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Chapter One

“I am one pure of mouth, pure of hands”—The Book of the Dead

Kan knew at once the little girl was dead, her brain and body smashed beyond repair. Yet he ran across the street to where the child’s mother knelt screaming.

Passing the stunned school guard, Kan didn’t even glance toward the driver who had raced off down the street.

By the time he reached them, the mother had gathered her child’s crumpled body in her arms and was wailing, swaying back and forth on her knees. Over the girl’s bloodstained chestnut curls, the woman’s upturned eyes were puddles of grief imploring an indifferent sky.

“God, don’t let her die, don’t let her die. Oh, God…”

The mother’s desperate, pleading voice called onlookers like a siren’s song. People crossed the pavement, some at a run, some at a cautious walk. Even as he was preoccupied with thoughts of the child, Kan tasted their minds, finding some shocked, others curious, and a few hungry for suffering in a repulsive way he had never understood.

“My God,” a man said. “Did you see what happened?” His eyes passed over Kan’s tall muscular frame. “The car must have thrown her twenty feet.”

“It was a Nebula 10,” someone replied. “Black. Didn’t get the license number.”

In the middle of the street, the crossing guard still stood frozen in the hot sun of San Luis Obispo, California, her chalk-white face staring in their direction. Kan sighed and nudged her mind. “Not your fault,” he told her. “Call the police.”

The guard blinked and came to life. She reached for her cellphone.

Within a minute, a dozen people clustered about the mother and child. Get back, Kan wanted to shout, though he had no business being here himself. Have you no shame? Respect her grief. Every day, he fought a ceaseless battle to keep his nature secret, to slink beneath the radar of prying eyes. True, so many of these creatures needed help. He was the only one, though, and their vampiric needs drained him. If he got careless or let compassion rule his head, they would learn what he was and hate him for being different.

He started to leave just as a man pressed against him, eager for the sight of a little blood. Nor was he the lone ghoulish rubbernecker. A plump, middle-aged woman pushed forward, too. Kan’s hands twitched with an unfamiliar hunger of their own to smash and destroy. The desire alarmed him. Tempted to give in, he knew he would be no better than they if he did.

Despite his need to leave, the mother’s wails and the child’s limp, ruined body held him. He glanced past them at the elementary school seventy yards away beyond a well-trimmed lawn. Yellow daffodils stirred in the breeze. It looked calm and sedate, though he knew the doors could burst open at any moment and new company could come.

Leave now before you get tempted. Leave before it’s too late!

Kan began to turn.

As he did, the mother’s stricken eyes found his. Help me, they seemed to cry. Help my little girl.

Before he could stop himself, Kan knelt and held out his arms. “Give me the child,” he said.

“What?”

He cupped his hands, moving his fingers. “Your child. Give her to me, while there’s still time.”

Something in his manner made her obey. When he received the blood-soaked bundle, though, he saw it was already too late. The child’s head resembled a lopsided grapefruit, and her hair was wet and matted. Even worse, he saw gray lumps of brain tissue on the sidewalk. This little girl’s life was beyond his powers to recall.

Gently, he pressed the small, cooling body to his chest. He glanced around to be sure no one was pointing a cellphone camera in his direction and closed his eyes.

“Hey, mister,” a hoarse voice asked, “watcha doing?”

Being stupid, he thought. Trying to achieve a miracle. With a nameless prayer, he slipped down into the girl’s ruined brain. Lisa, her name was. No, is. Five years old, and she’ll never be six. You must believe! He flowed through ruptured chambers, healing and mending, repairing the vast wound and where he couldn’t, generating new tissue in its place. Still, such total devastation was beyond him. Even if he managed to bring this child back, she would be a mindless vegetable. Some tragedies were better mourned than embraced.

The crowd shuffled its feet and pressed closer, interfering with his concentration. They asked what he was doing, why he was holding the child. One woman wept for her own lost daughter, and for a moment, Kan saw a little child dying of cancer in a hospital ward. He shut such distractions out, knowing he was foolish in his endeavor and must act fast before new spectators arrived.

The child’s brain healed, Kan ranged through the rest of her body. Stomach and chest, legs and arms. As never before, he used all his force, all his power. Blood and bone, cell and atom—each he coaxed and reanimated. Where blight flourished, he planted seeds. Where cold death reigned, he breathed warmth. Surely, though, a spark or two of artificial life was not enough. Had he not learned this lesson many times before by attempting to save those who were obviously doomed? Though his ability had grown, this child was injured far more than they. Indeed, the rampaging car had smashed half the bones in her body and ruined several organs.

