around."

Still nothing.

"But it wouldn't be an excuse for the way I
treated you when we met. Nothing would. I want to apologize for
that."

A surprise-tinged grin appeared on Redmond's
face. "Thank you."

"You're welcome. You know how new I am to all
this. I understand about one word in twenty." Holloway suppressed
an urge to fidget. "Most of it goes right over my head. Like how
the responsibilities get distributed."

Redmond flicked a hand. "We each do what
we're best at."

"And you're best at this."

Redmond nodded.

"It doesn't bother you to get your marching
orders from people who could never do what you do?"

The young engineer's grin became wider.
"Should it?"

"Well..."

Redmond chuckled and rose from his chair. He
studied the gray fabric wall of his cubicle for a moment, then
leaned back against the edge of his desk.

"They can't do what I do -- well, maybe Rolf
could -- but I wouldn't do what they do. In business, people
are placed both for their skills and their willingness to accept
responsibilities. Rolf accepts responsibility for the productivity
and well-being of the whole Simulations group. For that, he gets a
title and a bigger cubicle than this one. Joe Brendel accepts
responsibility for the whole Software department. For that, he gets
a bigger title, a secretary, and an office with a door." Muscles
quivered in the young face. "Your uncle accepts responsibility for
the whole Engineering division. For that, he gets a really big
title and wood furniture. I might disagree with some of his
decisions, but he takes the heat for them, not me."

"You don't like him, do you?"

Redmond's mouth tightened. He looked
away.

It isn't hard to understand.

"I know you didn't like it when he jammed me
in here. I'm trying to understand why the group is being so
supportive now. You in particular. If our positions were reversed,
I doubt I could even remain civil to you."

A hint of humor returned to Louis Redmond's
features.

"We have a job to do, Ben. Mostly we
concentrate on that. And I'd say you think too little of yourself."
Holloway started to reply, but Redmond held up a hand. "That's
better than the reverse. And it will pass. But the important part
is this: stay concentrated on the work, and the rest of us will
fall all over ourselves to get you what you need. Just let us know
what that is, okay?"

Holloway nodded and fled with his rising
embarrassment.

***

The time flew by at a speed Ben Holloway had
not expected. Svenson kept his desk piled high with documents. Some
were summaries of the Dazzler operational concept, prepared for
marketing or publicity uses. Some were design overviews of the
approach the Tactical programmers had taken to the problem. Some
were sheaves of notes on simulation and testing, scribbled in the
group leader's barely decipherable hand. The technical complexity
of the material might not have registered on an engineer's radar,
but it taxed Ben's naked native intelligence to its limits. The
need to concentrate pulled him into a trance state, numbed him to
the advance of the hour. Each day for two weeks, closing time came
as a surprise.

When, at five forty-five on his third Friday
afternoon as an OA employee, Jeanne Sheltenham's hand descended
softly upon his shoulder, Holloway practically leaped from his
chair. She pulled away in equal surprise.

"Are you sure you're not an engineer?"

Holloway's brow wrinkled. "Why do you
ask?"

"Because they all concentrate like that. I've
never seen anyone else who does."

He chuckled. "Oh. Okay. No, I'm not an
engineer." He darted a glance at the window that looked out at the
parking lot. Dusk was stealing over the campus, and there were few
cars remaining. "I'm a tired pretender who's only just noticed the
time and is pleased to see your smiling face. To what do I owe this
pleasure?"

That made the smile brighten visibly.

"Do you suppose you might be able to tear
yourself away? There's a restaurant three blocks from here that
makes really nice broiled flounder."

The wide brown eyes were devoid of guile.

Uncle Floyd wouldn't like it.

"My dear," he said as he rose and reached for
his jacket, "I am yours to command."

***

It wasn't a particularly exalted eatery.
Nothing to challenge Grucci's Gardens, anyway. The dining salon was
tarted up in a mock-nautical motif. Gaffs and life rings festooned
the walls, and tattered nets sagged from the ceiling. As absurd as
it looked this far inland, it wouldn't have looked much better near
the ocean. The waiters wore red polo shirts and white aprons, and
the menu was a typewritten sheet in a plastic folder. The other
diners were a louder, less refined crowd than Ben was accustomed
to, and he'd been given a napkin with a hole in it. But the
flounder was good, and there was an acceptably crisp Chablis to go
with it, and the young woman across from him rested her eyes on his
in a way that made him agreeably lightheaded.

