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Mama says we all got a kernel of meanness inside us. A place to go and hide where there are no brothers and sisters and mamas and papas and nobody matters but us. A place where we dont ever have to share the cake or ever have to smile when we dont mean it. Where all we gotta do is what we want, and we dont have to answer to no one about nothing. All we gotta do is make sure were the ones who survive. Cause not everybody makes it. Nope. Not everybody can find that hard place in their hearts. And for those who cantwell thenits gonna be a long row to hoe. Lifes gonna chew em up and spit em out. Leave em nothing but a shell with the nut gone, until, by the time the end rolls around, theyre ready to go, cause they aint lived nothing but lies, so nothing they got left at the end is worth fighting for. Might as well be gone is what I say.
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I see. The woman sighed and forced her face into an uncomfortable smile. You havent been listening to me, have you, sir?

Ive been listening, Corso said.

Then youve heard me saying noon tomorrow, sir. She hesitated. At the very earliest.

I really need to get out of here.

She stopped fanning the pile of tickets and reluctantly made eye contact.

As Ive told you before, sir, all flights are canceled indefinitely.

Ive been stuck in thisthisfacility for two days.

She sighed. Sirpleeease. Its inconvenient for all of us, sir, but I assure you theres absolutely nothing that can be done about it. She gestured toward the windows, shook her head disgustedly, and again used her square white fingernails to pick through the paperwork. Corso jammed his hands into his pants pockets, turned away from the Courtesy Desk, and walked to the window.

Outside, a thin curtain of snow and ice blew in from the west at a thirty-degree angle. Nothing moved. Daylights footprints and tire tracks lay buried beneath yet another foot of freshly fallen snow, leaving the tarmac a solid, wind-whipped blanket of white.

Inside, OHare International Airport looked like a refugee camp. Every flat surface held either a stranded traveler or his baggage. Fifty yards away, at the far end of the concourse, a pair of soldiers, automatic weapons slung over their shoulders, crisscrossed the floor, stopping here and there to check a lock or gaze into the face of a sleeping citizen.

The helmets turned in unison as Meg Dougherty came striding around the corner, her tall laced boots clicking over the floor and her black cape fanning out behind her like a pair of ebony wings. She said something to the boys, but Corso couldnt make it out. The taller of the two gave her a small salute and then dug an elbow into his buddys ribs. The buddy leaned over and whispered something in his partners ear. They smiled and bumped shoulders as she walked past.

In the harsh overhead lights, she looked like a vampire queen. Or maybe the angel of death. Pure Goth. Black all over. Cape, tights, boots, nails, lips, and hair. Better than six feet. Betty Paige on steroids, she cut through the artificial air like an arrow.

A muffled groan pulled Corsos attention to the window ledge on his right, where an elderly woman stirred in her sleep, sliding her wrinkled cheek into the small puddle of drool her mouth had deposited onto the side of her plaid Samsonite suitcase.

Dougherty came to a stop at Corsos side. She looked out the window at the winter wonderland. Then turned and threw an angry gaze Corsos way. He noticed, averted his eyes, and began to survey the icy night with renewed interest.

You enjoy your little jaunt? he asked.

Nothing like a jog around an airport to clear the lungs.

He walked three steps closer to the giant pane of glass separating them from the blizzard. Put his hand to the surface for a moment. She followed him.

It was a most informative interlude. It really was.

Something in her tone alerted him.

How so? he asked.

Well, first off, I found out were probably not going anywhere.

Corso eyed her. Since when are you the weatherman?

Weather person.

Whatever.

Since I met a meteorologist in the bar.

Oh, really.

Nice guynamea Jerry.

Jerry?

Says this weather pattern is what they call a static low-pressure inversion. Says its got Chicago surrounded.

Hmmm.

Says the weather pattern is stalled right here over the Midwest.

That so?

Yep. According to Jerry, the storms about a hundred miles across and not moving a muscle anytime in the foreseeable future.

A hundred miles, huh?

Thats what he said.

Corso turned and walked back to the Courtesy Desk. The womans eyes were weary and rimmed with red. Youre not going to be a problem, now are you, sir?

What kind of a problem?

Im not going to have to call security, am I?

Why would you want to do that?

Because, sir, you seem to be the only one having difficulty understanding the situation.

Ive got to get out of here.

