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  BLACK OAK #2: THE HUSH OF DARK WINGS


  Previous, in Black Oak


  On a mist-shrouded highway in eastern Kentucky, Ethan Proctor asks his companion:


  “Do you believe in ghosts?”


  On a private jet, somewhere over Virginia: Taylor Blaine speaks to Ethan Proctor about the reason for their meeting:


  “We were in Connecticut, Mr. Proctor. The family home. It was late June. Celeste had just turned eighteen. Nineteen eighty-four, it was. She was to attend Wellesley that fall, and was going to travel a little with two of her friends before locking herself away behind ivy-covered walls. We had been joking about George Orwell and such, because of the year. She was afraid Big Brother would take over sooner or later. I was of the opinion he already had.


  “I stood on the front porch and watched the three of them drive away. They were laughing, Mr. Proctor, waving out the windows and laughing.


  “She called her mother every other night for the next two weeks. Every other night, Mr. Proctor, but


  I never saw her again.


  “Two years later, my Iris passed away. A massive stroke in the middle of the night. I am convinced it was the pressure of not knowing.


  “Whatever the reason, they’re both gone now.


  “One, I have lost forever.


  “I want the other one back.”


  “Here is the deal,” Blaine said. ‘It’s very simple, don’t look so apprehensive. You will allow me to hire Black Oak—which means you, sir; you—to find out what happened to my daughter. I will pay all your expenses, I will give you access to every one of my contacts as they become necessary, I will give you the run of my house, my offices wherever they may be, and my staff. I will give you free reign to do whatever you want, whatever it takes.


  “In addition, I will pay you enough above and beyond so that you will never have to work on anything else in your life.”


  Blaine held out his hand.


  Proctor didn’t take it.


  “If I accept,” Proctor told him, “I will run my business as usual. I have clients, sir, who depend on me and my people. And frankly, this case is so old … the odds against the results you’re looking for are great.”


  “Great,” Blaine echoed mockingly. “What you mean is, a hell of a hell of a hell of a hell of a long shot. Snowball in hell. Slim to none, and slim is out of the question.”


  “Yes, sir, that is exactly what I mean.”


  Blaine’s hand didn’t retreat.


  “And you have to work,” he said thoughtfully. “Other cases, that is. My daughter’s … my daughter will be just one case among many.”


  Proctor nodded. “Yes, I do have to work. I’d go nuts if I didn’t. Even with all those reports and contacts and whatever of yours, there’s going to be a lot of downtime. Time when I’ll be just twiddling my thumbs, as it were. I can’t live like that. Your own story tells me you can’t either. Which tells me you don’t like it, but you do understand.”


  Blaine returned his gaze steadily.


  For the first time, Proctor looked at the hand, then looked up. “But your daughter will not be just one case among many. None of my cases are, Mr. Blaine. None.”


  The plane touched the runway with a faint lurch and squeal, both men were eased forward when the engines reversed and the brakes were applied, and Proctor, without thinking, took the old man’s hand.


  Blaine’s smile broadened; his grip was snug without testing.


  “You won’t regret this, Ethan,” he said.


  “It’s Proctor,” Proctor said. “Nobody calls me Ethan. And yeah, sure I’m going to regret this. You and I, we’re going to fight like cats and dogs.” do you believe in ghosts?


  ONE


  There were stars, and a waning moon, and a touch in the air of thin brittle ice.


  There was darkness laced with silver.


  And the hush of a light cold wind that passed through the high buffalo grass. Whispers in the night. The souls of the dead, locals liked to say, the Indians and settlers who had lived and traveled on the Great Plains, plotting ways to return. No ghostly moans, no banshee screams, no clank and clatter of chains dragged behind.


  Only the whispering, constant and soft.


  And the irregular harsh panting of someone who has run a long way, who can barely move another step, who needs to sit a while and rest and doesn’t dare.


  Kira wished desperately she could stay off the road. She could hide in the tall grass, or find a depression to crouch in, or maybe there’d be a miracle and she’d find a cave somewhere along the weed- choked banks of one of the long-dead creeks, where she could wait until the sun rose and everything would be all right.


  But there were no miracles, not anymore, and the stars and the moon didn’t give a damn.


  Just the night long past midnight, and the dry cold wind that, slow as it was, still made her feel as if she weren’t wearing any clothes.


  Besides, she thought bitterly, running across the plains in the middle of the night was a blatant invitation to certain disaster—a turned ankle, a broken leg, or something worse: getting lost.