"What's it like to be keeper of the secrets
of the company's powerful?"

"What do you mean?" Jeanne dabbed at her
mouth with her napkin. No color printed onto the off-white cotton.
The deep red of her lips was natural.

"Isn't that what a secretary does? Keep the
secrets locked away?"

She smiled sheepishly. "I guess so. But they
don't have that many. At least not interesting ones." A hint of
mischief entered her eyes. "I can tell you one, though." She leaned
forward. He leaned to meet her, expectations rising.

"Your uncle can't balance his checkbook."

He chuckled and sat back. "Not news to me,
Jeanne. The whole family knows it. But keep it under your hat while
you're in the office, would you please?"

"Of course." She stirred her fork across the
bare surface of her plate. "This has been very nice. Do you
suppose..." She lowered her face, swallowed, and met his eyes
again. "Do you suppose we could do this again?"

His eyebrows rose. "Certainly. Why not?"

Spots of color formed against her cheekbones.
"You've been very nice. I don't want to get you in trouble."

Holloway started to reassure her, stopped
himself.

Wrong Side Of The Tracks syndrome strikes
again. There's a new victim every twenty-three seconds. And I
managed to forget for two whole hours.

"I'm twenty-six, Jeanne. My parents haven't
tried to supervise my dating for eight years now. Not that I'd
listen to anything negative they said about you."

Jeanne's face went momentarily blank. She
blinked once, looked down at the table and laid her palms flat
against it.

"I meant with Joe."

It caught him by surprise. He fumbled for a
response, but she continued on.

"I've only been with him a few weeks. His
regular secretary left to have a baby. Your uncle pulled me out of
my regular assignment in the Projects office to put me with him,
just before you started at OA. But we've gotten to be close."

This was a different sort of lightheadedness,
the kind that comes when the world starts to spin in reverse. He
pushed his plate aside and leaned toward the young woman.

"Do you and he have a relationship?"

She flinched, and he scurried mentally for a
way to retract the question.

"It's not what you think, Ben. Joe's very
sick. He's a good man in a bad state, and I'm able to make him feel
a little better, now and then. So I do. But I saw the way he looked
at us yesterday." The full lips drew tight. "If we're going to
start seeing one another, I have to ask you to make room for him.
He doesn't have a lot of time left."

The floor of the universe dropped out from
under him.

***

Ben guided his little Mercedes to the curb,
set the parking brake, and turned to his passenger. Jeanne had both
hands on the clasp of her purse, clutching it with unnecessary
force. Her tension had mounted visibly as they approached the
Lakeshore Vistas condominium complex, as if she expected to
confront something unpleasant when she got there. He scanned the
area, but could see nothing that looked like a threat. The complex
was adequately, if not lavishly, lit. A guard sat in plain view in
the gatehouse, peering down at his lap, probably reading a
magazine. There were no other human figures in sight.

"Would you like me to see you to your
door?"

A slight shake of the head. "The security
guards don't like walk-ins. I'll be all right." She hesitated, then
slid her purse onto the floor of the car and turned awkwardly in
her seat to face him. "Thank you for dinner."

She reached for him and planted her lips
against his. The kiss was dry, sisterly-chaste, and lasted only a
second or two, but it set his blood to singing. She'd retracted
herself and retrieved her purse before he could encircle her with
his arms.

"Don't worry about anything, Ben. I'll see
you at the office on Monday, okay?"

He swallowed hard and tried to compose
himself. "Okay."

She smiled and reached for the door latch.
"Good night."

She swung the car door shut as quietly as she
could, and strode briskly up the walk toward a large, two-story
brick building about seventy yards past the gate. The guard looked
up from his magazine. She pulled a card from her purse and flashed
it at him. He nodded, and she continued on.

At the entrance to the building a tall male
figure in a windbreaker stepped out of the darkness to confront
her. She stepped back, and words passed between them. Ben could not
hear them clearly. Presently Jeanne thrust a hand into her purse,
withdrew something and offered it to the dark figure. He accepted
it, thrust it into his pocket, and stepped out of her path. She let
herself into her home as the interloper faded into the shadows
whence he'd come.

