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PART ONE

MONTH OF THE BLOOD
MOON

WHEN ITS TIME HAS ARRIVED,

THE PREY COMES TO THE
HUNTER.

—PERSIAN PROVERB







Chapter
1

ATLANTA, GEORGIA

OCTOBER 9

8.44 P.M. EDT

Just before his
throat was torn out by a husky teenage boy he had never seen
before, the Reverend Pledger Lee Skeldon had been distracted from
the task of his lifetime—wresting souls from the wiles of the devil
and delivering them to the lamb of God—by the face of a quietly
ecstatic, weeping girl in the crowd of mostly young people filling
a carpeted space in front of the arena's temporary stage. Waiting,
like all of the others, for the touch of the evangelist's hand and,
perhaps, a personal message at this time of their rebirth in Christ
Jesus.

Fifteen thousand souls. Dating couples,
pensioners, drifters off the street, bus loads from tiny
communities as far away as Arkansas or the hollows of Appalachia.
Admission free.

The arena lights were purposely low. A follow
spot channeled Pledger Lee's own presence. There still were streams
of people in the aisles above him, coming down to the arena floor
in response to his call. He looked up for a few moments, closed his
eyes. He had poured himself out to them and now stood emptied to
the naive, fevered emotions they returned to him. His pulses
tingled. His heart quaked from their heat.

When again he looked down and directly into
the face of the girl, he was certain that he was seeing Pearl Lee,
his youngest daughter.

That would have been a miracle to reckon
with: Pearl Lee had been lost to the family for more than two
years. She had drowned while on a kayaking trip with other
Teen-Lifers on North Georgia's Ocoee River. Six hours had passed
before her body, wedged upside down by the gushing weight of the
water and deep between boulders in a narrow chute of the river,
could be recovered.

Pearl Lee was buried in the hilltop cemetery
beside the Baptist church in Georgia's Blue Ridge country where
Pledger, when he was little more than a child, had received his
call to preach. Therefore her weeping appearance before him on this
night, flesh and blood though she seemed to be, was an illusion, a
trick of his wearied mind.

Pledger Lee was finishing a demanding
schedule with this final meeting of his Christian Triumph Revival
Crusade at Philips Arena, and he was exhausted. Yes—an illusion, an
apparition produced by the sharp-edged grief he'd thought was also
buried in the density of time behind him. Yet as he reached out to
her, oblivious of the young man moving in close to him on his left
side, another thought transfixed the evangelist: perhaps this was
the work of the Evil One traditional theology identified as Satan,
but whom Pledger Lee knew by another name.

The young man who attacked and killed the
evangelist was Jimmy Nixon, sixteen, of Stone Mountain, Georgia.
Lived there with his divorced mother, a travel agent, and two
younger siblings. Jimmy was, as the subsequent police investigation
made clear, known for his cheerful disposition and athletic
ability. Didn't drink, didn't do drugs. He had never been much of a
churchgoer, so it had been something of a surprise to his mom when
Jimmy mentioned after dinner that he was going to drive downtown,
alone, to take in a revival meeting.

Jimmy was muscular, carrying 220 pounds on a
six-foot frame. Pledger Lee was no lightweight, but he was totally
unprepared for a maniacal onslaught. Also unprepared was Smith
Ballew, the Christian Triumph Revival's Chief of Security, who, in
crowd situations, always positioned himself a couple of feet to the
evangelist's right, studying the faces of those within arm's reach.
Any public figure attracts head cases, some of whom might be
dangerous, but Ballew had seldom encountered problems with the
faithful: invariably those who came down to the floor of whatever
venue they were in to accept Christ's blood as absolution for their
trifling sins were either in a subdued, worshipful mood or
tearfully rejoicing, floating free as balloons from sinks of
despond.

There was nothing about Jimmy Nixon (Ballew
would recall, when his short-term memory was restored) that
agitated his curiosity or put him on alert. Jimmy's rusty hair was
quite short, like a number-two buzz, growing in after a ritual head
shaving at his high school's football camp in mid-August. A deep
summer's tan was only beginning to fade from his skin this second
week in October, leaving a dark scatter of freckles and pink peel
spots across his snub nose and forehead. Dry-looking lips were
slightly parted over white teeth girded in metal braces. His eyes
were pale, almost an incandescent blue, and (Ballew realized he
should have made more of this passing observation) they had no more
expression than the eyes of a well-mounted trophy head in spite of
the intense atmosphere following the evangelist's message. (Only
Pledger Lee Skeldon knew that he believed very little of what he
had been preaching for the last ten years, the myths of a
two-thousand-year-old religion, albeit a religion that still
satisfied most hungers of the spirit. That was the reason why he
was still in the Gospel Game. If he preached what he did
know to be the truth about Good and Evil and the potential fate of
humanity, he would have been shut up in an asylum long ago. So he
had learned to live with his loss of faith and the assumption of a
vital duty.)

Pledger Lee was sixty-five years old, still
with an eagle's darkling authority. His long legs were tired, and
his knees ached. He wore rimless bifocals. His throat was dry after
deliverance of hellfire (in that he certainly could believe, amen).
There was a hard pulse in his carotid artery, which lay, as it did
in all human beings, less than half an inch below the loose skin
and thin flesh of his throat. The pulse may have been visible to
the boy who killed him, an irresistible beacon to the metaled
teeth.

Before biting, however, Jimmy Nixon seized
the evangelist's trachea with the strong fingers of his right hand,
rupturing the larynx even as he was forcing Pledger Lee backward
against the hip-high, carpeted edge of the stage. Onstage and close
by, two of the evangelist's adult daughters, Penny Lee and Piper
Lee, were singing the Christian Triumph Revival's signature hymn
("Praise Jesus, I'm Born Again"), in concert with two of Christian
Gospel's most popular male personalities.

Piper Lee happened to be looking at her
father as she paused before resuming harmony; she let out a scream
that cut through the hush of the arena like the clang of a fallen
bell. Smith Ballew attempted to get a grip on Jimmy Nixon and pull
him away from the preacher. It was like trying to budge a steel
pillar bolted to the arena floor. The boy reacted by striking
Ballew with an elbow between his eyes. Ballew landed, unconscious,
on the back of his neck.

Two more security men lunged through the
crowd of seekers, most of whom were stark-still from terror. One of
the men leaped on Nixon's broad back as he hunched over his victim.
Penny Lee joined her sister in screaming into their open mikes. A
prickling current of fear illuminated the body of the congregation.
Nearly all of them had a good view of the scuffle below, although
it was difficult to comprehend just what was happening.

