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Part One:

Hatchlings

 


Chapter 1

 


At first, there was only darkness, and a dim
sense of upward motion, like swimming through dark water. Then
there was light, and noise, and incredible pain.

Christine half-remembered the crash, but had
no idea where she was or what was being done to her. The flood of
pain from her face blocked her rational powers. The perception of
restraint threatened her sanity. A single phrase roared through the
torture.

"She's coming awake!"

She surged upward against whatever was
holding her. Strong hands pressed her back. Something metallic
attached to her face, pulling upon it, tore loose and fell off to
rest against her ear. Her scream could have shattered stone.

A needle pierced her arm. Her terror flew
beyond any recall. She dropped back into the darkness, certain she
would never see light again.

***

Christine awoke already crying. When she
opened her eyes, the duty nurse was standing over her.

"Miss, are you in pain?"

The professionally kind, concerned face swam
in a sea of her tears. She shook her head to clear her vision, and
instantly regretted it. Pain shot through her as if from an axe
blow to the skull.

She took several deep, gasping breaths before
answering.

"Y-yes."

Tears ran down her face in rivulets. They
soaked into her bandages and stung her in a hundred places.

The nurse pressed something against her lips.
Pills. "Open and take these, Miss. I can't give you another shot
till noon."

She opened her mouth to accept them. A straw
followed, and she took several sips of room-temperature water. She
swallowed with difficulty.

"Thank you." She closed her eyes again, tears
still welling beneath the lids. She did not see the shudder that
ran through the nurse's frame, just before she left the room.

***

Two men sat hunched over a small table in the
dinette area of a large trailer. Both were short of stature and
slender of build. One displayed the stolidity of a statue. The
other radiated distress from every pore.

"What can I do?"

"Nothing."

Louis Redmond gaped.

"That wasn't the question you wanted to ask,
was it?" An observer that could ignore the weariness of Malcolm
Loughlin's face and the hardness of his eyes might set his age no
higher than that of his protege. But Loughlin's countenance showed
eons of fatigue, and his eyes were chips of agate. "You want to ask
if I can do anything. But the answer is the same."

The cold fear that surged through Louis had
the vitality of a tiger. It was all he could do to keep it
caged.

"Did you think your training would allow you
to undo cancer, Louis? Or did you think it was just a trick I
hadn't taught you yet?"

Louis stiffened. "Don't mock me. You haven't
earned the right."

The older man's lips curved in the ghost of a
smile. "That's better."

"Defiance at all times, Malcolm?"

"What would serve you better, now?"

Louis scowled, irritation washing over his
fear. "Malcolm, you are too damned smart, and one of these days
it's going to land you in trouble." He rose, walked the length of
the trailer, and stared out the tiny end window at the dozens of
acres of Onteora County, New York, mostly left to scrub oak and
pine, that Loughlin owned. After a moment, he returned to the table
and waved an arm jerkily. "Why don't you get yourself a decent
place? A man can't pace properly in here."

Loughlin ignored it. "When does treatment
start?"

"It's already started."

"Any nausea?"

Louis nodded.

"I was hoping you might be spared that."

Louis caricatured a show of surprise. "I
didn't know you cared."

"Now who's mocking whom?"

An awkward silence descended. Louis was
reluctant to break it. Presently, Loughlin spoke.

"What will you do?"

Louis shrugged. "I don't know. It doesn't
really seem to matter."

"Why? Because you're dying?" Loughlin's voice
turned harsh again. "You were handed your death warrant the day you
were born. Do you really mean to say there's nothing worth your
time or energy, just because you've been told you won't make your
threescore and ten?"

Louis made a weary spare-me gesture. "From
you, that has a very curious ring."

"Show some backbone, damn it!"

"What's the matter, Malcolm? Afraid you
picked the wrong guy?"

Loughlin shook his head slowly. "Never."

Louis leaned back against the windowsill,
caught and held his mentor's eyes.

Maybe he'll tell me now.

"Why me anyway?"

Loughlin scowled. "Do we have to go through
this again?"

"This is the one thing I've always wondered
if you were straight with me about. Why me? And after that, why
anybody?"

"It's my contribution. My ground rent."

"You don't owe anybody."

The old warrior shrugged. "You're right, I
don't. So?"

"So why?"

"It's what I want to do. I've been doing it
for a long time."

"And why me?"

Loughlin leaned forward over the table and
perched his chin upon his folded hands. "I could almost understand
why you'd ask that before your training. But why now? I've told you
a hundred times that you're the best I've ever had. No one else has
ever beaten me at anything. You've beaten me at everything.
You're a better fighter, a better analyst, and a better strategist.
I suspect that no one with gifts like yours has ever walked the
earth before."

"So?"

"So why question my judgment now? Even if it
were nothing but intuition, hasn't it been borne out a hundred
times and more?"

"I still want to know, Malcolm."

"Not today."

"When, then?"

"When you've done something for me."

Louis straightened up at that. Loughlin had
never asked him for anything. "What do you want from me,
Malcolm?"

Loughlin sat back and turned away. When his
eyes returned to Louis's, they were unreadable.

"Select and train your replacement."

***

At the intersection of Lumberjack Road and
Arnulfson Way stood an old Army barracks. It was a simple clapboard
structure, thrown up in a hurry to house the draftees being
mustered for service in World War II. After the war, it had been
abandoned. It was of no use except to a gang of men on their way to
somewhere else. Such a gang had claimed it.

In its largest room, the motorcycle gang that
called itself the Butchers had gathered at the command of its
leader. He stood six-four and weighed two hundred fifty pounds. All
of it was muscle and bone. His sand-colored hair was cropped so
close to his skull that it was difficult to find his hairline
except by touch. His habitual costume was heavy black leather,
scarred here and there by the caress of the road or the kiss of a
weapon. None of the twenty-two other riders in his pack knew his
birth name; it had cost one of them three teeth merely to ask. They
called him Tiny.

Tiny was upset. He had lost a middling-good
friend and an incredible piece of ass in one accident. They had
been riding the same bike. They'd found the friend spread thinly
over a concrete bridge abutment, and surrounded by Onteora County
cops. The slut had simply disappeared.

"Who saw them last?"

From the front of the gathering, Tommy
Lekachmann spoke up hesitantly. "Boss, Tex's carb was barking like
he had a problem. He couldn't keep pace, so he dropped back to the
tail of the formation."

"And you didn't drop back with him?" Tiny
watched the young biker's face flush as he realized his mistake.
"Tommy, how many times have you heard me say that whoever's got
Christine does not ride tail?"

Tiny hadn't shouted, hadn't intended to, but
in the silence of the barracks his voice seemed unusually loud even
to him. Tommy lowered his head and chewed his lip. The other
Butchers remained silent.

Tiny would miss Tex, who had been a good
drinking buddy and handy with a knife or a bicycle chain. Tex had
been a Butcher as long as Tiny himself. They'd spilled a lot of
blood together, little of it their own. But it was the loss of
Christine that truly pained him. They'd captured her here, a
disoriented, incoherent girl with an incredible body and no memory,
who'd wandered into their barracks completely naked ten years ago
that month. She'd seemed like a gift from the cycle gods. He'd been
looking forward to celebrating her tenth anniversary as their pet
pig in a special way.

Tiny could see how badly his Butchers wanted
to disappear until he had calmed down. Yet not one of them would
move until he'd dismissed them. He'd made the consequences of his
displeasure lethally clear to them many times. As he raked them
with his glare, he mused over how to emphasize their failure.

He snorted and spat into a corner of the
room, not quite missing Rollo's booted foot. Rollo didn't
twitch.

"Get out of here and get drunk. Keep your
eyes open. She comes from around here. She's not likely to run off,
at least not right away."

The room emptied in less than ten seconds.
When the roar of overbored, unmuffled cycle engines had diminished
to nothing, the biker lord stomped into the sergeant's quarters
he'd taken for himself, dropped onto a filthy sofa and hunched over
in thought.

He'd been herding them to Buffalo to join
forces with another gang, a spinoff of a more famous pack. Its
leader was a friend, and had proposed some profitable-sounding
plans in which Tiny would have been pleased to include the
Butchers. It was of such things that the Butchers' travel agenda
was composed. But now he was unwilling to leave Onteora before he
knew what had become of Christine.

Here they had found her, and here they had
lost her. In the ten years had elapsed in between, they had passed
through this area many times. If she had harbored a yearning for
someone or something here, it would have surfaced before this.
There would have been an escape attempt. There had been none.

Yet he could not accept the accident, the
locale, and the disappearance as coincidence. More to the point, if
Christine was still alive, as he was certain was the case, he was
determined to retrieve her. If the accident had somehow been her
creation, he would make her wish she had died in it.

No one defied Tiny.
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Chapter 2

 


It was late afternoon when Christine was
roused.

Though the pain from her face still roared,
it had dulled enough to permit her to feel her other injuries in
detail. She seemed to be bruised everywhere. Her left ankle was
swollen and stiff. A huge ache resided at the base of her spine.
Both her forearms throbbed as if they'd been crushed between
boards.

"Miss?"

Her inner advisor, whom she called The Nag in
the silence of her skull, came awake and began to talk.

If the white coat and stethoscope are any
indication, this is a doctor. You'll have plenty of time for pain
later. Concentrate on him.

"Yes, Doctor?"

He looked young, grave and puzzled. "Do you
know where you are?"

She shook her head without thinking, and
received a sharp jolt of pain along the back of her neck.

Don't do that again.

"This is Onteora General Hospital. Do you
know what happened to you?"

"Bike went over."

He nodded. "Were you wearing a helmet?"

"Yeah. Came off, huh?"

He nodded again. "We had to do a lot of work
on your face. Some of the sore places on your legs are because we
needed skin for grafts."

She strove for calm. "You patched me up?"

"Yes, with a lot of help from another fellow
you'll probably meet later. We did our best, but we'll have to wait
and see on some of it. Not all skin grafts take properly, I'm
afraid."

Fearing to tax her face too far, and
uncertain what it would look like from beneath the bandages, she
attempted a gentle smile. The pain wasn't too bad.

"Doctor, what's your name?"

He returned her smile with added wattage.
"Miles Jefferson."

"Doctor Jefferson, I'm lucky to be alive, and
grateful to have come under your care, and everything else can go
to hell. Thank you."

You probably haven't said that much at one
time in two years. Don't push your luck.

Jefferson's expression turned solemn again.
"Your partner didn't make it, I'm afraid."

There was a momentary clenching in her chest.
"I guessed."

"Was he your husband? A relative or
friend?"

She tried to keep her voice steady. "Just a
guy I met recently."

He reached down to the foot of her bed,
lifted a clipboard from a hook there, and leafed through the papers
on it. What he read appeared to perplex him.

"What is it, Doctor?"

"Miss, what's your name?"

Of course he doesn't know. You haven't
carried any identification for ten years, at least.

"Christine."

"Just Christine?"

She opened her mouth and closed it again at
once. If she had ever had a last name, she did not know it, and she
had not prepared a lie.

Give nothing away. You don't know the stakes
yet.

"Can we leave it at Christine for now?" She
tried the smile again, and he shrugged.

"What was his name?"

"He told me to call him Tex."

"Just Tex? Nothing else?"

"Nothing else. Doctor, how long will I be
bandaged?"

He peered at the clipboard. "I'd say about
five days. The damage was extensive, and we don't want to risk
infection while the grafts are still new. May I send an
administrator in to talk to you now, or should he wait until
later?"

"Could he wait until later, please?"

"Of course." Jefferson replaced the clipboard
on the hook. "Get some rest. I'll be back to see you this evening."
He pulled the door closed carefully as he left.

She took several slow, deep breaths. Whatever
they had given her to dampen the pain was probably working as well
as could be expected. Straining against the multitude of aches, she
twisted, plucked the phone book from the nightstand, and began to
riffle through it. She had to have a last name before the
administrator arrived.

She'd known she'd be hurt, possibly even
killed. At the last, it hadn't mattered much. The opportunity had
been too good to squander. The Nag was there to remind her.

He's dead, and you're alive, and that's the
way you wanted it. Now hope the others don't find you. If you have
to stay here too long, they will, so get well.

***

Louis's fingers dug into the leather of the
antique rectory armchair. "What can I do?"

"Only you know that."

"Father, please! Don't toy with me."

Father Heinrich Schliemann's face remained
grave. "You know better, Louis. Try to take it seriously. You can
do whatever you can do. But nothing is guaranteed to help."

Once more Louis Redmond felt coldness surge
through him. He had pinned more hope on the old priest's wisdom and
counsel than he'd realized.

The priest rose from the sofa, went to the
rectory kitchen, and returned to the sitting room with a fresh pot
of coffee. Rays of late afternoon sun shone through the half-closed
blinds. The alternating bands of light and shadow gave the little
room a surreal cast. Louis sat in silence as his pastor poured for
them.

"You're not the first. In all your pride, you
could never think that. If there were some formula, some magic
string of words I could recite that would restore your faith, I
could convert the whole world." Schliemann returned to the sofa and
shook his head, smiling ruefully through the murk. "Too much power
for a parish priest."

"I thought you were a vicar of Christ. Christ
could have done it." Louis was surprised by the bitterness in his
own voice.

But Schliemann was shaking his head
again.

"What? Why not?"

"Because he would not. The nature of
omnipotence is generally misunderstood."

"Enlighten me, please."

The priest's lips thinned. "Such pride,
Louis."

"Father, I'm asking you to perform your most
fundamental function: to explain the mind of God to man. Or have
you decided to renounce the cloth as soon as you can acquire a new
wardrobe?"

Schliemann sighed. "Theologians have
regretted the use of the word 'omnipotence' since the founding of
the Church. A much better term would be 'control over natural law.'
That's reasonable, since natural law is only a thought in the mind
of God, as is all the rest of the natural world it governs. But it
has no relevance to supernatural law, which binds both God and
man."

Louis raised an eyebrow. "Supernatural
law?"

"Yes, Louis, the supreme law, the law that
transcends law. The law that says that a statement cannot be both
true and false. The law that says that each thing is what it is,
and nothing else. Man is free, because God made him so. It is Man's
nature to be free. The Almighty Himself could not impose faith upon
you, not with all His force. Not without making you something less
than a man."

The priest went to the window and surveyed
the street beyond. The rectory was in a poor part of Onteora, where
land was cheap but few cared to own it. One walked the streets
carefully here, and only in daylight. Yet, in the afternoon sun,
with spring slowly returning vitality to the land, even that seedy
semi-commercial street had an air of promise.

"You've been dealt a serious blow, no doubt
of it. But you still have a great deal: wealth, intelligence,
ability, integrity. Use them. Do what you can. Do what you've
always done: act with love toward those whom God puts in your path.
But don't expect the return of your faith by way of recompense. It
simply doesn't work that way."

Louis bowed his head. "Knowing what you know,
having heard what you've heard, are you still willing to see
me?"

The corners of Schliemann's mouth lifted in
an involuntary grin.

"Louis, I wouldn't turn you away if the Devil
himself rode on your shoulders."

***

Tiny was still sprawled on his couch, fuming,
when Hans returned that evening. As Hans slipped through Tiny's
door, Tiny looked up, glowered briefly, and looked away.

Hans, a big curly blond of Swedish descent,
was one of Tiny's seconds-in-command. He also fancied himself to be
Tiny's friend. He wasn't far wrong, though friendship of the
conventional sort wasn't part of Tiny's range of emotions.

Hans felt the responsibilities of his
position more keenly than one might suppose. He felt an obligation
to his mates, to guide and protect them as best he could. He felt a
greater obligation toward his leader, to see his wishes carried out
while protecting him from the excesses of his temper, when that was
possible. Hans owed a great debt to Tiny. Riding with the Butchers
was Hans's preferred mode of life, as it was Tiny's, and Hans
credited Tiny with its continued existence.

Like Tiny's, Hans's intellect was untrained
but considerable. He tried to use it, when circumstances warranted.
This seemed to be one of them. "Boss, I've been thinking."

Tiny's gaze flickered back toward his
underling. His expression was still one of impatient rage, as if to
say this had better be good.

"The way Tex got himself smeared, she mighta
been hurt, too. She probably was, right? Maybe even bad. What if
some local fuzz picked her up and took her to a hospital or
something?"

Tiny's eyes widened and his attention became
unconditional. A wolfish grin spread over the coarse features of
the head Butcher. He hoisted himself upright and rubbed the stubble
on his face.

"Now I remember why I keep you around. Where
are the others?"

Hans shrugged. "Maybe half a dozen at the
Crazy Clown. The rest are scattered all over hell and gone."

Tiny scowled, then shrugged. "Well, it's my
doing. They'll be back by dawn, most of 'em. Tomorrow should be
time enough. Go over to the Clown and bring me back a Yellow
Pages."

As Hans turned and made to comply, Tiny spoke
again. "Hans?"

The lieutenant turned back toward his leader.
"Yeah, Boss?"

"Ever stormed a hospital?"
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Chapter 3

 


Christine slept away the next three days. Her
body had its own imperatives, and her anxieties were reduced to
spectators until it said otherwise. But there came a morning when
she was ready to try the world beyond the door of her room. The day
nurse agreed, although she advised Christine not to tire herself
out. They disputed over a wheelchair, but Christine cut the nurse
off after two salvoes and strode out. Her legs weren't that
sore.

The third-floor patients' lounge was
moderately populated. Her powers of locomotion were high for that
crowd. Until she arrived, everyone not on crutches was in a
wheelchair. A surprising number of patients had facial bandages
like her own, and many of the others bore livid facial scars.

She found a small unoccupied sofa bathed in
the morning sun, and eased herself onto it. Sitting felt strange
after three days spent exclusively on her back. She closed her eyes
and slumped, letting the sunlight warm her face through the
bandages.

As she relaxed, the sounds of the lounge
began to sort themselves out. Snatches of conversation, murmured
prayers, the occasional groan or whimper. Now and then there was a
creak from a wheelchair in transit, or the peculiar rhythm of
crutches thudding across the linoleum. At irregular intervals, the
public-address system would call the name of a doctor or nurse.
Underneath it all was a low, whooshing rumble of air passing back
and forth through the room, propelled by the hospital ventilating
system.

After a while, she straightened and tried to
pay attention to what was going on around her, if only for
practice. The high percentage of the patients there who were
facially disfigured, or who appeared to be headed that way, had not
changed. There were no hospital personnel evident, nor did any
appear during the subsequent hour. Movement around her was slow and
labored. She remained the only occupant of the lounge who needed
neither crutches nor wheelchair until just before noon.

She had sat alone for more than two hours
when a new patient walked in normally, breaking her monopoly on
ambulatory status. He was an ordinary-looking young man, perhaps a
little shorter than she, with the dark eyes, thick dark hair, and
pallid complexion of the long-time northern families. He was
dressed in street clothes and bore no mark of calamity, save the
tight discomfort evident in his face and the hunch of his
shoulders.

He hesitated when he noticed her attention
upon him, then headed toward her. "Is this seat taken?" His voice
was soft and pleasant.

"No, help yourself." She watched him make
himself comfortable.

"Thank you. It seems a pity to waste the
sun...are you sure it's all right? You look very nervous."

"No, it's okay, I'm just new here."

He smiled, but he was at least as nervous as
she, and couldn't hide it. "Most of us are. What happened to
you?"

His directness was so disarming that she
found herself answering before her inner censor could stop her.
"Motorcycle accident."

He nodded.

"What about you?"

He shrugged. "They're following up on some
tests." Something in his expression persuaded her not to press the
matter. He turned his face to the sun, closed his eyes, and assumed
a relaxed slump like her own. Several minutes passed in
silence.

"What's your name?"

He opened his eyes and turned toward her,
apparently surprised by the sally. "Louis. What's yours?"

"Christine. It's nice to meet you,
Louis."

The sound of a crash came from the corridor
beyond. Her heart leaped and her head whipped toward the door to
scan for approaching danger.

No one entered the lounge. From the sounds of
shuffling and metallic scraping outside, an orderly had probably
dropped a pile of bedpans.

She turned back to Louis and found his eyes
riveted to her. He was examining her with an intensity that made
her anxiety strain against its bonds. What he was learning she
could not guess. Yet his friendly expression had not changed.

Stay calm, Christine.

"Christine, are you all right?"

The weight of his gaze and the totality of
his concentration upon her made his question more than rhetorical.
He really wanted to know, perhaps in detail. The realization caused
her fears to spike upwards. The Nag yammered in a distant corner of
her skull, heard but unheeded.

"No...no."

"Are you afraid of something? Did someone do
this to you?"

"No, I was in an accident."

"But you're afraid."

"Yes."

"But not because of your wounds." It was not
a question.

"No."

"Can you tell me about it?"

Her fear had risen to a suffocating
intensity. It took all her strength to draw a breath.

"I don't know, I'm sorry, it's not your
problem, I shouldn't have said anything, forgive me." She started
to turn away.

"Christine." The command
in his voice pulled her eyes back to his. His intensity was
undiminished.

"Do you need some time to be alone?"

"I don't know...maybe, yes."

"I can meet you here later if you like."

"NO!" Several nearby heads turned toward
them, gazes lingering before they turned away. "I mean, I'm
okay."

"I don't think so, but you're the judge. Is
there anything at all you can think of right now that I could help
with?"

"No, thank you, it's okay. Please, I mean it,
really, just stop looking at me that way!"

His mouth fell halfway open. "I'm sorry." He
rose and turned to go.

"Louis." She could manage no more than a
whisper.

At once his laser-like focus was upon her
again. "Yes?"

"Thank you. Maybe I'll see you later." It had
to be forced past the steel bands around her chest.

Another gentle smile. "Perhaps. Take care."
He left.

Two minutes later she was back in her room,
wondering when the courage to leave it would return.

***

"Which one's next?" Hans sprawled across
Tiny's dirty sofa at his ease.

Rollo stood at Tiny's desk. He ran a callused
finger down the page of hospital and clinic names. Every general
health care institution in the county was listed there. There were
fifteen in all. "Onteora General."

Tiny grunted and continued to stare out his
window, most of his thoughts elsewhere. They had been to twelve
hospitals over the past three days. None had had special facilities
for accident victims. None had admitted to having a patient who'd
been in a cycle smackup. None had admitted to having a patient
without identification or cash. Tiny was confident of his findings.
He had not relied on charm.

"Where is it?"

Rollo peered at the fine Yellow Pages print.
"Overton Drive." He transferred his attention to a tattered atlas
of Onteora County. "Hey, boss, that's just off two-thirty-one!"

Tiny took notice at that. "Where we lost
Tex."

Hans sat up straight. "Yup! Do we ride?"

The Butcher chieftain turned from his window
and strode to the rusty coat tree by the outside door. "You're
Goddamned right we ride." He pulled his jacket around him and
zipped it with a quick jerk, heedless of obstructions and broken
zipper teeth. "Roust the others."

Hans jerked himself upright and charged into
the main barracks area.

As the door to Tiny's quarters swung closed,
Rollo cleared his throat. "What about the rookie? You gonna leave
him here?"

Tiny turned and saw concern on Rollo's face.
"He hasn't been initiated yet."

His second-in-command scowled. "But you're
gonna, right?"

"No shortcuts, Rollo. We've got a procedure.
He isn't a Butcher yet."

"Boss -- !"

The biker lord stared hard into his
lieutenant's eyes. Rollo didn't flinch. "Get him in here."

Rollo headed out the back door. He returned
seconds later with his new prize.

Tiny appraised the young biker from head to
toe. He looked good: young, maybe twenty-five. Almost as tall as
Tiny himself, lean but well-muscled and tough looking, with an easy
confidence in his eyes and bearing that was unaffected by the
surprise interview with his commander-to-be. The way he cradled his
helmet in the crook of his arm suggested a military background. The
only discordant note was the luxuriant head of shoulder length
red-brown hair.

"What do you call yourself, rookie?"

"Rusty."

"You serious about us, boy?"

The young biker nodded. "Yes, sir."

Tiny waved at Rollo, who'd remained by the
door.

"We're about to go on a hit. Rollo thinks we
ought to bring you along, show you what the work is like before we
initiate you. You like the sound of that?"

Rusty nodded again. "Yes, sir."

Tiny strode forward, putting his face within
inches of the young man's. "Well, remember this, Rusty: this is my
outfit. Butchers do as I say, when I say it. And you'll be the
same. If I haul you out of bed at three in the morning and tell you
to paint the ceiling, you'll up and do it then and there, even if
you're in the middle of a fuck. Make me wait one second or give me
one word of backtalk and you'll be the sorriest little turd that's
ever been shit. Think you can remember all that, rookie?"

Rusty's expression stayed neutral, but Tiny
could see a current of decision pass behind his eyes. "Yes,
sir."

Tiny studied the young man's face a moment
more, then nodded. "Good. Stick with Rollo. He'll keep you in line
when I'm busy. Now saddle up."

Hans returned, saw the little tableau, and
turned a hostile glare on Rollo. Rollo mustered his nastiest
grin.

"What's he doing here, Rollo?"

Rollo shrugged. "We're gonna bring him."

Hans's head whipped toward Tiny. "Boss --
!"

"Shut up, Hans. We ride."

The other Butchers had assembled outside the
barracks and had mounted up. The thrumming engine sounds sank near
to silence when Tiny raised his voice to address them.

"This could be it, guys. It's just off
two-thirty-one, real close to where Tex bought it. You remember the
drill. Nobody say a word, I'll take care of that. Just make max
noise pulling in and try to look your best."

He raised an arm, then swept it down. The
engines roared in unison. Gravel sprayed in all directions as the
twenty-four cycles and their riders set out on their quest once
again.

***

Louis had seated himself in his truck and
started the engine before he froze in place. He fought down his
vertigo and nausea to make room for thought.

She was scared as hell of something. Every
indication said she was a fugitive. Young, generally healthy,
facial bandages, no problem walking. Abusive boyfriend, maybe?

His reverie was penetrated by the distant
sound of motorcycle engines. They seemed to be approaching.

A motorcycle accident that tore up her
face?

Why are you just sitting here, idiot?
Move!

He killed the engine, leaped out, and
sprinted for the main entrance. The receptionist looked up in
surprise as he burst through the tall glass doors.

"What's the matter, sir, do you have -- "

He cut her off. "Check your records. Young
white female patient, heavy facial wounds, recent treatment, came
here with the police. What name and room
number?"

His tone of command was so powerful that she
complied without objection. "Room 305, Christine D'Alessandro. But
sir, visiting hours are -- "

"I know." She fell silent
at once as he sprinted for the stairs. From the parking lot, the
sound of unmuffled motorcycle engines was rising.