***

The door of Floyd Holloway's inner office
opened without warning. The executive looked up in annoyance, ready
to fillet and fry whoever had so presumed. He was confused by Ben's
sudden appearance. The younger Holloway strode past the matched
leather guest chairs, planted his fists on the desk and glowered
down at his uncle.

"What is it, nephew?"

"Was Jeanne a bribe to Joe Brendel to get me
in here?"




Ben's tone was like a blow to the face.

"What makes you think I had to bribe a
subordinate to get him to do as he'd been told, Ben? Do I seem that
weak to you?"

The riposte threw Ben Holloway offstride.

"No...but why her? She told me she wasn't
idle when you reassigned her. Why didn't you pull someone out of
the steno pool?"

Floyd Holloway drew a deep breath and
measured it out to a count of ten.

"You are asking for information I have no
right to give you. Jeanne Sheltenham is filling in for another
director-level secretary who's on maternity leave. When that other
secretary returns, Mrs. Sheltenham will go back to her previous
position in the Projects office. That's all I can tell you, and at
that it's more than you're entitled to know."

Ben's face, thundercloud dark when he
entered, had filled with confusion.

"Did it have anything to do with Joe being
terminally ill?"

The executive sat quietly for a long
moment.

"I see you've learned things that aren't
supposed to be common knowledge. Joseph Brendel is one of this
company's best middle managers, and he's entitled to his privacy.
Whoever told you he was ill violated a confidence. If I find out
who it was, that person will not enjoy my trust a second time."

Ben staggered back from the desk.

"Did you think we routinely publicize our
employees' personal troubles, Ben? It's hard enough to keep good
men in this field without stripping them naked in front of their
coworkers. What kind of workforce would we have left if a man
couldn't keep an intimate matter like that to himself?"

The young man's mouth fell open. Holloway
waited.

"I'm sorry, uncle. I thought -- "

"I don't care to hear what you thought. Go
back to your desk and think it there." The executive grabbed a
sheaf of papers from his in-box and pointedly gave his attention to
them.

Ben Holloway let himself out of his uncle's
office. The door closed soundlessly behind him.

***

"Think you're ready?" Svenson peered into Ben
Holloway's eyes.

Holloway shook his head gently. "No. But it's
time to go." He nodded toward the two large suitcases at his feet.
"I'm bringing everything. I tabbed it all up with little sticky
notes. I'll bring it with me to every meeting, and I don't care who
says what about it. I'll call time out at every chance I get. And
if I get really lost, I'll be on the phone to you in a hot
second."

Every hour of Ben Holloway's studies had made
him quieter and less assertive. With his flight to Washington less
than two hours from takeoff, his face writhed almost continuously
with anxiety.

They'd been over every conceptual byway,
every jargon term, every foreseeable aspect of the briefing on the
EBA suite and the adaptations it might require of OA's jamming
software. For Rolf, it had been a review of everything he knew
about the Air Force's approach to simulation and evaluation. For
Ben, it had been an exercise in memorization, though he'd
comprehended more than either of them had expected. They'd filled
three large spiral notebooks with definitions, concepts, and
decision trees with which to chart a course through the lectures
and discussions to come.

There was no time left for further
preparation. If Svenson was to do anything more to calm the young
man's nerves, he had to do it now.

"You're going to be okay, Ben. The nerves are
normal. I felt that way myself, the first time I had to do what
you're doing."

Holloway grinned without humor. "I'll try to
remember that."

Beyond Holloway's cubicle, the office bustled
in its usual hushed way. Engineers and support staff came, went,
and held quick, slurred conversations in the corridors. The work of
the Engineering Center had not come to a halt because Ben Holloway
was about to set out on a liaison trip. Most of the division's
personnel, including many whose livelihoods depended on the success
of his mission, were unaware of the imminence of his departure.

Svenson wanted badly to ask Ben if his uncle
had stopped by to wish him well. He dared not.

"Did your cash advance come through?"

Holloway nodded. "They gave me a company
credit card, too. I didn't expect that."

You should have. Your uncle should have
told you. "I was worried about the advance. It can take
Accounting a little while to process a request for cash. They don't
like it."

Holloway grinned again. "All's well that ends
well." His eyes flicked to the little clock on his desk. "Just
about time to go. Any last minute instructions?"

Svenson pondered. He was about to issue
another stream of gentle platitudes when Louis Redmond came around
the partition wall. Holloway started in surprise, and straightened
in his seat.