Pledger Lee, the upper half of his body
jammed against the lip of the stage, looked up through skewed
glasses at the faces of his daughters. Stunned by the attack, he
knew only that he couldn't breathe. If he'd had a coherent thought
at this moment it might have been: I am going to die like the
others.

Whatever his thoughts, recognition flickered
in his mind like a will-o'-the-wisp as the boy's face moved to
within a couple of inches of his.

If he was aware of the efforts exerted to pry
him loose from Pledger Lee Skeldon, whose gristly windpipe was
still locked in his right hand, Jimmy Nixon didn't show it.

"You know who I am," he said to the
evangelist.

No one else, in the frenzy of the moment,
recalled hearing Jimmy speak. Possibly Pledger Lee himself, so
close to the eerie deadness of the boy's face, didn't hear him
either.

But he already knew.

A member of the security detail was flailing
at the attacker's shoulders with a telescoping baton. Another
worked on Jimmy's waistline and the backs of his knees. It was as
if the boy could feel no pain. Didn't know he was squirting urine
from wrecked kidneys. Jimmy jerked his right fist sharply, like
opening a stuck gate, uprooting the preacher's trachea and stems of
bronchi from the lungs. At the same time Jimmy bit deeply into
Pledger Lee's throat, severing the flimsy artery. Piper Lee, on her
hands and knees a few feet away, fingernails in the carpet as she
implored Jimmy to leave her father alone, was splashed by his
lifeblood; it covered her face like a shroud.

Jimmy Nixon was still into Pledger Lee's neck
when an arena rent-a-cop imprudently delivered a solid blow to the
back of Jimmy's head, driving shards of skull into the hindbrain.
Jimmy's body vibrated; he lost his grip on the preacher and was
dragged away from him, handcuffed.

With no one to support him, Pledger Lee
slumped to the floor, hands patting his body down as if he were
trying to put out a fire; but it was the storm from his heart
blowing unchecked through the rent throat that quickly did him
in.

No one thought to dim the rainbow cross of
lights still trained on the evangelist. Or turn off the cameras
that were recording his death, the shrieks of those compelled to
watch it.

 



Chapter 2

"SHUNGWAYA"

LAKE NAIVASHA,
KENYA

OCTOBER 10

0310 HOURS ZULU

Eden Waring awoke as
darkness began to leave the sky, earth's purification ritual, brief
quiet time of renewal before the storming of the birds. Hibiscus
flowers outside her windows had not yet unfurled in huge crimson
splashes against screens fogged by their golden pollen. The short
rains from the south hadn't materialized in this autumn of a third
drought year, adding to the woes of a nation whose prosperity and
infrastructure had been steadily crumbling for two decades.

There was a morning chill at this altitude in
the Great Rift Valley, gusts of wind across the valley floor and
the dwindling freshwater lake. On the wind, the primary odors of
what remained of primeval East Africa—of herds and their fresh
scrape, of sage, resin, jasmine; of wood embers still containing
heat from last night's cook fire in the pit outside the kitchen
pavilion.

The estate, now a game reserve, had been
established by Tom Sherard's grandfather after the First World War
and named by him "Shungwaya," after an ancient, possibly mythical
southern Somalian kingdom of great power and prestige.

Tom and Joseph Nkambe had left before
moonrise to destroy a leopard that had killed the ten-year-old
daughter of a Masai ranger in Hell's Gate Park. Although there
were, as usual, houseguests to be entertained, Eden had been
inclined to invite herself to the blind that the men had
constructed at some distance from where the leopard was laying up
in daylight, a kopje Tom had discovered after days of
patient tracking. She was also curious to see the leopard's pug
marks although Tom, after looking at one of her careful drawings,
had told her the footprint of the leopard was not the mark that had
been showing up in her dreams.

In Africa, Tom's mother had written in
one of her journals, treasures that he had generously shared with
Eden, there is always too much to see when you are awake. Dreams
are the refreshments of the weary eye, as well as the actuality of
other layers of existence—fantastic, subtle, strange—here in this
valley where human life on earth began.

His mother, dead at a time when he was barely
old enough to remember her. In photographs she had a lanky frame,
close-cropped copper-red hair, some cheekbone pitting from acne, a
long face, a tentative smile, a gravely inquiring manner. Tom was
almost a replica except for complexion and something more
aggressive in the hard jaw line, his father's long gaze and
weathered durability.

"What else have you been dreaming about?"
Sherard had asked Eden, with a hint of caution—or fear of
trespass—in his gray eyes. They'd had four months to get to know
each other; still he was not altogether at ease with Eden, daughter
of the woman he had loved. Or, more exactly, he was not comfortable
with Eden's wild talent and the destiny it proposed.

You, she might have responded, but she
didn't want to attempt an explanation. Her feelings for him were
complicated. He was almost her father, although they shared no
blood. Under different circumstances—she was willing to
acknowledge, but only to herself, this sensual irritant in the
heart, like the grain of sand the oyster must make into a
pearl—they easily could have been lovers. But it was enough, common
sense demanded, that she owed him her life.

Also Tom belonged to Bertie Nkambe, and
Bertie to Tom, as surely as if they were already married. And
Bertie, another wild talent, had become Eden's best friend and
advisor during Eden's period of recovery and reconciliation with
herself at the Naivasha game reserve.

She still faithfully recorded every dream in
her dream book, now volume number seven. A habit she'd imposed upon
herself in childhood, now unbreakable. Hundreds of pages of
dreams—mundane, perplexing, and (sometimes) prophetic. Only with
Bertie was she willing to share their imagery and symbolism.

Bertie hadn't read much into the recurring
dream of pug marks.

"Cheetahs, lions, even leopards—you see them
almost every day. No wonder you dream about them. So do I,
sometimes?"

"Yeah, but—this cat's different."

"What does it look like?"

"I don't know yet. I haven't seen it. I only
know that when I do—it'll be different."

"Well—there's tigers. But there are no tigers
in Africa, not in the wild. Maybe two thousand years ago, in an
Emir's menagerie."

"This cat's not in a zoo or in the wild.
It's—"

In my head.

Sitting up in near-darkness in the
four-poster bed draped in blowsy mosquito netting, Eden shuddered.
She habitually slept in a man's extra-large flannel shirt, but with
that and the down-filled comforter on the bed, still she was cold
to the bone. The guest bungalow in which she lived was one of the
oldest at Shungwaya, and it lacked central heating. There was in
her bedroom an eighteenth-century Austrian ceramic stove, delivered
long ago by ox wagon from the Indian Ocean port of Mombasa, but
sleeping with a mutamayo fire going (from the wood of the
wild olive tree) gave her a stuffy nose.