***

Christine could hear the cycle engines too.
Tiny was no fool. He had figured out what had happened and where to
look for her, and now the jig was up. Her muscles knotted in fear
and frustration.

The door to her room swung open. She had not
expected it so soon, but it hardly mattered. Her attempt at escape
had failed. The only refuge left to seek was death, and she doubted
that she would be allowed the means or opportunity.

She turned toward the door and gaped in
surprise at the young man from the lounge.

"What! Who --"

"Never mind that. How close is he?"

She stammered, "Who?"

He waved in exasperation. "The guy you're
afraid of."

She drew a quick breath and gasped it out.
"Very close. Parking lot."

He yanked open the closet, extracted a terry
robe and made her don it. "Any personal possessions you can't bear
to lose? I mean, as important as your life?"

She shook her head, and he smiled in a way
that blended anxiety and satisfaction.

"Good. Let's go." He reached toward her, and
without thinking she shied back. He seized her hand, turned and
pulled her out of her room and down the corridor. She was unable to
resist him despite her own considerable strength, and was hard
pressed to match his pace in her hospital slippers.

They descended the two flights of stairs to
the lobby, encountering no one. The nurse-receptionist wore an
expression of disorientation. They stopped.

"Miss D'Alessandro has to go. Give her thanks
and regrets to the medical staff. I'll be back tomorrow to settle
up for her. Tell no one."

The receptionist nodded, eyes glazed. Louis
tugged on Christine's hand. The two of them exited and began to
trot around the building toward the parking lot.

A screen of poplars shielded the walkway
toward the main entrance from a direct view of the parking lot.
When they came to the end of the trees, Christine stopped and
planted herself rigidly. Louis noticed and ceased to tug at her
arm.

The Butchers were massed at the far end. They
had arrived in full battle strength. Most were still astride their
cycles. A few had dismounted and were swaggering toward the
entranceway. Tiny was recognizable at their head. Christine began
to shake.

"Christine, is it one of them?"

"It's all of them."

"Is there any possibility that they won't
recognize you?"

"I don't know."

He pulled the collar of her robe up high.
"Crouch down. Try to walk like an old woman with a stoop. Look down
at the pavement and try to stay shorter than I am. Can you do that?
Look at me, Christine. Can you do that?"

Breath coming ever more quickly, she nodded
again.

"Good. Start now. Let me lead you. And not a
word, no matter what happens."

She dropped into a stoop and tried to shuffle
the way she had seen older patients do. Louis led her slowly across
the parking lot, toward a blue pickup truck in an otherwise
unoccupied section. No one approached them. She was desperate to
look back, to assure herself that the Butchers were moving toward
the hospital entrance and away from her, but Louis's command rang
in her head.

He bundled her into the passenger seat of the
truck, slammed the door and raced around to the driver's side. Five
seconds later the truck was in motion. She began to straighten and
turn back toward the hospital entrance, but he reached over and
shoved her head back down.

"Not until we're clear, damn it! Do you want
me to have to fight all of them?"

She resumed her crouch, and the truck picked
up speed. Ninety seconds later they were on the highway and
barreling eastward at seventy miles an hour. She straightened
again, and this time he made no objection.

A few minutes later they pulled into the
driveway of a modest two-story brick house on a road that was
otherwise undeveloped. He helped her out of the truck and led her
inside.

The house was sparsely furnished, but was
clean and attractive. Bookshelves crammed to capacity lined all the
unwindowed walls. She could not remember ever having been in such a
place. He led her to a sofa and bade her sit before dropping into
an armchair beside her. She kept silent. It wasn't hard, with her
heart lodged in her throat. A considerable interval passed before
he spoke again.

"You're safe here. This is my home. No one
ever comes here uninvited. You're welcome for as long as you choose
to stay, no strings attached. Now, do I get to hear about it?"

She gaped at her unexpected savior, began to
speak, stopped herself, and burst into a flood of tears.
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Chapter 4

 


It was an hour before dawn the next morning
when Louis rose. He donned a T-shirt and shorts and descended to
his basement, making as little noise as possible.

The basement was partitioned into an open
storage area and a single room with a door. He entered the room,
raised the ceiling lights, and closed the door behind him. Exercise
and martial arts training equipment of many kinds lined the
whitewashed cinder block walls.

He had provided her with a pair of jeans and
a flannel shirt. She was a big girl, an inch or two taller than he
and generously built, but the clothes had been loose enough on him
to accommodate her. When she had changed, she asked him in a barely
audible voice to help remove her bandages. She stood motionless
before the mirror in his master bathroom, eyes clamped shut, while
he peeled the day-old dressings from her face.

When he had finished and stepped back, she
opened her eyes. Her mouth flew open, and she began to shake from
shoulders to knees as she confronted her new face. On both sides,
it was laced with scars, from her hairline to the line of her jaw.
Some were as thick as earthworms. All stood out angrily, in vivid
relief against her pale olive skin.

She had been pretty, even beautiful,
before the scars. Her face was a perfect oval, her cheekbones high
and definite, her chin firm, her features nicely positioned and
proportioned. Her thick, curly brown hair was a testament to her
youth and her essential vitality. But if he could rely on what he
knew of such things, the scars would be permanent.

He didn't know what to say or do. He merely
watched while she quaked. She said nothing, only stared at her
reflection. When she had ceased to shake, he led her back to his
living room and sat her on the couch.

She began to speak.

In the northwest corner stood an old
universal machine. He checked the wall mount, set the pinions for
bench press, loaded two hundred seventy-five pounds onto the
resistance train, and mounted the bench. He began at once to pump
the immense load of iron as fast as he could. Ten repetitions,
twenty, thirty.

"I can't remember anything before them
anymore. Maybe it was the drugs. They used to pump a lot of drugs
into me to keep me quiet, when they weren't using me. I guess over
ten years that'll do something to you. I don't even know my real
last name. D'Alessandro's just a name I picked from the phone book
to give to the doctors, 'cause I liked the sound. I must have been
somebody, once, but it's all gone."

When his chest had begun to burn, he lowered
the lift bar onto its safety stops and slid out from under it. From
behind the universal he took a six foot length of cherry, about two
inches thick, that he had once spent all his free time over eight
consecutive days stripping clean of bark and polishing to perfect
smoothness. He hefted it, moved to the center of the room and began
to spin it in the vertical plane as fast as he could manage. Sweat
dripped from his arms and chest, and now and again it flew from his
brow as he shook it away.

"They r-raped me every night. Sometimes all
of them. Sometimes two at once, or three. There was one that only
wanted my ass. He liked to choke me from behind while he did it.
Said it made me a smoother ride. There was another that only wanted
my mouth. He'd fuck me there for a half an hour at a time, and if
my teeth even brushed his dick he'd beat me so hard that I couldn't
see afterward. He made me piss blood maybe two dozen times."

He halted the rotation of the staff and went
to the large bag in the northeast corner. He established his
footing and began a pattern of six blows, repeated with increasing
force and speed. High left, low right, high right, low left, down
from top, up from bottom. His hands slid easily along the smoothed
wood, his perspiration the only lubricant he needed. The muffled
thuds of the staff against the bag blended into one another as he
increased his tempo.

"I never knew when they were finished with
me. I never knew what they'd come up with next." Her voice was as
hollow as a doctor narrating an autopsy. "A few weeks ago a bunch
of them took turns pushing a broom handle into my ass as far as it
would go. They laid bets on who could get it in the farthest. I
passed out before they were done. I woke up the next morning naked
from the waist down, in a pool of my own blood on the floor of the
barracks."

He threw the staff aside and breathed deeply
once, then began a sequence of side kicks, spinning
counterclockwise. He found his proper timing, establishing a
resonance with the big bag, and strained to pour all the force in
his body into the kicks. Though stoutly mounted and guyed and twice
the weight of a man, the bag jerked with each kick. Loud rasps came
from its anchor rings in counterpoint to the sounds of the impacts
themselves.

"The leader calls himself Tiny. He likes
torturing people better than anything else in the world. If he had
to choose between getting laid and carving somebody up, he'd pull
out his knife without a second thought. I can't even think about
some of the things he did to me, much less talk about them. When I
thought he was about to catch me again, I was ready to kill myself
right then and there. I owe you more than my life for getting me
away from him. I just hope he doesn't find me here."

He had become a spinning blur, barely
touching the floor between kicks. The furious pounding he inflicted
on the big bag began to pull the top anchor loose from the ceiling
joist. He paid it no mind. When it did come loose, the bag flew
into the wall and slid to the floor. He aborted a kick just in time
to avoid following it. He stood staring at it for a moment, breath
coming in enormous draughts, uncertain of what to do.

"I couldn't have stood it even one more day.
I would rather have died. The surgeon said I nearly did. But I was
willing to kill, and I did, and if a faceful of scars is all the
price I'll have to pay for my escape, I'm the luckiest woman on
Earth." Her head drooped and a deep shudder ran through her body.
When she looked up again, it was with little-girl eyes that were
filled with defiance. "There's nothing that's worse than what I
did, but I'm not sorry, and no one can make me be." Her face had
puffed with blood, making the scars stand out like vampire worms.
Her voice was rising toward a scream. "I only wish I could have
killed them all!"

Fury had risen in him as her narrative began.
It had grown all through the night. He had never known this kind of
rage before, the lust to hunt and kill for the sake of killing, to
bathe in a victim's blood and howl triumph at the sky. He knew it
now. Malcolm had warned him about it, had told him how important it
was to avoid surrendering to it. He had failed to understand, then.
He understood now. He would not leave the basement until he had
quelled it.

"Aren't you scared yet, Louis? You probably
thought you were doing a good deed. But I'm a walking sperm bank
who's also a murderer, and you've taken me into your nice quiet
little home. Plus, there are about two dozen real big guys who ride
motorcycles and hurt people for a living, who'd probably kill you
as soon as look at you, and they're all looking for me. You saw
them. What's it worth to you to see me disappear forever, right
away, tonight?"

He hoisted the bag from the floor, propped it
against the corner of the room, and began to punch it, alternating
hands. Malcolm would not approve, he knew. Malcolm had drilled him
for years on never throwing a punch. Malcolm would have tossed the
bag aside and invited Louis to throw a punch at him. If Louis had
been foolish enough to try, Malcolm would have thrown him into the
next time zone.

He sat beside her then and took her
awkwardly in his arms, and she crumpled against him. Her tears
began again, as copious as before. She wailed a wordless song of
pain that might have come from Buchenwald or the Gulags. It seemed
to go on forever. He held her and waited.

When she had passed out against his chest,
he carried her to his guest room, laid her on the bed, and covered
her with a light blanket before going to his own bed to toss the
night away in nightmares culled from her decade of torment.

His right fist split the canvas bag at its
seam. A puff of its shredded stuffing sprayed into his face. He
halted himself and forced himself to sit. It was almost beyond his
powers.

They had visited every abuse on her that a
twisted mind could conceive, yet would leave her alive to suffer
another day. She knew they were searching for her. God alone knew
what would happen to her if they should find her. She did not know
who she was. She had nothing and no one.

He shook his head furiously, as much to clear
it of the nightmare visions as to fling away the hot fluid that had
pooled in his eyes.

It would not be. He would not permit it. She
had him, now. No further harm would come to her while he lived.

Even as the thought formed, an arc of pain
passed through his abdomen that bid fair to bisect him. He doubled
over, clenching himself around it, gasping for breath.

While he lived.

***

Christine awoke in the all-at-once,
thrown-switch fashion characteristic of combat soldiers and very
young children. She was used to it, and to awakening already in
street clothes. She was not used to awakening alone in a clean,
nicely-appointed room with a closed door, nor on a conventional
bed, nor covered with a peach blanket. It took a moment before the
disorientation passed and the events of the previous day returned
to her.

I'm free.

And immediately after:

He knows.

The exultation of the first thought collided
with the shame and humiliation of the second. Against all rational
expectation, a rescuer had appeared when she needed one most.
Against all good sense, she had spilled her guts to him.

What kind of greeting awaited her beyond the
bedroom door? Had her story frightened him enough, or revolted him
enough, to thrust her out of his home? Or had she unwittingly
persuaded him to think of her as his property?

What does it matter? Could anything be worse
than what he saved you from? If he were to turn you out on the
spot, would you go looking for the Butchers? If he were to rape you
every night, would you run back to Tiny's loving arms?

The Nag was still there, still relentlessly
sensible, still unwilling to let her do what she had wanted to do
for so long: give up and wallow in her despair. There had been days
she hated the Nag even more than she hated Tiny. But whatever it
was, it would not go away.

When the muffled thuds that permeated the
house pierced her introversion, her fear returned in full strength.
Something violent was happening below. The proximity of violence of
any kind had always had unpleasant consequences for her. For a
moment she lay motionless.

Get moving. Go to meet it. There'll be no
good in waiting for it to come to you, whatever it is.

The sounds of impact stopped. She threw the
blanket aside and sat up. She was still fully clothed. He had not
even removed the sneakers he had given her. She went to the door
and eased it open.

Had anyone asked her that day whether it was
harder to tip the bike and kill Tex or to descend the stairs of
that unfamiliar house, she would have chosen the latter.

***

Louis stripped off his sodden T-shirt and
toweled off. With the shirt wadded under one arm, he strode up the
stairs two at a time and stepped through the door to his kitchen
just as Christine entered it. Her face tightened, the sudden rush
of blood making her scars even more livid, and he realized that he
was nearly naked.

"Excuse me." He turned aside and made for his
bedroom. He returned to the kitchen in his bathrobe, to find her
sitting motionless at his kitchen table. Not knowing what else to
do, he made coffee. She sat in silence.

"Milk? Sugar?"

"What?"

"In your coffee, Chris. Do you take milk or
sugar?"

She shook her head.

He set a mug down before her and filled it.
She stared at the mug without touching it, as if it held some
secret of transcendental importance. He poured a mug of his own and
sat down across from her. Her hands wrapped themselves around the
mug, but she did not raise it to drink.

"Did you sleep well?"

She stared at the mug and said nothing.

"Chris, are you all right?"

Still nothing.

"Christine, answer
me."

At the sound of his command voice, her eyes
jerked upward to meet his. It never failed. He could have blessed
Malcolm for teaching it to him.

"What are you going to do with me?"

He was trying to frame a reply when she spoke
again.

"I owe you big time, and I know it. Just tell
me what you want so I can get it over with."

It was the little girl's voice, the one that
combined equal parts defiance and pain. He cringed inside at the
sound of it. It was some moments before he could proceed with what
he had planned to say.

"I have an errand to run this morning, but I
should be back before noon. After that, I want you to meet a
friend, a very good friend. He's a smart man, and I think you
should talk to him. A little grocery shopping, and we'll be set for
the day. While I'm out, you might want to take a shower, try to
relax a bit. After that we can talk about whatever's on your
mind."

She stared at him, not comprehending.

"I told you yesterday, you're safe here. No
one's going to do anything to you. And you're welcome to stay as
long as you need to. If you were expecting to have to make some
kind of payment, you can relax. We'll talk about putting you on
your own two feet when you've had a while to rest and recover. I
don't see that we have to rush it."

He was doing his best to be reassuring, but
from her expression, he might have been babbling in tongues.

"I'll have to find out how much you know and
what you'll need to learn before you go off by yourself. I don't
want you to leave here unprepared. The world isn't a very forgiving
place. So we'll spend a few hours each day on that. And I do have
affairs of my own to attend to, so I won't be with you all the
time. But I promise you, Chris, you will not have to face those
creatures, or anything like them, helpless and alone ever again. I
swear it. You might not believe it yet, but you will."

She continued to stare at him, eyes wide and
mouth working, but no sound came out. For a moment he thought she
might begin to cry again. Instead she drew a deep breath, let it
out slowly, and returned her attention to the coffee mug, from
which she still had not drunk.

"What's the errand?"

Oh, nothing much. I'm just going to ramble
on over to the hospital and pay your bill without letting them know
where you've gone. Then I get to lie still for an hour and let them
pump me full of toxic chemicals on the off chance that they'll
extend my life another week or two, because all of a sudden I'm
afraid to die.

He forced a smile. "Nothing to concern
yourself over."

He went to her side, covered her hands with
his own and, against some slight resistance, brought the mug to her
lips. She took a sip and swallowed. Fear-filled brown eyes rose
once more to meet his.

"It's good coffee, isn't it?"

"Yes, thanks." She attempted a smile of her
own, and failed. It was painful to see.

He nodded and looked away.

***

"That all of them?"

Hans nodded.

Tiny rose from the couch and went to the
front of the barracks, where its sole eye-level windows were
located. There was nothing to see but a few cars dribbling by on
Lumberjack Road. The weather was improving, the temperature rising,
but there was nothing to do with it. Onteora, despite the Butchers'
frequent stops there, was not a fruitful place for an extended
stay. They needed richer pickings.

He was frustrated, but he took pains not to
show it. The nurse-receptionist at Onteora General had been so
terrified, he'd been certain he'd struck pay dirt. But Christine
had not been there, and the receptionist had sworn up and down that
no female accident victim had been brought to the hospital for more
than a week. It was unthinkable that any woman's resolve not to
talk could resist the kind of fear he could engender. He knew where
his strengths lay.

"Don't sweat it, Hans." He did his best to
suppress his irritation. "It was a good idea. No one else had any.
The slut's gone, and that's that. Probably dead in a ditch
somewhere. We'll find another one. When were we supposed to meet
the Vikings?"

"Three days ago, boss. You thinking of
heading out?"

Tiny nodded, looking out at the thin stream
of traffic that ran past the barracks. "We've been here long
enough." He turned back toward his lieutenant and grinned. "Don't I
always say that after we've been here a few days?"

Hans grinned in response. "When do you want
to pull stakes?"

Tiny shrugged. "Tomorrow morning'll be soon
enough. I don't want to have to collect the guys today. Let them
get pickled one more time. And you and me, let's go out and find a
fresh piece of ass. Hell, maybe one each for a change."

"You got it, boss."
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Chapter 5

 


Louis could judge the state of his own
expression from the way Father Schliemann's face went white as he
opened the rectory door. The old priest slipped an arm around his
shoulders and guided him to the rectory's sitting room without a
word.

It had been many years since Louis had last
been unable to control a bodily reaction. The chemotherapy-induced
nausea and dizziness were testing that control. The heavy brown
leather armchair in which Schliemann had sat him rose and fell like
a small boat on a choppy sea. The added pressure from the pain in
his abdomen made it all but impossible for him not to clench his
muscles in what Malcolm called the "panic stop."

He could still command his breathing. It
would have to be enough. He concentrated on making it slow, deep,
and regular, until the rhythm gained dominance over the rest of his
sensorium. An unknown interval had passed when he realized that
Father Schliemann was kneeling before him. Lips moving in silent
prayer, the old priest was gripping Louis's arms while staring up
into his face.

"I'm all right, Father."

"You're not much of a liar, Louis."

Louis's involuntary chuckle triggered another
spike of abdominal pain. His breath control failed as his reflexes
tried once more to double him over. "You don't miss much, do
you?"

"No one could miss that. What on Earth brings
you here in such a state?"

"Well, you might say I have a customer for
you. Hang on while I finish riding this out, okay?"

The priest waited. Louis struggled to lock in
his breathing rhythm before he spoke again.

"I seem to have picked up a stray with a
guilt problem. Young woman, severely abused. Held prisoner by a
motorcycle gang for several years. Gang raped and tortured nightly.
You know, six o'clock news kind of stuff."

"Are you serious?"

Louis managed to nod.

"And she has the guilt problem? What
about the monsters who did this to her?"

"I haven't reached the punch line yet,
Father. She managed to escape from them only a few days ago.
Bravest thing I ever heard, and I don't doubt one word of it. She
had to cause a motorcycle accident to do it. Killed one of them in
the process and damn near killed herself. As it is, she's going to
look like one of Frankenstein's trial runs for the rest of her
life."

"How did you enter the picture?" The priest's
face had gone expressionless.

"She almost fell into their hands a second
time. They were going to lift her right out of the hospital the
cops had brought her to. I managed to sneak her past them."

Schliemann rocked back on his heels. He
steadied himself, then rose to a standing position. "How many of
them were there?"

Louis shrugged. "I didn't count them. Looked
like about twenty."

The priest shook his head in disbelief. "You
snatched a prize away from a pack of twenty bikers. And brought her
to your home, no doubt, where she is right now, unsupervised, while
these men continue to look for her. Do you think you're some kind
of superhero? Or have your gonads gone mad?"

Despite everything, Louis chuckled. "No third
choice?"

Schliemann acted as if he hadn't heard. "A
priest hears a lot of strange stories, and over time he learns
which ones to ignore. But dear God, I have never heard anything
like this in my fifty years with the collar. Did it occur to you
what kind of danger you were embracing? Did you take no thought for
your own problems and how you're going to meet them?"

For a moment, Louis was silenced by surprise.
Anger bloomed in the younger man, overwhelming the pain and nausea.
He chose not to restrain it.

"Who was it that taught me to act with love
toward whoever God put in my path, Father? Who was it that reminded
me of my assets, and what I could still do with them? Would you
rather I had walked away from this girl and left her to face that
pack of savages alone?"

"What about the authorities, Louis? Did they
even occur to you?"

"What about them, Father?" Louis snarled. "I
was there, they weren't. And these 'authorities' haven't really
done so well in lots of easier cases we both know about, have they?
Wasn't Lois DuBreuill one of your parishioners?"

The priest reeled as if struck. Lois
DuBreuill had been beaten to death by her husband. After taking her
complaint about the beating he had inflicted on her just that
evening, the Onteora police had driven her back to her trailer
against her will. She had not survived the night.

"And this young woman – she has a name, I
suppose?"

"Christine D'Alessandro."

"Miss D'Alessandro has admitted to taking a
life herself, hasn't she?"

"I said so, didn't I?"

"But just that one, of course. She's never
victimized anyone herself, or invited any of the treatment she's
complained about to you. Of course not. She's a pure victim, no
stains on her own soul. And you, the hero of the moment, so anxious
to do good, so desperate to earn your way back into God's grace,
believe every word she says, don't you?"

"Yes, I do!"

The priest's face went rigid with shock.
Shaking his head and muttering under his breath, he slumped into a
chair at the other end of the room.

Louis waited, his temper on a gossamer leash,
all discomfort banished from his consciousness.

"Louis, you do have a way about you."
Schliemann had not ceased to shake his head in wonderment.

"Will you see her or not?"

"See her? Of course. How could I not? Will
you bring her here, or would you prefer a house call?"

Louis's eyebrows went up at that. "When could
you come by?"

The priest went to the coat tree in the hall
and fetched a dark blue cardigan sweater. He shrugged into it as if
nothing untoward had occurred.

"What's wrong with right now?"

***

With Father Schliemann standing behind him,
Louis unlocked the front door of his house and eased it open. He
did not want to take any chance on startling Christine, who could
be anywhere.

The two men stepped into Louis's living room.
It was otherwise unoccupied, as was the kitchen. Louis deliberately
made enough noise walking about that his presence would be known
throughout the house. He gestured to the priest to sit, and mounted
the stairs to the second floor.

The doors of all three bedrooms were shut. He
went first to the guest room and tapped on its door with one
knuckle. There was no response.

He turned and swung open the door of his own
room. It was as he had left it. Christine was not there.

He went to the door of the third room, which
he used as an office and a professional library, and opened it. At
the far end, his personal computer, which he had left powered up
since the previous day, was running its screen saver. It was a
trivial little program he had written a long time ago, which spun
electrons in orbits around a rotating Bohr atom. Before it, staring
raptly into the screen, sat Christine. She gave no indication that
she had heard him enter.

He slid up behind her and touched her
shoulder. She started and turned toward him. Astonishment was
written across her scarred features.

"What is this?"

"It's a computer, Chris. Never seen one
before?"

She had returned her attention to the
rotating display. "How does it do that?"

He moved to her side, dropped to a squat and
looked up into her face. "A program draws those patterns on the
screen when the machine isn't busy with something else."

"Where did it come from?" She could not tear
her eyes away.

"Well, I made it."

That got her attention. "You did this?"

Her eyes had locked on to his own. The awe in
them had changed to something like worship. Throat tight, he nodded
once.

"What else can you make it do?"

He shrugged. "Damn near anything I want."

"Could you teach me?"

The plaintiveness of the plea wrung his
heart.

Chris, if we had the time, I'd teach you
everything I know, from how to poach an egg to how to build a
cannon from a stove pipe and some dirty rags. But first I have to
make you fit to survive, and we might not even have the time for
that.

He smiled. "We can talk about it later. Come
meet my friend."

He rose and held out his hand. She hesitated,
then took it and allowed him to lead her down the stairs.

***

Father Schliemann rose from his chair at the
far end of the living room as Louis and Christine descended the
stairs. The priest stood still and allowed them to approach him,
rather than going to them. Louis pulled Christine gently across the
room.

"Christine, I'd like you to meet Father
Heinrich Schliemann. Father, may I present Miss Christine
D'Alessandro?" Louis waited and watched. Christine's right hand
rose from her side and extended itself toward the priest.
Schliemann clasped it with both of his own.

"I'm pleased to meet you, Christine." If he
was repelled by her scars, the priest gave no sign of it. The young
woman nodded, but said nothing.

Louis tried to keep matters in motion.
"Father Schliemann is my confessor."

Christine turned toward him. "What's a
confessor?"

The priest stood mute as Louis groped for
words. "Well, let's say he's someone I tell my troubles to. He's
very good to talk to, one of my best friends, really, and I thought
you might enjoy meeting him. Father, would you like some
coffee?"

"Yes, very much, thank you. And perhaps
Christine would like some as well?"

The young woman nodded again. Schliemann had
not released her hand. The priest pulled her imperceptibly toward
the sofa to sit beside him. Louis went to the kitchen for
coffee.

"Louis tells me you've had some amazing
adventures, child. May I hear about them too?"

When he returned with mugs, words were
pouring out of Christine in a torrent like that of the previous
evening, but this time without tears. Schliemann's gaze was rapt
upon her. The priest held both of Christine's hands between his
own. Now and then he punctuated her narrative with a murmur of
encouragement. It was unnecessary; Christine seemed reluctant to
stop for breath.

Louis waited for a pause in the flood of
horrors and cleared his throat. Both his guests turned toward him.
"Will the two of you be all right without me for a couple of hours?
I have another errand to run."

Alarm flashed across Christine's face. She
started to rise, but Schliemann squeezed her hands and she
subsided.

"Certainly, Louis. Christine and I will be
fine. We'll hope to see you, say, around two?"

The tension drained from Louis for the first
time that day.

"If not earlier, Father. Take good care of
her for me."