"When do you take off, Ben?" The young
engineer's face was curiously intense.

"About an hour and a half."

Louis nodded. "Are you ready to do us
proud?"

Svenson held his tongue.

The handful of words seemed to hypnotize Ben
Holloway. His eyes locked to those of Louis Redmond. Something
supremely private flowed between them.

At last Ben rose from his chair. He folded
his hands before him and looked down solemnly at Louis. "You'll get
my best. If that makes you proud, so be it. If not...oh, hell, I
don't know. Just answer the phone when it rings, okay?"

Louis's gaze remained rock steady.

"Count on it." He snatched a pad of note
slips from next to Ben's phone, scribbled upon it briefly, and
handed the top sheet to Ben. "Don't lose this."

Holloway squinted down at the little yellow
slip. "Because...?"

"It's my home number."

Ben's head rose with a jerk. "Are you sure
about this, Louis?"

Louis nodded. "If you need anything and I'm
not here, that's where I'll be."

Ben's throat worked. He started to speak,
stopped, and stuck out his hand instead.

Louis took the proffered hand and shook it
firmly. Ben turned quickly away, grabbed his suitcases and hurried
down the corridor.

***

Joseph Brendel stood at his office window,
hands folded behind his back, and watched Ben Holloway board the
taxi that would bear him off to Westchester Airport.

The driver put Holloway's bags into the trunk
of the cab as the young aristocrat watched, as if the cabbie were a
liveried footman out of a Victorian comedy of manners. He waited
until the driver was there to open and hold the door for him before
he boarded the cab. The cabbie swung the door shut with brisk
efficiency, slipped back into the driver's seat and gunned the
engine. As the car passed through OA's main gate and turned onto
Forslund Avenue, Brendel felt a final loosening of tension.

All this and remission too.

The pain had disappeared. Ten days earlier,
he'd simply awoken without it. He'd run in terror to Onteora
General, certain it was a harbinger, the final signpost before his
exit from life. But the X-rays they took as he lay stiff with panic
showed the mass around his pancreas to be less than half its
previous size. The followup two days ago had shown it smaller yet.
The doctors had no explanation.

While Svenson and Redmond labored to turn an
arrogant young fool into a silk purse fit to catch and bring back
technical wisdom, his body had worked a miracle of its own.

He smiled, returned to his desk, and pressed
the button that activated the intercom to his secretary.

"Jeanne."

"Yes, Joe?"

"Are you terribly busy?"

"...no..."

"Perhaps you could help me with something
that's just popped up?"

He released the intercom button before she
could reply.

A moment later, Jeanne came through the inner
office door and closed it carefully behind her. She looked at him
at first anxiously, then with simple puzzlement.

"You don't look like you're in pain."

He sat back in his chair and allowed his
smile to expand across his face. "Do I need to be?"

He'd expected the remark to call forth her
own impish, slightly naughty smile. It did not. She stood at the
door, looking directly into his eyes, for the better part of a
minute.

"You've got a wife, Joe."

Something with sharp nails took a double
handful of his stomach.

"Yes, I do. A wife who won't even admit that
I'm sick but refuses to touch me anyway. And two grown children who
haven't been back to see me since I was diagnosed. When did they
enter into your decision making, Jeanne?"

She gazed into his eyes in silence for a long
time.

"Maybe they haven't."

She turned and slipped out the door before he
could reply.

***

The conference room was long, narrow and
low-ceilinged. It was nearly filled by a conference table of
similar proportions. Three flawlessly groomed middle-aged men in
dark suits, attache cases open before them, Thomson Aerospace
corporate logos on the badges at their lapels, looked up as Ben
entered. The corporal who'd led him there waved a hand at the table
and closed the door behind him.

Ben lugged his overstuffed valises to an unoccupied
seat and dropped into it. He fumbled his top-level playbook out of
one briefcase and set it carefully before him. Breakfast sat high
and heavy in his stomach. Waves of tension-driven fatigue lapped at
the shore of his consciousness. He held it off as best he
could.

Everything Rolf could think of. Everything Louis
could think of. Now we'll see.

The door opened again, and a captain and two
lieutenants, all resplendent in the dress blue uniforms of the
United States Air Force, entered in file. They took seats across
from the contractors' personnel and flipped open their
Pentagon-standard folios almost in unison. Each uncapped a
throwaway ballpoint pen and made a brief note at the top of his
pad.