It wasn't only the chilly dawn that had her
shivering. The pug marks that had appeared in her most recent dream
had been in an unfamiliar place, not alongside an African streambed
or by a salt lick. She had seen these marks very clearly; they
glowed in dim light on the marble steps of a staircase. The steps
ascended to a gold-toned portal of great age and narrow doors. All
of it, the plain gray building, the wide stairs, seemed vaguely to
have a religious significance.

Although in previous dreams Eden had been
unable to get a true impression of size, it was obvious to her that
the pug marks on the marble were very large.

And red.

Eden knew their maker
had walked in blood, and for several minutes she could not control
her trembling.

Full light, like
darkness, comes quickly to Equatorial Africa. In the ten minutes
that it took Eden to wash and dress in shorts and a light sweater,
the waters of Lake Naivasha, now receded three hundred yards from
the house and farm outbuildings of the wildlife reserve, glowed
through drifts of mist. Alberta Nkambe had begun her daily
half-mile swim in the infinity pool at the edge of the east lawn,
overlooking a landscape of farms, bush, and extinct volcanoes,
still a little scary in their gaunt passivity. Her best dog,
Fernando, a mix of Labrador and mastiff, barked at her every stroke
as he kept pace with Bertie on one side of the heated pool.

Around the farms and coffee-growing estates
in the Naivasha region, eighty kilometers up-country from Nairobi
and remote from the rest of the world by any reckoning, Eden was
known as Eve. Bertie was a superstar model whose face had been
appearing on the covers of fashion magazines since she was sixteen.
If anyone Eden had been introduced to, at Shungwaya or on rare
social occasions at the Naivasha Country Club, recalled her face
from satellite TV news, they respected her need for anonymity. She
was good-looking, obviously American-bred, and a beauty when she
bothered. But at Shungwaya Eden didn't wear makeup and her
hairstyle was strictly utilitarian, an expression of psychological
isolation from the society she was half afraid to rejoin. She felt
no further obligation to its madness.

She never discouraged the attention of guys
near her age whom she'd met—in particular a Belgian graduate
student in ethno botany from the University of Ghent, and a
Canadian climatologist—but most of the time she made herself
unavailable, feeling secure only in Tom Sherard's and Bertie's
company. Harrowing times made steadfast companions. Eden badly
missed the only mother she'd ever known; but Betts soon would be
joining her, coming from California, with a brief stopover in
England to visit a younger sister whom she rarely saw.

The climatologist, a Quebecois named
Jean-Baptiste, was camped with several older colleagues on the
reserve. They were engaged in extracting core samples of sediment
from Naivasha's depths to study catastrophic drought cycles. Two or
three times a week he appeared for breakfast and the opportunity to
chat up Eden. Jean-Baptiste was one of those homely young men with
a rump of a nose and a dark squeeze around the eyes, but he had a
brisk mind and a sense of humor.

This morning Jean-Baptiste was in
conversation with Pegeen, a model chum of Bertie's, and her
husband, who had the bronzed look of the well-heeled, gadabout
sportsman but who seemed serious about making "docs"—documentary
films. They had dropped in a few days ago. There was seldom any
such thing as an unwelcome guest in Kenya, where "close neighbors"
were defined as being within fifty kilometers of one another.

Eden crossed the lawn to the main house
through the drifting vapors of the pool, droplets gleaming like
gold dust in the air. There was a flock of emerald-spotted wood
doves in one of the old Albizias growing in the middle of the lawn,
thick trunks as smooth as ivory. The lawn was about the size of a
cricket pitch, which it once had been. There were a couple of
reticulated giraffe at one end of the lawn, oxblood in color with a
lacy overlay of white lines. Pretty, horned heads and elfin eyes.
Just standing around politely, as if they wouldn't mind an
invitation to breakfast. Two more of Shungwaya's 13 mixed-breed dog
population caught up to Eden and she paused to rub behind their
ears before joining the others.

It had been a dry dusty year, but the
jacarandas and frangipani, green and healthy from water piped up
from the lake, were in full bloom by the recently rebuilt,
split-level veranda. The twin roofs that steeply overhung the
veranda were thatched in woven papyrus and rested on elegantly
twisted, polished cedar posts. The thatch was pink with fallen
blossoms and a young member of the household staff—all Somali
males—was sweeping petals from the steps.

"Jambo, memsaab," the boy said, giving
Eden a shy glance.

"Good morning, Ahmad."

Pegeen, her husband, and Jean-Baptiste the
climatologist were having wake-up coffee and watching the news from
London on Sky. Jean-Baptiste flashed Eden a smile that had a lot of
meaning and a hint of suggestion in it—Hi, missed you, do you
sleep in the nude? Like a lot of men with middling looks,
Jean-Baptiste had developed an intricate understanding of and easy
rapport with women.

Eden dropped a friendly hand on his shoulder
and sat next to him in a split-bamboo armchair with lion-toned
cushions. She was in time to see, on the newscast, a face as
familiar in Africa as it was in the U.S.: the evangelist Pledger
Lee Skeldon. It appeared to be bad news.

"What happened?"

"He was killed last night," Pegeen said with
a slight shudder. She was black Irish, with very full lips and
Bambi's eyes. Bambi on Prozac. And, according to Bertie, Pegeen was
fey. Eden sensed by the way Pegeen sometimes regarded her that
she'd haphazardly picked up on Eden's other life, if not her status
in the Psi world. She didn't feel uncomfortable about Pegeen's
knowing. Eden was reading auras with more confidence, a talent in
which Bertie had instructed her. According to Pegeen's aura, she
lacked guile or duplicity. Unfortunately the dead were too much
with her, and they could be a nuisance to a latent
spiritualist.

Pegeen's husband, an Englishman named Etan
Culver, had no clue what was wrong when his bride drifted into one
of her melancholy, speechless moods. Bertie had decided that she
and Eden needed to work with Pegeen before her new marriage
foundered.

"Killed? Accident, or—"

"Murdered," Jean-Baptiste said. His English
was lightly accented. "Before a crowd at one of his revival
meetings. They have the footage, apparently, but—"

"Much too gruesome," Etan said. He had a
three-day growth of beard that didn't become him, and his eyes all
but disappeared when he was hung over. Today made three mornings in
a row. "A high school boy attacked and bit him in the throat before
anyone could interfere. The bite severed his carotid artery. He was
dead within a minute."

Pegeen shook her head nervously, then leaned
against his shoulder on the loveseat they occupied.

The chief Somali houseman, seven feet in his
red fez, brought Eden a cup of the green tea she preferred drinking
in the morning, with ginseng added for mental acuity.