Her face said she didnt give a shit. As Ive told you every fifteen minutes for the past six hoursshe shrugged, showed her palmsnobody is going nowhere.

Corso opened his mouth, but the woman cut him off. Unless, of course, youd like to discuss the matter with security.

Why do you keep bringing up security?

What with the terrorism and the increase in vigilance and all, she said, nodding at the approaching soldiers, Im given to understand that security checks can be quite lengthy and unpleasant these days.

Corso heard the scratch of boots and felt the presence of the soldiers. A voice asked, Trouble here, Annie?

She put on a wry smile and looked to Corso for an answer.

Corso held up both hands in surrender. No trouble, he said.

She arched an ironic eyebrow at the soldiers and then turned back to Corso. Then what can I do for you, sir?

I just wanted to ask a question.

What question is that, sir?

Wheres the nearest airport thats still flying?

She set the pile of paperwork on the counter and began clicking on the keyboard. Each of her thick white nails had a different Christmas design painted on it. A Santa. A Christmas tree. A candy cane. A reindeer. And a wreath.

Madison, she said after a moment.

How far away is that?

Coupla hundred miles, she said.

Corso thanked her and walked back over to the window where Meg stood, gazing out at natures carnage. The old woman on the ledge stirred again.

Lets go, Corso said.

Ive got a few ideas about where you can go, she said, without turning his way.

He ignored the jibe. Well go to Madison.

Whats in Madison?

Planes that fly.

Courteous Annie and the soldiers had formed themselves into a tight muttering knot, alternately whispering and casting furtive glances at Corso and Dougherty.

A dry, humorless laugh rolled from Megs throat. A guy with your problem really should try not to attract so much attention.

When Corso continued gazing out the window, she walked around him. Stood right in front of him, looking up at his expressionless face. That was a conversational gambit, Frank. Youre supposed to ask me what problem it is Im talking about.

His face did mock surprise. I didnt know there was a script.

I didnt eitheruntil about a half hour ago. There I was sitting at the bar, drinking Irish coffee and watching CNN.

He met her glare. With Jerry.

Right there on the stool next to me. Hip to hip, as it were. An uncomfortable silence settled in around them.

Guess whose face is all over the news, she said finally. He tried to look bored. Homey dont do the guessing thing.

Seems reclusive author Frank Corsos got a warrant out for his ass.

Really?

Bestselling author Frank Corso. Fugitive material witness Frank Corso.

Who says?

CNN, NBC, ABC, CBS. Pretty much the whole alphabet soup is in agreement. All thats missing is Tommy Lee Jones and the relentless pursuit.

Interesting.

He raised his eyebrows and folded his arms across his chest.

Do I detect an issue here?

She stepped in closer, shifted her weight from one foot to the other, and strained the words through her teeth. Of course Ive got an issue, you asshole. You hired me under false pretenseson no noticesaying you needed me for some more photos of the Manderson thing. Gotta have emright away. I need to drop everything Im doing and get my butt to the airport.

Youre being paid for your time.

Thats not the point, Frank, she growled. The point is that Im a professional photographer. Thats what I do. You need pictures for your books, Im happy to have the work. She shrugged. You overpay me, and I let it happen. I tell myself the extra money is in deference to our formermore intimate relationship. ButI am not your keeper. She paused for a long second. Remember? This is a discussion weve had lots of times before. Corso didnt answer. She went on, her voice rising. So youll have to excuse me if Im a bit miffed when I have to find out from TV that our business trip to buttfuck Minnesota is about avoiding the lawand that Im just along as camouflage.

Corso swiveled his head, checking the nearby seats. It was just going to be for a few days, he whispered. Then the whole thing would be over and we could go back home and everything would be status quo.

A few?

The Grand Jurys term expires next Sunday. After that, its all over.

Thats nine days. She stomped the floor. You thought you could drag me all over the map for nine days and not have me notice we werent accomplishing a goddamn thing?

Corso shrugged. I figured youd last a week, he said. Maybe a little less.

She shook her head in disgust. I should have listened to my voice, she said. The minute I got off the phone with you, I had this voice asking me how in gods name you could possibly need any more pictures from Justine, Minnesota. I was like, Jesus, what else can that maniac want? Ive got pictures of every damn thing in that one-horse town. Hell, Ive got pictures of that guy whats-his-names lungs, still connected and slung over a ceiling beam. Ive got pictures of 

It was just supposed to be he insisted.