Ben Holloway had been around high-ranking military
brass many times. His family's long involvement in the defense
contracting world had exposed him to enough generals and admirals
that their gold stars and braid no longer impressed him. He could
not explain to himself why the three officers who sat across from
him, the oldest perhaps five years his senior, made him feel so far
out of his depth.

The captain, whose nametag read Earnhart, raised his
eyes to the contractors' party and smiled formally.

"We have no set agenda or sequence of presentation
for this meeting. It's for your convenience. We'll try to answer
whatever questions you have here and now. Those we can't, we'll put
to our development staff in Colorado Springs in a teleconference
tomorrow. Who'd like to begin?"

Jesus. They expect to wrap this up in only two
days?

"Captain Earnhart," Ben said, relieved not to hear
his voice tremble, "will we have access to your expertise after
this meeting is over? I'd hate to think my colleagues in New York
might be hamstrung because I forgot to ask a question."

The Thomson party looked askance at him, plainly
wondering why he'd needed to ask. Earnhart's eyebrows rose a
fraction of an inch. "Of course you will, Mr...Holloway?"

Ben nodded.

"This is just to brief you in as thoroughly as
possible in a short time, so you can get your engineering teams off
the ground. Both my liaison group here in Washington and the tech
boys in Colorado will be available by phone for the duration of the
proposal period."

The relief that shot through Ben brought him near to
a faint. He held himself as upright as he could manage in the plush
conference room chair, drew his ballpoint pen from his inner jacket
pocket, and opened his playbook to the first of Svenson's decision
trees. The root question was highlighted in red.

"Thank you, Captain. Well, for starters, has the Air
Force remained with the old ten-base-T interface standard, or will
we be able to talk to EBA over a hundred-base-TX line?"

The lieutenant on the right, whose nametag read
Donizetti, replied, "That depends on which interface you mean."

Ben peered down the page before him. "Both the
navigation interface and the evaluation interface, please."

Donizetti nodded. "The nav interface is still
ten-base-T. For the eval stream, we've upgraded to hundred-base-TX.
We hope the added bandwidth will allow us to do a real-time
evaluation on the jamming commands."

Ben made two checkmarks in his playbook. At the edge
of his vision, the Thomson men, none of whom had yet spoken, were
all scribbling furiously.

"Thank you, Lieutenant. Now, as to the Layer Three
requirements, will we be speaking UDP or TCP?"

***

The phone refused to ring.

All day Svenson had sat at his desk as immovably as
if he'd been chained to it. He tried to work, but his eyes and
thoughts kept drifting to the telephone. It was nearly five PM, and
Holloway had yet to call for the first time.

Has he been calling Louis?

Svenson wanted desperately to buzz Louis and ask, but
he didn't dare to tie up the phone for even that long.

He has to call when they wrap up for the day. Just to
let us know the meeting's adjourned, if nothing else.

Christ, I brought two children into the world with
less agita than this.

A cough from the entrance to his cubicle nearly
stopped his heart. He lurched out of his chair and whirled to find
Louis and Jeanne Sheltenham staring at him in amusement.

"Everything all right, Rolf?" Louis's mock-innocent
look invited a punch in the nose. Jeanne stood there confused, not
sure what to make of the byplay.

"Fine," Svenson growled. "I don't suppose you've
heard from our prodigal son today? You remember, the one we stuffed
full of buzzwords and sent to Washington to slay dragons?"

"Well, no." Louis looked off for a measured three
seconds. "But Jeanne has."

"WHAT? When? Is he in some kind of
trouble?"

Svenson's visitors giggled in tandem. "Calm down,
Rolf," Louis said. "The meeting broke up half an hour ago. He's
already back at his hotel. Said everything went according to your
plan."

"But --"

"Seems the Air Force decided to let the contractor
reps carry the ball. There was no formal presentation, just lots of
questions and answers."

"But --"

"And the Thomson guys let Ben drive for the whole
trip. He said they didn't ask one question of their own, just wrote
down the answers to the ones he asked. Said they seemed even more
lost than he'd expected to be."

Svenson's muscles all slackened at once. He fell
backward into his chair as the implications blossomed in his
head.