All too soon there was nothing more he could do for her. He laid her gently on the pavement and rose to his feet, feeling depleted. Despite his increased ability, this part of the experience had never changed. Give a lot, lose a lot, with a recovery time directly proportional to his contribution. At the worst, it was like pouring himself empty.

And for what? Though he’d fanned a few synapses into fitful life, the child was still dead and lay rotting at his feet. What a waste.

Then an amazing thing happened. Five-year-old Lisa took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and looked at her mother. “Mommy,” she said. “What happened?”

The crowd gasped. “Shit,” someone said, and another shouted “Oh, my God!” Others broke into tears. A burly hand seized Kan’s shoulder. “What did you do, man? What the fuck did you do?”

A black man pushed forward. “He healed her. God Almighty, I don’t know how he did it. He brought her back!” He gazed up at Kan with shining eyes.

Kan felt stunned. Despite her blood-stained body, the child was obviously so well there was no need to sound her depths. Her broken limbs were whole again, and Lisa smiled when she looked up at him.

Joy rose like a bonfire, warming Kan’s soul. Almost at once, though, it faded as he saw people rush from the school to investigate. Time to leave!

He turned to the crowd. Six and a half feet tall, he towered over most of them. “Who are you?” a fat woman said. She reached up and touched his black hair and sharp features. “So handsome. Are you Jesus?” They all stared at him in fearful awe.

“Yea, it’s like Lazarus,” a short man with glasses said. “Back from the grave.”

“Hardly,” Kan said. “Lisa was only gone a few minutes.” He spread his arms as if in benediction, careful to include the mother and child. “None of you will remember this,” he said, pouring the last of his strength into the words. “None of you will remember me or what I did.”

Exhausted, he turned and staggered away. Run! Run before a camera crew arrives and records your face for the six-thirty news. Run before they film you from nine different angles for the Internet.

He lurched across the street, back to where he’d come from. His goal was to get as far from them as possible. Stupid, stupid, stupid! Instead of hiding behind anonymity, he always acted like he wanted to become a celebrity so everyone could chew off a piece of his hide. He remembered the one time before when he’d almost been caught because he’d restored the sight of a blind boy with glaucoma. The child’s family’s hands had stroked Kan in gratitude and torn at him like claws, their joy contaminated by rapacious self-interest. “Cure my diabetes!” “Fix my heart!” “ Get rid of my mother’s Alzheimer’s!” Fortunately, he’d made them all forget his involvement, and the local story had soon died. It had been close, though, and for all Kan knew, there was a well-kept file on him somewhere.

He staggered on, hoping no one noticed him or took his picture. If only he had a car and knew how to drive it. Still, he was in no condition for such a task. Never had he felt so ravaged or depleted before. His entire body was half-asleep, and he limped on like a puppet with tangled strings.

Reaching the other side of the street, he heard a siren wail in the distance. The police. He hurried on, heading up the sidewalk toward the cheap basement apartment he rented. Half a mile to go. He could do it.

Footsteps behind him.

He swayed and glanced over his shoulder. The crossing guard was following him.

Kan cursed his stupidity in forgetting her and in not wiping her mind clean as he had the others. She was a witness. She had seen everything. Spotting an alley, he slipped into it, hoping its darkness would make her reluctant to venture after him. Perhaps he would be lucky, and she wouldn’t be able to describe him well. Still, how many bearded, exhausted, six and a half feet tall men could there be?

The footsteps drew closer.

Ahead, a brick wall loomed. If Kan weren’t so tired, he could have scaled it in seconds. As it was, he wouldn’t get an inch off the ground. He struggled on until he reached the wall and turned around.

The crossing guard hesitated and approached. Earlier, he’d had the impression she was an older woman. Now he saw she was much younger. Twenty-four or five. Her blond hair crisped up in an attractive wave, and she had the brightest blue eyes he had ever seen. Slender and about five feet six, she possessed a neat, regular beauty suggesting dependability and competence. She wore white gloves and her red, white, and blue suit—actually a uniform—had a large nametag over the right breast pocket. It said, “Ariel Carter—Benson Elementary School—Crossing Guard.”

