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  BLACK OAK #4: HUNTING GROUND


  Previously, in Black Oak


  To all those who apply for a position at Black Oak Investigations, Ethan Proctor eventually asks: “Do you believe in ghosts?”


  Taylor Blaine, a wealthy businessman living in Connecticut, has hired Black Oak to find his daughter, Celeste.


  She has been missing for thirteen years.


  Blaine promises Proctor all the money he needs to find even one small hint that she’s still alive. However, his other children, the twins Franklin and Alicia, are opposed to the idea.


  “He doesn’t like you,” Lana Kelaleha tells her boss. “I think he thinks you’re just in it for the money.”


  “He’s a snob,” Proctor answers. “I can handle it. Don’t worry.”


  “You’d better handle it soon. Franklin has just taken over the company and fired us.”


  Proctor has a dream:


  A vast obsidian plain under a huge faceless moon. Obsidian trees whose stiff sharp leaves clack and clatter in the wake of a swift dark wind. The ground’s surface smooth and even, reflected moonlight giving the surface a depth that makes crossing it seem like crossing clear ice over still black water. Winged creatures in the sky, silent, gliding, leaving faint trails of gray smoke that twisted and tore and soon vanished.


  Proctor knows it’s a dream.


  He has been here before.


  Ellen Proctor hasn’t said a word in almost seven years.


  While in England, Proctor receives a telephone call from his mother’s physician:


  “Proctor? It’s Paul Browning.”


  Proctor can’t speak, can barely breathe.


  “Proctor, you there?”


  “Tell me quick,” he says, tries to swallow, and can’t. , A pause before Browning laughs. “No, Proctor, it’s all right. Honest to God, it’s all right. Your mom’s okay.”


  He doesn’t know whether to be angry or relieved. “Then what’s—”


  “She spoke, Proctor. Last night, she spoke. I heard her, man, I actually heard her.”


  On the Boardwalk in Atlantic City, a two-bit gambler named Shake Waldman talks to a female colleague:


  “You’re leaving?”


  “Gotta move on,” she says, her accent not quite true. “You know how it is.”


  “Gonna miss you.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Do something for me?”


  “If I can.”


  He gives her a folded piece of paper. “Take care of this, okay? If something happens to me, read it, you’ll know what to do.”


  “Shake, what’s going on?”


  “Don’t worry about it, Petra. Just do an old friend a favor. That’s all I ask.”


  do you believe in ghosts?


  PROLOGUE


  Hushed voices in a large room. A handful of candles in soot-black twisted candelabra throw more shadows than light, and in the background the sound of a slow steady wind.


  In the darkness above, where candlelight cannot reach, the muted flutter of wings.


  There are scents and odors collected in pockets where the air does not move, where drafts do not reach them—candle wax and burnt logs, sweet fruit and rotting fruit, rodent droppings winged or not, flowers of all kinds, meat cooled and raw, perfume, cologne, new clothes and old clothes, dust, flesh.


  There is no telling how large the room actually is. But by its echoes and its silences a visitor knows it is vast.


  And old.


  The barely seen walls of dark wood made darker by the twisting smoke from the candles, from torches now unlit, and the natural aging process; the stone floor made darker by the shoes that have trod across it, the furniture dragged across it, and the natural aging process; the long table in the center, most of it dull, some of it polished by arms and hands drawn across it, has legs thick as trees and chairs with high backs carved in patterns with no discernible meaning, all of it darkened by age beyond measure.


  The sharp tap of a sharp fingernail against wood, a call for attention.


  When the voices finally quiet, there is only the wind, and the wings.


  A full minute later a series of soft chimes sound, a chair scrapes back, and a voice clears its throat and says, “All goes as it should. We are well.”


  Another voice disagrees, with deference but not subservient: “Maybe it does, and maybe we are, but he’s still alive.”


  The first voice sounds amused: “You actually expected him to die?”