And your hair She poked him in the chest with a long red fingernail. Thats why you cut off your ponytail. She made a rude noise with her lips. And here I was thinking you might have finally grown up.

Shhhhhh.

Her voice began to rise. Solet me see if Ive got this story straight, she began. You gotta excuse me, but Im a couple of books behind.

Corso winced. Put a finger to his lips. Keep it down, he whispered.

In that last book of yours

Death in Dallas.

Yeah.

You claimed you knew where that rich guywhat was his name?

Harding Coles.

Yeah, Harding Coles. You claimed you knew where he buried his ex-wifes body.

I thought I did, yeah.

Thought?

Things have eroded.

Eroded how?

Abrams, he began. A. J. Abrams. The guy who swore he knew where Harding had planted his wife.

Yeah?

He turned up missing.

So? Call that number you call when you really need to find somebody or something. From what Ive seen, they can find anything.

His tone suddenly got serious. Ive told you before. For both our sakes, you need to forget all about that. That was an emergency. A onetime thing.

Soyouve already tried them?

He remained silent.

She was momentarily taken aback. Really. Even those guys drew a blank.

As it stands, I dont have a thing.

So make up something, share it with the Texas cops, and get this foolishness over with.

I cant.

Why not?

Think about it. What if they go tramping out to where I tell them to go, and come up with nothing?

She considered the question for a moment, before pursing her lips and emitting a long low whistle. You really dont have a clue where that poor womans buried, do you?

Nope, Corso said. Soif I go back to Texas, I either spend six months in jail, or I make up something and end up looking like Geraldo Rivera coming out of Al Capones basement with nothing in his hand but his dick. She started to speak. He held up a hand. And when its over, I get sued for the national debt and lose.

Again, she added.

Thanks for the reminder.

You should have thought of that before you started claiming you knew where the bodies were buried.

I was on deadline. I thought I was on my way to finding out. He made a face. What can I say?

So all this time youve had your platoon of lawyers keeping the Texas folks at bay. Keeping you in Seattle.

Yeah.

So how in hell did things get so ugly so quick?

Barry called, Corso said, naming his lawyer Barry Fine. Seems theyre a mite pissed off down in Texas. They decided to send somebody up to get me.

They can do that?

Only if the local authorities cooperate. He waved a hand. Barry said King County was cooperating with the extradition, and I better get lost until the grand jurys term expires.

She laughed. Because youre such a popular figure with the King County authorities.

Theyre still pissed off about Walter Himes.

She walked in a slow circle. So you decided to hide out, but you didnt want to be alone, so you decided to drag me all the way to Justine, Minnesota, on a fools errand, where I might end up strandedshe began to sputterup to my ass in

Over Corsos shoulder, Courteous Annie and the soldiers were no longer bothering to disguise their curiosity. I ought to turn you in, Dougherty said. I ought to march right over there and tell those soldiers who you are. There might be a reward or something.

Corso pretended not to hear. We can drive to Madison and catch a red-eye.

She gestured toward the window. In this?

Corso inclined his head toward the sleeping woman, then checked the Courtesy Desk, where Annie now had her eyes locked on Corso as she whispered into the phone.

I cant spend another night here.

As Dougherty thought it over, the old woman groaned again and turned her spit-glazed cheek toward the ceiling. Dougherty winced at the sight. Drive?

Well get an SUV. Four-wheel drive. Itll be an adventure.

Her eyes remained on the old woman. Unconsciously she brought her hand to the side of her face. I dont drool when I sleepdo I?

Buckets, he said.

I hate you for dragging me into this.

Im sorry.

Well now, she sneered, at least theres something we agree on.

You wanna rent the car or fetch the luggage?

What I want is to go back to Seattle, she said. You dont need a playmate, and I dont take fugitive gigs. Youre gonna have to dodge the cops on your own, Frank. Ive got a life to live.

He started to speak but changed his mind. After a moment he said in a low voice, Soon as we get to Madison, Ill put you on the first flight to Seattle.

For real? No speeches? No messy scenes in the airport?

He held up two fingers. For real.

I still think it would serve you right if I turned your ass in.

The car or the bags?

Ill get the car, she said.

Corso dug into his back pocket, pulled out his wallet, and extracted a credit card.

On me, he said.

Damn right, she said as she snatched it from his fingers and strode away.
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Its getting worse.