"He was able to stick to the playbook," he
breathed.

Louis nodded. "There'll be a telecon tomorrow to
clean up three or four items that they had to refer to Colorado
Springs. He'll be back in the office Thursday morning. You and I
can stop worrying." The young engineer glanced at his watch. He
seemed to be counting down to something. "And, Rolf..."

Svenson braced himself afresh. "Yes?"

The phone rang. Svenson spun and snatched the handset
from its cradle.

"Svenson."

"Go home to your family and get some rest," Ben
Holloway droned into his ear. "You look like hell."

***

Floyd Holloway was preparing to leave his office for
the day. He was scheduled to meet with his investment counselor
later that evening, and his thoughts were already far distant from
the affairs of Onteora Aviation's Engineering Division.

The intercom buzzed. "Mr. Holloway?"

"Yes, Adele?"

"Louis Redmond would like to see you."

It set Holloway back in his chair.

If he's here to crow about some gaffe Ben's committed
at the Pentagon, I'd just as soon not hear about it.

But what if Ben's in trouble?

"Send him in, please."

The door opened a split second later, and the man
whom Holloway detested most thoroughly in the world came through
it.

"What is it, young man?"

Redmond's face twitched at the contemptuous address.
Holloway smiled inwardly.

"Your nephew," Redmond said formally, "has spent the
entire day dealing with Air Force specialists as Onteora Aviation's
liaison on the Dazzler program, entirely without technical
assistance. Would you like to know how your little adventure in
nepotism has worked out?"

Holloway restrained his anxieties and waited.
Redmond's chest rose and fell once, and he smiled.

"He's made us proud, Mr. Holloway. He came through
big time. Pick your favorite sports analogy. He hit a grand-slam
homer. He ran the ball back a hundred yards for a touchdown. He
scored a hat trick in three minutes flat. He'll be back here
Thursday morning with everything we need. I have no idea how you
knew he could do it, but you were right and I was wrong. Please
accept my apologies."

Holloway took a moment to slow his heart and
breathing. Redmond watched him steadily.

"Thank you, Mr. Redmond. Accepted."

"Not that we didn't have a few nervous moments over
it," Redmond said. "It took three weeks of damned hard work, weeks
Rolf had to take from his regular responsibilities. Ben had to work
harder than anyone I've ever seen. But that's beside the point now.
Ben's earned his place in the group. Rolf and I are going to see if
we can turn him into a real software engineer. I think we can do
it. He has the smarts, and he has the desire. I think he'll make us
all even prouder, given time."

Holloway shook his head without thinking, and
Redmond's eyes immediately flared to their widest stops.

"Why not?"

"I've arranged for Ben to transfer to the Finance
office this coming week." Holloway flipped a hand. "I never
intended him to remain in engineering."

In the momentary silence, Holloway could almost hear
the pressure building in the young engineer's veins.

"You'll do no such thing, Mr. Holloway. Ben is
staying with us."

Floyd Holloway was unaccustomed to taking orders.
That he'd been given one by a detested subordinate less than half
his age was slow to sink in.

"What did you just say?"

"You're going to leave Ben where he is." Redmond
planted his fists on the desk and brought his face level with
Holloway's. "You're going to let him manage his career here all --
by -- himself." He elongated each word. "I will not let you destroy
what he's earned. If you interfere with him in any way, from this
instant to the day he leaves OA, I will make it my personal mission
to ruin you professionally."

That brought Holloway out of his chair. "You think
you can threaten me, you little snot?"

Redmond was unshaken by the backblast. His glare was
a shaft of the hardest steel.

"If my short-term memory is accurate, I just did. If
my long-term memory is accurate, it's not the first time. I mean
it, Mr. Holloway. Mess with Ben's career here and you will face the
worst I can dish out."

He turned and left before Holloway could order him
out.

***

They'd finished their entrees two hours ago. Dessert
and coffee were memories. The restaurant had emptied of all its
other guests, but the four from Onteora Aviation lingered on. They
chaffed and japed at one another like a group of lodge brethren
deep in their cups, but not one had had more than a single glass of
wine. The firing point for their laughter was absurdly low. The
waiters stayed well back from their table, a little uneasy about
the abundant gaiety of the group, but unable to avoid feeling a
touch of it themselves.

At the center of the celebration, soaring on a wave
of elation and relief too great to snare in a net of words, was Ben
Holloway.