"Why did he do it?" Eden wondered, looking at
what must have been a high school yearbook photo of Jimmy
Nixon.

"We'll probably never know," Jean-Baptiste
said. "A security guard became overanxious and bashed his skull
with a riot baton. Report had it the boy is in critical care, and
he may be a veg."

Eden glanced at him, then concentrated on the
televised image, the appealing smile on Jimmy's broad face. Not
ashamed to show his braces, which had turned teeth into choppers.
But the flavor of him wholesome, untainted. True-blue innocence,
this Jimmy, who had been overtaken by a swift madness, had done an
incomprehensible, savage thing—the bite a kiss of death,
orgiastic—and now lay in a state of twilight forgetfulness.

A shadow appeared on the TV screen, over
Jimmy Nixon's face. Eden looked away quickly, into Pegeen's
astonished, fearful eyes. She was about to speak.

Eden said quietly, "Not now."

Apparently no one else had witnessed the
quick shadow. Etan Culver opened his eyes slightly, from slits to
slashes of chilly blue, giving Eden a puzzled look.

"What's that, luv?"

Eden shrugged. The TV news moved on. To a war
zone. One of the bleak places of the earth. Asia, Africa, South
America. Didn't matter, Eden thought. Always there were
refugees on a long road with black smoke rising behind them. The
faces, always the same. The dispossessed. Children with the fixed
gazes that only extreme terror can provide. Men who want to cry but
can't. Old women in black, their faces carved into rigid masks of
rage through decades of abuse, despair. On the move again. Grab and
carry or drag what you can. A pot. A goat on a rope. Nothing at the
end of this road. They're all the same. The same old nothing. Live
another day. Or don't.

Eden closed her eyes. She hated the morning
news, never more than when she'd been part of it herself. Up only
thirty minutes, already her heart felt sore, the day seemed devoid
of promise.

"Didn't this happen before?" Jean-Baptiste
said, and Eden nodded. "No, I mean, how the preacher was killed. I
remember reading—"

"Yes," Pegeen said, in that just-smoldering,
loamy Irish voice. "There was another murder similar to this one.
My roommate in New York"—she named an actress beginning to make a
name for herself—"was quite upset when she heard the news. It
would've been about a year ago, just before I met you, Etan. Tams
and her boyfriend had spent several weeks in India, at the ashram
of Tams's guru. I don't know the name, but he is, or was, famous
provided one is keen for that sort of spiritual trip. He was
supposed to have been a god on earth, with uncanny powers."

"He must have read his tea leaves wrong the
day he got offed," Jean-Baptiste said, then interrupted himself
with a yawn. "Who killed this guru?"

"No idea. Another sojourner, a disciple, I
believe it was. But the method—" Pegeen's eyes went to Eden again,
who smiled sympathetically. Pegeen drank coffee, giving memory her
full scrutiny, then continued in a hushed voice. "It was the same
ghastly method. Neck was bitten through, the artery severed."

"Let's-pretend vampires," Jean-Baptiste said
with a grimace. "All the kids these days into cult stuff. Goth." He
closed the subject with a palms-up gesture. "Your roommate was
Tamora Pass? I saw her in that Mission Impossible
sequel."

"Bloody film looked as if it were edited in a
blender," Etan grumbled.

Breakfast was served; they moved to the
table. Jean-Baptiste soon had them laughing about the way some of
his colleagues spent their off-hours, obsessively staging and
betting on cockroach races. Cockroaches the size of Matchbox
automobiles. They kept their huge and pampered pets in lozenge tins
that they carried with them in their shirt pockets during the
day.

"Bugging out in Africa," Jean-Baptiste
said.

"Of course," Etan said, sucking up coffee,
"only in our obsessions do we meet the promise of a truly
meaningful life."

"Cockroaches are meaningful?" Eden asked.

"As long as they don't finish out of the
money."

Pegeen didn't laugh. She continued to look at
Eden, seeming adrift and dismayed, wanting confirmation of what
they'd both seen on the tube during the bad news from Atlanta.

The opaque orange shuka Bertie had put
on after her nearly nude swim billowed like flame as she crossed
the lawn barefoot, followed by adoring dogs.

"Here comes enough body heat to leave an
imprint on stone," Jean-Baptiste said wistfully.

"Behave," Eden chided. "She's spoken
for."

"None remain but you and me, Eve. I may not
be the First Man, but I'm just as deserving, mon cher."

"And an optimist,"
Eden said, but with a smile, acknowledging the sacrifice of his
pawn. And not unwilling to continue the game. He had a face like a
bloodhound with a bad head cold, but his body was lean and fine.
Just one of those guys you could feel guilty about for not liking
them. Actually she did like Jean-Baptiste, although he could be
talkative while never revealing much about himself. In that
respect, at least, they were a matched pair.

Tom Sherard and
Joseph Nkambe, Bertie's father, returned at twenty past eight with
the body of the leopard Tom had settled shortly after daybreak,
when the leopard returned from nocturnal prowling to his customary
hide, where he laid up during the day. They all went out to the
lake side of the house to have a look at the body, tied down on the
bonnet of a Land Rover.

On the point of one shoulder there was a
punched-out floret from the .375-caliber expanding bullet that had
killed the cat, blowing pieces of bone like shrapnel through the
chest cavity. The open eyes were a glazed yellow, like the flesh of
a cut lemon left all day in a saucer. The six-foot leopard had been
tagged, with the particulars of the kill noted on the tag. The
remains would be turned over to the Kenyan Wildlife Service.

Sherard looked drawn and tired. Probably he
should have left this hunt to another pro, Eden thought, because of
a left leg that still pained him and lacked strength after an
assassin's bullets had nearly demolished the knee. Hunters of
leopard often turned out to be the hunted if a shot only wounded
the animal, which was often the case. Nervous exhaustion, not
exhilaration, was a common reaction to those who remained unscathed
after a leopard hunt. He had waited motionless in the dark for
hours, never knowing if the most cunning of big cats might be
creeping up behind them, just outside the blind in the leaning tree
that he and Joseph had constructed after Tom patiently tracked the
leopard to his lair.

The hunters handed over guns and Tom's
leopard bag, which was filled with practical items like body armor,
disinfectant, and Syrettes of morphine, to Hassan, the Somali head
of the Shungwaya household. There was a reflection of a cruising
vulture on the Land Rover's windscreen. Pegeen Culver approached
the dead leopard, shading her eyes against the sun flare off
glass.