She was right. No more fluff floating down from the dome of the sky. Now it was a torrent of ice slanting onto the metal skin of the Ford Explorer, hissing like static and rocking the big car on its springs. What had, four hours ago, been the sharp slap of windshield wipers was muted now. Despite the full-blast roar of the heater, snow had collected at the extremities of the windshield, leaving only a pair of crescents through which they could peer at the deserted freeway ahead.

How far have we gone? she asked.

Corso checked the odometer. A hundred and fifty-three miles.

We should have driven out of it by now.

Presuming your friend Jerry was right.

She shifted in her seat and bared her teeth. Dont start with me, Corso. This fiasco was your idea, remember? As I recall

The recollection lodged in her throat as a violent gust of wind buffeted the car, throwing it out of the solitary set of tire tracks theyd been following for the past hour, sending the rear wheels skittering back and forth across the icy surface. Dougherty grabbed the overhead handle.

What was that?

The wind, Corso said, as the Ford wiggled back into the ruts.

She tapped a long red fingernail on the dashboard. You noticed the outside temperature gauge?

Corso flicked his eyes down to the green digital readout. What had, in Chicago, read twenty-four degrees Fahrenheit was now registering minus three.

We should have turned around when the snow-plow did, she said, for what Corso reckoned to be the eighth time.

He grunted. As much as it pained him, she was right. For the past hour, the freeway had been deserted. Service areas closed. Snowed-over cars and trucks abandoned along the shoulders of the road. Seemed like the whole state of Illinois had decided to sit this one out in front of the fire.

When the snowplow gives up and turns aroundyou knowI know this sounds crazy to you, Corso, but maybe we should have taken the hint. Maybe we should have showed a modicum ofof

Corso wiped the inside of the windshield with his sleeve. Exactly where are we? he interrupted.

In the middle of a goddamn blizzard is where we are.

I mean like on the planet, he said. Wheres the map?

Dougherty was feeling around on the floor beneath her seat when Corso feathered the brakes several times and brought the Ford to a halt.

Her dark eyebrows merged as she looked up at Corso.

What?

Corso inclined his head toward the windshield. She sat up and looked out. Whoever theyd been following for the past hour was gone. While the eastbound lanes of I-90 were a maze of ruts and tracks, the westbound lanes ahead were an unbroken ribbon of drifted snow.

Where the hell did he go?

Beats me.

What are we gonna do? Dougherty asked, as much to herself as to Corso.

Depends on where we are, he said.

She started to reach for the floor.

I think you put it in the door thingee, Corso said.

He watched as she retrieved the map and snapped on the overhead light. She pulled an emery board from the pocket of her cape and laid it down next to the scale indicator on the map. Using her thumb as a marker, she worked her way up their route from Chicago. Presuming the odometer is right, we should be somewhere along the Illinois-Wisconsin border.

How far would it be if we turned around and headed due east for Milwaukee?

She took a measurement. About a hundred miles.

How far to Madison?

About half that.

Were down to a quarter tank of gas.

She checked the map again. There should be a town named Avalon somewhere up ahead. Corso clicked on the high beams, but the extra wattage only made visibility worse. Looked like they were inside a Christmas paperweight.

This was really dumb.

Well get off at the next exit, Corso said. Spend the night in Avalon.

How long has it been since we passed anybody?

Maybe an hour, Corso said, easing his foot off the brake, allowing the car to creep forward.

You know why that is? she demanded.

Nobut Ive got a feeling youre going to enlighten me.

Its because were the only people on the planet rats-ass dumb enough to be out driving around on a night like thisthats why.

Corso pressed his lips tighter and gave the Ford gas. His back ached from leaning forward, squinting into the gale. He took one hand off the wheel and used it to massage the back of his neck. The twin cones of halogen light disappeared about fifty feet in front of the car. The overhead freeway lights illuminated only themselves.

The dull thump of the wipers and the roar of the heater filled the inside of the car. Corso let go of his neck and reached for the radio.

Pleeease. Dougherty strained the words through her teeth. I dont think I could stand it.

They rode in silence. A mile and they passed a trio of cars, snowed over and abandoned on the shoulder. Then two more cars and an abandoned bus before Dougherty pointed and said, Stop.

Corso eased the Ford to a halt. Twenty yards ahead, covered with snow, a road sign rocked in the wind. Dougherty popped the door open. The interior was immediately filled with swirling snow. Ill be right back, she said, slamming the door.