A wave of triumph had borne him aloft from the moment
he'd stepped out of the Pentagon and into the sunlight. It had
carried him back to his hotel, onto the plane home and down onto
the tarmac at Westchester Airport. It wasn't for having led the
mini-conference as if he were an engineer trained and seasoned. It
wasn't for his modest achievement in bringing home the data
Svenson's group needed. It was for not having let Rolf and Louis
down.

Svenson sat at his left, his long pale face adorned
with an uncharacteristic flush and a grin of delight. Jeanne sat at
his right, her eyes luminous, her hand curled loosely around his
own, a contact Ben would rather soil himself than interrupt. Across
the table, for three hours an inexhaustible fount of stories,
jokes, and outrageous puns, voluble and witty far beyond his
reputation, was Louis.

The you done good in the young engineer's dark
brown eyes was recompense enough for a thousand such
enterprises.

I'm one of them now.

Is this what it's like to face live fire and
live?

I don't care. This is where I want to be. These are
the people I want to be with.

At twenty-six years of age, Ben Holloway had found
his family. That he hoped to bed down with one of them before the
night was through did nothing to lessen his sense of
homecoming.

Rolf and Louis think they can make me an engineer.
They're crazy, but so what? They want me with them. I'll do
whatever they ask.

He glanced at Jeanne. She squeezed his hand. He
squeezed back.

Sorry, Joe. It's my turn now.

He bathed in their warmth and acceptance, a man
parched near to extinction who had stumbled all unknowing upon the
fountain of life.

***

"Ben, you don't have to --"

"Yes, I do." Ben pulled the Mercedes to a stop before
the Lakeshore Vistas gatehouse. The guard looked out at the
unfamiliar car, rose from his chair and approached them. Ben rolled
down his window and smiled at the elderly man. The insignia of
Lawrence Patrols Security Services flashed from the left breast of
his jacket. A holstered automatic rode low on his right hip.

"Sir?"

Ben smiled formally. "Mrs. Sheltenham lives
here."

The guard's eyes moved to Jeanne. She fumbled in her
purse and produced the plastic card that identified her as a
resident. The guard's gaze barely brushed over it before it swerved
back to her face.

"Is everything all right, ma'am?"

She nodded quickly, her smile unnaturally bright.

The guard planted his hands on the windowjamb and
looked Ben slowly up and down with an insolence that tested his
endurance.

"Is everything all right, Officer? Or do I
have a button undone?"

The guard's mouth twitched. "Save your lip, sonny.
This isn't your turf. We have our own rules here. What the lady
tells you to do, you do. Got me?" One hand left the windowsill and
drifted back toward the holstered gun.

Heat spread through Ben Holloway's chest. He pushed
open his door, forcing the guard back, rose and answered the man's
contemptuous stare with the coldest, most superior smile in his
repertoire.

The guard's confidence broke. He heaved himself back,
returned to the gatehouse and lifted the gate rail to allow the
Mercedes to pass through.

Ben reseated himself and gunned the engine, his blood
fizzing. He pulled the little car up to the curb before Jeanne's
building and was out and at her door before she could release
herself from her seatbelt.

The fright in her eyes as he pulled open her door and
offered her his hand confirmed his worst suspicions. High heels
alone could not explain why she wobbled and staggered as she arose.
Nothing could explain the way she panned the complex repeatedly, as
if she expected to be attacked at any moment. Nothing but fear.

He took her hand and pulled her gently alongside him
toward the building door, watching as unobtrusively as he could for
the approach of danger. As they reached the front steps, a tall,
husky figure in a light nylon jacket stepped from behind the
shrubbery that surrounded the building and blocked their way.

The young man before them kept both hands in the
pockets of his jacket. Cold eyes set in a colder face counted them
and assessed their garments.

"Ten."

"Excuse me?" Ben automatically pulled Jeanne behind
him to shield her with his body.

The young man squinted. "Ten to get in." One hand
squirmed in his windbreaker pocket.

Ben snorted. "I think not." He started forward,
despite a considerable backward pull from Jeanne. The hand came out
of the windbreaker, something metallic in its grip.

"Ain't gettin' in without you give me ten, mother."
The young thug's face remained still. His fingers played over the
oblong object he held at his side.