***

Mill Neck Road was badly pitted and rutted.
Louis's truck jolted and jounced down the old forest cut-through
until he thought his kidneys might bounce out through his nose. He
knew Malcolm didn't care, but it offended him that a road should be
left in such condition.

As always, he pulled the truck off the road
and as far into the evergreens as he could manage. The last quarter
mile to Malcolm Loughlin's trailer was necessarily a walk. Even the
best four-wheel-drives would have little chance of bulling their
way through the forest that surrounded Loughlin's home.

As usual, Loughlin was there. He showed no
surprise at the visit. Not having a phone, he had to accept Louis's
visits as they occurred. Of the two of them, Louis was made more
uneasy by the state of affairs.

The two of them had settled into their usual
chairs in the trailer's tiny kitchen before Louis spoke.

"Malcolm, I'm going to have to put off what
you asked me for. I'm sorry."

Loughlin's expression remained neutral. "Why
is that?"

"Because I hate to disappoint you, of
course."

"No, no, why won't you be able to do it?"

"Oh. Sorry. I've taken up a conflicting
obligation. It's likely to consume all the time I have."

All the time I have left.

Loughlin stared at him from under lowered
brows. "Do I get to hear about this 'conflicting obligation' that
takes precedence over a prior commitment?"

Louis recoiled. "You never let up, do you?
You won't cut any slack for a sick man?"

Loughlin tossed his head in irritation. "I
know about the 'sick' part. But a man keeps his word once he's
given it, or he dies trying. Are you still a man?"

"Grow up, Malcolm." He took a grim pleasure
at seeing his mentor stiffen. "I did not give you 'my word.' You
said you'd give me something I wanted if I'd do something for you.
No promises were involved. Well, I can't, or won't, take your pick,
and now you can feel free to withhold what I asked you for.
Capisce?"

Loughlin's mouth curved minutely. "That's
better. But I'd still like to hear about it."

"Why?"

"Because I know how much you wanted my part
of the bargain. Whatever this other job is, it has to be a
blockbuster."

"Oh, it will be difficult, all right. I've
picked up a stray, and I have to prepare her for the big bad world.
She's been badly hurt, has no one and nothing."

"Tell me."

Louis did. It took some time. Loughlin
remained silent to the end, and after.

"Well? Comments? Questions? Expostulations of
disbelief?"

The old warrior shook his head. "I could have
guessed. Oh, not the specifics, but that it would be something like
this. Why did you never marry, Louis?"

Louis cocked his head in puzzlement. "It
takes two. I never found the right woman. Why do you ask?"

"Do you think you would have wanted to be a
father?"

"Of course! There's not much point,
otherwise."

Loughlin rose from the table. He went to the
window and stood staring out at the trees that kept the world at
bay.

"No, not much point at all."
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Chapter 6

 


Louis let himself back into his house at ten
after two. He found Christine and Father Schliemann in the kitchen.
The priest was sitting at the table, apparently at his ease.
Christine was at the counter fumbling with coffee fixings.

"Louis! I trust your errand went well?"

"About as well as could be expected, Father.
Did you and Chris have a nice chat?"

Schliemann smiled. "Delightful. She's been so
many places you and I could never imagine."

Christine jumped back from the counter as the
coffeemaker gave vent to a loud, raspy belch. She might have fallen
backwards had Louis not caught her by the elbows and steadied
her.

"Easy, Chris. It does that now and then." He
sidled around her and lifted the coffeemaker's lid to assure
himself that she had put in water. She had.

"Father, I've got something new on the
computer upstairs that I'd like you to see. Care to take a quick
look?"

"Certainly. We'll be right back, Christine."
She sat at the table, staring at the coffeemaker, while the priest
followed Louis up the stairs and into his office. Louis closed the
door behind them.

Schliemann went to Louis's desk and slumped
into the chair. A moment later he was hunched over, balled fists
pressed to his breastbone, shaking violently. Louis went to him and
laid a hand on his shoulder. The priest was slow to recover his
self-control.

"You didn't exaggerate in the slightest,
Louis."

"No, Father, I didn't see a need."

Schliemann resumed an erect posture and
fought down the last of the tremors. He had the look that comes
from having been forced to hear things one wants to disbelieve.

"If it was that hard to hear about, great God
in heaven, what it must have been like to live through!"

"Neither you nor I will ever know, Father,
and perhaps that's for the best. Overall, what do you think?"

The priest sighed. "Overall, I agree with
your original statement. She's the bravest creature I've ever met.
And one of the luckiest."

"What?"

"In whose hands is she now, Louis?"

"Oh. Thank you."

Do you really think that's a sign of luck,
Father? Remember this morning? I scooped her up because there was
nobody else to do it, not because I'm the right man for the job.
That proposition would have been doubtful even if I could expect to
live forever. And we both know I can't.

"I don't see a guilt problem, by the way.
It's fear, not guilt. She fears retribution for the killing, but by
all indications she considers it justified."

Louis nodded. "I'm glad. Retribution I can
protect her from. But even so, I wanted her to meet you. Thank you
for coming today."

Schliemann's eyes were solemn. "Will you be
able to care for her as she needs to be cared for?"

Louis smirked. "Wouldn't you say it's a bit
too soon for her to enter a convent, Father?"

"Louis!"

"Sorry, couldn't resist. Of course I'll take
care of her. I assume I'll have your help if I need it?"

"Yes, of course." The priest rose to his feet
and made a show of gathering his dignity about him. "We mustn't
leave her alone too long, you know."

Louis felt a surge of anxiety. "Why is that,
Father?"

"She might try to cook."

***

Father Schliemann was warm and gracious in
bidding them good-bye at the rectory steps. Christine was reluctant
to let go of his hand. As they drove off, Christine's gaze remained
on the old priest as long as it was physically possible. Louis
tried not be too obvious about noticing.

The drive home passed in silence until they
had turned onto Alexander Avenue.

"Why did you give him that D'Alessandro
name?" she said.

Louis shrugged. "You picked it. Said it had a
nice sound. Have you decided that you don't like it after all?"

She looked at him blankly. "No, it's pretty.
You mean I can keep it?"

He chuckled. "Your name is what you say it
is, Chris. If you want to be Christine D'Alessandro, then that's
what you are. I mean, who you are." He paused. "What about a middle
name?"

"Do I need one?"

"Most people have one. Some people have
two."

"How many do you have?"

He grinned. "My full name is Louis Dylan
Aloysius Redmond."

"Wow. I think I'll stop with just one."

"Okay, so think about it a bit."

She shook her head. "Don't need to. Let's
make it Marie."

"Someone you knew once?"

"Yeah."

He wheeled the truck into his driveway,
killed the engine and set the parking brake. "Christine Marie
D'Alessandro. I like it. It has a lot of wear in it." He turned to
her. "Say it to yourself a lot of times, Chris. You want to be used
to it before you take it out into the world, okay?"

For the first time since her arrival in his
life the previous day, she produced a full-bodied smile. Louis's
breath came short. Even with the multitude of scars she bore, she
was stunning when she smiled.

"This feels like a big deal. I mean, you
don't choose a name for yourself every day."

"Most people never do it at all, Chris."

"Shouldn't there be some kind of ceremony or
something?"

"What do you have in mind?"

She cocked her head. "Well, when a new guy
joined the Butchers, all the other guys pissed into a bucket, and
then they dumped it over his head."

Louis choked and coughed it away. "Maybe not
that ceremony, Chris." Realization came to him; he swallowed once.
"I know a ceremony that might be nice."

Her expression became serious. "Tell me."

He thought a moment and shook his head. "No,
let's just do it." He opened the door and sprang out of the truck
in his usual fashion. He was at the door of the house when he
realized that Christine was still in the truck.

Oops. Stupid, stupid. Surprises are not
things she's learned to enjoy.

He walked back to the truck, went to the
passenger side door, and opened it. Christine sat there motionless,
not trying to hide her fear.

"Sorry, Chris, that was dumb of me. It's a
simple little thing. No pain or blood involved. I went through it
when I was a lot younger, and I promise you, I didn't even notice.
Trust me on it? Please?"

She nodded once and leaped out of the truck,
landing in his arms. Her stride as they entered the house suggested
that she was having second thoughts about the whole business, and
was struggling to suppress them.

"So what do we do?" Her voice quavered.

"Just come with me." He took a chair from the
kitchen table, and gestured her toward the master bathroom. She
followed. He placed the back of the chair against the vanity and
bade her to sit. When she had, he leaned her head back over the
sink, draped a face towel over her chest, and had her fold her
hands just below her throat.

"I'll be right back." He sprinted to his
bedroom. Atop his dresser stood a silver ewer his mother had left
to him, that he sometimes used as a vase. He assured himself that
it was empty and clean and stood a moment, cradling it.

It's appropriate. She's coming newborn into
the world in every way but the strictly biological. She doesn't
have to understand it today any more than a baby would. And it
doesn't require a priest. Anyone can do it.

When he returned to the master bath, she was
still as he had left her. She was smiling tremulously, but he could
tell that her fears were straining her control and would soon
repossess her. He stroked her hair once.

"Chris, I will never hurt you."

She nodded, but said nothing. He filled the
ewer from the tap.

"Tilt your head back a little further and
close your eyes."

She did as he asked. He cradled the back of
her head in his left hand, and with his right began to trickle
water from the ewer over her forehead.

"I baptize thee..."

A surge of heat passed through him, blurring
his vision and bringing him close to a faint. Probably it was just
one more side effect of the morning's chemotherapy session. His
voice broke, and the words caught in his throat. Tremors raced
through his arms and legs, and there was a familiar swimming
sensation in his eyes. She sat silent and unmoving, eyes still
closed.

"...Christine Marie D'Alessandro, child of
God..."

His voice broke again and sank to a
whisper.

"...in the name of the Father, and of the
Son, and of the Holy Spirit."

A single large tear fell upon Christine's
forehead, mingling with the last of the water from the ewer.
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Chapter 7

 


Louis and Christine sat in kitchen chairs
about two feet apart. His eyes were locked with hers. His hands
moved through the space between them in two independent, widely
separated orbits; hers lay in her lap.

"Left!"

Her left hand darted from her lap to grab at
his right. He squeezed.

"Very good. Again."

Her hand returned to her lap, and his resumed
their irregular weaving.

"Right!"

Her right hand darted for his left and closed
on it. Again he squeezed.

"Again."

They continued for several minutes. He did
his best to keep the patterns of sides and motions random. Always,
without moving her eyes from his, she was able to clasp the hand on
the side he called in less than a half second. After the twentieth
repetition, he heaved a sigh and nodded in satisfaction.

"You're okay, Chris. There's no doubt about
it."

She frowned. "How can you be so sure?"

"There are four ways brain damage from toxic
drugs can be detected." Louis rose and stretched. Talking to
Christine made him feel like a lecturer in front of a class, albeit
an unusually small and attentive one. "Loss of concentration, loss
of memory, loss of balance, and loss of coordination. What was the
first thing we did?"

"The numbers trick."

Louis nodded. He had recited skeins of random
digits to her, then had started to repeat them and stopped in the
middle. She had finished each one without losing a beat, and with
perfect accuracy.

"That tests for concentration and memory
simultaneously. You went through fifty sequences, and I didn't
catch one single error. I've seen professional memory experts do
worse. Next was -- ?"

"The hopping back and forth on the strip of
newspaper."

He nodded again. "Do you realize that you
spent ten straight minutes standing on the toes of one foot? You
never even wobbled. Your balance is as good as mine."

"And this last bit was for what?"

"Perception and coordination. Your visual
field is as wide and accurate as anyone could want, and your eye to
hand coordination is perfect. Whatever else they did to you, those
creeps did not mess up your brain."

I'd like to know how they managed not to.
Between the physical abuse and the drugs, you have every excuse to
be a limp, drooling idiot. But you could play goal for any team in
the NHL. Where did those reflexes come from? And all that
strength?

She said nothing.

"So where do we go from here?" He paced the
little kitchen in his habitual, irregular fashion. "You can read
and write just fine. You have enough command of arithmetic to be a
bookkeeper. You could stand to learn some history and current
events stuff, but it'll be all right. I don't think there's much
point in putting you in a conventional school."

Especially since they hardly even pretend to
teach, these days.

"We have a lot to do before you can get by on
your own. Most of the hard work will be yours, I'm afraid, but
you're well enough to begin it. I'm going to put you on a reading
program, start teaching you how to drive, start exposing you to
normal society in small doses. If it goes well, six months from now
you should be ready to...to..."

To what? Even if I fabricate a convincing
background to cover up what happened to you, where do you plug
in?

He checked his pacing when he realized that
she was sitting silent and motionless, facing rigidly forward, as
he talked to himself about how to arrange her future. Embarrassed,
he slipped back into the chair in front of her.

"Chris, what would you like to
do?"

After a moment's silence, she reached for his
hand. He let her lead him up the stairs to his office, where his
computer was running the Bohr atom screen saver that had fascinated
her. Her face held both solemnity and hope.

"You said you would teach me."

Louis swallowed hard. A thousand objections
rose to his lips. He bit all of them back. She waited in
silence.

"All right, Chris. I'll try."

***

The back streets of Onteora were hardly safe
places for the solitary pedestrian in full daylight. Even so, it
was Malcolm Loughlin's occasional practice to stroll them, after
midnight, alone.

He sauntered through the city. Like most of
the small cities in central New York, Onteora was irregularly
seedy. More than half of the two and three story tenements that had
been built a century ago to house the immigrant workers that had
flooded the state were abandoned now, doors padlocked and windows
boarded up. Many storefronts off Grand Avenue, Onteora's remaining
locus of activity and prosperity, had also been abandoned, as well
as a few on the Avenue itself. The city government asserted
ownership of all abandoned structures within the city limits, but
for years it had not tried to sell them, nor to do anything with
them. The majority were unused even by the lowest strata of
derelicts and squatters.

Many residents used the less-populated
streets as dumping grounds. Perversely, those nearest to Grand
Avenue were the most heavily littered. The prevalence of old,
soiled and damaged furniture, scattered here and there on the
sidewalks and the greenswards, was a sure sign that the Avenue was
only a block or two away.

Despite the darkness, alleviated slightly by
a crescent moon and a few unbroken streetlights, Loughlin walked
around the scattered obstacles with little effort. He had been here
many times. He knew the area well, and was confident that if he
stayed at it long enough, someone would bring him what he
sought.

He had been walking for twenty minutes when
three tall, dark figures converged on him at an intersection: one
from before him, the others at the opposed limits of his peripheral
vision. No one else was in sight.

"Yo, Pops, drop your wallet and walk
away."

Loughlin scanned the area for other watchers,
then put on the most insolent grin he could manage and shook his
head. "Nope. Keep fishing, fool."

The silence was broken by an audible click.
The one before him had bared a blade. It glinted in the dark, held
low for slashing across the belly.

"You the fool, Pops. You want to live, you
drop your dough and run."

Loughlin cackled. "Run from you? You think
you're going to cut me? With that? How long did you save your lunch
money for that nail file? What if you drop it? Never find it again.
Not you, anyway. Probably takes you ten minutes just to find your
dick."

The thug shouted and charged, still holding
the knife low and ready to swing. His accomplices converged more
cautiously.

Loughlin stepped forward and to his left. As
he moved, the sideboys froze in position. Before the thug could
slash at him, Loughlin had caught his wrist and whirled around him.
He forced the arm back and upward, knife point aimed at the sky,
and squeezed his fingertips into the wrist tendons with all his
strength. The thug roared in surprise and pain as the knife came
free and clattered against the concrete.

Though both of the others carried bludgeons
of some sort, neither approached the action. Loughlin twisted his
assailant's arm with savage force. A low ripping sound announced
the parting of the thug's shoulder muscles. The mugger's high,
shrill scream echoed from the surrounding buildings. Loughlin
released his wrist, and he dropped onto his face on the
sidewalk.

Loughlin stepped back from the writhing fruit
of his labors, wiped his hands theatrically, and addressed the two
henchmen who stood witnessing the end of their leader's career.

"Who's next?"

Seconds later Loughlin and the disabled
mugger were alone on the street, the pounding of the sideboys' feet
fading into the night. Loughlin picked up the switchblade from
where it had fallen. Its former owner was too consumed by his agony
to notice.

Loughlin squatted beside the crippled thug
and turned him over. He appeared no more than twenty years old. His
clothing was flashily expensive, and a thick gold chain circled his
neck. His face was doughy, brutish. If the pain were erased from
it, there would be nothing else there.

"Hear me, scumbag?"

Loughlin held the open switchblade loosely,
point down over the gasping felon's face. The thug's eyes were
halfway open. He seemed to nod. Good enough.

"What did you think you were going to do with
this, hey? Pick your nose with it? You go waving this thing at
somebody, he's going to think you mean to use it on him. Most guys
take that badly. And if he's like me, he might decide to punch your
ticket for you."

The thug continued to gasp for breath, but
said nothing. His eyes were tracking the switchblade.

"You met the Angel of Death tonight, boy.
Your asshole buddies got a good look at what happens when the Angel
folds his wings and lights on someone. You're lucky I'm feeling
merciful. If I were to plant this in your eye, no one in this town
would feel anything but gratitude."

Loughlin's grip on the knife tightened. He
thrust the blade into the concrete of the sidewalk a bare inch from
his assailant's left ear. The knife bowed, then broke with a
whipcrack sound. A flying shard of steel nicked the boy's cheek,
and a thin trickle of blood ran down it. He didn't move.

"Crawl back into your hole. Tell the other
rats what happened to you. And be sure to tell them that the Angel
can look like anything he wants."

Moments later, the ex-mugger was shambling
off, whimpering and clutching his ruined shoulder. Loughlin watched
him recede. When he was certain he was alone and unobserved in the
darkness, he turned and began walking home.

***

Father Heinrich Schliemann of the Society of
St. Dominic, pastor of Onteora parish, sat motionless at his desk,
clad in bathrobe and slippers, a room temperature cup of coffee
before him. A single lamp repelled the darkness.

All clergymen have occasional white nights.
Schliemann was no exception.

Sleep had come hard to him in recent years.
He knew that part of that was the deterioration of his body. A
seventy-four year old man will be awakened by pain that a younger
man's sleeping body would absorb without broaching the threshold of
consciousness. Despite the care he took of himself and the best
medical care the parish could afford, the arthritis in his knees,
hips and shoulders was bursting its bonds. When he turned over in
bed, the pain from those joints woke him and forced him to spend
many minutes regaining somnolence.

Another part of it was his reluctance to lay
down his responsibilities as an older priest supposedly should.
Despite advancing age, Schliemann spurned all notions of
retirement. He had a flock to tend, and by God, he would tend
it.

He had come to this parish after his
ordination. He had baptized most of his parishioners, and had
buried a comparable number, including several of his brothers in
the cloth. The great majority of the Catholics of Onteora had known
no other pastor in their lives. He would not surrender their care
to any other man, no matter how capable, until he was forced to do
so. He had even turned down elevation to monsignor, with a strong
hint that a bishop's miter would be within his reach, to avoid a
transfer out of Onteora.

Occasionally his clerical colleagues would
cluck their disapproval at him, hinting that his grip on his
position smelled more of vanity than dedication. But they always
dropped the subject when he scowled at them.

Schliemann took his duties seriously. His
vision of those duties was clear, and quite at odds with the
notions of most newer priests. He had little patience for the
social-activist clergymen, whatever their denomination. They seemed
to want to make their churches into gathering places for the
envious and self-pitying. They were infinitely willing to use
politics to impose their visions of good upon others. Father
Heinrich Schliemann led no marches, signed no petitions, and never
talked politics. While the prelates of the American Church tacitly
permitted the social-activist priests to convert the legacy of
Saint Peter into a stained-glass staging area for the crusades of
special interest groups, the pastor of Onteora parish remained
exclusively a man of God.

What Louis Redmond had done troubled him, and
he was struggling to learn why. Historically, procedurally, and
doctrinally, the young man's arguments were sound, but the
vehemence with which he had rejected a course of formal religious
instruction for his new charge had shocked the old priest
nonetheless.

"What has the typical response to
indoctrination been, Father? What percentage of the children that
have passed through parochial schools remain communicants as
adults? Do we really need any other explanation for why the schools
are closing down at such a rate?"

The priest grinned without humor. "Don't you
think the property tax situation might have had something to do
with it, Louis? To say nothing of the problems the Church has had
with zoning boards all over the country?"

Louis shook his head. "That's nothing new.
The American Church has faced those forces for three centuries.
It's only in the last fifty years that our numbers have diminished
this way. And we're mostly to blame for it."

He scowled. "It was always a mistake, you
know. Religion isn't for children, and to impose it on them by
force has never been to anyone's greater good. As society has
secularized, the resentments over that practice have been free to
come out into the open. Is the Church better off for all these
claims of the physical and emotional abuse of children by priests
and nuns, even if every last one of them were eventually disproved?
Are Catholics better off?"

Schliemann kept his composure with an
effort. One such accusation had even been leveled at him, a decade
ago. It had been his great good fortune that no one had believed
it.

"Why did you baptize her, Louis?"

The younger man sat up ramrod straight at
that. "Because I was supposed to. Because you would have done the
same. It's the first duty of a member of the faith toward a
newborn, especially if that newborn's life is in danger."

Schliemann nodded. "A duty of a member of
the faith, yes. But what about you?"

Louis's face went slack. "What?"

"It's not a week ago that you sat in that
very chair and told me that you thought your faith had deserted
you, that you could no longer feel it in your bones the way you
always had. You pleaded with me to do whatever I could for you,
remember? What validity did that baptism have, coming from
you?"

The younger man's words rang like the
strokes of a cathedral bell, harsh and regular. "Exactly the same
as if you had done it. Non-Catholics have baptized children many
times. The point is to declare the child's name to God and ask God
to free her from the burden of original sin. It's done, and God
knows her now. And I'll thank you not to suggest a second time that
I've left the faith, Father."

The priest lowered his head, abashed.
"Forgive me, Louis, it was uncalled for."

"She'll get her instruction from me as she's
ready for it and when she asks for it. That's as it should be. I
don't doubt that you'll be involved, but I won't have you rushing
her, or me."

Louis had been immovable, and Schliemann had
acquiesced, but he could not dispel his unease. If Louis were
correct, then two millennia of Catholic practice -- nay, the
practices of religious communities of all kinds, places, and times
-- stood indicted as self-destructive foolishness. But how could
the scholars of the Christian Era, many of them hailed as among the
brightest men ever to walk the earth, have been that wrong? And how
could it be that the Church would learn its mistake from a dying
man, little more than a boy, in the midst of his own crisis of
faith in the hinterlands of central New York?

For some years, Schliemann had been the only
priest in the parish. The isolation was to his taste. It had freed
him of certain distractions he had always found annoying, albeit at
the price of extra work for himself. But it was difficult to ponder
such a subject without another priest to talk to.

The old priest's mouth quirked. It would not
have mattered, anyway. On all subjects touching the newly baptized
Christine Marie D'Alessandro, Louis had sworn him to silence.
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Chapter 8

 


The kitchen table was bare except for a large
sheet of butcher paper. Christine and Louis sat before it. A spring
thunderstorm rattled the windows. Against the backdrop of the
storm, the kitchen seemed unnaturally bright.

Louis drew three pentacles in one corner of
the sheet. "What do you see, Chris?"

She glanced at him suspiciously. "Three
stars."

He nodded, and drew three rhomboids a little
distance away. "And what do you see here?"

"Three diamonds. What does this have to do
with computers?"

"Patience, Chris. I'm trying to lay some
groundwork, here." He drew a large numeral 3 and pointed at it.
"And this?"

"Come on, Louis, get serious."

He said nothing.

"It's a three."

"Three of what?"

"Huh? Three of anything."

"Is 'three' a thing, Chris?" He was grinning
now.

"Well...isn't it?" She was beginning to feel
confused.

He shook his head. "Go anywhere you want, in
this house or anywhere else, and find me a 'three.' I'll pay big
time for it. I've been looking for more than thirty years."

"All right, what is it, then?" Confusion and
frustration were beginning to blend.

Louis shook his head again. "You're going to
tell me. I'll ask a related question." He wrote "Christine" below
the 3. "What's this?"

"It's my name...wait...it's a lot of other
people's name, too. It's not me, but it's used to refer to me." She
frowned. "Louis, what does this have to do with computers?"

He declined to acknowledge the question.
"What do you call something that's used to refer to something
else?" He waited, eyes and grin wide.

She thought furiously. "A name? A label?
A...symbol?"

His grin blossomed into a brilliant smile. "A
symbol. These are both symbols. Nearly pure, too, since they have
no use except to refer to other things." He appended "Marie
D'Alessandro" to her first name and pointed to it again. "That's a
symbol, too. A more specific one, the symbol for you. Now, how does
this symbol differ from that symbol there?" He pointed to the
numeral again.

She thought a moment. There had to be a
point. She would find it.

"That," she pointed to her name, "refers to
something specific. This," she pointed to the digit, "refers to an
idea."

He laid his pencil down and brought his hands
together in three sharp claps. He appeared to be both surprised and
pleased.

"You're on your way, Chris."

***

Twenty minutes later, he had bared the guts
of his personal computer as she watched, and was pointing out its
sights to her. She peered around his pointing hands, trying to
memorize everything.

He pointed at a flat black square with a lot
of little silver pins sprouting from it. "That's the central
processor. Stupid thing, it's really only a mechanical mailman, but
it remembers a lot of addresses and never loses a letter. It can
execute about four hundred million instructions a second."

She nodded. "How much can you do with one
instruction?"

"Not a lot. Add two numbers, put a number
into an address, stuff like that. Over here's the random-access
memory. It's usually called RAM. RAM is where a program and its
data live while it's being executed. There's enough RAM in this box
to hold about sixty-four million numbers, each one between zero and
four billion."

She nodded again. "Is that a lot?"

"Depends what you have to do. For a personal
computer, yes, it's a lot. Programs and data live in RAM while
they're being executed, but when they're not, they live in here."
He tapped a finger against the oblong case at the corner of the
box. "This is called a hard disk. It will hold more than four
billion numbers, but all you can do with them is read them into RAM
and write them out again. No more than sixty-four million at a
time, of course."

"Where's the stuff that does that video
trick?"

"Well, some of it's right here." He pointed
to a small plastic card covered on one side with the little black
objects he had called chips. "This is the video interface card. It
lets me write colored dots to the screen, if I talk to it nicely.
The screen has a capacity of about a million dots, Each one has its
own color and brightness, controlled by a number that lives on this
card."

She bit her lip. "A number."

He straightened and turned to face her. "Yes,
a number. A computer is basically a box full of numbers. The
numbers are symbols for other things. Some of those symbols take
their meanings from conventions. Others make specific bits of
hardware do specific things, like lighting a particular dot on the
screen in a particular color."