Small shapely head, the sprawled body supple
even in death. A beautiful creature, claws like razors, retracted
now. The leopard had eviscerated and eaten most of a child. Her
husband photographed Pegeen with the leopard. He had a kitful of
the latest in digital video equipment. At Etan's urging Pegeen
diffidently touched a dangling paw. Retreated, shuddering.

Etan Culver interviewed Sherard, who
submitted graciously but had no use for it. He wanted a bath and
breakfast.

"Is that what you saw?" Eden said quietly in
Pegeen's ear. "On the face of the boy who killed the preacher?"

Several dik-dik sauntered along the driveway,
attracted by the tasty buds of bougainvillea. One of the estate
dogs loped toward them, chasing them away. Hippos were lounging and
splashing in their muddy pools. White pelicans flew along the
lakeshore where stubs of drowned trees had reappeared from the blue
depths. There was a sizzle of tiny insects nearby, weaving a
universe in air, one day and they were done.

"No," Pegeen said. "A catlike body, but
huger. And the head was not that of a cat. It had a sneering,
thuggish face."

Eden nodded glumly. She was familiar with the
animal described, although Pegeen hadn't been in Africa long enough
to have seen one.

Bertie Nkambe, who had an arm around Tom
Sherard's waist as he responded halfheartedly to the filmmaker's
questions on camera, glanced at them. Bertie looked serenely happy.
Eden felt a pang of envy. It was like the touch of a fly on her
skin, to be brushed away. She looked again at Pegeen, whose eyes
were dreary. Pegeen, who had asthma, massaged her throat with a
pale childlike hand, as if the dry air was choking her.

"Sure and it'll be comin' here," Pegeen
confirmed.

"You don't have to be afraid, Pegeen."

"What does it want? Why is it comin'?"

"I don't know yet. But when it does come. . .
Tom will kill it."

If it can be killed.

Pegeen looked at her husband, who was
absorbed in his craft.

"I hate it here," she said, suddenly in
tears. "There's too much of death, everywhere. But Etan won't
listen. He won't leave."

 



Chapter 3

VATICAN PALACE

ROME, ITALY

OCTOBER 10

0500 HOURS ZULU

His Holiness Pope
John the Twenty-fourth, born Sebastiano Leoncaro in a small
Piedmont town seventy-two years ago, awoke as was his habit
promptly at five A.M. in the papal apartment overlooking the Piazza
of St. Peter's.

Espresso with a dash of whipped cream was
waiting outside his bedroom door, brought to him by Sister
Pasqualina, one of the staff of elderly nuns of the Sisters of the
Poor who looked after Leoncaro's daily needs.

Following his prayer for guidance during a
long working day and a set of light exercises prescribed for a
chronic back condition, Leoncaro treated himself to music—Elgar's
Dream of Gerontius—which he listened to on headphones while
he made his first diary entry for October 10. There had been a
thunderstorm during the night, breaking the heat wave that had
lingered well into the month. The windows of his study next to the
bedroom had been opened for him. The curtains stirred in a predawn
breeze that held the sweetness of the summer's air at Lake Albano,
only fourteen miles away but fourteen hundred feet higher than
smog-plagued Rome.

His source of light at this early hour was a
green-shaded student's lamp that had been with him since his early
days at the Angelicum and through his globetrotting years as a
Vatican diplomat. The lamp sat directly in front of him on the
writing desk. A pool of light illuminated both his diary and proof
pages of one section of the papal Anuncio he had been
working on for three years. The rest of his study was in deep
shadow.

After a few minutes it became apparent to
Leoncaro that he was no longer alone. He continued his writing for
another minute, then closed his diary, removed the headphones, and
laid them on the desk. He looked up over the edges of his half
glasses at the figure seated on the small divan opposite him.
Hadn't been there when Leoncaro entered his study. The door
remained closed. So it was a Visitation. And the news was likely to
be grim.

Leoncaro's upper lip had been scarred during
a brief pro career in boxing after World War II. The scar glowed
whitely when his lips compressed in an expression of shock and
concern.

"Sorry to disturb you, Sebastiano," his
visitor said deferentially, in his familiar North Georgia
drawl.

"So it's happened to you," Leoncaro replied,
looking at the hideously torn throat, the bled-out, slightly
evanescent body.

"'Fraid so."

"I'm deeply sorry."

"It appears he's on a rampage," the Shade of
Pledger Lee Skeldon observed. Vocal cords had been destroyed, so
the Shade's lips didn't move. But the form of communication they
were using was older than spoken language. And they shaped their
thoughts colloquially, not in formally rhymed voice.

"Again."

"Yes, again."

Leoncaro didn't feel uncomfortable conversing
with a corpse. He'd seen far worse examples of inhuman butchery. He
fingered the plain rosewood crucifix on his breast with two stubby
fingers, considering the significance of Mordaunt's message to
them. Rampage. Well, they'd had it good for too long. And
perhaps become complacent in their stewardship of the human
race.

Leoncaro had a broad workingman's hand.
Knuckles broken and rebroken, now swollen, inflamed by arthritis.
He was paying for the long-extinguished need to put another man
down, in the ring or brawls wherever he'd chanced to find them. He
had become a scholar, a theologian, a world leader, but he was
peasant stock and had grown up during a war that devastated his
country. He understood the despair and rage of the majority of his
vast flock born to low fortune and doomed to hard times. For every
audience he held at the Vatican he held six for the suffering in
their barrios, the depleted, scavenged places. Consequently
Leoncaro was the most popular Pontiff—with the people, if not the
leaders of the Curia—since the death of Roncalli, John the
Twenty-third, forty years ago.

And Pledger Lee at the moment of his death
had been the best-known evangelist of the twentieth century, an
inspiration to millions of Protestants, a confidant of U.S.
presidents. His passing would be mourned around the world.

While the nature of his death caused great
fear.

Both souls were among the heirs of those who
preceded human ken, myth, and fable, the original Caretakers of
Terra. And obviously they had a problem.

"The question remains," Leoncaro mused, "what
does Mordaunt have to gain this time? He can only kill or order to
have killed that which is temporal. The immortal is beyond his
range. Confusion, deceit, and beguilement are his only weapons. The
Trickster has turned human beings against themselves countless
times. But we manage to put things right after each
convulsion."

"I believe something's made him bolder this
go-round," the Shade of Pledger Lee responded. "The latest economic
depression is deepening. It's already destroyed all of the social
optimism and positive energy generated in the past—well, since the
last Great Depression ran its course in '49. Now, this
depression is shaping up to be a humdinger, Sebastiano. Serious
economic depressions result in mindless rage and the madness of
crowds. And, inevitably, as if the recent crimes of Islamic
terrorists are not enough, we get another world war, raising the
consequences to chaos and nuclear holocaust. 'A wind-age, a
wolf-age, before the world's ruin,'" he concluded, quoting from the
Norse epic of Ragnarok. "Conditions Mordaunt needs for his
ascendancy to—it just makes me want to puke to say it—spiritual
leader of what is left of mankind."