She stopped five feet away and fixed him with a stunned, tortured gaze. “It was a bright, calm day,” she said, “and the street was clear, so I waved at Lisa to come. I was thinking how beautiful it was when the car roared out of nowhere, black as death, and struck her, blazing past like the driver didn’t care. When it hit her, she flew up and sailed end over end through the air, like a piece of debris.”

“It wasn’t your fault,” Kan said.

“Then you came,” the crossing guard said in wonder, as if she had not heard him. “While I stood there like a numb, stupid fool, you took control.” She swallowed. “My God,” she continued in a soft, shivery voice, “you brought Lisa back from the next world. I saw it.”

Kan said nothing.

She tilted her head, moved a step closer. “Who are you?”

He sighed. All he knew was his name, and he didn’t want to reveal it. “I don’t know.”

“What are you?”

“I don’t know that either.”

She edged closer. Though almost dead on his feet, Kan knew he had enough strength left to silence this one witness to his act. He was, indeed, immensely powerful. If he didn’t have scruples, it would be easy.

“You don’t know who or what you are?” the woman asked. “Why not? Is it amnesia?”

Kan trembled, trying not to collapse. He had awakened in California two months ago and come to San Luis Obispo ten days before. From the beginning, he’d had no memory of who he was, knowing only he must not call attention to himself in any way. Why did he keep taking foolish risks in helping people? Why, at work in the fields among his coworkers, had he sometimes been careless and displayed his prodigious strength?

The crossing guard was even closer now, her soft neck a mere arm’s length away. Despite his fatigue, it would be easy.

Why had he started to think of killing people—first, the onlookers at the accident, now this sweet young woman? Where did such cruel impulses come from? Horrified at himself, he fought the desire down.

Fearless, she reached up and touched his arm. “Here, let me help you,” she said.

Kan sighed and reached out to her. The last thing he remembered before darkness descended was sinking onto the cold ground as if it were a soft, warm bed.


Chapter Two

Kan awoke, instantly alert. Blinking, he remembered the young woman calling a taxi and struggling to put his huge, helpless frame into it.

I’ve slept four hours and nine minutes, Kan thought. Exactly.

The amazing thing was not the precision of this knowledge; it was how good he felt. He felt restored, renewed, even reborn. In the past, whenever he had expended a fraction of what he had this afternoon, it had taken him days to recover. By all rights, he should still be exhausted, mired in a long dreamless torpor. This time he felt he hadn’t exerted himself at all.

He sat up, testing his assessment. Yes, he did feel wonderful. Something was changing inside him, and his recovery period was shortening, though he had noticed his increased power to cure. What was happening to him? Did it have a purpose?

He filed the matter away and looked around the room. Out the window, he could see the purplish summit of Bishop Peak, one of the nine hills, or “Sisters,” making San Luis Obispo so scenic. Though he could not see the ocean ten miles away, he could smell its salty tang and sense its vast, turbulent life.

He still wore his jeans and shirt and lay in a bed at least six inches too short for him, his stocking feet extending over the edge. The coverlet was what caught his attention. On it, a little girl walked down a yellow path with three companions. There was something odd about the way they looked. One of them resembled a lion.

Looking up, Kan saw other colorful images on the walls. He searched for a word and found it. Cartoons. These were cartoon figures. Spotting new, intriguing ones, he got up from the bed. He put on his boots and went to investigate.

When she came in, he whipped around. She still wore her uniform.

“I had to go answer some questions,” she said. “File a report with the police. I…I didn’t mention you or what you did.” Pause. “The little girl, Lisa, is all right. I told the police the driver raced right through the intersection and almost hit her.”

“Yes, and the driver is still free.”

She frowned in surprise. “How do you know?”

He considered. “It feels right,” he said, and turned back to the cartoons.

She came up beside him. “The Winged Monkeys,” she said. “Dreadful little beasts, aren’t they? They snatched Dorothy and Toto and took them to the Wicked Witch’s castle.”

This meant nothing to him, so he remained silent.

She laughed. “As you can tell, I’m a regular nut when it comes to The Wizard of Oz. I’ve read all the books, seen all the movies. While some like The Wiz version best, to me, it’s the original that rocks.” She clicked her tongue. “You can’t beat Judy Garland.” She nudged him. “Did you know they considered Shirley Temple for the role? Can you imagine Curly Top in the Emerald City?”

Not understanding a word, Kan couldn’t imagine anything. To compensate, he opened himself to her mind. Ariel Carter—her mother dead and father alive, she majored in education at a local college, hoping to teach middle school. Besides being a crossing guard, she was a teaching aide at the school, loved children, spicy chili, and yes…he felt her love of some story about a wizard. Oddly, though, he couldn’t see much further. She had a mind like a hall of mirrors, and he had to withdraw, feeling somewhat dizzy.