  A soft chuckle from the complainer. “All right, maybe not, but one can dream, right?”


  Laughter fills the cavernous room. When it fades, when silence returns, the first voice says, “A lost battle is not a lost war.” A pause for more laughter, and not a few groans. “He will do what he will, and believe what he believes, but in the end, just like all the rest, he will die.”


  A third voice, a woman’s: “I don’t care. He frightens me.”


  “And me,” admits a fourth, this one a man who sounds very young to be in a place like this.


  No one else speaks, just the wings and the wind, until: “Fear is neither a sin nor a crime. It will keep you alert. It will keep us all alive.”


  “Maybe so,” the woman answers, “but I still want Proctor dead.”


  ONE


  5 January


  They say the beach is haunted.


  When midnight slips into the dead hours of morning, the Boardwalk is deserted more often than not, the Atlantic City streets empty and cold. A patrol car cruising the side streets, trailing faint static; a desperate hooker in fake fur clinging to the shadows; a corner bar with sputtering neon; a vacant lot strewn with rubble and garbage; a dead rat in a gutter, matted fur slick with oil.


  The glow of casino lights reaches over the sand, doesn’t quite reach the ocean. Streetlamps along the boardwalk aren’t bright enough to reach each other. And a flurry of headlights from automobiles leaving a multitiered parking garage aim west, not east. This isn’t Las Vegas; night and day do not blend.


  It’s winter, and the wind off the Atlantic is dull and cold and damp. Flapping pennants sound like crackling ice, and footsteps sound as if they tread on hollow wood. An icicle hangs from a back corner at Caesar’s, another from one of the garish turrets at the Taj. It hasn’t snowed yet, but it feels as if it has. Many of the tourists, day-trippers and weekenders, wish it would, if only to cover the rest of the city so it would be easier to pretend they’re someplace special when their wallets finally empty.


  Once in a while a gambler leaves one casino to hustle up to another, shoulders up and head down, hands in pockets, paying no attention to the sand that stretches into the dark. Once in a while lovers, bundled for the season, stand arm in arm at the boardwalk railing and watch the flashes of white out there in the dark, early cresting waves pushed toward them by the wind. Once in a while a lone man or woman will take the stairs down to the sand, peek under the boardwalk, look over at the waves, and climb up again, quickly, with a shivering that has nothing to do with winter winds.


  They say the beach is haunted, and they’re right. But not quite.


  “Listen, Murray, I don’t want to be the wet blanket,” said Fred Dailey, “but in case you hadn’t noticed, it’s goddamn cold out here.” To prove his point, he stamped a foot hard on the boardwalk as he walked beside his friend. “Frozen, see? Damn foot is frozen solid. I’ll have to thaw my shoes just to get them off.”


  Murray, twice his normal size in a Russian greatcoat almost as long as he was tall, adjusted his Russian lamb’s wool hat with one gloved hand, and walked on without responding. His cheeks and pointed chin were red, the condensation of his breath had frozen on his mustache, and his eyes were half closed against the wind that nudged and poked him.


  Fred, taller, thinner, his bloodhound face just as red, glared over Murray’s head at the sand off to his right, men out to the ocean. It’s too cold, fifty bucks gone, only one hundred left, what the hell kind of a way to celebrate a birthday was this?


  “Murray.”


  “Fred, we’re going, we’re almost there, why complain all the time? You don’t like it, go back. Or sit on one of these benches, they look very nice.”


  “I don’t like it, it’s too far to go back, it’s too cold to sit, we’ve already passed four very respectable hotels … I don’t get it.”


  Murray lifted a hand, pointing at the sky. “They didn’t feel right.”


  “What, they were too warm?”


  “They didn’t have the feel, Fred, you know? They gotta have the feel.”


  “Well, I feel like ice, what do you think about that?”


  “I think you should’ve gotten a better coat,” Murray said, and laughed so hard he veered into the steel railing at the boardwalk’s eastern edge, ricocheted off, and bumped into his friend. Laughed again, a series of wheezes that ended in a violent coughing.