He settled the sheet-metal cover back onto
the computer and fastened it down. "You're lucky. Once upon a time,
programming was all done in binary, just zeroes and ones. All their
meaning resided in the mind of the programmer. Today, we have
artificial computer languages, symbols to help us work the symbols.
Mostly, you won't have to worry about what we've been talking about
for the past half hour. It'll be taken care of for you and
concealed from you. I just wanted to give you a peek at the sand at
the bottom of the system before we really got started."

She thought a moment. "Does understanding
that stuff help you to do programming?"

"Well, yes, sometimes. But it isn't really
necessary."

She nodded. "Then I want to learn it
all."

He regarded her in silence for a long time.
"All right, Chris, I'll try to give you the full ride. But let me
be the judge, okay?"

"Judge of what?"

"Everything. I have to get you ready for the
bigger world. You seem to be smart enough for this, but it's going
to be a hell of an effort for both of us even so. These side
subjects may be fascinating, but if we pursue any of them too much,
you won't acquire the skills you'll need in time."

She cocked her head at that. "In time for
what?"

He started to speak and stopped short. An
unreadable wave of emotion passed over his face. She started to
feel afraid.

Finally, he produced a wan smile. "Never
mind."

***

Louis had assumed that, after a sufficient
period of frustration, Christine would permit him to lead her along
a more practical course. She needed to learn so much that the task
seemed impossible. He had expected to go slowly and carefully. She
confounded him.

She mastered binary arithmetic in less than
half an hour. Character coding required about two sentences. Loops
and conditional processing were hers an hour later. Less than two
hours after they had begun, she had completed and tested a program
to accept temperatures in Fahrenheit and print their equivalents in
Centigrade, without assistance.

Louis suggested that they stop for awhile.
Christine would have none of it, so he started to tell her about
records and files. She locked on and would not let go. He spoke of
record layouts, access methods, record addressing and
content-dependent searches. Before two more hours had passed, she
had completed and tested a program to maintain an address book and
to search it by name, address, or phone number.

Louis pleaded for a respite. Christine
pleaded for just one more project. Since she had been irritated
that her address book program had been slower to find some records
than others, he told her about sorting and its importance in
shortening a search, and they were off again. He spoke of insertion
sorts, bubble sorts, quicksorts and Floyd sorts. He described
binary searches and how to perform them on a list of indefinite
length. She devoured every word. By seven that evening, her address
book program had incorporated an insertion sort and a binary search
routine good to the limits of available memory.

Louis was limp from the effort. Christine
didn't want to stop. A vast desire had awakened within her, a
ferocious hunger for knowledge coupled to a ferocious need to
achieve. Had he let her, she would have kept them both at the
computer all night. With the remnants of his strength, he dragged
her from the office.

***

He tossed a pair of chef's salads for them,
feeling unequal to anything more challenging. She watched him in
silence, her eyes fever bright. Her normally pale olive complexion
was deeply flushed; her skin looked as if it would be hot to the
touch. Her breathing verged on hyperventilation. He had never seen
a human being in such a state of excitement.

When he set the bowls on the table and sat
down, she made no move to pick up her fork. He had no doubt what
she wanted to do, or when.

"Eat. You have reading to do before bed.
We'll go back to the computer in the morning."

Perhaps it was the calmness of his voice.
Perhaps she had finally noticed his fatigue. She sighed and sat
back in her chair. Her jubilation began to subside.

"Thank you, Louis."

"You're welcome, Chris. Eat, for God's sake!"
He forked up about a quarter of a head of lettuce and half a ham,
stuffed it into his mouth, and began to chew.

She picked up her fork, then put it down
again. "Thank you for making me somebody."

He gagged. Swallowing took a considerable
effort.

"Chris, I am not 'making you somebody.' I'm
teaching you something you said you wanted to learn. You were
'somebody' long before you met me."

But she shook her head, smiling.

"No. I was just a body. A bunch of wet holes
for a bunch of big ugly guys to shove things into. I didn't know
anything but how to be afraid. Now I'm going to know something. I'm
going to be somebody. I'll be able to talk to people, maybe even do
things for them, the way you do." Tears rained gently around her
childlike smile. "Thank you, Louis, thank you, thank you, thank
you!"

He went to her side and draped his arms
around her. She leaned against him and wept softly for a long
time.

Eventually, she looked up at him. Tears still
ran down her cheeks, tracing her scars like carts on tracks. She
seemed not to notice.

"It won't stop, Louis. I mean, it's okay, I
like it, but I don't know what it is and it won't stop. What's
happening to me?"

He hugged her and brushed a vagrant curl from
her forehead.

"Joy, Chris. It's called joy."

She nodded and rested her head against him
again. Peace settled over the room like a velvet mantle.
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Chapter 9

 


Commander Eric Smalley of District G of the
Buffalo Police Department was as impressive a man as anyone could
imagine. He was as tall as Tiny, and just as broad, with a muscular
chest that tapered to a rock-hard stomach and trim waist. His short
blond hair was curly and thick. His slightly ruddy complexion
glowed with vitality. His blue eyes were warm and friendly. His
smile displayed white, even teeth. His handshake said he was
pleased to make your acquaintance in a fashion more convincing than
words.

It was the smile that caught Tiny's eye. Tiny
was no slouch at analyzing facial expressions. You had to look
closely, but if you did, the keys to a man's character could always
be found there.

Smalley's smile was wide, bright and almost
perfect. No doubt he'd spent some time practicing it before a
mirror. But there was a slight asymmetry to the left, just a tiny
downturn at that corner of his mouth. If you paid comparable
attention to his nose, you could see that the left nostril was ever
so slightly tighter than the right one. However hard he'd tried,
the good Commander had not quite driven either the sneer or the
smirk from his face.

Jake Bonham, the leader of the Screaming
Eagle Road Vikings, had arranged the meeting. He'd insisted that
Tiny take it seriously, and had pressed the head Butcher into
wearing a suit and tie for the first time since Tiny had taken to
the road. Tiny had been both irritated and uncomfortable. To dress
in such a fashion was an act of submission, an acknowledgement of a
power beyond what Tiny wielded. Tiny did not like to admit to the
existence of powers beyond his own. Now, face to face with the
District G commander, he was pleased to be able to spot even the
smallest chink in the man's armor. It reduced his unease.

"Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,
Commander. Our mutual friend assured me that we would have matters
of great interest to both of us to discuss."

Smalley nodded. "And thank you for coming,
ah, Tiny?"

The Butcher lord inclined his head. "At your
service."

"No last name?"

Tiny shook his head. "I haven't used one in
fifteen years. I get writer's cramp quite easily, and this makes
for a nice short signature."

The policeman came around his desk and
perched on its edge, before the chair in which Tiny sat. "A lot of
people would be unwilling to deal with a man who won't give his
name, you know. I'm not sure I'm not one of them."

Tiny smiled. "Life's full of these little
compromises, Commander. Surely we don't have to let it stand in the
way of our business together?"

Smalley's hand flashed out with no warning..
The police commander's fingers closed in a pincer grip along the
biker's windpipe. Before Tiny could defend his trachea, Smalley
trapped both of Tiny's wrists with his knee, clamping them
inescapably against Tiny's legs.

Tiny tried to rise, hoping to throw Smalley
off him with the thrust of his legs, but the policeman's position
over him was too great an advantage to overcome. A vicious squeeze
of his voice box, at a pressure just short of crushing it,
confirmed the biker's helplessness.

"A man who won't give his name can seldom be
trusted." Smalley's voice was soft, carrying no inflection at all.
His words issued forth at a stately pace, as the chokehold drove
Tiny toward unconsciousness. "He's likely to have a history he
wants to conceal. He's even more likely to be contemplating a scam.
Scam artists like to slip away quickly, and to leave no way they
can be followed. All of this is obvious to anyone with three
functional brain cells. And a man can't rise to the position of
district commander on charm and good looks alone, Tiny. At least,
not here in the City of Buffalo."

The pressure vanished, and Tiny found himself
unconstrained. When his vision had lost the red haze of oxygen
deprivation, he glared up at the policeman, once again perched upon
the edge of his desk, with hatred and grudging respect.

"Can I rely on you to keep it to yourself, at
least?"

Smalley nodded. "Of course. Unless you cross
me, in which case it will become very widely known, I assure
you."

Tiny gave his birth name. Smalley cocked an
eyebrow.

"I have to admit I've never heard it before.
But if you want it kept between us, that's all right with me. Now,
what did Mr. Bonham suggest we might be able to do for one
another?"

Tiny looked the big policeman in the eye. "He
told me about your hunting licenses."

Smalley nodded. "One of my little innovations
in law enforcement. It's cut down considerably on the overtime here
in District G, while providing a much needed increment in our
discretionary revenues. And I suppose you're here to inquire into
the availability of one for yourself and your associates?"

Tiny nodded.

"You do realize that Mr. Bonham already has
one for the whole of District G? He's made considerable use of it.
Seeing how similar your operations are, I question whether it's
really worth it to you. The fee is not small."

"No, Commander," Tiny said, "I was hoping to
interest you in another little innovation."

The policeman waited. Tiny rose and went to
the large map of Buffalo on the wall behind him. He indicated a
spot about a quarter-mile north of the northern boundary of
District G.

"Are you familiar with Vallares Arms,
Commander?"

Smalley nodded.

"It is, of course, in District F, not G,"
Tiny said. "But it's close to your jurisdiction, and Jake and I
both wondered whether you might ever have taken an interest in
it."

Smalley's face had gone blank. "What kind of
interest might I have that would be served by a pitched battle
between your two gangs and the District F police, however close it
is to my district?"

"Forty-five apartments, Commander. Upper
middle class Hispanic families. The sort of people that don't trust
banks. Domestic safes. Jewels. Precious metals. Some cash. Who
knows, maybe a lot of cash. Not enough to make your nose twitch
even a little?"

"Get to the point. How is this supposed to
work?"

Tiny chuckled. "Come now, Commander! You have
an entire district police force plus two heavily armed packs of
bikers to work with. Surely you and I and Jake can come up with a
way to put the Vallares Arms at our disposal. Would Commander
Lawton respond to a request for backup from you for, say, a large
street disturbance that you couldn't get under control with your
own forces?"

Smalley pursed his lips. "Of course he
would."

"And when the action was over, the arrestees
would be processed through District G, wouldn't they?" Tiny waited
for Smalley to nod. "So all we really need is a large enough
disturbance just your side of the northern edge of the district to
draw off the forces that would normally patrol that part of F. The
rest is an exercise in routine police procedure."

Smalley sat in silence for a long interval.
Tiny knew he had sold his plan as thoroughly as it needed to be
sold. He waited for the policeman to convince himself.

"You make an attractive case. But the fee for
this license will be beyond the usual. To make the risks
worthwhile, I'm going to need a slice of the take."

Tiny nodded. "I expected that."

"When shall we meet again to discuss
details?"

"How much time do you need to do the
planning, Commander?"

The policeman appeared to calculate. "Give me
a week."

"Done." Tiny strode forward, hand extended.
Somewhat to his surprise, Smalley took it. Tiny shifted his grip to
a knuckle-cracker and bore down with all his strength. The big cop
gasped and staggered. Tiny followed through mercilessly, driving
Smalley to his knees.

"Your vision does you credit, Commander. So
does your strength. But I tell you now, I'm as wary of you as you
are of me. And if you decide to try to fuck with me, you'll find
that I and my associates know quite a lot about fucking as well.
Not to mention whom to fuck with. You have my name. I have your
name. I also have your home address. I know where your wife works,
where your children go to school, and last but not least, the
address of the lovely flat you rent for your lovely mistress. Do we
understand each other?"

Face white with pain, Smalley nodded and
hissed assent. Tiny let him up and moved smoothly back to the door
to the office.

"Very good, Commander. In a week, then."

He let himself out and hurried down the
corridor toward the street exit. As soon as he was out of the
building, he wrenched off his tie, shoved it into his pocket, and
undid the three top buttons of his shirt. As he strode toward the
car he had borrowed, a laugh rose through his chest, and he did not
repress it. Jake Bonham had been one hundred percent correct.

"Kindred spirits. Hah!"

***

Although it was after ten in the evening,
Angel Ortiz was only just home from work. It was a late return even
for a man known to be absorbed in his business, but Angel believed
that one worked when there was work to be done and until it was
done, whenever that happened to be.

Maria had pouted at him over the phone. He
had expected it, and had promised her his undivided attention for
the whole of the weekend in recompense. She had giggled in her
special way, the one that said I know better than to believe
your sweet talk. After she'd stopped giggling, she'd delivered
the news of a lifetime. Now she was brushing her hair while he
mixed them the cocktails with which they would toast the future
that lay before them.

I am finally to be a father. His joy
was difficult to contain.

He had finished with the drinks and was about
to bring them into the bedroom when he heard a commotion in the
hallway outside his apartment. He frowned. Vallares Arms was a
choice residence, the finest condominium complex in the Hispanic
part of Buffalo. Part of what one bought by paying its high
apartment prices and commons charges was supposed to be freedom
from this kind of irritation. For two years, he and Maria had lived
there in gracious tranquillity. But, he supposed, there was no way
for building management to exclude strife completely. Domestic
quarrels would occur sooner or later in any family, except his.

The disturbance in the hallway was growing
quite loud. Someone was shrieking. There was an unmistakable
percussion; it sounded like repeated blows of metal against wood.
He turned from the bar and went to his door to see if there was
something he could do to put an end to it. Maria wouldn't mind
waiting a moment or two longer for her Blue Horizon.

As he opened the door, Angel Ortiz's last
thoughts were of his wife.

***

Tiny was standing back from the action,
fondling his bicycle chain, content to watch as Rusty hammered the
apartment door to flinders with a tire iron. Half a dozen blows
more and they would be through. Then they'd give the occupant
something to scream about.

He sensed rather than heard the door open
behind him. As he spun about, a man's head poked around the
doorjamb. Tiny swung; the chain wrapped itself around the
interloper's neck. One sharp yank, and the man was down and
motionless on the hallway floor. A flip of the wrist and the chain
came free again, coiling sinuously in its master's hand.

He nudged the body with the toe of his boot.
There was no reaction. The man's eyes were open, staring at
nothing.

Should have minded your own business,
asshole. We'd have gotten to you soon enough.

The adrenaline rush of sudden violence
brought a savage grin to Tiny's face. He was done with watching. He
left Rusty to his hacking and slipped through the open apartment
door. No one else was in evidence. The place reeked of money: deep
pile carpets, leather furniture, heavy, gold-embossed drapes, and
ceramic figurines and spun-glass ornaments all arranged just so.
Not a speck of dust on anything.

He scanned the apartment for the master
bedroom. That was where they always kept the good stuff, the cash
and the easily carried, easily fenced items.

He shoved open the likeliest door and found
himself on top of a gorgeous Hispanic woman in a satin negligee.
There was a hairbrush in her hand and an expression of outrage on
her face.

Something to spend the rush on.

His grin widened. He closed the door behind
him and depressed the button-style latch on the knob.

He bumped her backwards, into the room and
against the edge of the bed. She tottered and sat. She screamed and
tried to rise, and would have tried to flee, but he was upon her,
his legs pinning hers against the side of the bed.

She tried to back away from him then, outrage
engulfed by fear, realizing what had to have become of her husband,
but it was too late. He came down upon her full length, one hand
clamped over her mouth, the other groping for his zipper to turn
loose his raging erection.

This part of the take I don't have to split
with anyone.

There would be plenty of time to search for
valuables later.
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Chapter 10

 


After three weeks, it was no longer strange
or disorienting for Christine to awaken in the peach bedroom, to
writhe and stretch amid the bedclothes and prepare to face the day.
Even with the blinds drawn, the east-facing window admitted enough
slivers of morning light to awaken her naturally.

She could hear Louis moving around the
kitchen before she opened the bedroom door. Spring had asserted
itself, and the morning was warm. On impulse, she disdained the
robe he had given her and went to join him in her briefs.

He was at the sink as she came in. He didn't
turn. "Good morning. Not too much in the fridge, I'm afraid."

"That's okay, I'm not hungry."

"Chris, you will eat breakfast." He dried his
hands. "I just don't know –" He had turned to face her. "Where's
your robe?"

She shrugged. "It's not cold."

He strode from the room without looking at
her. He returned with the robe and held it out to her with a
wordless command in his eyes. She put it on.

"Don't do that again."

"Why not?"

His face passed through half a dozen
variations on consternation and shock. "Chris, there are
proprieties, there are rules, for Christ's sake! When you
present yourself to a man naked it conveys a message! Hadn't that
occurred to you?"

Red faced, she shook her head. She was half
angry at him for reproving her, and half terrified that she might
have offended him.

"Was there a message, Christine?"

She shook her head again and stared at the
floor. The Nag came awake for the first time in many days.

There was, wasn't there? He treats you too
well and you feel obligated, but he asks for nothing and takes
nothing. You can feel the bill mounting, and you're afraid that
when he presents it, it'll be beyond your ability to pay. You'd do
damned near anything just for a hint at this point, wouldn't
you?

As always, the disembodied voice in her skull
was right on target. She fought to dispel the unseen advisor and
reserve her attention for Louis. The Nag vanished, but the thought
remained.

When was he going to tell her what he wanted
from her? How awful must it be, that he was taking so long to get
it out in the open? What would she do when he brought it forth?

He punctured her anguish with a sharp
expulsion of breath. "Never mind, it's mostly my fault. For three
weeks you've been living out of my closet. I should have taken care
of it first thing, but I let myself get distracted. So we take care
of it at once. School's out for today."

Her fears surged again. "What are we
doing?"

"Shopping."

***

How the hell am I supposed to do this? I can
hardly even pick out clothes for myself.

They drove in silence. Christine faced
straight ahead the whole way, hands clasped in her lap. Incipient
panic was visible on her face. Now that he had precipitated this
adventure, Louis would have liked to reassure her that everything
would be all right, if only he could reassure himself.

Albrecht's was busy for a Monday. The bustle
of shoppers moving through the parking lot further amplified
Louis's tardy misgivings. He did his best to put them aside. It
didn't work.

I haven't even taken her out to a grocery
store yet.

As he parked the truck, he turned to her and
said, "Chris, will you wait here for me for about fifteen minutes,
please? No wandering off? Just wait for me to come back?"

"Why?"

"I have to find someone and tell her you're
coming. She's going to help us shop. This is going to be really
special, and a few things won't be ready for us until I come back
for you. Will you just wait here, please? And try not to be
afraid?"

She nodded. He knew her stoicism for a pose
intended to please him, but he tried not to show it. "I promise
I'll come straight back." He slid out of the cab and sprinted for
the doors. He did not look back. He did not want her to think he
doubted her.

To his relief, Albrecht's women's department
was not as busy as he'd feared. It was only a moment before he'd
located and reached the office of the department head. She was a
petite, meticulously groomed, and exceedingly attractive woman of
perhaps forty, a little shorter than he even in her high heels, who
carried herself with regal posture.

"Ma'am, I have a special request, and if you
can't or won't oblige me, I'll understand."

Her expression was pleasant but noncommittal.
"What is it that you need?"

He waved toward the door. "Out in my truck is
a young woman who's been physically and emotionally maimed. Less
than a month ago, a motorcycle accident ruined her face and nearly
ended her life. She has no one and nothing. She needs clothes."

"And?"

"And if it meets with your approval and your
schedule for the day, you and I are going to help her buy
them."

"Could you please be more specific, Mr. --
?"

"Redmond, Louis Redmond." He reached for his
wallet. "Here, run this through your reader and hold onto it, would
you please? We'll be needing it." He fumbled out a gold card.

Her expression dubious, she did as he asked.
When she returned, a new note of respect had entered her voice.

"How does one acquire a
hundred-thousand-dollar credit limit, Mr. Redmond? I've never seen
one before."

"I have funds in escrow to secure it. May I
assume that I'll have your assistance?"

He watched for an indication of assent, but
she was still reserving judgement. "May I meet the young lady?"

"In a moment. Do you have a private room we
can use for this? Her scars are very visible, and I don't want a
lot of flinching passers-by."

"Certainly. We'll use this one. I'll have
some privacy screens brought in. There is a fee, of course."

Relief crept over him. "Of course. Have you
ever helped a child pick out clothes?"

"Yes, why?"

"I think this will be a lot like that. She
has the body of a grown woman, but little sense of self. Whenever
she says 'I' or 'me,' you can hear her straining. You and I have to
guide her without being obvious."

"Just how old is she?"

Louis scowled. "I don't know, and she
doesn't, either. My guess is about twenty-five, but I wouldn't bet
the rent on it. She could be anything from twenty to thirty."

"Is it really that bad, Mr. Redmond?"

"Worse." He paused, wondering how much
explanation would be right. "She was basically the chattel of a
motorcycle gang for the past several years. I won't disturb your
sleep by telling you what they did to her. Let's just say it did
nothing for her opinion of herself."

She continued to listen like a detective
listening for a false note in the description of a crime. He
thought of Christine sitting alone in his truck, paralyzed with
fright, not knowing what was about to happen to her, and his
patience evaporated.

"I want you to bring her your best. Clothes
appropriate to a very high-toned environment. Classics. Dresses,
suits, high heels. Your best fabrics, silk, linen, like that. I
need the use of your taste and judgment. A complete wardrobe, two
weeks' worth of outfits without a trip to the cleaners. Consider
the whole of that credit line to be available if we need it."

Her mouth dropped open. She studied his face
at length. He kept his silence.

"You're a perceptive man, Mr. Redmond. And
now, may I meet -- ?"

"Christine. I'll be bringing her momentarily.
And thank you, Ms. -- ?"

"Davenport, Helen Davenport."

"I'll be right back." He was sprinting before
he'd reached the door.

***

Louis didn't quite have to drag her, but if
he hadn't had so tight a grip on her hand, Christine might have cut
and run before they'd reached Albrecht's front doors. Every time
another shopper came near, she flinched away, into Louis's familiar
and comforting shape. She could not help noticing that a few of
them flinched away from her as well.

The bustle of activity, the fabulous array of
goods, the whirl of color and light in the great department store
were enough to disorient her completely, if she allowed herself to
notice it. Only a month ago, she would not have been allowed to
enter. She clutched Louis's hand and tried not to see or hear
anything or anyone.

He put an arm around her shoulders and led
her into a large office, where a petite, beautiful woman wearing a
pretty velvet suit rose from behind a desk to greet them with a
warm smile.

"Christine, my name is Helen. Mr. Redmond
tells me you'd like to see some new clothes."

As nice as Helen seemed, it was all Christine
could do not to dive behind the curtains and hide. She turned to
Louis, who gave her a nod and a squeeze of the hand.

"Yes, thank you, Ma'am."

Helen moved to her side and slipped an arm
around her waist, pulled her away from Louis and guided her to a
large three-paneled mirror at the side of the room. After
positioning her new charge, Helen moved a little way off and
studied Christine and her several reflections with intense but
professional interest.

"You have a dramatic figure, dear, and good
posture to show it off with. We've just received a line of skirt
suits that most women can't carry well -- too severely cut -- but
on you, I think they'd look excellent. Would you like to see one or
two of them?"

Anxieties waning, Christine turned toward
Helen and unleashed the devastation of her smile. Helen responded
in kind, and they were off.

***

What had started with such trepidation on all
fronts soon turned into a positive delight. Albrecht's women's
department was as good as its reputation, and that day Helen
Davenport did them proud. For Louis, it was a pleasure to watch her
lead Christine through the range of choices they'd agreed upon,
helping the frightened young woman to relax and to see herself as
worthy of so much expense and attention. Soon Christine was
enjoying herself, too.

Toward the end of the morning, as Christine
retreated behind the privacy screens with a forest green velvet
suit and high-heeled pumps much like Helen's own, the department
manager took Louis by the arm and drew him aside.

"We have a lot left to cover." She held her
voice to a low murmur. "You're well over three thousand dollars
already."

He swallowed hard, then shrugged.

"She needs more foundations, hosiery, five or
six more pairs of shoes. And she should see a manicurist at once. I
can bring one in later today. What about makeup?"

"Maybe not today."

"There's something else. Do you have any
other lady friends?"

He tensed. "No."

Her eyebrows went up. "Really? I can't
imagine why. She needs to learn a few things about hygiene."

"Like shaving?" It hadn't occurred to him
until that moment.

Lady, if you think I'm going to climb into
the tub with her and show her how to shave her legs, you're
nuts.

"Among other things. Do we have the day for
this?"

He nodded. "Are you up to it?"

She grinned. "Watch my curve ball,
slugger."

"You're not just up to it, you're into it,
aren't you?"

The grin only became wider. "Aren't you?"

Christine emerged from behind the screens,
looking vibrant and excited in the velvet suit. Helen exclaimed,
"Chris, that's stunning on you, you have just the right figure for
it. Leave it on, I know you'll be taking it. How would the two of
you like to join me for lunch?"

***

Helen Davenport's condominium was beautiful
and tasteful, the expression of a mature aesthetic sensibility in
cool colors and Danish Modern furniture. She guided Louis and
Christine into her dinette, where she bade them sit and be
comfortable while she went to her larder. Within five minutes she
had produced a cold collation of meats, cheeses, crackers and
fruit, and had opened a bottle of chilled Rhine wine to go along
with it. All three of them ate with gusto, and soon were very
merry.

Louis had long wondered at the female
tendency to giggle in company. Now he saw it at close range, and
even participated a little himself. The cold sweet wine and the
copious food loosened everyone's buttons. The two women, for all
the difference in their ages, origins, and stations in life, could
have been childhood friends.

They were picking at crumbs and sipping at
the last driblets of the wine when Helen pushed back her chair and
stretched.

"The thing about working in clothes that I'll
never get used to is the heat. Management thinks we have to keep it
high so customers trying things on won't get chilly, but the store
help is fully dressed all the time, and we swelter."

Christine giggled. "I got hot trying things
on, too."

"I know, and I've told them so a hundred
times, but they don't listen to me. I need a bath. Care to join me,
Chris?"

Louis had known it was coming, and was braced
for it. He held his expression so rigid that his face threatened to
crack and fall off.

Christine apparently took no notice. She
yawned and stretched. "Sounds good. Where to?"

Helen gestured. "That way. I'll be right
behind you." As Christine rose and moved off, Helen turned to Louis
and murmured, "You'll be all right here by yourself? We could be a
while."

He allowed himself to exhale. "Certainly,
Ma'am. I noticed your bookshelves on the way in. I'll stay
occupied."

She fixed him with a no-nonsense look. "Drop
the 'ma'am,' Louis."