Ariel Carter pointed at the wall. “You recognize them, don’t you?”

Ah, the three men walking with the little girl on the blanket. “No,” he said.

She made a face. “You’re kidding. Everybody knows them. They’re part of pop culture.” When he didn’t respond, she touched his arm. “Are you not American? Oh, sorry, I forgot. You don’t remember who you are, right? Or probably where you’re from either.”

Kan recalled an odd phrase. “I feel like a ‘stranger in a strange land,’” he said. He nodded at the cartoons. “Who are they?”

She pointed. “Scarecrow lacks a brain; Tin Man a heart; and Cowardly Lion courage. They’re, uh, off with Dorothy to see the Wizard in the Emerald City to help them with their problems.” She paused, nudged him again. “Are you sure you don’t know your name?”

He hesitated. “Only my last name—Kan.”

“Well, I’m glad to meet you, Kan. As you can see from my tag, I’m Ariel Carter.”

“Hello, Ariel Carter.”

“Hello, Kan. So which one of the three are you?”

He turned to her. Smiled. “I don’t know. I feel…”

Her blue eyes turned smoky and filled his world. “Yes?”

He breathed in her fragrance, finding it both subtle and wild. “Whoever I am, perhaps I’m off to see a wizard, too.”

She searched his eyes. “Where?”

“I don’t know.” She was so beautiful, he ached, and he didn’t know what to do about it. He felt as if he could sink forever into her soft skin, dive into her smoky blue eyes. His body yearned. The lust and passion he’d seen in others’ minds confused him, though, and he did not know what he wanted. For the first time, it occurred to him he had many such feelings, desires going nowhere, yearnings running down dark alleys only to be stopped by the brick wall of his ignorance. Wasn’t it unusual to be this way? After all, he could tell other people were in touch with their feelings and knew what they wanted, knew precisely what their motivations were. Other people didn’t feel their own minds were a mysterious, unfathomable realm. Or did they? Could some of them be as mystified and lost as he? If so, was he really much different from others?

He pondered the matter. Yes, he thought. I am different. But I don’t know how—or why.

Confused and disturbed, Kan stepped back and started to remove his clothes, setting them in a neat pile on the floor. “Do you have a shower, Ariel Carter?”

She watched him place his shirt on the carpet and unsnap his belt. “Are you going to—” She stepped back, glanced at the door. “Look, I think you’ve got the wrong idea.” She watched him pull his pants with difficulty over the foot-high boots and remove his briefs, setting them carefully on top of the pants. “You’re not going to jump my bones, are you?” she asked.

Why would he want to jump on her bones? There was so much people said and did Kan didn’t understand or anticipate. He thought of his last job in Fresno where Ramos picked oranges beside him. The man’s swarthy features had sagged in disbelief after Kan had leaped six feet straight up in the air to grab two handfuls of oranges. “Ay, caramba! How you jump so high, amigo? Why you no use the ladder?” Ramos had squinted up at the twenty-foot-tall orange tree and mumbled something about drinking too much. Kan had known his carelessness had betrayed him again. Once more it had gotten him noticed, and if he weren’t careful, one of these times it would lead to trouble.

Ariel Carter was staring at his body now, her anxiety obviously gone. In its place, he saw admiration and amusement. Admiration he could partly understand. He possessed a heavily muscled, lean-waisted body and had found many women were attracted to such a form. Indeed they sometimes expressed interest in bold, even brazen ways, embarrassing and befuddling him. He had learned to rebuff such attention with coldness. Why, though, was this woman responding to him now with amusement? What could she be amused about?

Oh. He looked down and saw he was standing naked in his boots.

The woman giggled and covered her mouth with her hand.

Ah, he thought, feeling slightly embarrassed. I look ridiculous like this. “People at work laugh at me, too,” he confessed. “I’m always doing something inappropriate.”

She removed her hand from her mouth. Ariel Carter’s face, he saw, had turned an interesting shade of pink, and she now seemed to be staring deliberately at his face. “What, uh”—she cleared her throat—“kind of work do you do?”

He shifted his feet on the carpet. “I move around, pick fruit and vegetables.”