  Fred, resigned, patted the other man’s back gently until the spasm passed. More gently now: “Murray, this is crazy.”


  But it wasn’t just this that was crazy. The whole idea was crazy: Two old men drive all the way down here in a car that should have been junked when Moses was pulled out of the reeds, get a room too expensive by half, eat enough fatty food to kill an elephant, and proceed immediately to start giving the casino all their money. And for what? So former New York City police detective Murray Cobb can celebrate his sixtieth birthday in the vain and futile hope of turning one whole pension check into a fortune.


  “A onetime thing,” Murray had argued when Fred protested. “A onetime thing. You’re my friend, you going with me or you staying in Queens and watch the sidewalks rot?”


  The sidewalks rotting, Fred thought now, was a better bet than anything Murray had bet on tonight.


  Still, it was his pal’s birthday, and what was a little frost-bite between men who’d been friends for almost half a century.


  Murray, the coughing finally done, scrubbed a hand under his nose and spat over the railing. Then he grabbed the top rail and leaned against it, lifted his chin to point at the surf. “You ever go out there, Fred? Cruise ship, I mean. You ever go on a cruise?”


  “Nope.” He looked around nervously. They were in one of the dead spots along the Boardwalk, a place where the casinos’ light didn’t fully reach because the distance between them was too great. It wouldn’t have been that bad if all the Boardwalk streetlamps were lit, but they weren’t—burned out or shot out, only one working dimly a few yards up ahead, it didn’t do him much good at all, here in the dead spot.


  Behind him were a dozen or so summer shops boarded and chained until spring, the two-story building they were in so run-down, it was a wonder it hadn’t been condemned already.


  It was too dark here, and too cold. He adjusted his scarf, checked to make sure all his coat buttons were fastened, and looked north and south, positive there were gangs of muggers out there, just waiting for a chance to knock guys like him and Murray off.


  Then Murray asked a question, and he said, “What?”


  “You hear one word I say?”


  “I’m making sure we don’t get murdered.”


  Murray laughed, wheezed, coughed but controlled it. “What I said was, cruises aren’t what they’re cracked up to be. And if you hate it, you can’t walk away, go home, have a better time.”


  Fred closed one eye. “The point being?”


  “The point being,” Murray said, a finger raised to the sky, “that I forget what the damn point was, you got me off track by not listening.” He leaned over and spat again. “Son of a bitch.”


  “Hey,” Fred said. “No call for that. My mind was wandering, that’s all. To, I might add, someplace warm.”


  “No, that’s not what I meant.” Murray began to sidle along the railing, looking over every few feet, then checking to his right to judge the distance left to the next set of stairs. “I wasn’t talking about you.”


  “I’m blessed.”


  “Think there’s a body down there.” He began to move more quickly, leaning over the rail almost all the time now. “I think there’s a body down there.”


  Fred followed slowly, putting a shoulder to a gust that tried to knock him into a shop. “Murray, there’s no body down there.”


  “You a cop?”


  “You?”


  Murray stopped and straightened, and Fred realized he’d just made a huge mistake. Murray had not taken well to retirement, still thought of himself as the same cop he always was, except without as much work.


  Fred put a hand to his forehead. “Sorry. I didn’t mean that.”


  “You owe me one.”


  “Yes. Yes, I do.”


  “Good.” Murray sagged against the railing. “Then, you go down there, see if I’m right.”


  “I am not going down there to touch a dead body.”


  “You don’t have to touch it, for God’s sake. Who said anything about touching? Just go down there, see if I’m right, okay? If there’s someone lying there, maybe he’s hurt, we’ll go get a cop. If there isn’t, you can buy me a drink at the next bar.”


  Fred opened his mouth to make a suggestion, shook his head, and walked over to the stairs. As he passed his friend he could hear faint wheezing, but when he looked, Murray just waved him on impatiently.