"Uh, okay, sure thing."

She smirked and followed Christine down the
short hallway to her bedroom.

***

The bathroom attached to Helen's bedroom
boasted an oversized Jacuzzi-style tub, quickly filled but large
enough for two adults. The warm, lilac-scented water was a blessing
after the morning's efforts. In a better world, she'd have a tub in
her office.

Within minutes, Christine became a picture of
relaxation. Only her head showed above the bubbles from the
aerators. Her eyes were closed, and her expression spoke of a state
of bliss. Helen smiled to herself.

"Time to neaten up." Christine looked up as
Helen took her razor from the accessories rack and sat on the edge
of the tub.

Helen noted the younger woman's gaze
following the razor as it glided over her legs. She enjoyed
shaving. It left her feeling very clean and feminine. When she had
rinsed, Christine rose from the water, sat next to her and said,
"Show me, please?"

"Why, certainly." She knelt before the
younger woman and began to shave her calves. Christine's expression
of dreamy contentment returned as Helen labored over her.

Helen had intended only to teach Christine
this element of feminine grooming, but Christine's obvious pleasure
in her ministrations was too flattering to resist, and she wound up
doing the whole task herself. When she had finished Christine's
thighs, she paused, then trimmed away the longer hairs at the edges
of Christine's pubic mound. A slight shiver ran through the younger
woman's frame, but she said nothing.

As Helen rose and turned to put her razor
away, Christine said, "You've left a lot of hair there," and
pointed down to her mound.

After a pause, Helen said, "You're right, how
careless of me," and began to shave Christine's pubic hair away.
The young woman closed her eyes again and relaxed completely,
occasionally stretching a little in contentment. She began to
purr.

If Helen Davenport did not trumpet her
bisexuality to the skies, neither did she trouble to conceal it.
Yet she had not intended an erotic adventure when she had
volunteered to help Louis with this task. Christine was too hurt,
and too frightened, for such a thing to have crossed her mind.

Even so, Helen could not mistake the
invitation Christine was offering, and the younger woman's shy
sweetness was more than she could resist. When she had removed the
last of Christine's pubic hair, she clasped the younger woman
around the buttocks, and lowered her head to the treasure she had
bared.

Christine floated on currents of pleasure.
Helen's tongue, probing in the folds of her labia and brushing
gently over her clitoris, was the finest thing in all the world.
Her hands went to the sides of Helen's head and held it between her
thighs, as her new friend demonstrated the difference between an
act of degradation and an act of love.

***

Louis had refrained from watching the clock,
from pacing, or from pondering the events in the bathroom down the
hall, events he had helped to arrange. When the two women returned
arm in arm, in identical white terrycloth robes, he noted only how
happy they both looked.

"Are we ready to return to the work part of
the day, ladies?"

Christine smiled. "Helen has the nicest tub.
You'd like it a lot, Louis."

The older woman nodded. "I'm sure you
would."

He forbore to comment. "We have shopping left
to do. And I think I left my credit card in your office."

"Of course you did. Would I have allowed
anything else? Chris, go get dressed and we'll go back to the
store. I'll be right in."

The younger woman giggled and ambled back
down the hall. Louis pitched his voice low. "Everything all
right?"

"Oh my, yes." There was a luminosity to
Helen's expression that made Louis's heart surge. "She's awfully
sweet, isn't she?"

"She could break any heart in America, scars
or no scars."

Her mouth quirked. "She's right, you know.
You'd like my tub. And I think I'd like to enjoy it with you some
day."

His breath came short. He controlled himself
with some effort. "That would be very nice. A rain check,
perhaps?"

"Certainly, dear. Limber up your shopping
muscles. We have a lot left to do."

***

It was early in the evening when Louis and
Christine returned to the house on Alexander Avenue. The truck was
weighed down with their purchases, and both of them were as worn
out as Albrecht's and Helen Davenport could manage.

Six thousand, one hundred and thirty-seven
dollars. Dear God.

They had parted after a flurry of plans and
promises, and Louis knew that Christine and Helen would not let him
forget them. His finances might have been depleted somewhat, but
his luck was running strong.

They unloaded the truck into the living room.
It took several trips. As he dropped the last of the packages on
his sofa, Louis collapsed into the tiny space left on it and said,
"You know, my main fault has always been lack of planning."

Christine was puzzled. "What do you
mean?"

"Why didn't I empty a closet for you before
we went shopping? I knew well enough that we'd need one."

Christine didn't giggle as he'd expected. She
regarded him solemnly for a long moment, then dropped to her knees
before him and took one of his hands between her own.

"Louis, do you want anything from me?
Anything at all?"

She wore the forest green suit, her declared
favorite among her new outfits. In the soft light of the evening,
her scars stood out as if illuminated from within, creating a
vision of loveliness and pain. The effort in her voice made him
want to cringe. He leaned forward and brought his hands together to
enfold hers.

"No, Chris, I don't want anything from you,
except that you become strong and confident and happy. Would you do
that for me? Become those things?"

She blinked back tears, nodded once, rose and
ran for her bedroom. The slam of her bedroom door shook the
house.

Louis took a deep breath and rubbed his
temples. He surveyed the room, littered with the trophies of their
day. Garment bags and shoe boxes were strewn over every horizontal
surface.

"I suppose unpacking can wait for
tomorrow."

***

Helen Davenport lingered at her evening ablutions,
taking an absurd amount of time and care over everything, as if she
planned a glamorous evening out rather than an immediate retirement
to her bed.

It had been quite a day, no doubt of it.
She'd gotten an unexpected degree of pleasure out of putting aside
her managerial persona for the day and reverting to a saleswoman.
Her eye and her taste were what had gotten her into fashion retail
in the first place. It was gratifying to confirm that they still
worked as well as ever.

Nice to have that kind of raw
material to work with, too. It isn't every day I get a customer
like that, and carte blanche on the costs.

Helen found herself thinking about the purchaser much
more than the customer. That shy smile of his was enough to melt
rocks. His protectiveness over his ward was incredibly endearing.
"Ward" was exactly the right word for the relationship between
them. Helen had no need to ask Christine whether they'd slept
together; the possibility didn't exist.

Men like that are supposed to be extinct.

Get real, Helen. He's younger than you are, and
obviously unattainable.

Well, I can dream, can't I?

She smiled to herself, closed the drawer of her
vanity, and went to her bed. There would be nice dreams
tonight.
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Chapter 11

 


Louis was washing the previous day's dishes
when he heard Christine descend the stairs, enter the kitchen, and
seat herself at the table.

"Good morning. Did you finish the book?"

"Yup."

He turned from the sink to reprove her. What
he saw made it impossible.

"That's not standard breakfast couture."

"Huh?"

He went to stand before her, arms crossed.
"Breakfast is traditionally eaten in pajamas or a robe, at least
around here. Not in a white linen suit and high heels." He noticed
then that she'd buttoned the jacket unnaturally high. Her hair was
too tousled to have been washed or brushed. Beneath the hem of her
skirt, her legs were bare. "I don't believe I heard the water
running. Have you showered yet?"

"Nope."

"What have you got on under that?"

Her mouth curved in a wicked grin.

"Chris!"

"All right, I'll go shower. Give me twenty
minutes before you start the eggs." Still grinning, she scampered
from the room, entirely too pleased with herself and close to
breaking a heel. He shook his head and returned to the sink.

She seems to get a lot of mileage out of
teasing me. I suppose it's harmless enough.

She returned as promised twenty minutes
later, just as he'd started frying French toast for the two of
them. She was again in the white linen suit and heels, but groomed
for the day, and with the normal complement of accompanying
garments. She fetched plates and utensils and set the table as he
finished preparing the food.

He served them both. She waited for him to
sit before picking up her fork and digging in.

"So? What did you think of the book?"

She started to answer through a mouthful of
food, then thought better of it.

"You can chew and swallow first. We have
time."

She did as he suggested. "I didn't get the
point. He set those two guys up just to shoot them down. It was
awful the whole way through. Why write about something like that?
Hey, wait, it was just a story, right?"

He nodded. "Just a story. But it's considered
an American classic. Now you tell me: what point do you think he
was trying to make?"

Her face contorted and her eyes darted back
and forth. "I don't know. It was like he was saying that nothing
they could do for themselves could change their situation. They
were doomed."

He nodded. "Were they the only characters in
the story that you could say that about?"

"No, he described Curly and his wife that
way. And the other hands, too. At least they talked like that."

He nodded again. "Prisoners of fate. What
qualifies a man to be a prisoner of fate, Chris? Do you think it's
something you could predict about someone, if you knew the right
things about him?"

"I don't know, maybe. But it would have to do
with him, not with the situation. The guys in the book seemed to be
trapped by a situation. That's bullshit."

"Chris!"

"Well, isn't it?"

He grimaced. "Well, yes, but there are a lot
of less vulgar ways of putting it. Let's call it 'fatalistic
nonsense.' "

She shrugged. "Bullshit's bullshit no matter
how many words you use to say it."

He threw up his hands in mock surrender.
"Have it your way."

"So what was the point?"

He sat back in his chair, hands steepled.

"What did you think of the writing?"

"It was beautiful. I cried over it a dozen
times. That's part of what confused me. He's too smart to have gone
for that...fatalistic nonsense."

Louis nodded. "Don't you think you might be
assuming too much?"

"What do you mean?"

"A writer doesn't have to believe the things
he puts in the mouths of his characters. What's important is that
they believe them, and act on them."

"Oh." Her expression became thoughtful. "He
could do that, couldn't he?"

Louis chuckled. "Yes, he could. He didn't
even have to use his imagination for a lot of it. He was writing
about a very hard time, when a lot of people had it tough and many
of them had lost their hope. Stories like that one were acted out
in real life all the time."

"So why did he bother to write about it?"

He leaned forward. "To capture it. To make it
real to people who might never have heard about it otherwise." He
reached across the table to draw a fingertip down her scarred
cheek. "To reach across most of a century and make a sweet young
woman cry."

"Did you cry when you read it?"

He nodded. "Like a river."

"Is that why you called it a classic?"

"Partly. It's no easy thing to do that to
millions of people you'll never see."

Her expression had become grave. "I'll bet I
could do it."

"Oh? How?"

"I'd tell them about the Butchers."

He nodded, rose from the table, and brought
his plate to the sink. He stood there with his back to her, running
water over a plate that didn't need it, for perhaps a minute.

They wouldn't cry, Chris. They'd retch. The
best of them would get fighting mad. Most would refuse to believe
that such a thing could ever happen to anyone in our enlightened
age.

"Do I get another book today?"

"Sure." Something a little more cheerful
this time. "Let me think about it for awhile, okay?"

"Okay. Do you have anything planned for the
day?"

He turned to face her. "No, why?"

She looked off, studiedly casual. "I thought
it might be nice if we dropped in on the Father again."

"Oh. Well, sure, why not?"

***

Father Schliemann ushered them into the
rectory's sitting room and bade them be comfortable with his usual
combination of warmth and Old World courtesy. Louis chose one of
the armchairs. Christine sat in the other. The priest sat before
them on the battered old sofa. Curls of steam rising from the
coffee service on the sideboard indicated that he had prepared for
their arrival.

"How have things been going for you,
Louis?"

Louis shrugged. "No real changes since we
last spoke, Father. Mostly, life just goes on."

"Yes, it has a habit of doing that." The
priest's gaze lingered on his face for a moment before moving to
Christine. "And what about you, child? Has my friend here been
taking good care of you?"

She nodded and turned to Louis. "Would it be
okay if I talked to the Father alone for a little bit? I don't mean
to be rude."

He had expected it, and was rising from his
chair as her voice trailed off. "Don't let it bother you, Chris.
I'll take a walk in the woods. Will an hour be enough, do you
think?"

She nodded gravely.

"Well, then, you two have a nice chat. I'll
be back at about eleven. Take good care of her for me, Father."

He closed the rectory door behind him with
unusual emphasis, so they'd know he had left, and headed for the
woods behind the building.

Wish I'd thought to bring a book. Damn.

***

Schliemann could see that Christine was
emotionally disheveled. The girl had no idea what to do with her
hands and couldn't sit still. "Is everything all right, child?"

"Yes, fine, Father. I mean, everything's
great. I feel great, Louis has been super, really super, but..."
Her shoulders tightened and she looked down at her knotted
fingers.

"Christine, come sit by me."

She rose a little unsteadily and went to sit
by him on the sofa. He reached to take her hands, and she gave them
into his clasp.

"I'm a Catholic priest, child. We have a
practice called confession. Has Louis told you about it?"

She shook her head.

"We know that people sometimes do things that
they have to talk about, but that they don't want to become widely
known. So the Church trains us in how to listen, and how to keep
secrets. You can tell a priest anything, and you need never fear
that anyone else will learn it from him. What you tell me will stay
between us forever. No one else will ever hear about it, unless you
choose to tell him. Not even Louis."

She said nothing.

"We're also trained to understand, and to
forgive."

Still nothing.

"Is there something you need forgiveness for,
child?"

"No!" Her color rose and her posture became
defiant.

He squeezed her hands, and she relaxed. "Then
is there something you need help forgiving someone else for?" He
paused to let her think. "It's not uncommon, child. And Louis, as
fine a man as he is, is still only a man, with all of a man's needs
and desires."

Surprise spread across Christine's face, and
she began to laugh.

Schliemann watched in amazement as the laugh
took over her whole body. Tears began to run down her face. It was
plain that she was not laughing from a sense of merriment, and it
was not a pleasant sight. It went on quite a while.

She subsided in a last flurry of squeaks and
sniffles. "How long have you known him, Father?"

"All his life, child. I baptized him."

"And you think he could bring himself to hurt
me? You don't know him well enough!"

Schliemann made a mental note to work on
curbing his readiness to jump to conclusions.

"Maybe this isn't such a great idea." She
began to rise, but he squeezed her hands again and she stopped.

"That's a good trick."

He smiled. "Yes, it is, isn't it? I've been
using it for fifty years. It's amazing how well it works."

"Louis does something like that with his
voice."

"Really? I'll have to get him to demonstrate
it. It's possible that I won't understand you, or be able to help
you. I, too, am only a man. But forgive me, please, for suggesting
what I just did, and let's try again."

She looked away for a moment.

"You said you were trained to understand and
forgive. But were you trained to believe?"

Her eyes returned to his. He felt the
pressure of a test in progress.

"I promise to believe whatever you tell me,
child."

Her gaze was oddly full of knowledge. "We'll
see."

***

"Now what do you think?"

Schliemann shook his head. "I don't know what
to say. But you're not complaining, are you?"

"No! I just need to know why. He doesn't seem
to want anything from me. Not that I've got that much to offer. But
I've practically sat on his face at least twice, and he didn't even
blink."

The priest gasped. "Christine!"

"Did I say something wrong? That's the way
Louis sounds when I say 'shit' or 'fuck,' but I didn't say those
words. Unless I forgot and did it by accident?"

Schliemann made a frenzied shushing
motion.

"It's all right, child, really. Sometimes I
forget about your, ah, background." He rose and paced the room. "So
what really bothers you is that you can't figure out his
motives."

She nodded, watching him with
concentration.

"And you know he has to have some, because we
all do. But he hasn't said anything." He paused. "What has he told
you about his own situation?"

"Nothing, Father. Where does his money come
from, anyway?"

Schliemann's eyebrows went up. "Does it
really matter, child?"

She met his eyes without flinching. "It
might, Father."

"Ah. Perhaps you're right. Well, he made a
lot some years ago, doing what he's teaching you to do, and he's
invested it very well, or so he's told me. At any rate, I don't
think we need to worry about that. He certainly doesn't."

She grimaced. "You have to understand, for
ten years I was surrounded by guys who made money by beating the
living, uh, daylights out of people and taking it from them."

"Ah, I see. He came by it honestly, never
fear." He returned to the sofa, sat beside her, and took her hands
between his own again.

"It's true that we each have reasons for the
things we do. But it would be wrong to assume that someone's
reasons have to be evil ones just because he hasn't discussed them
with you. Isn't that so?"

She nodded. "I just want to know, that's
all."

"I understand. In your position, I would,
too. But you can't force him to tell you. For now, it lies between
him and God. And you have more than enough experience with him to
know that he will not harm you in any way." He thought for a
moment. "Christine, did you ever ask him?"

She snorted. "Yes, Father, I did. Just last
night."

"Well? What did he say?"

"He said he wanted me to become strong,
confident, and happy."

"That sounds like Louis all over. But it's
not enough for you, because there's nothing for him in any of that.
Am I correct?"

"Yup."

Schliemann winced. "I'm sure he's asked you
not to do that."

She grinned. "Yup."

He shook his head. "Perhaps it'll take a
while. But I can assure you of this: you couldn't be in better
hands. And he does have his reasons, and they are good ones."

She sighed. "I guess I knew that." The
rectory door opened with a protracted squeal. Evidently Louis had
returned. "Can I come see you again sometime, Father?"

"Any time, child. For any reason, or none.
You will always be welcome in my home, and God's."

***

Christine was silent on the drive back. Louis
tried to make small talk, but his heart wasn't in it either. When
they returned to the house, Christine went to the mess from the
previous day's shopping spree and began to sort through it.

"Which closet?" she asked.

"The one in your room, of course. Give me a
second." He grabbed two plastic trash bags from the kitchen and
dashed up the stairs. Five minutes later her closet was empty and
the bags were full.

"I've been meaning to clean that closet out
anyway. I just needed a reason."

She turned from her mountain of purchases and
gave him that heart-stopping smile.

"I know, Louis." She bounded to him and
embraced him, pulling him tight against her while he stood there
holding the bags filled with his old clothes. Ridges of scar tissue
scraped gently against his cheek. Her lips brushed the side of his
face. She stood back from him, smiled again at his incomprehension,
and returned to her pile of purchases.

"What was that about?"

"Oh, no reason."
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Chapter 12

 


The nurse disconnected the intravenous unit
and rolled it away. Louis didn't move.

Dear God, how much worse can it get?

He feared even to turn his head. The nausea
had hit him as the drugs entered his bloodstream, and it was more
powerful than he could have imagined. The breathing trick was not
working. Panic was setting in.

He closed his eyes, hoping that the lack of
visual stimulus might allow him to gain some purchase on his
vertigo. The opposite occurred. The surges in his head and guts
seemed to swell to enormous dimensions, as if he were being tossed
back and forth by a pair of unseen giants.

His eyes snapped open again. It was
unbearable. He could not lie there a moment longer. He raised
himself on one elbow and tried to swing his legs off the gurney.
They moved much more sharply than he intended, and he fell.

He crashed to the floor alongside the gurney.
The impact shocked open his stomach valves. His body emptied itself
in a rush. His nausea metamorphosed into pain, a combined sense of
burning and corrosion that reached from his throat to his
groin.

"Nurse! Thirty milligrams of compazine,
stat!"

He recognized Miles Jefferson's voice. The
young resident's face swam in his darkening vision. As his
consciousness faded, he was irrationally comforted by the thought
that at least he hadn't eaten breakfast.

***

Louis woke to pain. His left arm throbbed
from shoulder to fingertips, and his left hip seemed to be a single
giant bruise. Mercifully, the nausea was gone.

He had been laid on a bed in a tiny private
room. Jefferson was there, asleep in a metal guest chair, head
thrown back at an angle that looked downright fatal.

How does the man sleep in positions like
that?

"Miles?"

The resident started, blinked, yawned, and
focused on Louis. "How're you doing, sport?"

"Hard to say. I hurt like hell, but the
nausea seems to be gone."

"It damn well should be. I hit you with
enough compazine to quench a volcano."

Louis raised himself up on his elbows.
Ignoring the throbbing from the left one took some effort. "Miles,
is it always going to be like that?"

Jefferson grimaced and looked away. Louis
could tell that the resident was mulling over how much to tell
him.

"You've reacted badly so far. I'd have to say
very badly. Normally, that's a pattern that doesn't change. This
stuff is not kind to your innards."

"I hope it's even less kind to the
cancer."

The resident ground his teeth and said
nothing.

"Miles, you're scaring me."

Jefferson slouched forward, dropped his
elbows onto his knees and covered his face with his hands. "It's
not working, Louis. I'm sorry."

Louis waited until the resident could meet
his eyes again. "What do you mean, it's not working?"

Jefferson stood up, staggering a little from
exhaustion. "Are you okay to walk?"

"Sure."

"Then get up from there and come with
me."

***

The X-rays on the light board were arranged
left to right from oldest to newest. Their testimony could be
interpreted only one way. The original malignancy on his lower
spine had enlarged and sent out thick vertical tendrils. Dark
masses had proliferated throughout Louis's abdomen. It appeared
that every organ had been affected.

Louis stared at the story of his
deterioration in silent shock.

Intellectually, he had known how slim his
chances were. Emotionally, he had never conceded the certainty of
his own death. Now, facing the evidence, he could no longer deny
it.

He turned to Jefferson, who had kept silent
while Louis absorbed the import of the X-rays. "How long?"

A spasm of pain passed over the resident's
face. "Not long at all, Louis. I'm sorry."

"Miles, how long? I need figures."

Jefferson started to speak, stopped. He
turned back to the light board. "This cancer is racing, Louis. The
chemo hasn't had any retardant effect at all. In two months, at the
outside, you'll be unable to care for yourself. After that, thirty
days, max."

"How do I extend that?"

"Damn it, Redmond, I can't save you!"
Jefferson's voice broke, and his shoulders began to shake. He
turned to hide his grief against the wall.

How many more times do I have to hear
that?

Louis went to his friend and laid a hand on
his shoulder. Jefferson emitted a cry of pure loss, as if his heart
had been torn from his body. He did not turn.

"It's okay, Miles." He kept his voice as low
and soft as he could. "I know you've done your best. But I need
time. Two months isn't enough. What can we do, you and I, however
radical, to buy me another three or four months? Self-sufficient
months?"

At first he wasn't sure the resident had
heard him. It was a long time before Jefferson turned to face him,
face wet and eyes crimson-lidded.

"I don't know, Louis. I should ask a few
people and do some thinking. But I'd say you should quit the chemo
at once. It's weakening you horribly and doing no good at all." The
resident's eyes began to brim again, but he checked it and
collected himself. "We could try palliative surgery."

"Meaning?"

"Open you up and scoop out anything we find
that doesn't belong there. It's got its own risks, though. The
state your kidneys are in, you could die on the table. And the
postoperative pain will be no joke."

Louis considered it. "What would the time
gain be?"

Jefferson clenched his jaw again. "It could
get you your four months, if everything went right."

"Is there anything else that has a better
chance?"

The resident shook his head.

"Schedule it. I'll call you tomorrow to get
the details. I'll need to know how long I'll be on my back,
too."

Jefferson nodded again and began to turn
away. Louis grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him into a
tight embrace.

"You tried, Miles. We both know that. But it
isn't given to any man to defeat death. Not permanently,
anyway."

The resident quivered and began to cry
again.

"You are the strongest person I've ever
known." The young doctor's words were a series of faint gasps.

Louis held him and said nothing.

***

The reveling had subsided. A few Butchers and
fewer Vikings were still on their feet, talking, drinking,
arm-wrestling, boasting of exploits past or recounting the one they
had just accomplished together. The rest snored in every corner of
the Vikings' base, a dilapidated old millhouse that had been forty
years idle when Jake Bonham's eye lit upon it.

Tiny couldn't sleep. He was too pumped. Even
though it was a week in the past, the assault on Vallares Arms
continued to sing in his blood. Listening to the others talk about
it at every idle moment made it worse. He craved further action, to
hit another fat target and claim the spoils that would accrue to
him as the toughest guy on the scene. But it would be a while, and
a good distance from here, before he could risk anything ambitious,
and he knew it full well.

What this country needs is more cops like
Eric Smalley.

The commander had been as good as his word.
The twenty Vikings and Butchers who had staged the distraction had
passed through District G's paper mill like a needle through a
sheet of gauze. Twenty-four hours later, all of them had been
released, and all evidence of their arrest had been destroyed. As
for the strike group that had taken down Vallares Arms, none had
suffered a scratch. The haul had been over a million dollars in
cash, jewels, and easily fenced goods after splitting with
Smalley.

It was an arrangement that begged to be tried
elsewhere.

As he sat on an ancient workbench, musing
over how to popularize this excellent new development in law
enforcement, he saw Jake Bonham approach. The Viking boss, as big
as Tiny but startlingly blond and fair-skinned, held out a
half-full bottle of Jack Daniels. He was grinning tiredly.

"Another toot?"

Tiny shook his head. "Been meaning to cut
back."

Bonham snorted. "Yeah, sure. And I know Elvis
ain't dead, 'cause the Martians told me so." The Viking put the
bottle to his lips and threw his head back for a count of five. He
wiped his mouth on a bare forearm. "Give this up and what's left to
live for? Pussy?"

Tiny shrugged. "It beats solitaire."

Bonham squinted at him in the gloom. "You
getting ready to hang it up, man? You don't look or sound the same
as when you passed through here last. The old motor ain't there. I
always figured you for a lifer, but I guess maybe not."

The comment took Tiny by surprise. "You think
I'm losing it, Jake?"

Bonham shook his head. "Naah. But you might
be losing the taste. You were good at the hit, man. Damn good, I've
never seen better, and I've been rumbling for twenty years. I'll
tell you straight, if you challenged me for the Vikings, I'd give
'em to you and walk away while my skin was still whole. Don't tell
my boys that, though."

Tiny laughed. "Keep 'em, Jake, I've got
enough troubles. So why do you think I'm losing the taste?"

The boss Viking grimaced. "I get the feeling
your mind's on other things all the time, that's all. Even when
you're tryin' to party down. And I keep thinking, maybe losing Tex
was a bigger deal than anybody knows."

Tiny stared Bonham full in the eyes.

"Guys die, Jake. Even our guys. Tex wasn't
the first."

Bonham started to reply, then thought better
of it. He started to offer the bottle to Tiny again, then turned
and shambled away to where a small knot of Vikings were still
trading boasts and insults.

He knew what it was that he missed, and it
had nothing to do with Tex. He missed the sight of a pair of brown
eyes driven wide with fear and pain, above a body that screamed
ravish me to every red-blooded man within twenty miles. He
missed the way fear would mount in those eyes whenever he looked in
her direction. Above all he missed the frenzied efforts she had
gone to, to keep him from taking her down the one-way street he had
promised he would one day show her.

He could not believe she was dead. Vitality
such as hers would not pass from the world without someone like him
to flense it from her with attention to every detail.

He sauntered the perimeter of the millhouse's
central space until he came upon Hans. The Butcher lieutenant was
lying on a filthy mattress, nursing a bottle by himself.