"Not a pretty prospect," remarked another
stellar Presence, who had slipped quietly into the Pontiff's study
and was leaning against the wall near the windows.

Leoncaro turned in his creaking chair.

"Don Raimundo," he said with a stiff nod to
the plasmic representation of the revered Brazilian sorcerer. "Is
this going to become a Consistory? I don't remember calling
one."

"No, no, Sebastiano. Vibrationally I happened
to be in the neighborhood, so—" Raimundo gazed sorrowfully at the
evangelist's throat. "It happens, no?"

The Shade of Pledger Lee gave a shrug.

"Was it as unpleasant as being burnt at the
stake?" the plasmic image of the Buddhist nun Ling Qi asked
quietly. She still retained vivid memories of events in
fifteenth-century France.

"Also in the neighborhood?" Leoncaro inquired
with a smile. His study was becoming a trifle crowded.

Ling Qi, a living saint to millions in
Southeast Asia, bowed politely.

"If it is all right with you,
Sebastiano."

"Well, as long as you're here," Leoncaro said
graciously. Ling Qi was a favorite of his among the Twelve.

He paused for a few moments to allow the
representative from Ocean Parkway to slip in under the wire, his
frothy white beard sprinkled with points of light. Then, on a
sterner note, raising his eyes, Leoncaro said, "No more, please. We
have enough for an informal colloquium; let us keep it that way for
now."

The slowly diminishing Shade of Pledger Lee
made room on the divan for the petite form of Ling Qi, her shaved
head radiant as a crystal ball. The Rebbe from Brooklyn, a
venerable eighty-six-year-old, eased into the only chair in the
study. Don Raimundo of Brazil continued to lean against the wall,
arms folded, a brown hard crust of a man with a pencil-line
mustache.

They all looked at Leoncaro, who prepared his
thoughts carefully, moving objects around on his desk in an
absentminded ritual. A bronze replica of the Eiffel Tower that
served as a paperweight; a couple of framed photographs, one of
Leoncaro's mother, the other a Polaroid snapshot of a pickup truck
with a Texas license plate and a bumper sticker that read
CONGRATULATIONS, GOD, IT'S A BOY.

"As for Mordaunt's long-cherished hope for
Ascendancy, which we have thwarted every time: Mordaunt lacks the
power. It is permanently beyond his reach." Leoncaro paused as if
expecting a reaction, but they were all in agreement, for now.
"True enough, he will benefit from a social crisis, waxing on the
despair and doubt of the multitudes in our conservatorship. His
atrocities—the savage destruction of Pledger Lee hours ago and of
Sai Rampa last year, and the attempt on the life of our number
seven, the Dalai Lama, that fortunately only wounded him—may serve
to temporarily weaken the restraint we have on Mordaunt. And,
speaking of the atrocity that so recently occurred—" Leoncaro
looked at Pledger Lee Skeldon's waning Shade. "You won't have the
down time you're accustomed to before establishing another human
persona. Not with Mordaunt this aggressive."

"Figures," the Shade replied with an
understanding nod.

"I'm afraid another takeover will be
necessary to increase our strength."

"Ohhh," Ling Qi said in a faint voice. "Those
can be rough."

"Begging your pardon, Sebastiano, but there's
no one around in my—I mean—the late Reverend Skeldon's league as a
religious leader. You know what television evangelists are like—old
whores in new paint. The medium expands avarice exponentially. The
pious con games. The cynical false promises. All that purely awful
rococo gold furniture. Healing cloths, miracle water, it's a
theological bazaar, tacky to the max."

"Religion has always been a strong consumer
item," the Rebbe commented. He was taking his pulse. Like Leoncaro,
the Rebbe was an elder of the Caretakers, and given to ramblings
about his pending retirement. In mortal form, at an advanced age,
he'd been suffering the expectable hardenings of this, malfunctions
of that.

"I wasn't thinking of another career in
Protestant evangelism" Leoncaro said to the tattered Shade of
Skeldon.

"That's a relief. I almost lost Pledger Lee
when I stepped in ten years ago. A good mind, but shallow
perceptions. And I surely did underestimate the strength of his
ticker?"

"Sometimes the best and strongest horses
cannot be ridden" Raimundo observed. "There was a time when I was
reading entrails for a Magyar chieftain named Trul—"

Leoncaro looked pained and silenced the
sorcerer with a raised finger. Don Raimundo was one of the younger
Caretakers, and not always as focused as he needed to be.

Ling Qi looked thoughtfully at the high
ceiling of the study, where cunningly sculpted cherubs with stubby
wings lolled about.

"If I may make a suggestion, Holiness. With
Mordaunt on the offensive again, could it be that we haven't kept
him busy enough?"

"Or is it possible that we are simply not all
that we used to be?" the Rebbe speculated. "And Mordaunt senses it
is so."

"Historically we've had our down times,"
Leoncaro acknowledged. "Those periods of apocalypse and human
suffering Pledger Lee anticipates for the immediate future." He
nodded to the Shade of the late evangelist. "You'll pardon me if I
continue to refer to you as if you remained in your temporal
aspect."

"Go right ahead," the Shade replied amiably.
"After a long stretch cooped up in a human persona, I tend to
forget who I am myself."

"Tell me about it," Ling Qi said softly and a
little sadly. "But the Rebbe has made an excellent point. Mordaunt
could have something we've overlooked, to our detriment. A means,
perhaps, of reuniting the Trickster's halves of his soul."

"We split his black soul and it will stay
split," the Shade of Pledger Lee scoffed, and then, upon
reflection, "which is a good thing. Don't think it could be done
again, without sacrificing the core energy of all the Caretakers.
Three of us gone already, burnt out, nothing left but cinders
floating derelict somewhere beyond the Lights."

"I suspect Ling Qi and the Rebbe are right,"
the sorcerer Don Raimundo interrupted. "But I could only be sure of
what Mordaunt is up to by settling in his neighborhood for a
while."

"We will take no unnecessary risks," Leoncaro
objected. "And what can Mordaunt know that is beyond the scope of
our knowledge?"

"Not beyond our knowledge," the sorcerer
persisted.

"A growing power we perhaps have been
neglectful in not bringing under our control."

"Please explain."

Don Raimundo spread his hands. "I'm speaking
of the Avatar. The, uh, most recent incarnation."