  “I’ll be right up here,” he said. “Got you covered the whole way.”


  “With what? That hat?”


  “I got a gun.”


  Fred stopped before he’d taken the first step down. “You’ve got a what?”


  Murray shrugged. “A gun.”


  “Jesus, Murray, we’re gonna end up in jail, for God’s sake.”


  Murray pointed. “Go. It’s freezing up here.”


  Oh, great, Fred thought; now you’re cold.


  The steps were wide, wood, and worn, a little slippery, and Fred held tightly to the railing as he climbed down to the sand. When he looked up, he found himself staring right at Murray’s shoes, which, even in this dim light, looked as old as their owner.


  “See anything?” Murray whispered.


  Yeah, Fred thought sourly, and what he saw he didn’t like.


  The streetlamp’s faint glow slipped between cracks in the boards, pale slants and hazy cones that barely reached the sand. He could faintly see empty liquor bottles, crushed beer cans, clumps of dried seaweed, broken shells, bits of glass.


  He could hear the surf magnified under there.


  He could hear his own breathing.


  What he couldn’t see was anything that looked even vaguely like a body, or somebody that had been hurt.


  Just the dark, and the sound of the surf.


  He gave himself another fifty feet, just to be sure. Murray hadn’t said anything, but Fred could hear those shoes shuffling along the boards, keeping impatient pace, could hear the rail groan a little whenever his friend leaned against it.


  This is stupid.


  He had to bend a little to see under each time, and his back had begun to complain.


  This is stupid.


  At the end of his fifty feet, he shook his head and looked up. “Nothing. Just junk.”


  Murray scowled. “Could’ve sworn.”


  “Shadows, Mur. You saw shadows, that’s all.”


  His old friend shrugged acceptance so quickly, Fred had to blink. Then snarl. Then grin.


  “Don’t be so smug, Dailey. I’m sitting down. Come on up.”


  Fred checked under the boards one more time, just in case, and wondered if that piece of fallen piling over there was what Murray saw. Had to be. From the right angle, with the right lighting, he supposed it could pass for someone lying on his back. Except it would have had to have been out here more, not back there, or Murray wouldn’t have seen it at all.


  He bent lower and eased under, one hand gripping a piling as he leaned closer. Just in case.


  Not enough light; there wasn’t enough light, but it sure as hell looked like someone’s stiff leg. An illusion of some kind, he’d have to ask Murray.


  Keeping the edge of the boardwalk directly above his right shoulder, he took a few steps up and in, grabbed another piling for balance, and squinted.


  It moved.


  He straightened in surprise, caught himself just before he cracked his head against the underside of the boards.


  “Fred,” Murray whispered.


  Fred waved a hang-on-a-minute hand before he realized Murray couldn’t see it, and took another step, another, until he faced the length of piling and, with a gasp, saw the shoe on the end of it. Realized that he wasn’t looking at one leg, there were two.


  Son of a bitch, he thought; the old fart was right.


  Visibility was too shallow here; he could only see as far as the fallen man’s waist, and when the legs trembled again, he said anxiously, “Mister? Hey, mister, you all fight? You need some help?”


  A weak voice: “Help.”


  Fred looked behind him, up at the boards, was about to call out to Murray when the voice spoke again, low and husky: “Help. Help me up.”


  A drunk, he decided; damn, it’s just a drunk. But he reached out anyway.


  And a hand drifted out of the dark, as pale as the pale light that barely reached the sand.


  Fred automatically gripped it and pulled gently, frowned, and pulled again; frowned and inhaled sharply when those fingers squeezed until he thought his knuckles would shatter. He went instantly to his knees, feeling the cold sand through his trousers and the cold wind turning the back of his neck to ice.


  He opened his mouth to cry out, but the only sound he could make was a desperate quiet choking.


  Movement, then, back there in the dark as he was pulled forward, and he had to snap out his other hand to keep from falling on his face.