"Skoal, Boss." Hans waved the bottle in a
half-assed salute in Tiny's direction. "Want a hit?"

Tiny shook his head. "I want to ride."

Hans struggled onto his elbows. "You picked
our next stop yet?"

"Onteora."

"But --"

"She isn't dead, Hans. I know it."

Hans examined his leader's face for a long
moment.

"Okay. You got a new idea about finding
her?"

"Nope. But I'm gonna do it, if I have to burn
the whole county down and sift the ashes through my teeth."

The big blond nodded. "It ain't the same
without her, for sure."

Tiny grinned, felt the grin turn feral, and
relished it.

"For sure, pal. But we'll fix it. We ride
tomorrow."

"You got it, Boss."

Tiny sauntered on. His demeanor was
unchanged, but the singing in his blood had acquired a new chorus,
addressed to the absent object of his reverie.

Put on your party smile, slut, 'cause ready
or not, here I come.

***

Malcolm could have taken any four of them
with ease. Unfortunately, there were eight of them.

The melee had gotten out of his control. He
had not suspected the proximity of the second group until he had
already engaged the first one. After that it was parry, thrust and
whirl and hope to stay alive.

They knew their business, too. They might not
have known what he could do, but they treated him with the respect
due a dangerous adversary. One group of four acted as a containment
while the other four harried him back and forth between their
blades. Their coordination was good enough, so long as he remained
unarmed. They had scored on him too many times already for him to
think of anything but escape. He had weakened too far for the
escape to be of any kind but one.

The time for it was approaching. If he waited
too long, he risked a head shot and God-only-knows what after.

The two behind him were acting as beaters for
the two before him. The flankers stayed close enough to pen him in,
but not so close that he could puncture the containment with a
lucky shot. The lot of them were too wary, too practiced at their
trade to allow him to dream of a surprise breakthrough. He kept
them at arm's length only by whirling and flailing his limbs in all
directions. He couldn't do it much longer.

He permitted himself to be herded forward,
continuing to flail for space so that they had to keep their blades
high. The beaters and flankers slid along with him, as they had
done all along. With each step he was forced to take forward, the
two adversaries on that side probed for an opening that would
permit them to finish him.

Knives on the left too low. Got to move
right.

He summoned what was left of his strength and
essayed a fury of spin kicks to his left. The two on that side were
pushed back, but no gap opened between them through which he could
flee. The two on the right closed smoothly. While he moved forward,
one of them brought his weapon chest high. Loughlin saw it from the
corner of his eye and flung himself to his right as suddenly as he
could.

The knife caught him between the third and
fourth ribs and drove deep into Loughlin's heart. The organ
shuddered to a stop in a way that had become all too familiar.

This is getting to be such a bore.

With the dregs of his consciousness, Loughlin
forced himself to curl inward and away from the fatal blow, causing
his killer to pull the knife out of his chest, and pitching him
face first to the street.

***

The gang waited for an indication that their
victim was playing possum. None came. The spreading pool of blood
in the street testified to the efficacy of their work.

Finally one squatted over the corpse and
began to rifle its pockets. The haul was twelve dollars. Life in
Onteora had become cheap indeed.

When they had finished with him, they dragged
Malcolm Loughlin's body to a narrow, garbage-filled alley that
never saw the sun. The two derelicts at the far end looked in the
opposite direction until the thugs had gone.
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Chapter 13

 


Louis shook his head in admiration. "I can't
get over it."

Helen grinned and dropped a mock curtsey at
him. "Thank you, kind sir. It's all in the wrists."

The object of their attention sat on a high,
short-backed chair in Helen's kitchenette. Helen had labored over
her for forty-five minutes with an array of cosmetics that would
have bankrupted a normal household. It had been worth it.

Christine was covered from the neck down by a
nylon beautician's apron. Above the neck, Helen had made her up
with supreme skill. The natural olive color of her skin had been
burnished to suggest the glow of a Mediterranean sunset. Liner and
mascara had given her eyes a dramatic magnetism that compelled
attention. Best of all, through a combination of techniques, Helen
had undone Christine's accident. No one who didn't already know
they were there was likely to detect her facial scars.

"What other world-class talents are you
hiding?"

Helen's grin turned wicked.

"Never mind. How're you doing, Chris?"

"Okay."

Helen went to her and removed the apron.
Christine stood up, rebuttoned her jacket and smoothed her skirt.
She faced Louis squarely for a moment. Then Helen began to adjust
the younger woman's stance, turning her a little to the right,
pulling her left leg forward so that her knee was slightly bent,
and pulling her left arm up to a semi-akimbo position.

"Just hold that pose a moment, dear." Helen
retreated once again to where Louis stood. "What do you think
now?"

Louis shook his head again. "Where did you
learn all this?"

"Louis, making women look good is my trade,
you know."

"I see. Can you teach Chris how to do that
for herself?"

She nodded. "It takes a little practice and a
fair amount of money, but any woman can learn it."

"Chris, would you like to learn how to do
this?"

Louis was surprised to see the young woman
frown.

"I haven't seen myself yet."

Louis and Helen chortled in unison. Helen
took a small mirror from the table and handed it to Christine. At
the sight of her new face, the young woman's eyes filled with
astonishment. She looked up at her mentors and blossomed into her
best smile.

"There is one thing more I'd like to do,"
Helen said.

"Hm?"

"If we could get some red highlights into her
hair, it would set off the rest of the color scheme to
perfection."

"Well?"

"We need henna. I'm all out. A quick trip to
the pharmacy and we'll be ready to go. Care to take a little
drive?"

"Sure. Chris?"

"Okay."

***

Larry Lipinsky staggered down Grand Avenue,
lurching from side to side as he went. Many terms had been applied
to Larry Lipinsky. Most of them were uncomplimentary. The most
recent one was "homeless."

It wasn't quite true that he was homeless,
regardless of what social workers cared to believe. He lived in a
middling decent tar-paper shack in the Onteora woods, on state
land. It had a plywood floor and a window that opened. There was an
old Franklin stove that leaked only a little, connected to a
functional chimney. It didn't have indoor plumbing or electricity,
but there was a nearby creek, and kerosene lanterns provided
Lipinsky with what light he needed.

He wasn't there much, outside of sleeping
hours. He spent most of his time scavenging the surrounding area
for discarded items from which copper and brass could be reclaimed.
Strictly speaking, not everything he scavenged had been discarded,
but he was informal about matters of property, at least when it was
other people's property. The reclamation center on Ardsley Road
paid well for scrap metal, and he was one of its most faithful
suppliers. The social workers didn't know about that either.

Lipinsky's needs were few and modest. Most of
his income was disposable, and quickly disposed of. Whenever he had
sufficient cash, as he did this evening, he went into town and got
stinking drunk. Afterward, he would wander about harassing the rest
of the citizenry.

He stood at the bottom of Onteora's hierarchy
of ne'er-do-wells, who, grasping their place in society without
actually comprehending it, mostly harassed one another. Lipinsky
had no such inhibitions. He got away with it because he was big,
crude, and smelled like a cesspool. The police, fearing to trespass
into the social workers' domain, refrained from taking him in hand.
Sensible civilians declined to confront him.

He blundered into Calabria's Pharmacy at
random. The shoppers he passed gave him a lot of clearance.

***

Calabria's Pharmacy was the largest store of
its kind in the region, and was as highly thought of in its field
as Helen's women's department was in its own. Helen never went
anywhere else for beauty supplies.

Upon entering the store, she pointed to the
aisle containing the pantyhose and instructed Christine to find the
shade that she liked best. Noticing how Louis started after the
young woman, she took him by the arm and pulled him toward the
aisle with the hair colorings.

"You watch over her much too closely, you
know."

He nodded, his bearing stiff. "It's hard to
stop. She's more precious than you know."

Wrong, sweet man. I know better than you
do.

"You have to try to give her a little space.
You're encouraging her to cling to you. She already does it too
much."

Irritation flashed in his eyes. "I am
teaching her how to drive, Helen."

Helen pressed her lips together and nodded.
"That's a very good start. As soon as you can, start encouraging
her to explore the world on her own." She paused and grinned her
naughtiest grin. "That way you and I can have a little time alone.
My tub has been asking about you."

His mouth dropped open.

"Louis, lighten up! You're tighter than a
drumhead all the time. Yes, you have a large responsibility, and
you have to take it seriously, but you're allowed to have a little
fun now and then."

He emitted a weary sigh. "All right. You've
said it enough times now, I've heard you, you're absolutely right,
but for Christ's sake, don't needle me about it any more!"

His face had turned red as he spoke. She
released his arm. "I'm sorry, Louis. I'm a terrible meddler, and I
can't seem to stop. Forgive me, please?"

He made as if to shrug it off. "Of
course."

What don't I know about you that would
unlock your puzzle, sweet man? You don't act as if you've been
hurt, or scared. It's just duty, duty, duty, twenty-four hours a
day. But you won't be young and strong forever. Can't you hear the
clock ticking? I can hardly hear anything else.

"Louis, would you check down at the far end
for a product called Papaya Highlights, please?"

"Sure." He moved away, and she crouched to
inspect another rack of hair treatments. A few seconds later, there
was a loud crash a few aisles away. It was followed by a string of
filthy words and salacious phrases spoken in a deep, guttural,
alcohol-slurred voice. Helen turned and raced to find Christine,
moving as fast as high heels would permit.

Christine was in the hosiery aisle. She stood
militarily erect, facing a giant of a man in rough, mud-crusted
outdoorsman's clothes, who swayed as he leered down at her. A rack
of packages had been overturned behind him. A moment later his odor
reached Helen, and she began to swoon. The older woman stood
transfixed as Christine's soft voice issued forth.

"I have taken a lifetime's helping of shit
from the likes of you, and I'm not taking any more. Get the hell
out of my face."

The giant was momentarily dumbfounded. Then
he roared and stumbled forward, reaching for Christine. Helen
rushed toward the two, intending to interpose herself between them.
Christine stood her ground, radiating contempt.

The giant hadn't taken a full step when he
straightened up convulsively, pain and shock written all over his
broad features. He stood on the balls of his feet, nearly on his
toes, clawing at his own groin.

Someone had thrust a hand between the man's
legs from behind. The hand reached up to clutch a large wad of the
giant's trousers and whatever lay beneath it. It must have been a
grip of iron, for the drunken Goliath apparently could do nothing
about it. He seemed to be trying to speak, but a mouselike squeal
was all he produced.

The next voice Helen heard was Louis's.

"Come on, big guy, you don't want to get
between a woman and her shopping. I'm going to take you outside and
sober you up."

The big drunk began to totter toward them,
still on his toes, prying ineffectually at the invading hand and
squealing comically. Louis was steering the brute from behind. From
the expression on his captive's face, he wasn't being gentle.

Helen pulled Christine aside. Louis marched
his odoriferous captive up the aisle and toward the store's exit.
Many pairs of eyes tracked their departure.

***

When they reentered Helen's condominium,
Christine went straight to the kitchenette and resumed her seat in
the beautician's chair. Helen took Louis by the arm and pulled him
into the living room.

"What was that you said about hidden
talents?"

Louis shrugged.

"What did you do to him?"

"Not a lot. I convinced him to go play
somewhere else."

"Was he drunk?"

Louis's eyebrows rose. "You couldn't tell
from the aroma?"

"Never mind." Now that they were back in the
comfort and serenity of her apartment, the whole affair had begun
to seem unreal. Christine hadn't said a word. If she wasn't
unaffected by the evening's events, she was doing a good job of
simulating it.

Louis cleared his throat. "There was a favor
I wanted to ask you."

"Yes?"

He looked uncomfortable. "I have to be away
from the house for a few days, starting this coming Wednesday, and
I don't like the thought of Chris being alone for that long. Would
you like to come stay with her while I'm out of town?"

Helen considered. "Wouldn't it be better for
her to stay here with me? It would be more convenient for me, what
with work." She indicated the mountain of cosmetics and implements
on her dinette table. "I could start teaching her how to use
those."

He nodded. "It's fine with me. Chris, did you
hear any of that?"

"Any of what?"

"I have to be away for a few days, starting
Wednesday. Helen has invited you to stay here, so you'll have
company while I'm gone. How does that sound?"

She stood, tension immediately apparent in
her posture. "Where are you going?"

His answering smile was too fast and too
wide. It made Helen instantly alert. The falsity of it was
cartoonlike.

"I just have some personal matters to attend
to. Nothing of real consequence."

Christine was visibly troubled, but she
seemed to lack either the words or the will to confront him. "How
many days?"

"Five, I think." The smile was an ill-fitting
slice of hard plastic against his face.

How can he not know how false he looks?

Christine turned to Helen. "Will it be
okay?"

Helen gathered the younger woman into a
gentle embrace. "Of course it will, dear. I wouldn't want you to be
alone when you could be with me instead. Would you like to come to
work with me and help at the store? Do a little casual
modeling?"

Christine's wide brown eyes radiated
distress. Helen could feel her fighting it back, struggling to
trust the two near-strangers who were all the family she had.

"Okay." She hugged Helen, and the whole room
seemed to relax. Helen let her go and picked up the henna
preparation from the table.

"Chris, this is best done in the tub. Care
for a bath?"

The younger woman grinned. "Sure!"

Helen looked once more at Louis.

At least this time, his smile was genuine.
"Do you have any new magazines?"

***

Christine said next to nothing for the rest
of the evening. Not long after they'd returned home, she bade Louis
good night and went to her room, leaving him alone in the living
room. It suited him; he needed to be alone, if he was to separate
the currents of relief and agitation that had braided his
brains.

Helen's right. She needs more space and less
protection if she's going to finish growing up in time. But I
couldn't bring myself to leave her alone here, not yet. Thank God
Helen saw it the same way.

Helen was magnificent. She charged toward
that filthy brute like a lioness. For all I know, she could have
taken him down herself.

Why did I have to pick up a fatal disease
and a helpless young woman before I met her?

Because that's the way it is. Deal with it.
It's too late for self-pity.

Yeah, but I can dream, can't I?

He shook his head, hoisted himself from the
sofa and headed up the stairs. If he was going to dream, he'd do it
in bed. That was the proper place for it.

***

The body of Malcolm Loughlin lay where it had
been thrown three days before. Night was upon the city, and no one
was near.

An ordinary corpse cools toward ambient
temperature over a period of six to twelve hours. This one had not.
Over the four hours after his death, Loughlin's body had dropped to
a temperature of eighty-four degrees. It had plateaued there as his
body fought to repair itself.

Special organelles in every cell had noted
the cessation of blood flow. They had reacted by going into a
"standby" mode foreign to ordinary human tissue. When Loughlin's
lungs had ceased to pump air, combustion monitors at the bottommost
layer of his alveoli had triggered electrochemical signals that
shut down normal nutrient catalysis throughout his body. It was a
hidden feature of his mitochondria that minimized waste products
and mobilized a unique conversion subsystem for the task of
restoring his life. While this was in progress, his central nervous
system slept in a state of suspension. It was neither life nor
death, but something in between, like a shock-induced coma. It
preserved the potentials of life while coping with the fact of his
recent, violent death.

Healing the hole in his heart was
straightforward. However, it did require time and the conversion of
large amounts of other muscle tissue into raw materials for the
job. Anyone watching would have observed definite shrinkage in the
muscles of Loughlin's chest and thighs as his revivification
mechanisms cannibalized them for more vital purposes.

The blood he had bled into his chest cavity
had already been absorbed and broken down by unique cells in his
diaphragm and pleural membrane. The marrow of his bones was
replenishing his circulatory system from the old tissue and from
converted muscle mass.

The job was done. Loughlin's mitochondria
shifted modes once more, sending out new signals. His heart
restarted with a lurch and a momentary flutter. His pulmonary
muscles surged to rekindle the fires of life. He began to
breathe.

A few minutes later, the flow of glycogens
into his blood had permitted his central nervous system to resume
its ordinary functions. His eyes opened.

He rose from the alley floor with the memory
of his recent demise rattling in his head. There was little to see
in the darkness, and no one to see him. Good.

Before anything else, he had to deal with
parched and spasming bowels, the consequence of three days without
fluid intake. When he had finished, he began to make his way toward
the outskirts of the city. He kept to the deepest of the shadows
and to whatever opportunities for concealment presented themselves,
knowing that he was in no condition to fight. He was weak as a
kitten, dehydrated and starved. He would remain that way for some
time. It would be weeks before massive emergency nutrition and a
program of gradually intensifying exercise restored him to proper
mastery of his body.

Rising from the dead always did that to
him.
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Chapter 14

 


Every day for a week, the Butchers had fanned
out across the area around their Onteora barracks. Each rode alone
to an outpost of Tiny's choosing. They were under orders to do
nothing but search for Christine.

Rusty McGill had drawn the Albrecht's
shopping center.

Tiny had said it would take awhile. She could
be anywhere nearby, or long gone to some remote location. He was
playing the odds.

She had endured them for ten years without an
escape attempt, then had made her break -- for Tiny had proclaimed
himself convinced that the event that had caused Tex's death had
been no accident -- upon returning here. There was no better place
to look.

It was an exercise far from the Butchers'
norm. They had to make themselves presentable. They had to mingle
inconspicuously with large crowds of the dumbshits they normally
preyed upon. They had to be continuously alert for a single face,
one that could walk past them anywhere they went. Tiny had even
forbidden them liquor and drugs for the duration of the search.

One of the younger riders had balked at the
new orders. Foolishly, he had asked Tiny in public why they didn't
just recruit themselves a new slut, seeing as to how easily it
could be done. He would be wearing a neck brace for some time to
come.

Remembering it, Rusty leaned back against the
wall of Albrecht's department store chuckling and shaking his head.
He would never have done something that stupid. From the instant of
his recruitment, he had known what Tiny was capable of. He could
have guessed how little it would take to provoke a demonstration of
the Butcher boss's intolerance for insubordination, even if Rollo
hadn't told him.

No drill sergeant had ever demanded such
instant and unquestioning obedience as Tiny. Once you joined, it
was do what you're told, when you're told, and no backtalk.
Twenty-five years old and AWOL from the Army for the past three,
Rusty spent a lot of time questioning his judgment in joining the
pack.

But he knew he could never leave Rollo.

The Butcher lieutenant was careful to
maintain a veneer of obscene, casually brutal comradeship with the
pack's newest rider, just as with all the others, whenever there
was anyone around to see. But there wasn't always someone else
around, thank God.

They had met in the Crazy Clown. Rollo had
bought him a drink and complimented him on his customized
Sportster. They had begun to talk animatedly about motorcycles and
the pleasures of the road life. It had been during the first search
for Christine, which Rollo had told him about in tones of disgust.
When Rusty had commented on the pointlessness of expending such
efforts in pursuit of a mere woman, the light he had been waiting
for came on in Rollo's eyes.

They had been together only two nights when
Rollo suggested that the Butchers might accept Rusty. Rusty, who
had been slowly recovering from an orgasm miles beyond anything he
had ever known, knew at once that there was no other way for
him.

The ordeal of his initiation was just the
price of his love. He paid it gladly. There were other prices, of
course, chief among them the need to keep his relationship with
Rollo secret. Rollo had told him what the pack would do to the two
of them if they were ever smoked out. Rusty believed every
word.

It ain't that different from the Army,
really. At least the uniform looks better.

Now, here he was, expending his own precious
time in pursuit of the same Goddamned woman. He had joined up
expecting to spend his time tearing down the road with the wind in
his face. Of course, he had joined the Army expecting to spend his
time killing people, and that hadn't worked out either.

This bitch must really be something.

It would never matter to him, of course. At
least, not while he had Rollo. But as long as Tiny decreed it, he
had to take it seriously.

He pulled himself out of his reverie and
returned to scanning the crowds around Albrecht's for a mop of
curly brown hair above a pale olive face and a traffic-stopping
figure. He was serious about the undertaking, but he was
handicapped in a way he did not understand. He had never seen
Christine, and the Butchers were without a photograph of her. So
Tiny had given him a simple but vivid description of the essentials
and turned him loose.

In Rusty's mental picture, Christine was
dressed like a biker, in leather and denim, and wore the look of a
hunted animal. He only glanced at the high-class pair, one tall and
one short, dressed to the nines and talking enthusiastically about
shoe styles, that swept past him and disappeared into Women's
Fashions. He did note in passing that both of them were certainly
lookers, if you liked women.

***

The day had gone pleasantly enough. Helen had
taken Christine to the store with her that morning. The young woman
had done everything she was asked without complaint. As a model,
she had been effective despite her inexperience. A number of
customers had bought outfits because of the way Christine looked in
them. About that part of it, Helen could not have been more
pleased.

Now that they were home, the two of them were
finding it difficult to talk with Louis away. The kind of
conversation that had come so easily to them seemed impossible to
sustain. After an uncomfortable dinner, Helen retreated into
professional reading, Christine pulled out a book that Louis had
given her, and they passed the evening in silence.

At about eleven, they retired together. Helen
noted that Christine had no pajamas, and decided to forgo her own.
They came together in Helen's bed with the awkwardness of
strangers.

Helen beckoned the younger woman into her
arms. Christine complied silently, laying her head on Helen's
breast like a small child. For some time they lay unspeaking in the
darkness, savoring the warmth and comfort of one another's
flesh.

"You're worried about him, aren't you?" Helen
said.

Christine's reply was soft. "Aren't you?"

How could I not be, after the performance he
gave?

"Yes, dear. But he's not the kind of man it
does any good to worry about."

"Huh?"

Helen sighed. "I've known a lot of men,
sweetie. Some of them just don't respond to a woman's worries. They
do what they do, and we have to learn to live with it."

"I wish I knew what he's doing. Why didn't he
level with us?"

"Because we're the enemy, dear."

"What?" Christine propped herself up on one
elbow to stare down at her friend.

"Your enemy is the person who might be able
to stop you from trying to do what you're set on doing. Sometimes
all he needs is a reason." Helen reached up to caress Christine's
face, running her fingertips lightly over the ridges of scar tissue
that had bought her freedom. "You could probably stop him from
doing anything you didn't want him to do, if you knew about it
beforehand."

Christine's body tensed against her. Helen
heard the younger woman's breathing accelerate.

"He thinks I'd get in his way?"

"No, dear. Louis loves you more than he can
say, and that gives you a hold on him. Whatever it was he was
thinking of doing, if you could stop him, it would be because you
could stop him from wanting to do it. But you couldn't impede him.
No one impedes a man like him."

Oh, for a man like him. Where have they all
gone? Where has he been hiding all my life? And what on Earth do I
do about it now?

Christine's soft voice cut through Helen's
moment of reverie.

"I don't know from love."

Helen pulled her friend's head down and
kissed her full on the mouth. She moved her lips and tongue over
Christine's with an insistent sensuality that forced her to
respond. Soon they were both quivering from the intensity of it.
Christine broke the kiss and laid her head next to Helen's as the
older woman caressed her.

"We know, dear. We're trying to fix it, he
and I. Will you trust us a little longer, while we find our
way?"

"Yes...yes." Christine was still
shuddering.

Helen pulled her young friend tightly to her.
They said no more that night.

***

Louis shuttled in and out of delirium.
Sometimes he knew where he was and what had been done to him. At
other moments he seemed to wander a surreal landscape stippled with
archetypes and abstract forms, a place with no boundaries, no
pathways, and no point. At all times, his body was suffused with
pain, the sense of weakness, and the memory of radical
violation.

It is no small thing to have one's abdominal
wall cut open. It is even more a ravagement to have so many of
one's vital organs pared and sliced like so much ripe fruit. To
experience such a thing and survive requires the application of
powerful drugs, incredible life-sustaining technology, and
fantastic surgical skill. Louis Redmond's preoperative physical
state had been such that the unlimited application of all these
things was barely enough.

Onteora General Hospital and Miles Jefferson
had done what they could. The hospital was the best in the region.
Jefferson, though young, was one of the best in the world. Louis's
life was in the hands of fate.

In his lucid intervals, he fought for life,
straining towards it as a drowning swimmer strains toward the
surface of the water. In part, what he struggled against was the
lingering effect of the surgical anesthetics, drugs which induce a
state so closely akin to death that the body recoils from it in a
kind of cellular horror. But that was only a part. In his rational
moments, he could sense how tenuous was his grip on life. Those
moments were filled with a continuous silent prayer.

Dear God, let me not pass away with my work
undone. Grant me enough time to finish what I have begun before You
call me to stand before You.

 


==<O>==

 



Chapter 15

 


It was a beautiful Sunday morning, the kind
of gently sunny, gently breezy, fleecy-skied mid-May day that,
together with the autumn foliage season, persuades so many central
New York residents to endure the otherwise foul regional weather.
The winter's chill was only a memory. The heat, humidity, and
insect-ridden days of summer were still distant.

At eleven-thirty, Helen made up the small
table on her balcony, announced the cancellation of lunch, and
invited Christine to join her in a round of delicacies. She had
done it every Sunday, and many other days when her time was her
own, for many years. The two of them demolished a considerable
amount and variety of finger foods. They lingered over mimosas,
taking in a little more of the day before cleaning up.

"How are these made again?" Christine held up
her empty glass.

"It's just champagne and orange juice, dear.
Would you like another?"

"No, that's okay." The young woman set down
her glass and sat back. She looked more at ease than at any time
since Helen first met her.

"What would you and Louis be doing if he were
home?" Helen had refrained from mentioning his name for most of
Christine's visit. He was scheduled to return for her that
evening.

"He wouldn't be home. He leaves the house
about ten on Sundays, comes home about twelve-thirty."

"Really? Where does he go?"

Christine shook her head. "He's never
said."

And you won't ask him, will you, dear?

"I'd bet he goes to church."

Christine perked up at that. "You mean, with
priests and funny clothes and stuff?"

Helen chuckled. "Yes, dear. He's got a
French-Canadian name, so he's probably a Catholic --"

"He is, I know."

"-- and Catholics go to church on Sundays.
Most of them, anyway."

"When do you go?"

It was the last question Helen would have
expected. She found that she was embarrassed by her answer. "I
don't, dear. I haven't been in a church in many years."

"Oh." Christine's gaze wandered over the
landscaped grounds of Amherst Estates. "Do you have anything
planned for us today? Are we going to the store?"

"No, dear, I don't work on Sundays. Why do
you ask?"

The young woman stood up and collected the
dishes into a pile.

"There's somebody I'd like you to meet."

***

Father Schliemann had just removed his Mass
vestments when the doorbell rang. He was surprised to find
Christine on the rectory steps with an unfamiliar companion, a
petite, elegantly dressed woman about forty years old. Louis was
nowhere to be seen.

"Christine! Come in, dear, it's delightful to
see you. And this is -- ?"