He watched as the wind propelled her to the snowed-over sign on the shoulder of the highway. Her cape was pressed tight around her body as she used the flat of her hand to smack the sign, sending a wall of snow slipping to the ground around her boots.

Avalon 2 miles. She used her hands to clean off several smaller signs mounted lower on the post. Blue and white symbols. Gas, food, and lodging.

Halfway back to the car, she slipped on the icy surface, teetered for a moment, and then fell in a heap. Corso jammed the Ford into Park and fumbled for the seat belt. Just as he got the belt loose, she was back on her feet and leaning into the wind with her cape flapping wildly as she trudged back to the car and climbed in.

Her eyelashes were a solid line of snow. Her lower jaw chattered as she spoke.

Daaamn, its c-c-c-cold out there.

You okay?

When she nodded, the snow in her hair dropped into her lap.

Lets get out of here, she said, brushing snow down onto the floor.

Avalon, here we come, Corso said, easing the car forward.

She shuddered. Tried to turn up the heater but found it was already running full bore, and then sat back and re-fastened her seat belt.

Whats Avalon mean anyway? she asked.

Its a Celtic legend. Supposed to be an island in the Western Sea. A paradise where King Arthur and his knights were taken after death. Kind of like Round Table heaven.

Theres the exit, she said.

Corso tapped the brakes several times as they rolled down the exit ramp and skidded to a stop. Icy, Corso said.

On the far side of the road, the gas, food, and lodging symbols were accompanied by a blue-and-white arrow, pointing to the right.

They both leaned forward and peered down the tree-lined road.

Dougherty rubbed at the inside of the windshield with her sleeve.

I dont see a thing.

Towns probably just up around the corner, Corso offered.

Fifty yards and, without warning, the road got steep. The Ford skidded several times as the two-lane road wound down into the valley below. Corso shifted into first gear and allowed the engine to hold the car back as they descended, and still the tires fought for traction. Corso wrestled the wheel. Icy, he said again.

Towns probably down at the bottom of the hill, she said in a low voice.

It better be, said Corso. Cause theres no way were getting back up this thing until the snow melts.

A problem we wouldnt have if you had just

Give it a fucking rest, will you? he snapped.

Suddenly her tone matched the weather. Is that my employer speaking? Am I being ordered to just take my imaginary photographs on demand and otherwise keep my mouth shut so as not to annoy the famous writer?

Corso sighed. Noits your friend Frank Corso speaking, and hes telling you that were in this together. Maybe trying to drive to Madison wasnt the brightest idea I ever had, but were stuck with it nowso we might just as well not act likeUncharacteristically, he fumbled for a word and then gave up.

I see. Youre not telling me what I can and cant say. Youre just telling me to stop being such a bitch.

Corso searched his mouth for a denial, but Something like that came out.

Her face said she should have known. How quick they forget.

Whats that supposed to mean?

Whatever you want it to.

Isnt this conversation just a joy to be part of on a wintry night?

I can remember a time when you thought so.

That was then. He took a hand off the steering wheel. We wereyou knowthen. Waved it. You know what I mean. It was different then.

She put on her astonished face. I most certainly dont know any such thing. Why doesnt the famous on-the-lam crime writer enlighten me.

When youreyou know

Doing the nasty.

Yeah.

Go on.

When youreyou knowinvolved like thatthe rules are different. You put up with a little more shit than you otherwise might.

She sat in silence for a moment and then emitted a dry laugh. So what youre saying is that when youre getting laid, youll listen to a lot more bullshit than you will when youre not.

He thought it over. Makes complete sense to me, he said finally.

She looked at him for a long moment. Amazing, she said. Guys are absolutely amazing. When he didnt respond, she folded her arms across her chest, sat back in the seat, and said, Youll be sure to let me know when Im allowed to speak again, wont you?

The muscles along the side of Corsos jaw tightened. Ahead, a bright yellow sign announced a 20 percent grade. Corso worked the brakes. Gritting his teeth as the Ford slid around a corner, Corso turned his head toward Dougherty.

She sat stiffly in the seat, staring through the wind-shield, wearing her most disinterested gaze.

Why dont we justhe began.

He watched as her eyes opened wide. Corso! she bellowed.

He snapped his eyes back to the road. It took a moment before his brain was able to register and categorize what his eyes were seeing.