  Another face, barely seen, as though it were covered in a thin black veil.


  “Please,” Fred said, no louder than a whisper.


  A death’s head smile, eyes made of fire.


  The hand yanked, and he was pulled off the ground, landed on his back, all the breath gone from his lungs in an explosive gasp. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, and when he saw what had taken him, he couldn’t even scream.


  TWO


  9 February


  The January thaw was a month late. Although the situation was much worse in the high hills of the northwestern part of the state, there was still enough snow on the ground in the rest of North Jersey to cause major problems when the overnight temperature charged out of the teens and into the high forties by noon without half taking a breath. Over the next three days cellars flooded, streams and creeks ran faster and higher, low roads slipped under small instant lakes, storm drains overflowed. Icicles melted, a skin of water rippled over the ice on ponds and lakes, and half the population prematurely shucked their topcoats and heavy sweaters.


  Paul Tazaretti’s mother called it pneumonia weather, and if she could see him now, she’d probably die. Or worse— drag him into the house by the ear and stand at the foot of the steps, her arms folded across her chest, waiting until he was dressed warmly enough to suit her.


  At the moment he stood, in white T-shirt and jeans, in front of an open empty garage, trying to decide if it was worth going on, this emergency operation on his old Jeep. He’d been able to keep ahead of the rust, but the engine was something else, and he was pretty sure he was losing that race hands down.


  The problem was, he had gotten the old junker for graduation, it was his first car, and it thereby had great sentimental value; he couldn’t bring himself to get rid of it, replace it with something else.


  A loud, self-pitying sigh, and he peered into the empty garage, looking for something that might perform the miracle he needed. But it was preternaturally clean in there. No spiderwebs, no grease or oil stains on the concrete floor, the few garden and lawn tools all hanging neatly from nails pounded into the walls and … nothing else.


  It was as if the man who owned the house not only didn’t own a car, he didn’t even live here full-time.


  Taz leaned back against a fender and shook his head. It wasn’t natural. It just wasn’t natural.


  Still, Taz was lucky he was back here at all, lucky that his boss had no problems with him working on the Jeep during company time, as long as he made sure his other work was done. It was.


  In fact, the last report had been filed over a week ago, and with no new cases either assigned or pending, the inactivity was getting on his nerves. His, and everybody else’s at Black Oak Investigations. Proctor, for whatever reasons, hadn’t been attending each day’s routine mail check. Which meant any possible new clients had so far gone unnoticed or unexplored. Which meant he was about ready to go out of his mind from boredom.


  The most exciting thing he’d done over the past couple of days was pick out goofy valentines for the women who worked here. He’d managed to kill most of an afternoon with that one. Aside from that, it was curse at and mourn for the Jeep, flirt a little with Eri, the new girl hired to fill in for RJ when RJ was at class, and throw snowballs off the redwood deck to see how far he could get them across the Hudson. He was about ready to see if he could climb down the face of the Palisades without a rope, but he figured Proctor would skin him for that stunt.


  Still, it was better than doing nothing, which was what trying to fix this damn Jeep pretty much was.


  A breeze coasted over his arms, and he shivered, rolled his shoulders, considered going into the house to grab a sweater, and changed his mind. Lana, Black Oak’s office manager and computer wizard, was still talking to that guy who’d arrived a few minutes ago. She stood in front of the kitchen door, a coat thrown over her shoulders, and from the set of her head and the way she kept snapping a finger at her squared bangs, she definitely wasn’t happy. Still, it was weird that she hadn’t invited him in; that wasn’t like her. And since the guy clearly wasn’t a bill collector or something, he figured it was better if he just stuck around, just in case.


  The man was on the bottom of three steps, which put him and Lana almost eye to eye. Taz didn’t know who he was, but he didn’t like him anyway. Didn’t like the way he stood with his gloved hands crossed in front of him, his head cocked in that way that told Taz he was only pretending to listen to whatever she had to tell him. Doc had often told him he was too quick to judge, but Taz didn’t care—in his gut he knew this guy was trouble, or about to be.