"Oh, come now!" the Rebbe protested. "Of
course we all know her, but Eden Waring is a child."

"More woman than child now. Don't be too
quick to dismiss her" Leoncaro said. "True, she was chosen in haste
by her predecessor, but that choice was partly dictated by dire
circumstances. Mmm, yes. Eden Waring. She does have one impressive
talent that none of the other Psi-actives possess."

"The left-handed Art" the Brazilian sorcerer
said.

"Exactly."

"Meaning?" Ling Qi inquired.

"Like the late Kelane Cheng" Leoncaro said,
"Eden Waring can produce her doppelganger."

After a few moments of contemplative silence
in the Prelate's study, the Rebbe said, "I don't understand how
Mordaunt would find that useful."

But the sorcerer chuckled. Leoncaro looked
around at him with a nod of approval. Then he smiled indulgently at
the other elder of their company.

"I still don't—"

"Rebbe, where do doppelgangers come
from?"

"The parallel universe that most closely
resembles this one. Dpg's are, in every vital respect, the mirror
images of their homebodies."

"Yes; and are there any limits to the ability
of the dpg to travel from one universe to the next, or back and
forth in time?"

"Aha! Of course?"

But the Shade of Pledger Lee Skeldon
observed, "That doesn't help Mordaunt. He's earthbound, and he
lacks the left-handed Art. We split his soul, took the feminine
half away, and that reduced his power by half."

"The only way we could handle him," Ling Qi
said.

"He doesn't know where his other half is.
Although he might appreciate the irony if he did. And she doesn't
know who she is, or where she came from."

Ling Qi shuddered slightly, as if in
sympathy, and looked away from Leoncaro's reproving glance.

"What if Mordaunt does know where we stashed
his, let us say, his better half?" Don Raimundo wondered.

"He didn't get it from me," the Shade of
Pledger Lee Skeldon replied. "And I'm pretty sure old Sal Rampa
didn't spill the beans, either."

"Both of your personas were dying, and
violently," Leoncaro reminded him. "Can you be sure of what was
going through your mind during those terrible moments?"

"Pledger Lee's mind. I never make it a
practice to store trade secrets in obvious places. And it wasn't
Mordaunt himself, Sebastiano; an emissary the Trickster beguiled.
So I'm certain that my—Pledger Lee's—assassin didn't learn a thing.
Wouldn't matter anyway. He's brain-dead from the beating he took.
He was just there to kill. But—now that you've raised the
point—maybe next time it will be Mordaunt himself at the throat of
one of you."

"He cannot assume another human shape," the
Brazilian sorcerer said. "He may only become. . . the beast. That
is more of a danger to him than to us. Each time he shifts, it
drains and ages Mordaunt's persona."

"We are accustomed to being on our guard; we
will now take precautions to assure the safety of our mortal
selves," Leoncaro advised them.

"I would like to send Mordaunt a message,"
Don Raimundo said, fire in his dark eyes. "A flood, perhaps, raging
down from that desert mountain, with accompanying
thunderbolts—"

"Unacceptable risk to innocent humans," the
Rebbe said. "Does the term Caretaker mean anything to
you?"

Don Raimundo hunched his shoulders, stroked
his neat mustache, and appeared to be sulking.

"Let us assume, because we cannot afford to
overlook the possibility, that Mordaunt has taken an interest in
Eden Waring," Leoncaro concluded. "He is fascinated with her Art
and her nascent power, which he hopes to channel to his benefit.
Further assume he may have approached her already." His Holiness
tapped a forefinger on the cover of his diary, studying the Shade
of Pledger Lee Skeldon as it continued to disappear from the
earthly plane. "And now we know how best you may put to use your
renewed lease on temporal life."

There was no response except for a long
sigh.

"Good day, everyone," Leoncaro said, and
returned his attention to the Anuncio he'd been working
on.

 



Chapter 4

SAN FRANCISCO,
CALIFORNIA

OCTOBER 10

4:18 P.M. PDT

I've always had this
lucky streak," Frank Tubner said, with a modest glance at the
well-tended nails of his right hand.

"There are nights when he's uncanny at
bingo," Pinky Tubner affirmed, giving Frank's left hand an
affectionate squeeze. "And when it comes to drawings at the
church—well, that's how we happen to be on our way to Rome this
very minute! I mentioned bingo, but that's small potatoes—tell
Betts how much you won playing blackjack at the Bellagio, Frank,
when we were down there for the convention last week."

"A tidy sum," Frank acknowledged with the
unassuming smile of the blessed. "But I'm not that good. I
mean, I've always had luck; the caveat is, know not to abuse your
luck. Now Rex—he's our next-door neighbor in Santa Rosa, Rex
Tarlock—Rex was in retail hardware until Home Depot came along and
put him out of business—he's always after me to get in on these
high-stakes poker games. But I tell him, Rex, this is my
philosophy. Apart from the kind of 'luck'—quote unquote—that you
make for yourself through hard effort and the stick-to-it quality
that's indispensable in sales, the out-of-the-blue kind of luck is
a divine mystery—as Rush Limbaugh likes to say, 'on loan from
God.'"

"It's God's reward for how you conduct your
life," Pinky said, nodding solemnly and touching the gold cross she
wore within the cleavage of her freckled breasts. Freckles and
faintly blushing skin and natural strawberry-blond hair,
baby-doll-blue eyes—Pinky had looks, although her lower lip was the
size of a speed bump, and she was, Betts guessed (knowing she
wasn't one to be passing judgment here), a good twenty pounds
overweight.

Frank Tubman leaned forward on the sofa in
the smoking section of United's first-class lounge, wincing
slightly as a bolt of lightning outside illuminated an airport full
of motionless planes on tarmac swept by sheets of rain. A series of
late-afternoon thunderstorms had been delaying traffic in and out
of SF0 for the better part of an hour: the Tubners' flight to Rome,
Betts Waring's flight to Heathrow.

"I don't believe the Lord begrudges my
putting a little extra jingle in my pockets from time to time or a
big-screen TV in the den, such as I won at the Kiwanis picnic
Fourth of July last, but—you said your field was psychology, Betts,
so maybe you can understand better than most what I'm getting at
here—"

Betts stubbed the last half inch of her Merit
in a standing ashtray beside her armchair and resisted the urge to
light another one immediately.

"The lesson, or moral, is: don't be greedy.
That's a very healthy attitude."

"Exactly!"

Pinky beamed and opened a new box of the
sweet-smelling cigarillos she favored, looking idly around the
lounge as she peeled cellophane. Frank was a nonsmoker, but he'd
had a couple of bourbon and Cokes during their wait. Thunder caused
the sandwich glass in the wall behind Betts to oscillate. Betts
wished she could take her shoes off.