  The paved two-lane road allowed her to move swiftly, at least in the beginning, and it led straight toward home, waiting for her up there, somewhere in the faint glow that marked what was left of Hart Junction. Maybe Kenny would still be there. Maybe he hadn’t given up on her. Maybe he was waiting in the living room, a lamp on in the window, watching TV and once in a while glancing at the door in case she should come home.


  She had to believe that.


  If she didn’t, if she couldn’t, there was no sense going on, she might as well sit down right here and let it happen.


  A sudden stitch of pain in her right side made her gasp aloud, and she slowed to a stumbling walk, finally stopped and bent over as she massaged the place where she hurt. A few seconds wouldn’t kill her; a few seconds, that’s all, until the pain went away.


  She had long since gotten used to the rest of it— the vicious scrapes on her knees when she’d fallen and skidded at the beginning of her flight, tearing open jeans and flesh; the dozens of scratches and a handful of cuts on the backs of her hands and across her cheeks when she’d tried, really tried, to use the buffalo grass for cover and fallen too many times before realizing the futility and had taken to the road.


  If she bled, she couldn’t tell. The cold had numbed her skin, made the aches go away. For a while, anyway. For a while.


  In her left hand was a flashlight. She used it sparingly, flick on and flick off, just to be sure she wasn’t heading for the shallow ditches that bordered the road. Use it more than that and they would find her without half trying. A single light in all this emptiness could be seen for too many miles.


  After a few seconds the pain subsided, she grunted, and moved on. Slower now, screaming silently at her legs not to give up, there were only two miles or so left, more than halfway home. And once there, she swore, she would never leave the house again, not until she had convinced Kenny that their future lay somewhere, anywhere else, but definitely not in Hart Junction.


  It would be hard. He could be so damn stubborn sometimes. Handsome, smart, but with the genes of a damn mule. Once she told him what she had seen, however, she doubted he’d argue. He would do what she wanted.


  He had to.


  Please, God, he had to.


  A flick of the light, the blacktop washed a temporary grey, and she picked up the pace again, stag#gering from one side of the road to the other but not once taking her gaze off the glow up ahead.


  Sweat drenched her hair, soaked her back. Cramps stirred in her thighs. She wasn’t sure, but she thought she felt blood slipping down her shins. Her jacket, an old leather thing she had worn when she’d left home, gained a pound with every step, but she didn’t dare take it off.


  The wind gusted, nearly toppling her.


  The whispers rose and fell.


  She gulped a breath, and dropped the flashlight when her fingers stopped working.


  “Shit,” she muttered wearily as she turned, listening to the plastic casing rattle across the blacktop. She was tempted to leave it, but she had to have it. Slip into one of the ditches and she was a goner. “Shit,” and she dropped to her knees, inhaling sharply at the stinging, the burning, forcing herself to ignore it as she passed her hands over the gritty surface until she found the light, giggled, and tried to stand again.


  She couldn’t.


  Her knees wouldn’t lock, her arms had lost their strength, and she fell back onto her rump.


  Okay, she thought, not giving panic a chance; okay, this is a sign, right? Body says I have to rest or it ain’t moving again. No sweat.


  She giggled, and wiped the sweat from her face with a forearm.


  No sweat, I can handle it.


  The wind stopped.


  The whispering stopped.


  Her wheezing sounded like the pitiful roar of an aged lion.


  Okay, it’s okay, count to ten and get up off your butt, Kira Marie Stark, this ain’t a vacation, you know. It ain’t fun and games. And the first thing you’re going to do when you get home is beat the hell out of your pigheaded husband for not stopping you, the jerk.


  Or coming after you, the bastard.


  She giggled.


  Then you are going to take the longest bath you’ve ever had in your life, in the history of the world, eat everything in the refrigerator that isn’t covered with some kind of fungus because Kenny never did have the sense to throw things out when they needed throwing out, and then you are going to pack, drag him to the car, and drive as far away as you can, the hell with trying to convince him there’s something wrong. If he hasn’t figured that out by now, he deserves to stay behind.


  She giggled.


  She put a trembling hand over her eyes, took as deep a breath as her lungs would allow, and replaced another giggle with an explosive sob of exhaustion, and the fear that she was cracking up. So tired of running, so tired of listening to them talking to her, so tired of listening to what was left of her mind tell her she was—


  Her hand snapped away, and she scrambled awkwardly to her feet, swaying.