  He watched a moment longer, then turned back to the Jeep, stared at the engine and blew out an exasperated breath.


  Hopeless; it was hopeless. He didn’t say so aloud, of course; it would hurt the vehicle’s feelings and make her run worse than ever.


  A grin, and he checked back to the porch, just as Lana looked over the stranger’s head and raised a hand.


  The grin snapped off.


  If she wanted him to meet this guy on a possible case or friendly basis, she would have beckoned with a cheerful wave. What she had done, however, was crook a finger—Taz, get over here, I need your help. So he grabbed his black leather jacket from the front seat and put it on, picked up a greasy rag and hurried down the drive.


  When he was closer, he heard them:


  “I believe you’re making a terrible mistake.”


  “I’m sorry, Mr. Blaine, but I am still not going to let you in. Not while Proctor isn’t here. I have my instructions.”


  “And I pay the bills.”


  Lana’s smile was coldly polite. “Not all of them.”


  “Enough, my dear lady, enough.”


  “Well, I think your father would have something to say about that, don’t you?”


  “My father,” said Franklin Blaine, “is no longer in daily charge of operations. And it is therefore my right to see exactly what my sister and I are paying for.”


  Taz slowed, his dislike for the younger Blaine intensifying, again for no other reason than he had what his old man called an “Eastern snob” accent. Not quite British, not quite North American, but an irritating combination of both, making just about anything he said sound condescending.


  “Oh, Taz, there you are,” she said cheerfully, her smile widening. “Do come here and meet Franklin Blaine, Taylor Blaine’s son.”


  Oh, boy, Taz thought; this guy is in deep trouble, and he doesn’t even know it. Because Lana was short, Polynesian, and seemingly delicate, everyone who didn’t know her tended to misjudge her. By the time they figured out how wrong they were, it was much too late.


  Blaine turned to face him, a tall man whose face was rough and lightly pocked, thin lips, eyes that seemed to be in a perpetual squint at the corners, a slight widow’s peak. His hair was dark brown—dirt-brown, his old man would’ve called it; the kind weeds grow in, not crops.


  Quickly Taz wiped his clean hands on the rag, then held one out. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”


  Blaine automatically accepted the offered hand, and said, “The feeling is—” before he realized something was wrong.


  With a shocked expression, Taz snatched his hand away. “Oh, gosh, Mr. Blaine, I’m sorry. I’m really—I was working—see, I was—” He pointed back to the Jeep’s upraised hood, took a step up to the porch as if to run inside, stepped down again. “Gosh, I’m really sorry. Gosh, I’m—”


  “It’s all right,” Blaine said, staring at his greasy palm and fingers with distaste. “It was an accident.”


  Taz nodded quickly. “Yes, sir, it was, sir. An accident. You want me to go in and—”


  “No.” Blaine glanced at the house, at Lana, and said, “No, I’ll take care of it myself.” A slight bow to them both, and he walked down the driveway to the street, where Taz saw a dark green limousine big as an ocean liner waiting at the curb. A liveried chauffeur was at the back door long before Blaine arrived, and Blaine looked back only once before he climbed in and the door slammed shut.


  Taz waited until the limousine was gone before he said, “Okay?”


  Lana laughed. “Excellent, Taz, excellent.” She wiped a hand over her mouth and chin. “That son of a bitch is about to cause big trouble around here. I sure hope Proctor knows what he’s doing.”


  The room was small and pleasant. A comfortable bed, a chest of drawers, two armchairs, a table between them with a vase of fresh flowers. In the back wall was a sliding glass door that led onto a small patio, beyond which was a lawn that sloped gently away from the building. Summer and spring, there was nothing but flowers out there, and full-crowned trees; now it was dead grass and patches of snow and empty gardens. The winter sunlight kept it bright, kept it from appearing as lifeless as it was.