"So you and Pinky have an audience with the
Pope," she said to Frank. "I'm not Catholic, but I assume it's a
matter of some prestige."

"In our case, yes," Frank said. "There are
several kinds of audiences with His Holiness. The regular Wednesday
audience is held in the Papal Audience Chamber, which seats twelve
thousand, and anyone can go who can get his hands on a ticket. So
those audiences are not, um, that special. But an audience of key
lay people from selected dioceses around the country in the
Apostolic Palace is, yes, I have to say it: very special."

"Momentous," Pinky added, lighting her small
cigar and looking at the two men in dark gray business suits who
sat silently nearby, where they had been for some time, not
drinking or reading or tapping on laptop computers. They did talk
to each other, the sort of leisurely conversation that has its
share of dry spells; but for the most part they seemed discreetly
to be keeping an eye on—well, it had become obvious to the
observant Pinky—Betts Waring.

Pinky looked at Betts again, speculatively,
holding the cigarillo near her pendulous lower lip; lighter in her
other hand as if she'd forgotten about it.

"Fact of the matter is," Pinky resumed,
"we've always been very active in our diocese. Confidentially"— she
now took the time to get her cigarillo going—"I don't think anyone
has raised more money for the new education building than
Frank."

"Now, sweetie, it's just a knack I have,
persuading people to participate in worthwhile things."

Pinky Tubner dragged on her cigarillo,
expelled smoke, and said in a low voice to Betts, "I don't want to
alarm you. But those two men over there that have this sort of
look about them, you know, military but in civilian clothes,
well—they have been paying you a lot of attention since we sat
down."

"It's all right," Betts said, not looking at
the two men.

"Oh, you mean you know them?"

"Slightly."

"Ohh." Pinky felt emboldened to study the
pair for a few seconds. Frank frowned at her indiscretion, then
cringed at another bolt from the thunderstorm that seemed to be
parked directly over the airport. He smiled weakly at Betts. Frank
wore a hairpiece, but he wasn't a bad-looking guy. Kind of a bumpy
face. Wens. There was one below his left eye like a petrified tear.
He was short and almost as round as his wife, but a fully packed
roundness, as if staying in shape was just another religion for
Frank. Tennis racket gold cufflinks. Sure.

"They're private detectives," Betts
explained, deciding it was time for her next Merit. She was
wondering how rough it was going to be, a nonsmoking hop to
Heathrow Airport in London. Nine and a half hours? But two martinis
before dinner, then a prescription sleeping pill and a snooze in
roomy first class with her feet up should see her through a
no-nicotine stretch.

"You two were in Vegas recently? Would you
believe I've never been? I hear they have some great shows."

"Speaking of luck," Pinky said, revisiting a
favorite theme, for the moment distracting herself, "we got tickets
to see Lincoln Grayle! I mean, not only that, we met him."
She glanced again at the professional-looking men in gray suits.
Private detectives? Did that mean—bodyguards? Obviously there was
more to Betts Waring than met the eye. And then Pinky got it, the
last name belatedly making a connection in her memory. Wasn't that
also the name of the girl who had been in the news months ago,
warning a stadium full of graduates and parents that a DC-10 was
about to crash just where they were sitting? Pinky felt the downy
hair on her forearms standing up.

"Grayle? That name's familiar," Betts said
with polite interest.

"The magician. He's done TV specials. Maybe
you saw the one; he escaped from a drone airplane that was blown up
in midflight?"

"Most incredible illusion I've ever seen,"
Frank commented. "He definitely was put aboard that plane, wrapped
in chains, and handcuffed. The door was welded shut, mind you, and
the camera never cut away as the plane took off, rose to two
thousand feet, and blooey! Then the camera panned to a
rescue truck racing to the scene, and the first man off the back of
the truck, dressed in a fireman's coat and helmet, was Grayle."

"Incredible," Pinky seconded. "But I
believe his Vegas show is better than anything he's done on TV. The
Lincoln Grayle Theatre is a show itself. Like a glass palace,
halfway up the mountain, whatchamacallit, five hundred feet above
the desert." Pinky gestured theatrically herself, in the manner of
a magician about to produce a palm tree from a top hat, her rings
glittering in another burst of lightning just outside the shivering
window wall.

"Drawback is," Frank said, "Grayle's theatre
isn't in one of those posh hotels on the Strip. It's almost a
twenty-buck cab ride west if you miss one of his free buses, which
we did?"

"But worth every penny," Pinky assured Betts.
"When the Grayle Theatre is lit up at night and the fountains are
going, they say airline pilots can see it a hundred miles
away."

Pinky's gaze shifted and she smiled fitfully
at a man in a United captain's uniform helping himself to coffee
not far away. He also smiled and nodded as Pinky hitched herself a
little closer to Betts. The lights in the lounge dimmed following a
crescendo of thunder. Pinky shuddered superstitiously, glancing
over one shoulder at the torrent outside, the unnatural daytime
darkness between flashes.

"I've heard," Pinky confided to Betts, "that
other illusionists—you know, all the big names like Copperfield,
Lance Burton, Siegfried and Roy good as they are, even they can't
figure out how Grayle performs some of his illusions."

"If they are illusions," Frank said
darkly.

Pinky finger-polished her crucifix again,
nibbled at her plump under lip.

Frank scoffed at her expression. "Oh, now,
that's pure showbiz baloney, angel. I was just getting a rise out
of you. It's all part of Grayle's mystique, his image. He doesn't
have supernatural powers. You're just supposed to believe he does.
Takes a lot of the old snake oil to pack the house night after
night."

"On the subject of Grayle, 'fess up, Pinky.
You were just a little smitten with the guy." Frank held a thumb
and forefinger half an inch apart, prompting his highly colored
wife to blush a shade of red that almost erased her freckles.
"Don't fret, pet. I'm not jealous."

"Oh, Frank." She looked at Betts. "Did I
mention that we had a chance to meet him after the show?"

"Lucky Ticket holders," Frank said, now
rubbing that thumb and forefinger together. "Which entitled us to a
grand tour backstage after the show, by the man himself."

"He's nothing like his stage persona.
Very handsome, of course; but so down-to-earth."

"A more affable guy I never hope to meet"
Frank agreed. "And you can imagine, the demands of doing a couple
of shows a night, probably didn't feel all that much like
entertaining a couple of nobodies from Santa Rosa. But you'd never
have known it. He showed us his gym where he works out, all the
ways he has of rejuvenating himself
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