  Out there in the dark.


  Something was out there.


  She was positive she had heard it, but she couldn’t hear it now, no matter how hard she strained to listen over the frantic thumping of her heart and the wheezing as she breathed through her open mouth.


  It wasn’t the wind; there was no wind.


  She stepped backward, stepped again, squinting hard into the dark, holding the flashlight like a club. It couldn’t be them, because she would have heard them. Either they’d be in that fancy car, the only vehicle they owned, or they’d be running just like her; either way, she would have heard.


  “No time to stop,” she whispered. Her arms at her sides were too heavy to move. “Go, Kira, damnit, move.”


  She couldn’t.


  Nothing worked.


  Standing with her legs apart, blinking rapidly, gulping air, she cocked her head and listened, closed her eyes and listened harder. Smiled. Giggled. Wiped the back of her hand across her lips and swiveled around stiff-legged, fixed on the Junction’s glow and let it pull her forward. One small step at a time, legs unbending, reminding her so much of Frankenstein that she grinned, growled, and tried to imagine what the bolt-neck monster would look like, running.


  Dear Lord, I’m cracking up.


  Kenny, help me, I’m cracking up, oh God, I’m not gonna make it.


  She heard Kenny’s voice, that smooth deep voice, telling her to stop feeling so damn sorry for herself. She was a grown woman, damn near thirty, and since she’d gotten herself into this mess, she could damn well get herself out. All she had to do was stop thinking about the aches, the pains, the lead in her muscles, the burning in her lungs.


  Don’t think about it.


  Just do it.


  So she did, just to prove to that goddamn smug bastard that she didn’t need him, didn’t need anyone, to get her out of anything. Three-quarters dead on her feet, she was still better than half the men who still lived in the Junction, hiding behind their doors each time the sun went down, holding meetings that accomplished nothing, writing letters that were never answered, all the while carrying on as if there was nothing wrong. Going to work, coming home, everything’s okay, Kira, it’s all in your mind, your pretty little head.


  Like the sound she heard again, somewhere out there. This time she didn’t stop.


  It wasn’t them.


  It couldn’t be them.


  It was the whispers, all those dead Indians and pioneers, except … except the wind wasn’t blowing.


  Scowling, she glanced over her shoulder, thinking she could tear apart the dark with just a look and expose whoever was back there. Whatever was back there. It didn’t occur to her to use the flashlight for another hundred yards, and when she did, she wished she hadn’t.


  The beam wasn’t very strong, the night was much stronger, but it was enough to show her the long empty road. She swung the light right to left quickly, hoping to catch the glint of an eye or a ducking shadow.


  Nothing there; there was nothing there.


  Yet she heard it, a rustling, a whispering, so soft and so constant that she couldn’t decide whether to be angry or afraid.


  “Screw it,” she muttered, and turned toward the Junction, nodded at how wonderfully close it seemed, and took a step toward it.


  The rustling grew louder.


  The flashlight aimed at the tall grass that didn’t move, that seemed like a solid wall wherever the beam touched it. She stabbed the beam elsewhere, thrusting out her arm as if wielding a sword, turning in an increasingly frantic circle until she tripped herself and fell, landing on her left hip, gasping, sighing, sitting up with one hand braced on the blacktop while the other used the flashlight.


  The rustling grew louder, nearer, and she opened her mouth and said, “Oh,” when she realized it wasn’t the dead whispering at all.


  What she heard was the sound of wings.


  Soft wings.


  Beating slowly.


  Run, Kenny told her; for God’s sake, Kira, run!


  She couldn’t; she couldn’t even stand. But she wasn’t dead yet, and she turned the flashlight back into a club, and batted blindly at the air above her, behind her, using her heels to turn her around, and turn her once again. Sobbing and not caring, wishing the tears hadn’t blurred her vision because she was sure the slow-fading beam kept slashing over something out there, just out of reach.


  Large or small, she couldn’t tell.


  A glimpse, nothing more.


  And when the flashlight finally died and left her in the dark, the sound of soft wings settled over her.


  Without even time for a single frightened scream.


  TWO


  The sun was too bright, the temperature too high, and Ethan Proctor almost smiled when he found himself yearning for a little tried-and-true November gloom. Damp and grey, to keep you under the blankets for just a few minutes more.