  A woman sat in one of the chairs, facing the doors, a distant smile on her face. Her greying hair was cut short, utilitarian, not stylish; she wore a simple brown dress, and slippers on her feet. Her hands lay loosely clasped in her lap.


  She didn’t move.


  She hadn’t moved since Proctor arrived two hours before.


  He was in the other chair, watching her, watching what the thaw had left behind. Every once in a while he would say, “Mom?”


  She didn’t move, and she didn’t answer.


  Until nearly four weeks ago, she hadn’t spoken in nearly seven years. And then, all she had said was, “Tiger’s eye.”


  “Mom, I’m going to have to go soon.”


  Ellen Proctor didn’t move; the smile didn’t change; she didn’t speak.


  He rose stiffly, defeated, and stood in front of her, leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll be back soon, Mom,” he whispered. “I love you.”


  When he left, he closed the door quietly and leaned heavily against the wall, head down, eyes briefly closed. The tiled corridor was wide and bright, sunny even though there were no windows. Ahead and behind he could hear soft voices, other visiting family members, nurses, doctors, therapists, a television, a radio.


  tiger’s eye.


  He had been in England on a case when the news came; he had returned as fast as he could, but nothing had changed. All was the same as it had been, before “tiger’s eye.”


  Neither he nor Paul Browning, her doctor, had the faintest idea what it meant. A marble? The actual eye of a tiger?


  Some symbolic piece of the internal world she had lived in all these years? Almost every day since his return from England, he had visited her, talked to her, asked her, once nearly yelled at her when his patience reached an end, and his weariness grew too strong.


  And nothing.


  Just that smile, and … nothing.


  He blew out a breath and headed for the exit. Paul wasn’t in today, and for that he was relieved. Dr. Browning had not lost his excitement, and the enthusiasm, the optimism, was wearing. Better he return to the office; at least there he had some measure of control.


  A wave to a couple of nurses, and he was outside, taking in the too warm air, trudging to the car, sitting. Just sitting.


  I don’t know, he thought when he finally pulled out of the parking lot; I don’t know how much more of this I can take.


  It was a familiar feeling, one he had virtually every time he left his mother behind. But he always took it; he had given himself no choice. Something had happened to her to drive her into that mysterious world of hers, and he wasn’t about to rest until he found out what it was.


  tiger’s eye.


  Had it been anything else, he might not now be so frustrated, but the phrase had echoes. He couldn’t remember where, and he couldn’t remember when, but he was positive he had heard it recently. Within the last several months.


  He doubted there was a connection—hell, there couldn’t be a connection—but the coincidence of memory and his mother’s words sparked him, and tired him at the same time.


  By the time he reached home, his momentary despair had lifted somewhat, and he was ready for something else.


  Something new. The Celeste Blaine case, something in the mail, something referred to him alone … it didn’t matter.


  What he wanted was something else to occupy his time. Occupy his mind.


  He walked into the small kitchen, grabbed a can of soda from the refrigerator, passed into the dining room, and hollered, “I’m back, what’s new?”


  Lana came immediately out of the hallway to his left, where the offices were, a concerned eyebrow raised.


  “No,” she said. “Nothing.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  A shrug. “Don’t be. It’ll change. I know it will.”


  “Changes here, too.”


  He walked into the high-ceiling living room, pushed his shoulders back to drive out the tension, and said, “Taz drove through the garage wall?”


  “I heard that,” Taz yelled from down the hall.


  “No,” Lana said. “It’s Franklin Blaine. He paid us a visit an hour ago.”


  Proctor sagged into an ugly wing chair that was his favorite, more so because everyone else had, at one time or another, tried to get rid of it. “What?” he said flatly.


  “He wanted to see the files; I told him no. He as much as told me he’d be back.” She waited until he looked at her. “It wasn’t a promise, Proctor. You can ask Taz; it definitely was not a promise.”