Ahead, a snow-encrusted pickup truck lay on its side, blocking both lanes, passenger door open and pointing at the sky. When he tapped the brakes, the Ford surrendered the last of its traction and began to accelerate down the steep incline.

Do something! Dougherty screamed as the hill pulled them faster and faster toward the wreck. Corso stood on the brakes, but the Ford was out of control now, gaining speed, turning a lazy circle before plowing headfirst into the wreck.

Inside the Ford, Doughertys face was a mask of fear. The last image she processed was the bottom half of Corsos face covered with blood. And then the Ford began to pinwheel along the undercarriage of the pickup truck, the scream of tearing metal filling the air, in the instant before they bounced over the guardrail and became airborne.
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Corsodamn itget off me.

She grunted as she tried to push him off, but Corsos unconscious bulk remained welded to her left shoulder. The scratch of the wipers was slower now, the heater a mere whisper at her feet. Her right ear, pressed against the window, was beginning to freeze. She grabbed him by the ears, lifted his head, and looked into his face. His nose was squashed nearly flat. In the eerie moonlight, the twin rivulets of blood running down over his lips and chin shone obsidian black. Using his ears as handles, she gently shook his head. Called his name. Nothing. She shook him again, and he coughed. Groaned. Suddenly his eyes fluttered, rolled several times in his head, and then popped open. He moved a shoulder and brought a tentative hand to his face. She watched as he blinked several times, trying to focus on his bloodied fingers.

Corso, she said again. He looked her way with nothing in his eyes. I think you busted your nose, she said.

His lips blew bubbles in the blood as he touched his face and winced.

Nose. He said it as if hed never before heard the word.

Without warning, the car began to slide, the sickening sound of ripping metal again filling the air. A silent scream stalled in her lungs as the Ford slid downward, bouncing twice before coming to rest again. From the corner of her eye, Dougherty could make out the rough bark of a tree pressed against the passenger window. We gotta get out of here, she said. Corso was still staring dumbly at his hand. Come on, Corsomove. He blinked, trying to clear his vision, and then rolled his shoulders to the left, easing his weight from Dougherty as he grabbed the steering wheel and pulled himself upright in the seat.

She grunted as he knelt on her side and groped for the door handle. She heard the click of the lock. Watched as he tried to push the door straight up and failed. Then tried again, without budging the door from the twisted frame. Blood from his nose dripped like red rain onto her shoulder as he eased himself higher, found the button for the window and pulled it downward. The window squeaked but didnt move.

He banged the window with the flat of his hand and the car began to spin on its axis. They lay perfectly still until it seemed the car had finished moving, and then Corso tried the button again. This time, with a sorrowful groan, the window began to ease open. Slowly, as the dashboard lights dimmed and the wipers slowed to a crawl, the window began to slide down into the door.

Powdery snow swirled into the cars interior. The remnants of the heater output and the collected warmth of their bodies instantly disappeared, replaced by an icy, bone-numbing cold. Corso pulled a knee to his chest, got one foot on the steering wheel, and levered himself up through the window.

Relieved of Corsos weight, Dougherty reached over, grabbed the steering wheel, and began to pull herself sideways in the seat until first her knees were on the inside of the passenger door and then higher until her boots made contact and she could push herself to her feet.

She stood on the door, her toes resting on the arm-rest. Above her head the open window gaped, velvet black. Corso, she cried. She waited. Nothing. And for an instant she felt the fear rise in her chest. Had he fallen and gone skittering down the hill into the ravine below? Had he, in his stupor, simply wandered off and forgotten her? Again she hurled his name into the darkness. And again his name was swallowed by the storm. The snow stung her cheeks as she sniffed back a tear and mustered her strength. And then suddenly she felt the car move, and the black void above her head was filled with Corso.

Hed stemmed the flow of blood by packing his nose with snow. He stuck his arms into the car and grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. On countless afternoons shed watched the rippling of his thick muscles as hed worked on the boat. On countless nights shed reveled in the controlled power of his embrace as theyd made love in the dark cabin below. She knew he was strong, but nothing like this. He groped around until he had his hands under her arms and then plucked her from the car as if she were a child.

Next thing she knew, she was sitting on the side of the Ford. Snow and her hair swirled around her head, obscuring her vision. She shuddered, pulled her cape tightly around her shoulders, and looked around.