"This is my friend Helen, Father. Can she
come in, too?"

He chuckled. "Of course. Welcome, Helen. Make
yourselves comfortable in the sitting room while I fix some coffee.
Christine knows the way."

When he brought the coffee service into the
sitting room a few minutes later, he found the two women in the
guest armchairs. He put the tray down on the low table between them
and sat on the old sofa.

"To what do I owe the honor of a Sunday visit
from two such lovely ladies?"

Christine sat forward. "I wanted Helen to
meet you, Father. She said she hasn't been in a church in years, so
I figured I'd bring her to this one."

Helen gasped and blushed brightly. Schliemann
clasped his hands over his middle and bent all his powers upon the
challenge of not releasing a gale of laughter.

Christine looked puzzled. "Did I say
something wrong again?"

Helen bit her lip and looked the other way.
Schliemann had never seen anyone turn that particular shade of
crimson. He fought down his urge to guffaw and said, "Not exactly,
child, but most people don't like to have that kind of thing said
about them to a clergyman. Besides, this isn't a church. It's just
where I live."

"Oh. Oops. I'm sorry, Helen."

"It's all right, Chris." Helen's voice was
faint.

The priest decided to divert the
conversation. He said, "I notice that Louis isn't with you. Is he
well?"

Christine frowned. "I was going to ask you if
you know where he is. Isn't this where he comes on Sundays?"

Where he had been roiled with mirth, the old
priest now found a rising tide of alarm. He had missed Louis at
Mass. Louis missed Mass on Sunday about as often as the Moon shone
blue. "When did you last see him?"

"Wednesday morning. He said he had some
personal business to take care of and would be away until tonight.
I thought you might know more about it. I've been worried."

"Well, child, if he said he'd be away, and
he's not yet supposed to be back, there's no real reason to worry,
is there?" How much do you know, child? And how much do I have
the right to tell you?

"He hasn't called, Father. Why wouldn't he
call?"

Schliemann shook his head. Maintaining an
expression of friendly interest untainted by fear cost him
considerable effort. "I don't know, Christine. He said nothing to
me. But did he say he'd be calling you?"

Christine thought for a moment. "No."

"Then he might have had to go somewhere he
can't do that."

"Why wouldn't he be able to call?"

"Oh, it could be any number of reasons."
He could be lying dead in a ditch, for example. "Louis is
his own employer, and he sometimes has to go places on business
where it would be very hard to call you at a normal hour."

"Yeah, you're probably right." Christine
turned to Helen, who had regained most of her composure. "He didn't
tell you he'd call, did he? Just that he'd be back tonight?"

The petite woman shook her head. "That's all,
Chris. Just that he'd be back tonight."

Schliemann turned to Helen. "Has Christine
been staying with you, Helen?"

Helen colored again. The priest was surprised
to see her hand snake out to grasp Christine's. It looked like a
very strong grip.

"Yes, Father." There was a note of defiance
behind the words.

He noticed himself nodding in the
characteristic manner of the aged, with his entire torso, and
forced himself to stop. You look as if you're on a rocking horse
when you do that.

"Well, it appears you're being well cared
for, child. And I'm sure Louis will be back in touch this evening,
as he promised."

Christine shook her head.

"No, you're not." Her face had gone hard.
"Don't lie to me, Father. You think I can't tell when I've taken
someone by surprise? You're as worried as I am, or I'll eat your
next pound of shit."

Helen gasped again. "Christine! I'm so sorry,
Father, perhaps we'd better go." She rose and began to tug at the
young woman's arm, trying to drag Christine out of her chair.
Christine didn't budge.

Schliemann stood and held up his hands.
"Peace, Helen. She's right." He waited while the two women settled
down. "I might not approve of her choice of idiom, but she's right,
and I shouldn't have tried to conceal it. Now let's all calm down.
If you like, I'll try to help you make some sense of what you
know."

The two women began to talk excitedly.
Schliemann leaned forward and listened.

***

"It's easy to worry about him, isn't it,
Father?" Helen's mouth quirked into a rueful smile. "Not that it
helps much."

Schliemann nodded. "Truer words were never
spoken, Helen. He's the most headlong person I know. How did you
come to know him?"

Helen glanced over her shoulder toward the
lavatory. Christine showed no sign of returning.

"I run the women's department at Albrecht's.
He brought Chris to me and asked me to help buy her clothes."

"Ah, so you're responsible for the
improvement in her wardrobe! My compliments, dear. I knew it
couldn't be Louis's work."

"You mean the King of Flannel Shirts? No,
mostly he watched."

Schliemann chuckled and folded his hands over
his knee. "I must admit to a preference for the fashions of bygone
days myself, but then I would, being old. And a priest is supposed
to disregard the communicant's worldly raiment and attend to the
soul, in any case." He paused. "What faith were you brought up in,
if I may?"

Helen frowned slightly. "Episcopalian."

"Ah, the Anglican Catholics. Lovely people,
most of them, regardless of what they think of His Holiness. Do you
retain any interest in matters of faith? I'm required by my
professional oaths to ask, you know."

"I, ah, haven't thought about it for a long
time."

"A pity. I enjoy talking about such things
with persons not of my fold. A pastor gets entirely too much
deference from his parishioners."

Mischief entered Helen's eyes. "Do you? Well,
we'll have to bring Christine to visit more often, won't we?"

"The girl is a pistol, and no doubt of it.
But you know her history. If anyone's entitled to a little plain
speaking, she is."

Helen threw another glance over her shoulder.
"Father, I know about clerical confidentiality, but there is one
thing I'd like to ask about Louis."

"Ask away, dear. I'll answer if I can."

She slid forward in her seat and dropped her
voice. "Is he gay?"

Schliemann chuckled. "Louis is heterosexual,
Helen."

"He would have told you otherwise, wouldn't
he?"

"I think so."

"Damn." She straightened up. "Excuse me,
Father, it's just that --"

"No need to explain, dear. I understand."

Christine stepped out of the lavatory to a
rumble of rushing water.

***

"Louis, no."

"Miles, I have to, so you might as well quit
arguing with me about it and help me get moving." Louis struggled
against a flood of pain from his abdomen as he dressed.

Jefferson shook his head. "You won't get ten
feet from the front doors before your incisions open up."

"Is this your way of trying to tell me you
might have dropped a stitch?" Closing the zipper of his jeans
seemed to take all the strength he had. Thankfully, the waistband
was several inches above the incision.

"Louis, I'm trying to keep you alive!"

He fastened the buttons on his shirt, trying
not to look at his friend. "I know, Miles, and I love you for it.
But I have to do this. If you sewed me up properly, I haven't got
anything to worry about. Believe me, I already know about the
pain."

"What in the world do you have to do that's
so Goddamned important that you can't stay here another week and
finish convalescing?"

Louis faced Jefferson squarely. The young
physician's face was a picture of incomprehension. "I have a
responsibility. I left it with someone else for a little while, and
it's time to pick it up again. Believe me, you would do the same."
He grinned. "What do you think I needed the time for, anyway?
Television?"

The resident sputtered for several seconds
before hurling himself into the room's guest chair. Louis sat on
the edge of his bed and studied his friend.

"I suppose it can't hurt to tell you.
Remember a motorcycle accident victim from about six weeks ago? A
young woman with heavy facial damage? I'll bet a dollar to a
doughnut you sewed her up, too."

Jefferson stared in shock. "She left here
with you? My God, the receptionist hasn't stopped talking
about it! Did you know there was a gang of thugs in here not five
minutes after she left, threatening everyone in sight and demanding
to know where she was?"

Louis nodded. "I know all about it. Keep it
under your hat, would you?" He rose, hoisted his travel bag and
started for the door.

"Louis, wait. Just a minute more,
please."

Louis stopped and turned back to his friend.
Jefferson sat facing away.

"I think I bought you your four months. But
you ought to know how it's going to be from now on." The resident
slid forward in the metal chair, elbows on his knees, chin in his
hands. His eyes were fixed on the empty hospital bed.

"The pain from the surgery will abate, if you
don't overextend yourself. But you're not well. There's malignant
tissue throughout your body by now. Eventually it'll get the upper
hand."

"I know, Miles."

"I did manage to get your organs cleaned up.
They're actually in pretty good shape, all things considered.
You're not likely to have any more of those nausea attacks. The
main trouble site will be your spine. There was no way to get to
the tumors there without killing or paralyzing you."

Jefferson massaged his forehead with his
fingertips.

"Eventually you'll start to have CNS
incidents. Surges of transitory pain, loss of motor control, fits
of localized temporary paralysis. At first they'll probably affect
only your legs, but that will change. Toward the end, your control
of your body will be very unreliable. Without medication, you'll
have frequent bouts of intense pain, blackouts, and irregular
stoppages of breathing. Your vision and hearing might start to come
and go."

The young physician turned to look over his
shoulder at Louis.

"Will you come back here when it starts to
get like that, please?" The words were soft.

Louis nodded. "I will, Miles, I promise."

Jefferson nodded and turned toward the bed
again. He covered his face as the door closed between them. Louis
strode toward the stairwell, fighting down the agony from his guts.
He wanted to run from the hospital at top speed, lest Miles find
some way to compel him to remain. He wanted to run back to Miles
and give him what comfort he could.

I'll be back, Miles. But not to stay.

***

It was late in the afternoon when Louis
reached Malcolm's trailer. The sight of the gaunt, haggard creature
that opened the door to greet him, indisputably Malcolm and yet not
Malcolm as he should be, was as much of a shock as he could
withstand.

"Dear God, what's happened to you?"

Loughlin smirked. "You took the words out of
my mouth. Get in here and leave the flies outside."

The trailer was a mess. From the plenitude of
dirty dishes and leavings of meals, one might have guessed that
Loughlin had hosted a dinner for fifty the night before. Louis
tried not to gawk at the disarray.

If he wants you to know, he'll tell you.

"It's been a while." The older man seated
himself at the dinette table.

Louis grinned without humor and joined him.
"I know. I've been horribly busy. Forgive me?"

Loughlin shrugged. "Forget it. How's your
charity case getting on?"

"About as well as could be expected." Louis
drew a deep breath. "Malcolm, a few years ago, when we were in the
thick of my training, you told me that there were some advanced
pain management techniques you could teach me, if I ever had a
need."

"You have a need?"

Louis nodded, trying to relax the muscles of
his abdomen.

"Big time."
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Chapter 16

 


Christine was quiet for days after Louis's
return. She refrained from asking him about where he had been or
what he had been doing. She was cheerful enough, and showed all her
previous enthusiasm for her studies, but Louis couldn't shake the
conviction that she was holding something in. Twice he started to
ask about it, then checked himself.

By the week's end, the pain from the
operation had subsided. He was far from well and knew it, but at
least he didn't need to stay in one of Malcolm's semi-trance states
all the time. It would be another two or three weeks before the
muscles of his abdominal wall had healed enough to allow him to
return to a modified version of his exercise regimen.

He caught himself in the middle of thinking
about it and began to wonder. Why continue to expend so much of his
time and energy on exercise, anyway? He could see the end of his
life from here. He wasn't training for a reason anymore. His muscle
tone wouldn't deteriorate that much in six months. What would it
matter if he died no longer being able to bench press three hundred
pounds?

The whole train of thought tasted wrong. He
could find no logical fault with it, but it smelled of danger, of
betrayal. He put it aside.

On the following Sunday after he had come
back from Mass, over an ordinary brunch of bacon, eggs and crisply
toasted English muffins, Christine finally asked him to explain
religion.

***

Louis declined to answer Christine's
question. Instead he directed her to put on jeans and sneakers, and
then join him in the back yard. He took her through several minutes
of stretching, then positioned her with her back against the
northern run of his split-rail fence. He measured a distance of
forty yards from where she stood, laid a large rock there, and
brought out a stopwatch.

"When I say 'go,' Chris, I want you to run as
fast as you can to that rock over there. You don't have to come to
a stop at the rock. Just get to it as fast as you can, okay?"

"Okay." She flexed her knees, zeroed in on
the rock and made ready to sprint.

He looked down at the watch.
"One...two...three...Go!"

She shot forward, legs pumping with
everything she had in her. The rock was twenty yards behind her
when she slowed to a stop.

Louis was staring at his stopwatch in
disbelief.

"What's the matter?"

"Nothing, nothing." He blinked. "You did that
in four point five seconds, is all. Would you like to hear what the
world record for that distance is?"

"Huh?"

"Four point one. That's the men's record. The
women's record is four point four. Chris, do you remember anything
about your past life?"

"You know I don't, Louis."

He shook his head as if to clear it. "Never
mind. You're fast. Very, very fast. But suppose you had to make
that run in one second flat, or you would lose your life?"

Is he serious? "I don't think I could
do it."

"I don't think so either. But tell me why you
don't think so."

"Well, you just told me the record is four
point four."

"Yes, but you just came within a gnat's
whisker of that, and I'll bet you've never trained as a runner in
your life. What if you had lots of time to practice?"

She thought about it. "I still don't think
so."

"But why not?"

He was wearing that irritating grin again,
the one that said there was something to be found here that she
just had to look at to see.

"I'll bet even a fast car couldn't do it,
from a standing start."

He nodded. "You're right. They couldn't. But
why couldn't you do it?"

"Because these are just legs, damnit!"

He held up his hands. "Okay, okay. You're
close enough. Yes, they're just legs. And there's something about
'just legs' that limits them to no better than four seconds in the
forty-yard dash. Come on inside."

***

They descended to the basement. He took her
into his exercise room for the first time. To her it appeared a
Sargasso Sea of oddments, some without imaginable purposes.

"I've got a lot of stuff here for
bodybuilding, a few items for combat training, and a couple of
pieces of junk I don't use any more." He pulled her toward a
worn-looking contraption in a corner. "This is called a universal.
It's sort of a safe dumbbell. I set these pins and runners for the
motion I want to perform, load as many iron plates on that chain
back there as I think I can lift, and then I move this bar in the
appropriate direction. Want to see how much you can lift?"

She nodded, and he guided her onto the bench
and under the lift bar in the standard bench press position. She
gripped the bar's rubber-covered ends as he squatted to put weights
on the resistance train.

"Okay, Chris. Try to push smoothly. Jerking
the weight can hurt you."

She took a deep breath and pushed against the
bar. The resistance was considerable, but it rose to the full
extension of her arms. When she had locked her elbows, she looked
over at Louis, who was watching with an expression of approval.

"Very good. Lower it carefully."

She complied, and he squatted to add more
weight to the train.

"Again."

She took another deep breath and pushed. He'd
added more weight, all right. A lot more. It took everything she
had to force her elbows straight. As she locked them, he stepped
forward and caught the center of the bar with both hands.

"Jesus, Mary and Joseph!" There was fright in
his voice. "Carefully now, Chris. Let it down very slowly and
carefully."

Between them they controlled the bar's
descent. He helped her to slide out from under the bar and pulled
her to a sitting position.

"You might be able to lift more than that
--"

"How much was it?"

"-- but I'm not going to take a chance on
hurting you." He led her around to the back of the machine and
pointed at the stack of iron plates attached to the lift chain.
"They weigh ten pounds each. Count 'em."

She did. There were twenty.

"I just lifted two hundred pounds?"

He nodded.

"With practice and the right nutrition, you
could probably get well beyond that. When I lie on that bench, I
can lift about three hundred pounds, and I'm only a little heavier
than you. But I've never been able to get beyond that. Why is that,
Chris?"

She turned from the pile of iron on the
resistance train to stare at Louis's lath-slender frame. Three
hundred pounds was about twice what he weighed himself.

"I know guys a lot bigger than you who
couldn't do that."

Most of them couldn't do what you just did,
either.

The Nag had chosen to put in an appearance.
This time, she found that she didn't mind. She was still absorbing
what she'd just done.

Louis scowled. "Forget them, Chris. Look at
me and tell me why I can't get beyond three hundred. I've
had trainers tell me I'd never break two hundred, but I proved them
wrong. So why is three hundred a limit for me?"

He hesitated a moment, then pulled his
sweatshirt over his head. For the second time, she gazed upon his
bare chest. He spread his arms and raised his chin slightly, the
better for her to see how he was built.

Her gaze traced his contours with
appreciation. She had seen a lot of men's bodies, albeit
unwillingly. His was worth a close look. His musculature was
smoothly faultless in appearance, chest flowing into shoulders and
thence to arms in utter harmony. Nowhere was it bulging or
overdefined, yet it was as visibly hard as a granite crag. It was a
powerful body that might have been designed specifically to conceal
its potency. Clothed, no one could ever have known how perfect it
was.

The guy in the drug store didn't stand a
chance.

"Chris?"

She forced herself to meet his eyes. "I don't
know. Maybe you just can't pack any more muscle onto your
bones."

She had thought it an evasive answer, but his
face split with his characteristic grin of satisfaction. "Very
good. And that would be because -- ?"

"You're only so big, and the muscles have to
have somewhere to go."

"Indeed they do." He wriggled back into his
sweatshirt. "Come on upstairs."

***

In the kitchen, Louis took a small saucepan
from the cabinet beneath the cooktop, filled it half-full with hot
water, and set it on a burner. From a drawer he produced a large
bulb-type thermometer, attached it to a pair of wooden grips, and
passed the combination to her.

"This is going to be a little different. I'm
going to make a prediction, and then we'll see if it comes true."
He gestured at the saucepan. "I'm going to light the stove and heat
the water in the pot. You put the thermometer in and watch the
reading, but don't let the bulb touch the pan! I predict that no
matter how high we turn the flame, and no matter how long we let it
heat, the temperature of the water will never rise past two hundred
twelve degrees. Okay?"

"Okay." She dipped the bulb into the pot. The
reading rose to a hundred fifteen degrees. He lit the burner,
turned the flame up high, and they watched.

When giant bubbles began to rise through the
water, the thermometer read two hundred twelve. She kept it as
steady as she could, never allowing the bulb to touch the metal of
the pan. The water level dropped and the kitchen filled with steam,
but the reading stayed at two hundred twelve until Louis quenched
the burner ten minutes later.

"We've boiled away too much to keep going
safely. So? What does that mean to you?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. Is it supposed
to mean something?"

"Well, maybe not. But what does it mean to
you that my prediction came true?"

"You knew it would be that way."

"And what does that mean?"

She started to speak and stopped herself. She
knew his style. There was a pattern in the sequence of apparently
unrelated things he had shown her that day. He was waiting for her
to see it. The Nag lent a hand.

Limits. He's shown you three limits. Three
things that wishing can't do anything about.

"Water's just that way, right? It always
stops at two-twelve. You can't force it any higher."

He nodded as the huge grin returned to his
face. "That's right. Not at sea level, anyway. That's one of the
unvarying properties of water." He took the saucepan to the sink
and emptied it. There was a hiss and a new cloud of steam as the
water ran over the cold porcelain.

"Scientists study the properties of things
all the time." He set the pan down in the sink and turned back to
her. "They look for patterns in the way things behave, and then
they test their understanding by making predictions. When their
predictions work, they gain confidence that they're on to
something. When their predictions fail, they junk their theories
and start over. Mostly by little steps, sometimes by big ones,
always building on the learning of those that came before them,
this is how scientists come to know the world."

He leaned back against the counter and folded
his arms against his chest. There was something in his demeanor she
hadn't seen before, a kind of all-pervading delight that
transformed him and made it impossible to look away from him.

"Scientists always look for the widest, most
comprehensive patterns they can find, and then they try to explain
them. And they've noticed that, the wider and deeper they go, the
simpler the explanations seem to get.

"The great discoveries of the past three
centuries have all pointed toward the existence of an enormous
central fact, a single law for the whole world and everything in
it. All the little patterns we see in things, like legs only being
so fast, or arms only being so strong, or water never rising past
two-twelve Fahrenheit, are just special cases of that central law,
like the differently shaped shadows a statue will cast depending on
how you turn it in the sun. Does that suggest anything to you,
Chris?"

It took her a moment to register the
question. She began to think. He waited in silence.

A million million details. A single truth
giving rise to them all. Human reason sifting the details for the
patterns that hid in them. Human knowledge of the patterns
accumulating over the centuries, gradually reconstructing the
statue from its innumerable shadows.

"The more you know, the simpler it all gets,"
she whispered. "The parts might be confusing, but it's made to be
understood whole." The thrill of discovery was coursing through her
like an electric current. "Louis, it couldn't have happened that
way by chance, could it?"

He folded his hands and looked down at
them.

"Some people think it could have, Chris."

"Do you?"

"No."

"And that's religion?"

He nodded.
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Chapter 17

 


"Louis, come on." Christine's voice carried
thinly from the base of the stairs to Louis's office.

"Patience, Chris. Don't you have any more
reading to do?" He closed down his editor, slid a tape cartridge
into the drive and started the backup program.

Her voice remained soft, but her tone was
pure adolescent exasperation. "Not for three days now!"

Oops. You're getting sloppy. But who'd have
thought she'd run through The Lord of the Rings in under
forty-eight hours?

"Okay, come on up. I'm just about finished."
The stairs resounded with her bounding stride. Lately she always
took the stairs two at a time. In high heels, no less. It made her
sound like an approaching disaster.

She was behind his chair before he could turn
around. Even the way her hands landed on the backrest screamed
impatience. He could imagine her struggling not to pull the chair
out from under him. A giggle welled up in him that he could barely
suppress.

She's learning my trade faster than I did.
Maybe faster than anyone ever did. She's reading her way through
the world's greatest fiction at an unlawful speed. This morning she
benched two hundred fifty pounds and wanted to try for more. And
she never gets tired. Just what have I got by the tail here?

When he swiveled to face her, the giggle
broke through. What little control she had over her facial
expression was insufficient. His wasn't showing too well either,
this afternoon.

"I take it you're anxious to get on with your
project?" He made no move to rise and let her at the computer.

"Louis!"

"All right, all right." He could no longer
restrain the laughter welling up inside him. He pulled his backup
tape out of the drive, got up, and slid to one side just fast
enough to avoid being shoved out of the way. She dove at the
machine and was punching keys before she had seated herself. He
might as well have ceased to exist. Shaking his head, he retreated
from the room, descended to his kitchen and began to fix coffee.
The impact of Christine's fingers against the keys was loud even
there.

We could use a second computer. At the
least, we're going to need another keyboard pretty soon.

He thought about the world she was headed
for, the world he had left so few months ago. His urge to giggle
died completely.

Why am I training a helpless young woman to
be a government lackey? What the hell is wrong with me?

He reared back from his own conclusions. It
had been her desire to learn his trade, not his. He had tried to
discourage her. What else was he to do? Send her to secretarial
school? Teach her how to steal? She was superbly gifted at
computing, whatever use -- or none -- she might find for it. And it
was within his power to free her from money problems for the rest
of her life. So why torment himself over it now?

Because she's going to want to work. She's
too good to treat it as a hobby. And the only work she'll be able
to get with her new skills is making things for the very thugs that
are taking the machines away from us. Maybe she'll wind up making
digital surveillance devices or guidance systems for smart bombs.
Maybe she'll impress the hell out of somebody in a uniform and get
conscripted as a national resource. What fun.

He thrust the train of thought aside. There
was nothing to be done about it now. He could never disengage her.
Just as it had with him, it had become a passion to her. She was
determined to explore it exhaustively.

And so she will. I've never seen anyone as
happy as she is when she's at my computer. I just wish she wouldn't
hit the keys so hard.

When the coffee was done, he filled two mugs
and carried them up the stairs to the office. He set one down at
Christine's right. She appeared not to notice, so complete was her
absorption in the program rapidly mutating under her fingers.

He reached into her field of view, grasped
her right hand, and pulled it to the mug that steamed less than a
foot away. She ceased to type and looked up at him. The fingers
that had been making digital thunder moments before closed on the
handle.

"Mustn't forget to eat, Chris."

She smiled, and his misgivings dissipated.
"Thank you, Louis."

***

Rusty McGill had become exceedingly tired of
Albrecht's Department Store. He had tried to get one of the other
Butchers to swap with him without success. You had to be too
presentable for this post, and most of them didn't have the gear or
wouldn't make the effort.

The newest Butcher sighed, reached for his
cigarettes for the hundredth time, and remembered once again that
Tiny had forbidden him to smoke while he was standing watch. He
cursed without energy, stretched to relieve the kinks in his neck
and shoulders, and settled back against the wall of the store to
resume his vigil.

He had come to loathe that damned wall.
Having to camp out here day after day and watch hundreds of women
troop in and out of this store, nothing on their minds but shopping
and getting home in time for the kiddies or some inane soap opera,
was beginning to unhinge him. But Tiny would not relent.

Rollo had told him to stay cool. Rusty's
lover knew the head Butcher much better than Rusty did, and of
course was far higher in Tiny's esteem and council. Rollo had
assured Rusty that Tiny would tire of the hunt, in time, but that
any attempt to hasten the process would have the most unpleasant
consequences. So Rusty husbanded his waning patience and tried to
soldier on.

Day was sliding into evening, and he was
about to return to the barracks for chow when his eye caught on an
arriving couple. The man's red and white checked flannel shirt was
what did it. Rusty had one just like it.

Rusty's visual memory was excellent. He knew
he'd seen the little twerp before, and wearing the same shirt. A
moment's thought told him where: at Onteora General Hospital,
helping his aged mother or some such to cross the parking lot.
Though stooped, the woman he'd been guiding had obviously been
taller than he was.

Images flooded back. The guy and his charge
had made for an old blue Dodge pickup truck that had been parked in
an otherwise unused section of the lot. Once he'd packed his granny
or whoever into the death seat, he'd sped off at about a hundred
miles an hour. That had been just before Tiny had led them all into
the hospital on that segment of this pointless pussy hunt.

Rusty's attention flicked to the woman. She
was young, tall, and dressed to kill. Her hair was a cloud of dark
brown ringlets. Her face was a light olive tone, pointed up nicely
with rouge at the cheekbones. And her figure would have made any of
the other Butchers want to drop to all fours and howl like a
dog.

Holy shit.

Rusty knew better than to approach the two by
himself. But if he were to tell Tiny that he'd seen her and had let
her get away, Tiny would have his balls for breakfast.

I'm gonna have to wait until they come out
and trail them.

It didn't take as long as he feared before
Red-and-White-Check came back out, but this time the little guy was
alone. Rusty panicked. He let the twerp get maybe thirty paces away
before he realized that he had to follow. The woman, wherever she
was now, might be traceable through the man. Hell, they might even
be living together.

Moving with all the nonchalance he could
muster, Rusty went to his bike and fired it up, keeping one eye
fixed upon Red-and-White-Check. The twerp got into the same blue
Dodge pickup Rusty had seen at the hospital. Rusty gunned his
engine and followed the pickup out of the parking lot and onto NY
231.