  Proctor rolled his eyes. The Blaine twins had been thorns in his side since he’d first begun the search. As far as he was concerned, they were pests, not much more. “I’ll talk to the old man, don’t worry.”


  “Talk all you want,” she told him.


  He looked at her sharply.


  “It won’t do a bit of good. Apparently Franklin’s in charge of everything now, including the family’s private affairs. I looks like he and Alicia have pulled off a coup.”


  THREE


  12 January


  The Lighthouse was not the most elegant of the city’s casinos, nor was it as elaborately furnished and appointed as those farther down the Boardwalk. It’s only claim to Atlantic City fame was its ocean-side facade—a twenty-three story lighthouse replica complete with a sweeping beam of intense light directed out over the water; the beam moved in a 60-degree north-south arc, changing colors every thirty minutes. A guest didn’t need to know the address; all he had to do was aim for the light.


  Inside, save for the nautical themes and low-key atmosphere, there wasn’t a lot to distinguish it from its seaside competitors. The noise was the same; the gamblers looked the same; the showgirls in the small theater looked the same as any other.


  The difference was in the way the owners and management treated its employees. It wasn’t only the higher wages and decent on-site treatment; it was, as manager Reno Baron put it, the benefits.


  Long before the murders began, he had convinced the owners to allow him to set aside a half-dozen rooms on the fourth floor, to be allocated at his discretion. He used them for his employees—those who needed a quick nap between double shifts, those who didn’t want to walk home on particularly nasty weather days, those whose transportation plans didn’t pan out. It wasn’t a big thing, but it was appreciated, especially since he didn’t charge his people a dime.


  Once the third body was discovered, however, he reserved a half-dozen more rooms, took out the guests beds, added roll aways and cots to produce a dormitory effect, and assigned an extra guard to the floor to foster the impression of security. He also ordered an armed guard to accompany those who lived nearby. Just in case. Just to show he cared.


  Charleen Caje thought it was dumb. A publicity ploy so blatant she couldn’t believe any of her friends actually believed the self-important manager really gave a damn. Not that she cared. Normally she wouldn’t walk home in the middle of the night while some creep roamed the city, tearing people’s throats out and not even bothering to hide the bodies. The papers said he was taunting the police; the newscasters on TV said the police were helpless because there was no clues, no witnesses, and no pattern to the murders.


  She didn’t care about that, either.


  What she wanted tonight was her own bed to crawl into. Her feet hurt. Her back hurt. The underside of her right breast was killing her because that damn wire in her costume had come loose and had stabbed her throughout the show. It even drew blood. And she was cold—the neon blue scarf she’d bought in Philly last week was too thin, her coat was too thin, and too many drafts slithered up her legs.


  What she did care about was the distance between the hotel and her apartment building, only two blocks away.


  Not far now; not far.


  The hotel behind the facade was nothing special. Eighteen stories of red-trimmed windows in white brick. A handful had balconies with potted plants on them, but those were in front, where the high rollers, when they weren’t rolling high, could see the ocean. Aside from the oversize lifeboat-shape portico above the crescent drive, the lighting was poor, and on the other side of Pacific Avenue was a fenced-in, long and narrow empty lot, which may or may not eventually become a parking garage. On the north side of the street that ran past the lot were empty houses jammed so closely together there was no room between them—they looked as if they were part of the same building.


  Charleen didn’t mind walking by them. Until now she’d always pretended people still lived there, that they were sleeping, dreaming, maybe making love. It kept the street from feeling empty.


  Nothing could do that tonight.


  Two days ago someone had shot out all the streetlamps along the block, and the city hadn’t yet gotten around to replacing them.


  Beside her, Dacey Logetta grumbled to herself, a cigarette in her mouth, a large red beret jammed onto her red hair.


  They had been hired at the same cattle call, had found themselves next to each other in the dressing room that first night, and had decided without a word that it would probably
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