The Ford was lodged against a tree, about fifty feet down the incline. The muted purple glow of a street-light was visible above. Below, the incline seemed to steepen before disappearing altogether into blackness. Above the roar of the storm, she could hear Corso breathing raggedly through his mouth. He reached over and took her hand.

Lets go was all he said, before stepping off the car onto the hillside, dragging her along in his wake as he struggled up the hill, using bushes and trees to pull them upward toward the light. Halfway to the top, he fell heavily to his knees and began to slide back toward her. It seemed, for a moment, they might slip backward into the void below, but he dug in with his feet, stopped his slide, and then began crawling upward, until he disappeared over the guardrail, where he again turned back and reached for her. She gasped as he ran his rough hands over her breasts, feeling around until he found her upper arms and lifted her to his side. Jesus, Corso She waggled her shoulders and brushed at herself. If you wanted a feel, all you had to do was ask.

Im blind, Corso rasped.

What?

My visions all screwed up. Its like Im cross-eyed or something.

Before she could reply, the sound of breaking glass rose above the roar of the storm. They stood on the snow-covered road, wincing as they listened to the Ford bouncing off trees and boulders as it made its way toward the black silence at the bottom of the ravine.

Shaking in the cold, Dougherty reached over and fastened the five buttons on Corsos overcoat. Weve gotta find shelter, she said. Were not gonna last very long out here.

Down, Corso said. We keep going down.

His words seemed to anger the storm. Above their heads, the trees swayed like frenzied dancers. The snow seemed to thicken, nearly obscuring the overturned pickup truck forty yards away. She poked a hand out from inside her cape and took him by the sleeve. He pawed at his face, trying to clear his vision, shook his head twice, and then followed her down the slope toward the ghost truck.

They skirted the wreck on the high side. The under-carriage was a solid layer of dirty ice. The open door rocked slightly in the wind. She pulled Corso around the front, bent, and wiped the snow from the wind-shield with her bare hand. The trucks windshield was completely iced over from the inside. No way of telling if anyone was there. I cant see anything, she shouted above the locomotive wind.

Corso pulled her back the way theyd come. He groped around on the undercarriage with his hands and then stepped back a pace and kicked at the ice. Four times, until a block of dirty ice fell on his boots, revealing a rusting muffler and exhaust pipe. Corso let go of her hand. He grabbed the open door-frame, put his right foot on the exhaust pipe, and pulled himself upward until he could look down into the cab.

He blinked and rubbed at his eyes, trying to put his kaleidoscopic vision back together. An old man lay at the bottom of the cab, squashed against the window. Stone dead. Frozen white and partially covered with snow. Corso levered himself upward, resting his belly on the doorframe. He used his right hand to brush at the frozen driver, as if removing the snow would somehow bring him back to life. He could hear Doughertys voice chattering with cold as she called his name, asking what was inside.

Corso began to pull himself from the cab when he noticed the odd angle of the dead mans right arm. Held upward and away from his body. He brushed away the snow covering the hand and arm. His breath froze in his throat. The old man had spent his last moments trying to warm himself with a yellow Bic lighter, which now lay frozen in his stiff dead fingers. A voice deep in Corsos head wondered if such an ignominious and futile gesture might not be a fitting metaphor for life. Candle in the wind and all that. And then, for reasons he couldnt explain, Corso reached for the lighter. The old man held it fast in his icy death grip. Bringing his other hand into the cab, Corso pried the corpses fingers back one by one. The frozen fingers unfurled with a sound like crackling cellophane, until the lighter dropped into Corsos palm.

Corso wiggled himself from the cab, found footing on the undercarriage, and then dropped silently to the ground. Dougherty stood, hopping from foot to foot, pushing buttons on her cell phone. Her hair was completely covered with snow.

No service, she shouted.

Theres an old guy inside. Frozen solid.

She pocketed the phone. Thats whaaat weeere gonna be if weee dont get out of heeere.

As if to give her comfort, Corso offered the ice-covered lighter. She grimaced.

Jesus, Corso, she said. You must have busted something loose in your head. What goddamn good is that gonna do? Come on. She snatched the lighter from his hand and began pulling him down the hill.