***

It was late in the evening when Rusty
returned to the barracks on Lumberjack Road. Most of the pack was
absent, but Rusty's eyes lit on Hans, Rollo and Tiny as he walked
through the front door.

The officers never have to stand watch.
Shit.

He fought down his resentment and approached
the troika with as much poise as he could command. They turned
toward him with blank expressions. Excepting his private interludes
with Rollo, he had never been so forward.

"I think I found her, Boss."

That was the end of the blank expressions.
Hans's face registered shock. Rollo's displayed relief. All the
blood in Tiny's body seemed to concentrate in the few square inches
around his eyes.

"Where is she?"

Rusty's throat had gone dry. "She's staying
at a place a little outside town, on Alexander Avenue. There's a
guy living there, too."

Tiny's eyes remained on Rusty's own. "How did
you find her?"

"She walked into Albrecht's with this guy
about seven. I followed 'em to the house." The flamethrower
intensity of the head Butcher's gaze made him want to back and
fill. "Boss, I could be wrong about this. Remember, I'm the only
member of the pack that's never seen her before."

Tiny's hands came down on Rusty's shoulders
with a force little short of a blow. "Big girl? Olive skin? Thick
mop of brown curls? Built like a brick shithouse?"

Rusty nodded. "Yeah."

The hands converged on the sides of Rusty's
face. "You got her, man. There ain't that many." The pack leader
exhaled and flung himself onto the sofa behind him as if he'd just
finished a thousand-mile sprint. Rusty stood between Hans and
Rollo, uncertain what to do or say.

"Tell me about the house."

Rusty shrugged. "Ordinary house. No
neighbors, though. Looks like a two-story. No garage. Just one ride
in the drive."

"Clear lines of sight?"

"Uh, yeah."

"Damn." Tiny stared at the ceiling. "Well,
tell me about the guy. Could he be a hassle?"

The idea of it was enough to make Rusty
laugh. "One guy, Boss?"

Tiny sat up and glared. Rusty's laughter died
at once. Rollo intervened before things could turn ugly.

"One guy can cause a lot of trouble, Rusty."
Rollo's raspy voice was pitched low and soft. "Especially if he's
got the right stuff and the wrong attitude. Are you sure there's
only one guy in this house?"

"Yeah, Rollo, just the one, and he's a joke!
Pale as a ghost, and skinny to boot. Barefoot, the bitch is taller
than he is."

"Her name is Christine, Rusty." The dangerous
light had not left Tiny's eyes, and the edge on his voice could
have cut armor plate. "Remember it. Learn to use it. You'll be
getting to know her real well."

The words hinted at unspoken knowledge. Rusty
didn't like it. Despite Rollo's admonitions, Rusty hadn't bothered
with any of the women that were drawn to the Butchers. Apparently
the pack leader had been watching him more closely than he thought.
The newest Butcher clamped his mouth shut and averted his eyes.

Tiny turned to Rollo. "Saddle up and have
your buddy show you where this house is. Check it out as thoroughly
as you can without giving yourself away. Then get back here pronto
and give me a full report. I mean a full report. Details
about everything. I want to know the exact fucking shade of this
guy's shit and which hand he wipes with."

"You got it, Boss." Rollo moved to Rusty's
side and clapped him on the shoulder. The caress at the tail of the
gesture was concealed from the surrounding eyes.

"If it all checks out, we hit them tomorrow
at noon, and tomorrow night, we party." Tiny turned to Rusty once
more. "You did okay. But next time, spend more time on the details.
The details can kill you. And I've lost enough Butchers for one
year."

Rusty managed not to salute, but it was
close. "Yes, sir."

Tiny grunted and began to turn away. Rollo
started toward the barracks doors, expecting Rusty to follow.

"Boss?" Rusty's mouth had gone dry.

"What?"

"I think she was in one of the hospitals we
went to."

"What! How do you know?"

Rusty regretted having said anything more. "I
saw the guy once before, in the parking lot at Onteora General. He
was herding some stooped old bag across the lot. I figure it was
her in disguise."

Tiny's face had turned so red that Rusty
expected his head to explode.

"That fucking nurse lied to me." It was a
whisper. "Me!"

Without another word, the head Butcher strode
to the front door, swept it aside, and stalked out alone into the
night.
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Chapter 18

 


Tiny pulled on his jacket. The day was warm,
but he liked to be in full costume when he went into action.
Besides, the old thing had saved his hide more than once, turning
blades he hadn't seen in time to evade them. He was both fond of it
and superstitious about it.

"Go over it again."

Rollo nodded. "It's a two-story bungalow, all
brick. Set well back from the street. No garage, wooden front door,
wooden back door with a screen in front. Three steps up from the
walk to a concrete stoop. First floor picture windows front and
back. Small windows on the top floor, but you couldn't reach them
from the ground without a ladder. No trees near the building. Back
yard's got a split-rail fence. No other houses within half a mile
on either side. Other side of the street's nothing but scrub woods.
Electric and phone lines are both overhead and run to the pole from
the top of the building."

"And the guy?"

Rollo shrugged. "Rusty was right, Boss. This
guy's insignificant." The Butcher lieutenant snorted. "Probably a
fairy."

The barracks erupted in laughter. Tiny wiped
saliva from his chin with the back of his hand.

"All right, we're ready. It's going to be
Rollo, Duffy and me."

Duffy Lee Ryback, a short, broad-bellied
biker of long years with the pack, grinned and strode forward. A
twenty-four inch length of iron pipe, his favorite weapon, dangled
from his hand. An inarticulate sound came from the corner in which
Rusty McGill stood. Tiny glared at him.

"Some rookies join the Butchers thinking
they're going to be in on every conversation, every planning
session, every hit. Thinking they're going to help the boss run the
pack. It doesn't work that way. We have to learn about a rookie.
Even one that came highly recommended. Find out where his strengths
and weaknesses are. Find out if he can be trusted to do what he's
been told. The smart ones learn it before they get their tongues
wrapped around the boss's axle. The stupid ones wind up with no
tongues."

The barracks was silent. Tiny swept his eyes
across the pack. After a moment, he allowed himself to grin.

"Clean this place up, guys. We're going to
party down tonight."

From the throats of the assembled Butchers
came a sharp, vicious shout as Tiny, Rollo and Duffy made their
exit.

***

Rusty waited for the sounds of cycle engines
to die away. As the Butchers began to turn toward their several
pursuits, he turned to Mac Swanson, a rider of moderate longevity
close to his own age.

"The Boss was in some kind of mood. What do
you think he did at that hospital this morning?"

Mac adjusted his neck brace. "Not much, for
him. We better get to work."

***

The Butcher strike group rode convoy-fashion
through the streets of Onteora and through the little exurban
village of Foxwood. Most passers-by recoiled from the mere sounds
of their cycles. Few people anywhere were likely to show an open
interest in their doings. It was widely known to be
unhealthful.

Alexander Avenue was a connecting street,
linking the village's Main Street to NY 231. There was only one
house between those two intersections: their destination. When he
had seen it with his own eyes, Tiny grinned. This would be too
little exercise to bother with.

He had the three of them roar up and down the
street three times before swooping into parking formation in front
of their target. If anyone were home, their arrival would be well
announced.

***

Louis and Christine were at the computer. He
was helping her to debug a tricky bit of code, and was deep in his
habitual analytical trance. The engine sounds failed to reach him.
What he did notice was her death grip upon his arm, and then the
rictus of terror on her face.

"What's wrong?"

Her throat seemed to be locked. Her lips
emitted a wordless hiss. All her muscles had gone rigid. Only then
did he hear the roars of the unmuffled engines, waxing and waning
in the street outside.

His own heart raced into overdrive at once.
Several deep breaths restored his control. He spared only long
enough to say, "It'll be all right. Stay here," before bounding
down the stairs.

He peered through the front door spyhole to
see three large motorcycles bearing three large and
unpleasant-looking riders, swooping about in the street in front of
his home. He couldn't be sure, but one of them looked
familiar...from the Onteora General parking lot.

Dear God. How can this be?

And then:

Can I take them?

He snatched open the coat closet and grabbed
his 20-gauge pump shotgun in a single motion. A glance reassured
him that it was fully loaded. He clicked the safety off, pumped a
round into the chamber, and opened the front door in time to see
the riders park their steeds and dismount.

Malcolm Loughlin's voice rang through his
head, harsh and heavily inflected.

"Never head into combat until you know what
you're ready to do, what you're willing to do, and what you're able
to do. Each of the three is a limit on you. If they don't line up
straight, you'd better run."

Louis Redmond closed his eyes for the
briefest of moments, and sought inside himself for what he knew he
would need. It was still there.

***

Christine wanted only to run, but there was
nowhere to go. This would be her last stand.

Without willing it, she rose from the desk
and went to the window. Tiny, Rollo, and Duffy were striding up the
walk to Louis's front door. Her time of freedom was coming to an
end.

Louis had gone to face them. Poor, simple,
good-natured Louis Redmond would try to reason with them. He had no
idea what they were capable of, or of how casually they killed. The
man who had given her her life was about to die at her tormentors'
hands.

And all she could do was watch.

***

Tiny was startled to see the little twerp
come out of the house. He matched Rusty's description to the
letter. Typical office worm, about five-seven, looked like he spent
his whole life indoors. He probably was a fairy. Perhaps there'd be
a little extra fun before they rode back to the barracks with
Christine. There'd be plenty of fun afterward, for sure.

He strode up the concrete walk, Rollo and
Duffy trailing by about three paces. There was a protocol to these
things. As leader, he got first crack at both risks and rewards.
Damned little risk here, but it was the principle that counted.

"Can I help you gentlemen?"

So polite. This would be fun.

"Yes, perhaps. Might this be 633 Alexander
Avenue?"

The little twerp nodded. "Indeed."

Tiny allowed himself a mocking little bow.
"Then you would be able to help us to find our missing friend, who
has been seen in this vicinity, entering this house?"

The little twerp said nothing, merely
elevating his eyebrows to indicate puzzlement.

"We've been looking for her for quite some
time. It seems she left her hospital against medical advice. We're
deeply concerned to see that she gets exactly the right treatment."
He showed his teeth. "Would you bring her out to us, please?"

The little twerp shook his head. "I'm afraid
I can't help you."

Tiny laughed. "Then we'll help ourselves." He
started forward, and the little twerp held up a hand as if he were
a traffic cop. The absurdity of it was so great that Tiny actually
stopped in his tracks.

"This is private property, sir."

It was all Tiny could do to keep from
bursting into a fit of giggles.

"How nice."

At the foot of the entranceway steps, he
lunged upward and forward, intending to body-check the little
faggot out of his path. But the twerp's right hand, which Tiny had
not yet seen, came whizzing up from somewhere near Australia, and
clutched in it was the barrel of a shotgun.

The stock of the gun smashed across Tiny's
face with sledgehammer force, obliterating his vision and pitching
him onto his face on the lawn. As he landed, he heard the gun roar
twice. Surprise and agony competed for his attention. The blow to
his face seemed to have shattered his cheekbone and several of his
teeth.

When his vision had returned and his head had
cleared enough for him to attempt to rise, a foot landed in the
middle of his back with unsubtle force. It was joined by a circle
of pressure against the back of his neck that could only be the
muzzle of the gun. He made no further movement.

After a moment, the foot came off his
back.

"Roll over and sit up. If you move your
hands, I'll kill you."

Tiny did as he'd been told, and saw the ruin
of Duffy's face a few feet away. Rollo was lying motionless, face
up, just beyond Duffy. The head Butcher's bladder cut loose.

"Jesus!"

"I doubt He's interested."

His attention snapped back to the little
twerp with the shotgun. The barrel was leveled at his face. The
little guy was expressionless.

"Your friends are dead." The voice was
hard-edged, but without emotion or inflection. "Can you guess why
you're not?"

Tiny shook his head. He could feel urine
soaking through his jeans.

"There are more of you, aren't there? About
twenty or so?"

Tiny nodded, eyes still on the muzzle of the
shotgun.

"Your barracks is out in Woodlawn, behind the
Crazy Clown, right? I've been there. You usually get what you want,
don't you?"

Tiny nodded again.

"And you get it because you're a bunch of
crazy motherfuckers, right? Because you're tougher than nails, you
stand together, and nobody in his right mind would try to stand up
to you. And you, being the leader, you're the toughest of them all.
Right?"

Tiny's attention shifted back to the little
man's face. It seemed calm, as if this were a normal afternoon in
this corner of Onteora County, with no bodies on anyone's front
lawn. But whatever his face said, the edge on his words was
something else.

"You think you're tough? You couldn't stand
up to me on your best day. You think you're crazy? I could make you
scream your guts out with nothing but my fingernails. And if you
disappoint me, I might just look you up and demonstrate."

Tiny locked eyes with the little man,
wondering whether to hope that he would live. The guy didn't seem
to like it. He brought the business end of the shotgun down to rest
on the bridge of Tiny's nose.

"I'm sending you back to your pack. You're
going to tell them all about the crazy man who killed their
friends. And you're going to convince them to stay the hell away
from here. Know why?"

Tiny said nothing.

"Because if you don't convince them, I will
look you up, and I will finish you. But not cleanly, the way I did
your friends. I'll take my time. I will teach you every way to hurt
that the world has ever known. You'll beg me to kill you until your
throat turns raw. Do you understand me?"

Tiny nodded.

"Are you going to stay the hell away?"

Tiny nodded again.

"And what about Christine?"

Tiny struggled to find his voice. "She's
yours now, man. Just let me up."

"No. Onto your hands and knees."

Tiny complied. The shotgun never left his
face.

"Crawl over to your hog and get the fuck out
of here. You'll never know when I'm watching you, so don't get
clever. I've got garbage to dispose of, and I'm in a foul mood. If
I see you again, here or anywhere, it's over."

Tiny did as instructed. When he got to his
cycle, he turned back toward the house. The little twerp had gone
inside and shut the door. He had not even remained to watch Tiny's
departure. Shuddering, running his tongue over his shattered teeth,
the Butcher chieftain kicked over the engine and rode away.

***

When Louis reentered the house, he could not
find Christine. She was no longer in the office, and nowhere else
in the living spaces of the house. After two minutes of rushing
about shouting her name, he was hoarse, flushed, and near
panic.

She wouldn't have left the house. She'd be
too scared of what might be waiting outside. She's probably still
too scared to show herself.

He realized that he was still carrying the
shotgun. He clicked the safety on, restored it to its place of
concealment in the coat closet, and sprinted for the basement
stairs.

He found her wedged behind his furnace. She
was crouched into as small a huddle as she could manage in the
narrow space between the furnace and the wall. Her eyes were wild
with fear.

"Chris, you can come out." He did his best to
keep his voice low. "It's all right now. They're gone and they
won't be back. You can come out."

She gaped at him as if he were a total
stranger speaking an alien language for perhaps half a minute.
Slowly, she straightened up and squirmed forward out of her place
of concealment.

From head to toe she was a mess. Her
beautiful white linen suit was smeared with oil and soot. Her pumps
were smudged and scuffed. But worst of all was the picture of Hell
on her face. Louis's heart clenched in his chest.

She leaped at him.

It was not an attack, but no attack could
have been more forceful. She wrapped all her limbs around him and
clung to him with manic strength. He lost his balance and toppled
backward, but she did not let go. The impact against the concrete
floor of the basement emptied his lungs in a rush. She remained
atop him, still clutching him for dear life.

The whole length of her body was pressed
against him. Each gasp and shiver that ran down her frame shook him
as well. He could only clasp her in his arms and wait for her storm
to pass.

Her hands went to the buckle on his belt.

He tried to stop her, found that he could
not. Against his diminishing resistance, she undid his pants and
slid them away, then did the same for his briefs.

She hiked up her skirt with a twist of her
hips and impaled herself upon him. The sudden enclosure of his
organ by her vaginal passage was like an electric shock.
Involuntarily he arched, bucked, and pressed himself into her. In a
few moments, she had brought him to that secret place, reached only
through a woman's body, where every man is, for a little while, a
god.

Thus it was that, at thirty-six years of age,
on the gritty concrete floor of his basement, only minutes after
committing two homicides, Louis Redmond lost his virginity.

***

At about midnight, a blue Dodge pickup truck
entered an alley off a back street on the seedy end of Onteora's
commercial district. It was a place where only winos and junkies
ever went: dirty, damp, and dark even at high noon. The two
derelicts who were there at the time scuttled down to the far end,
hid behind a mound of trash, and waited for the intruder to
depart.

A short figure in coveralls emerged from the
cab, visible only as a silhouette against the darkness. It pulled
the tonneau cover back from the workbed and unloaded two large,
heavy objects onto the alley floor. When the truck had gone, the
two derelicts slunk back to see what the intruder had added to
their environment.

The truck's payload had been human bodies. One had a
large hole in its chest. The other's head had been all but
destroyed.

After they had turned out the pockets of both corpses
and found nothing of value, one of the winos spat on the bodies.
"Thanks for nothing, stiff."

***

It was after one o'clock when Louis returned
from his errand. He went straight to the shower, fighting the urge
to plunge into the water fully clothed. He scrubbed long and hard,
under a spray as hot and hard as he could stand.

Dear God, forgive me for treating two of
Your creations like lumps of offal. Forgive me for killing them.
And above all, forgive me for enjoying it so much, if You can.

When he had returned to a state approximating
self-possession, he toweled off, made a ball of his soiled
clothing, and headed for his bedroom. He found Christine there. She
was sitting up in his bed, waiting for him.

She had scrubbed herself clean. There was no
makeup on her face. Her scars were plainly visible in the dim
light. She let the blanket slide down her chest, revealing her
breasts.

He stood in the doorway for a moment, meeting
her eyes. He was no longer sure of anything in the world. She
waited in silence.

"Is this what you want, Chris?"

She nodded and held out her arms. Without
another word, he joined her.

He, who had never known a woman's body before
that day, learned from her the heights of carnal love. She, who had
been violated innumerable times and subjected to vilenesses that
beggared description, learned from him the depths of tenderness. It
was dawn before they slept.
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Part Two:

The Fledging

 


Chapter 19

 


Louis woke slowly, regaining consciousness by
gentle degrees. Late morning sunlight streamed through the bedroom
window, bright and strong. He hadn't risen so late in the day in
years.

Christine lay at his left, her arm across his
chest, her face half obscured by her cloud of hair. She was still
asleep.

It really happened.

His body felt strange. It was a sensation he
could not account for from his illness or his recent surgery. He
was permeated with a sense of completion, as if he had been running
a race for some incredible length of time and had finally reached
the finish line, declared the winner. It was a feeling of warmth
and softness, of relaxation and contentment. It was completely
outside his experience.

He wondered if it ought to frighten him.

I killed two men and threw their bodies into
an alley. I came back here and had unhallowed carnal relations with
a helpless woman for most of the night. Two of the worst things I
could have done, and I don't feel a twinge of guilt or regret.
What's happening to me?

He probed at himself from every direction he
could think of. It didn't matter. He couldn't make himself feel
anything but happiness and peace.

I'm about to die. I'm going to have to stare
God in the face with all this on my soul, and I can't find it in me
to regret it!

It didn't work. He was stuck with feeling
good.

I wonder how long it'll last.

He sat up and tried to slide out of bed
without waking Christine. That didn't work either.

"Louis?"

Her eyes were wide, but there was no fear in
them.

"It really happened?"

He nodded and reached down to caress her
face. His fingertips traced the lines of scar tissue that latticed
her cheek.

"Yes."

She reached out and pulled him against her
before he could say another word. Within seconds, he was inside her
again, his whole being aflame with fulfillment. Her embrace was
unbreakable. The warmth and softness of her flesh became his whole
world.

This cannot possibly be wrong.

***

"Louis, are you all right?" Christine laid
her hand on his. The kitchen was golden with the brilliant spring
sunlight, redolent with the aromas of coffee and blossoming
flowers.

He smiled. "Never better."

She snorted. "Why do men think we can be
fooled so easily?"

He laughed and sat back in his chair. "What
men, Chris?"

"You and the Father."

That got his attention. "What are you talking
about?"

"While you were away, Helen and I went to see
him. Did you know he was worried about you? He said you never
missed Mass if you could help it, and he had no idea where you
were. He tried to reassure us that everything was all right, that
you were excellent at taking care of yourself. All he did was scare
the living shit out of us."

He opened his mouth to reprove her for the
vulgarity, but gave up on it before he started. "What did he say
that scared you?"

She made an irritated gesture. "It wasn't
what he said, dummy. He said all the right things, if you could
ignore what his face and body were practically screaming. He even
smelled scared."

"But here I am, Chris. Maybe his confidence
wasn't misplaced after all?"

She shook her head violently. "He had no
confidence. He knew something about you that scared him. He didn't
say what it was -- you knew he wouldn't, or you wouldn't have told
him, right? -- but that didn't keep Helen and me from catching the
fear."

He interlaced his fingers with hers. "Those
callers we had yesterday, Chris. Did you know their names?"

She frowned. "Yup. Tiny, Rollo, and Duffy.
Why?"

"Were Rollo and Duffy tough guys?"

"You bet your ass. Rollo was Tiny's second in
command, and I once saw Duffy kill a guy with one swing of that
pipe of his."

He nodded. "And there was Tiny alongside
them. The three of them against delicate little me. What were they
here for, Chris?"

Her lips parted, but she said nothing.

"For you, wasn't it?"

She looked away.

"But here we sit, warm and cozy in my
kitchen, with an English muffin each and a fresh pot of coffee. And
where are they?"

"Louis, why did you let Tiny live?"

Well, at least it's a change of subject.

"Would you have preferred to see him die
too?"

"Yes." Her whisper quivered with memories of
pain.

"I understand. Now, imagine that I'd killed
all three of them, instead of sending Tiny back with his tail
between his legs. Don't you think the others would have eventually
come out here to find out what happened to their fearless
leader?"

She turned back to him, comprehension dawning
on her face. He rose and poured himself a fresh cup of coffee.

"The lawn's only so big, Chris. If they all
showed up, I wouldn't have space enough for the bodies."

He came back to the table, sat beside her,
and took her hand.

"I don't like to kill, Chris. But you saw me
do it. I know you've seen others do it. Would you say I do it
well?"

She nodded.

"But that doesn't mean I want to do more of
it than I have to. Three big, tough guys found out yesterday what
can happen when you judge a book by its cover. Two went down for
keeps, and the third took the news back to about twenty others I
never want to meet. I expect they'll believe him. I figured that
gave us our best chance of being left alone here. I don't want to
have to mine the front yard."

He squeezed her hand and waited for her to
absorb it all.

"Louis, could you have taken the whole
pack?"

He looked off through the kitchen window at
the rhododendrons and honeysuckle that grew in profusion along the
eastern run of his fence. He thought of things Malcolm had taught
him, had insisted that he learn thoroughly, but that he had never
had occasion to use. He thought of the cache of heavy weapons
Malcolm had helped him acquire and had trained him to wield. He
thought of the way his blood had risen to propel his killing rage,
once he'd set his intentions and summoned it to his need.

He said I was better than he was.

All the skills Malcolm had insisted that he
master had risen to his hand smoothly and naturally. There had
never been any doubt how it would turn out.

Such a terrible thing to be good at.

"They wouldn't have had a chance in a
hundred, Chris. My worst problem would have been getting rid of the
corpses."

He rose again and took his cup and dish to
the sink. Over the hiss of running water, he said, "You've still
got some of my old clothes, don't you?"

"Yes, why?"

"Because you're going to need them. You need
to know how to do this stuff more than I do. A lot more. And you're
going to learn it. Which is not something you can do in a tailored
linen suit and high-heeled pumps."

"Louis, Helen is expecting us this
afternoon."

"Then we'll start tomorrow."

***

The barracks was edging toward panic. No one
had been much worried the previous afternoon. As the sun set, the
Butchers began to ask themselves what could be taking so long. As
the night wore on, they began to ask one another. Morning found
them all together, all strung wire-taut. No one dared to leave,
even for a few minutes.

Rusty's emotions were tangled. He didn't much
like Tiny. If the Butcher chieftain had decided to abscond with his
prize, Rusty wouldn't mind. But if that were the case, why hadn't
Rollo returned yet?

If Tiny had somehow managed to get himself
killed, that wouldn't affect Rusty much either. But Rollo was
committed to Tiny. Tiny's death would necessarily have been
accompanied by Rollo's. Rusty wouldn't want that at all.

Supposing all to be well, the strike group
could only have gone to ground somewhere, to enjoy themselves
awhile with Christine before bringing her back to the barracks and
letting the rest of the pack have at her. Rusty didn't much like
the thought of that. Rollo was his. But the Butcher lieutenant
would have to keep up appearances, an idea which Rusty had begun to
find distasteful. He didn't think it likely, but he brooded on it
anyway. It was the best of a bad set of possibilities.

It was a few minutes before noon when the
front door of the barracks opened. Every head turned to the sound.
Tiny stumbled into the room, battered, bedraggled, and alone.

Rusty restrained himself as the rest of the
Butchers rushed to their leader's side. The others wanted to give
aid and comfort. He wanted to beat the man senseless. The others
wanted the story of the encounter. He wanted to know what had
become of his lover.

Two Butchers half-carried their chieftain to
the old sofa he favored and laid him down upon it. Two others
pulled off Tiny's boots for him. The man stank as though he'd
bathed in a sewer. The left side of his face was purple and
grotesquely swollen. No one said a word until Tiny's voice
rose.

"They're all dead, guys." The damage to
Tiny's face made his words indistinct. The pack pressed close
around him.

"Christine and her fancy man were pulling out
of his driveway as we approached. Hell of a coincidence. They saw
us and took off. We chased them down fifty-four for nearly thirty
miles at top speed."

Tiny paused to shake his head in rueful
admiration. "The little shit could drive, I'll give him that. He
attacked the road like a pro. In a pickup truck, he kept ahead of
us better than most guys could have done on a damn hot bike. Maybe
the truck was worked. But just outside Oakleigh he hit some kind of
slick, lost control, and went sideways."

The boss Butcher's voice went hollow. "I
managed to pull out. Rollo and Duffy didn't. They plowed straight
into him. They might have survived the collision, but the truck had
pannier tanks. They went up like the fucking Fourth of July.
There's nothing left of the bikes or the bodies."

Tiny spoke into a stunned silence. "I went
down hard, trying to stay out of it. Landed on my face. Got some
broken teeth, maybe a broken cheekbone. Laid in the weeds next to
the road till about an hour ago. Got to watch the fuzz clean up and
everything. They never even looked my way. Guess I was lucky. Hard
to believe my bike started when I kicked it."
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