  The idea had been a good one at the time: Get out of the office for a while, take a walk down to Parker Street, pick up a couple of doughnuts from the Italians who owned the Swiss Bakery, and munch his way back home. By then, his head would be clear, he would be invigorated from the exercise of the nearly mile-long journey, and he would finally be able to make a decision about the letter.


  But as he stood on the sidewalk, a bag with three lemon-filled doughnuts in one hand, he felt more akin to Mr. Scrooge than Mr. Claus. Although the business district was only a few blocks long, the colorful decorations in the store windows and on the lampposts, the recorded carols he could just hear down the block, the pedestrians who flowed past him cheerfully burdened with packages and smiles, all seemed false in the sunlight.


  It was November, for crying out loud, Thanksgiving four days gone, and there should be low grey clouds, a damp chilly breeze, and the sense that any#thing, even winter, would be better than the gloom.


  But not, however, this damn summer weather.


  Scrooge, he thought, shook his head, and walked left, keeping close to the storefronts, away from the crowds, glaring at the traffic that clogged the street in both directions. At the comer, taken by Munshin’s Books, he turned left again and paused. The outside of the bookstore’s display window had been given over to posters and announcements, both hand-lettered and professionally done. Local bands at local clubs, school plays and concerts, town-sponsored events, block parties, a Christmas concert at the VFW, lost pets, lost wallets, lost toys, lost people.


  He spotted a vivid yellow sheet in the center on the right-hand edge: an invitation to a meeting at someone’s house, the speaker a man who claimed to have an indisputable and active pipeline to God. The leader of a group that called itself Angel Watch. All were welcome, young and old, the distressed and the lost, the wondering and the aimlessly wandering.


  He scowled, automatically reached out to rip the paper away, and changed his mind. For one thing there was Munshin’s rule—what goes up stays up unless he takes it down, no matter how stupid or offensive others might find it. Besides, it wouldn’t make any difference anyway. Proctor had seen this same announcement elsewhere lately, on telephone poles, in the classified section of the local newspaper, in the hands of earnest youngsters standing on street corners passing them out.


  It wouldn’t make any difference.


  And as he walked away, heading east toward his own neighborhood, he wondered if he ought to consider this a sign.


  Dear Mr. Proctor,


  Several years ago, you helped my cousin, Betty Savage, maybe you remember her, with a I guess you’d call it a sticky problem. She always told me, before she died of that cancer, that if I ever needed help too, I should contact you. It never occurred to me that I ever would. But I do.


  Halfway home, working on his second doughnut, he considered taking off his denim jacket. It was too warm, and despite the fact that he was taking his time, he could feel sweat breaking on his back and under his arms.


  The view was worse, too.


  The only color belonged to the houses and the evergreens and a few patches of stubbornly green grass. The trees and most shrubs he could see were bare. Gardens were empty. Wreaths and bows on doors seemed made of plastic. Strings of lights around jambs and on bushes looked silly, pointless, in all this sun. The place needed darkness, for the lights to shine, or snow, to hide the barren limbs and browning lawns.


  Damn, he thought; what the hell’s the matter with you?


  Part of his funk, he knew, was due to the recent death of an old friend, one of his investigators, who had been in Black Oak since the beginning. But that had been six weeks ago, and although the sting was still there, the memory of the man’s passing and the way it had happened, it wasn’t enough to make him feel like this.


  You know, he told himself then; stop kidding yourself, you know what it is.


  “Smart-ass,” he muttered to his shadow with a lopsided grin.


  When he reached the T-intersection at the end of the street, he crossed over and headed north. There was no sidewalk on this side, just a wom-to-bare-earth north-south path on a narrow irregular verge of low grass. It was this way for good reason—beyond the widely spaced houses on his right the land ended abruptly at the New Jersey Palisades, in spots several hundred feet straight down to the Hudson River. Those who lived in the large, old homes across the way saw little but high hedges or vine-entangled fences or trees which, in summer, blocked even the buildings.


  Not much of a view, but the older residents didn’t seem to mind, and the newer ones either got used to it or moved away.


  As he finished his second doughnut, his right hand drifted to touch his hip pocket. Where the envelope was.


  I haven’t told anyone else because I’m frightened.


  Really frightened.


  They all were, usually, those whose concerns and appeals eventually made it through his various contacts to his combination home and office.


  They all were.


  The majority of Black Oak’s investigations dealt with alleged fraud. Skimming. Diverting funds. Elaborate scams and schemes that weren’t as foolproof as their inventors believed. The exposure of those who believed the world owed them a living
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