After a quarter-mile and three hairpin turns, the road began to level. They walked shoulder to shoulder, shuddering together in the arctic wind. Half a mile more and they were on the flat, stumbling along beneath an arched cathedral of bare trees, when Dougherty began to falter, to stagger slightly, and finally dropped to her knees in the snow. She looked up at Corso. My legs, she stammered. I cant feel them anymore.

Corso picked her up and set her on her feet again. You gotta keep walking, he said. She nodded. Took a single step forward and pitched facefirst into the snow.

Corso dropped to one knee, scooped her into his arms, and then struggled back to his feet. Holding her in his arms, he began to trudge forward, one slow step at a time, weaving from shoulder to shoulder as he made his way down the narrow road.

Dougherty went inside of herself. To the place where the rest of the universe didnt exist. The world where the voice in her head was the only sound and the pictures the voice painted were the whole of creation.

She kept imagining the old man in the truck. Wondering how long hed held out hope. Whether hed finally had a moment where he knew he was going to die. Had he taken that last instant to bark out his defiance to the universe? Or had he gone meekly into the frozen reaches of the night? She wondered about hope. About how it was the only evil left in the box after that silly girl removed the lid. She was wondering about how hope had risen from final evil to state of grace when another sound began to intrude.

Can you see it? the voice said. The purple light? Over there.

A hand pushed her chin to the left. See it?

Its a house, she said. Put me down. You can make it. Get the people. Come back for me.

Instead he boosted her upward with his knee and again began staggering forward down the road. His ragged, frozen breath burst out before him as he fought his way forward. They were at the driveway now. All she could see was a single light and the shape of a house through the swirling snow and ice.

Put me down. Go get the people, she was pleading, but instead he lifted her higher and began to trudge through the knee-deep snow of the driveway. Every step was an exercise in agony. She was beating his chest and screaming. Crying. Oh, god, Corso, she was yelling. You gotta put me down. Somethings broken inside your head. Youre bleeding to death through your nose. Please. I can make it on my own. Really I can. We gotta stop the bleeding. Please, Corso, please.

Corso was making a noise now. A low keening sound, almost a chant, as he forced himself forward, his puzzle-picture vision growing dimmer and dimmer, the pleading voice fading to silence as he moved onward. Then he stumbled and fell forward, pitching her out onto something hard.
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First time Corso opened his eyes, all he could see were flames dancing across a stained ceiling. The only sound to reach his ears was the groan and crackle of the fire. Unable to raise his head, he experienced a moment of doubt, wondering if perhaps he hadnt died and gone to hell. He was still pondering this possibility and trying to move his extremities when the ebony wings folded around him and again the world turned black.

Second time he opened his eyes, dawn had begun to trickle in the side windows. He was able to raise his head far enough to prop it with his hand. His head felt as if someone were driving a sixteen-penny nail between his eyes, with measured rhythmic strokes, driving the point deeper and deeper into his brain. He was unable to breathe through his nose but remembered where he was. The old house with the No Trespassing sign tacked onto the door with roofing nails. Deserted. Front windows boarded over. He recalled Dougherty kicking in the door. Recalled her half dragging, half carrying him inside. And then lying there on the frozen floor and the candle in the darkness. The single flickering flame and the empty room. And then closing his eyes to make the hammering in his head go away. And then

The third time he opened his eyes, he sat straight up and winced as a brain-tumor headache nearly threw him back to the floor. The fallen snow reflected halogen-bright through the side windows, and then he remembered it all. How Dougherty saved his life. He looked around. She lay at the other end of the fireplace, huddled in a heap beneath her cape. He remembered how shed used the lighter hed found to make her way through the deserted house looking for something to burn. How shed found long empty drawers in the kitchen still lined with fancy paper. How shed leaned the drawers up against the hearth and stomped them to splinters with her boots. He could see the violent shaking of her hands as she lit the crumpled paper and waited for the splinters to catch fire. And then the larger pieces of the drawers and then the kitchen cabinet doors, and then it started to get warm. And how hed tried to get up but couldnt and her soothing voice telling him to stay on the floor. How they were going to be all right. After that, things got spotty.

The fire was now reduced to a glowing bed of ash. One segment at a time, Corso levered himself from the floor, until he stood unsteadily on his feet. The air was warmer at the top of the room. His head reeled, and for a moment he thought he might pass out and crumple back onto the cold boards. Unsteady, he staggered over and put a hand on the brick fireplace. To the right of the fireplace opening, several thick brown boards lay stacked and ready
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