Adrenaline poured into Ben Holloway's veins once
more. A brassy laugh burst from his chest. "You see that gatehouse
over there, moron? The man in there has a gun. Loaded, I expect.
You want me to trot over there and bring him back to do our
negotiating for us?" His hand clamped down hard upon Jeanne's,
commanding her to stillness.

The thug's face was cold no more. His lips drew back
from his teeth in a jungle snarl, the ancient announcement of
challenge common to all carnivores. For a split instant, Ben
quailed inside. Almost, he dug for his wallet.

The thug slid smoothly toward the edge of the little
landing as if headed back to the concealment of the shrubs. Ben
inclined his head in his most patrician fashion, stepped forward
with Jeanne in tow, and put his hand to the knob of the vestibule
door.

The penetration was low on his left, just above the
rim of his pelvis. The metal of the blade was frigid as it entered
his body. Apart from the initial prick, there was very little pain,
but the onset of shock from the violation of his kidney was
immediate. He felt the crosswise stroke that severed his spine as a
dull pressure against his skin, no more. The hand in which he held
Jeanne's hand went slack at once. Jeanne screamed shrilly as he
fell forward and his body slid sluglike down the length of the
door.

It was when he flopped onto his back that the agony
began.

The night closed in at the edges of his vision,
rapidly reducing it to a reversed-telescope view of the mugger as
he raced into the darkness. The disk of sight shrank at once to a
single pulsing dot of light, then winked out forever.

***

Brendel arrived in his office at half-past ten. He
summoned Rolf and Louis at once, without even a pause to shed his
jacket. Within five minutes they were standing before him. He
perched himself on the edge of his desk and against all his
inclinations assumed his most somber expression.

"What is it, Joe?" Svenson's face was tight. Louis
looked poker-faced, as if he suspected why they were there but
needed Brendel to confirm it.

Doesn't matter.

"I've just come from Jeanne Sheltenham's apartment."
It took all his strength to hold down an eruption of glee. "Ben
Holloway was seeing her home last night when he was attacked by an
unknown assailant with a knife. He died of his wounds just after
midnight. Jeanne witnessed it all." He paused. "I don't think
she'll be in for a few days."

The group leader paled so completely that the collar
of his white dress shirt looked gray by contrast. He fell into a
guest chair by sheer luck as his muscles failed him.

"So that's why she wasn't at Mass this morning,"
Louis murmured.

Brendel was taken by surprise. "Who? Jeanne?"

The engineer nodded. "She's at the seven-o'clock Mass
at Our Lady of The Pines just about every morning. Usually sits
with your wife."

The first drops of uncertainty trickled over
Brendel's dark joy.

"Well, that's as may be. Rolf, did the lad turn over
all his notes from the Dazzler conference?"

Svenson's eyes rose to meet Brendel's, but he said
nothing. The horror in his face was bottomless.

"It's not a good time, Joe." Louis had not seated
himself. He stood with his hands twitching at his sides and the
suggestion of outrage in his eyes.

Brendel shrugged. The prickle at the back of his neck
suggested that there was more afoot than he was prepared for.

"Life goes on, Louis. Just as long as you guys have
the info you need, we can all get back to work. And of course, Rolf
has his slot back. Let me know when you want to resume the
interviews and I'll alert HR."

"Is that what you plan to say to Floyd, Joe?" Every
word from Louis's mouth was edged with sawteeth. "Life goes on,
we're going to bag the contract, so don't let a murdered nephew
throw you off your stride?"

"Of course not. But the work of the division isn't
going to come to a halt because we lost an employee. If you have
what you need, we can stay in motion, and that's got to be my main
concern. That's where my responsibilities lie. Besides," and the
smile inside him forced its way out despite his efforts, "which
would you rather have in the group, Ben Holloway or a real
engineer?"

Louis closed on him so swiftly that he seemed to have
teleported across the room. The young engineer's hands clutched the
fabric of Brendel's shirt and pressed him backward, as if to break
him in half over the edge of his desk. Brendel clawed at Louis's
wrists, to no avail. The room lit from the incandescent fury in the
wunderkind's face.

"You are not," he grated, "to take Ben Holloway's
name in your mouth ever again." Louis pressed him back still
harder. "For any reason, or none. In my hearing, or elsewhere. Do
you understand me?"

"Louis --" Svenson tried to interject.
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