“Don’t employers require identification?” She shook her head. “No, they often look the other way these days.” She stepped toward him, her color heightening still more. Now she was rose-colored. “Hey, Kan, tell me something. If you don’t know who you are and have no memory, how did you know how to pick fruit and vegetables?”

“I saw a newspaper,” Kan answered. “An article on migrant workers.” He glanced around. “The shower?” he asked.

“Oh, sorry!” She started to touch his arm and caught herself. “It’s, um, over there.” She pointed behind him. “Plenty of soap and towels.”

He nodded as he had seen others do. “Thank you, Ariel Carter.”

She swallowed. “You’re, uh, welcome.”

Leaving his clothes on the floor, he walked in his boots to the bathroom. Pushing the door open, he looked back. “I read somewhere cleanliness is next to godliness.”

In the bathroom, he removed his boots, stepped into the shower, and pulled the curtain closed. He turned the water on, making it as cold as possible, the way he liked it. Icy spray needled his body. He found a bar of soap and went to work. Ariel Carter. Rosy-cheeked Ariel Carter. Why had her complexion changed color? Why, for that matter, had she avoided looking at his body? He pondered this new mystery and noticed he had a rock-hard, raging erection. It pointed almost straight up, like a flagpole he had seen.

Ay, caramba! He stared down at it. Another mystery. He’d had erections before, usually in the morning when he woke. This seemed and felt different.

Kan put the soap down and gingerly touched himself. His penis throbbed pleasurably.

Masturbation. Jerk off. Beat your meat. He remembered several crude words he’d heard for the act. Now, for the first time he understood them.

A miracle, he thought. I am learning.

He picked up the soap and resumed his shower, resisting the temptation to touch himself again.

When Kan left the bathroom, he heard voices coming from the front of the apartment.

He froze, one leg in his jeans and the other raised like a ballet dancer. Kan might not know who he was, but almost from the beginning, he had realized he possessed extraordinarily acute hearing. Now he detected two voices, Ariel Carter’s and—someone else’s. A deep, strong, imperative man’s voice.

“Lisa was so lucky,” Ariel Carter said. “The SUV almost hit her.”

“You told the cops she ran back to the sidewalk,” the man replied.

“Yeah.” Kan heard something set down on a table.

“Huh, funny. If that’s so, why was the girl lying down? Not only that, why did all of the people, her mother among them, seem so confused?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, they didn’t remember squat, Airy. Not one person remembered the car almost hitting Lisa and her running back to the sidewalk. In fact, every single one of them had only a cloudy idea why they had gathered there in the first place.”

In the bedroom, Kan’s face twisted in self-disgust. Why hadn’t he thought of the consequences of expunging the event from all those people’s minds? This man was suspicious because no one remembered anything. Ariel Carter must be suspicious, too.

“Are you implying I’m lying, Keith?”

“Course not, Airy. It’s—why was the girl lying down?”

“It was a shock, Keith. You get almost killed sometime and see how you feel.”

“Yeah, but there’s also the matter of the guy several of my teachers saw when they left the school to investigate. They said he was real big and tall and was staggering off like he was hurt.” The voice turned sly. “Did you see him?”

“Look, I know you used to be a high-powered detective on San Luis’s police force, but these days you’re only an Assistant Principal. Why the third degree?”

“Can’t help it, Airy. I happened to ask you a few questions, and you started acting suspicious. Something doesn’t add up. If you don’t mind, would you answer the question? Did you see anybody big running from the scene?”

A long silence. “Yes, I did. Matter of fact, I went after him.”

“You did, huh. Why?”

“I thought maybe he saw something, like the license number. When I caught up to him, though, he didn’t know zip. He was as stunned as I was by what happened.”

“Did you tell the police about him?”

Kan had heard enough. Though a lot of things might confuse and bewilder him, he recognized a predator when he heard one. Plus he liked Ariel Carter. She had helped him when he needed it.

He dressed quickly and left the bedroom, heading toward the voices.

When Kan entered the dining room and saw the man look up at him from the table, he realized he had not thought this through. Ariel Carter had said she had followed him. She had not said she had taken him home with her.

Her face turned red. “Oh, Keith. This is…Kan.” She rose and glanced back and forth between them. “Kan, this is Keith Bittner.”

Why was she acting so uncomfortable? Kan wondered. Her cheeks had crimsoned, as they had earlier when he was naked, and she was so beautiful, he found it hard to tear his eyes away. When he did, he saw the man named Keith Bittner was staring at him, sizing him up. He watched Ariel Carter’s guest rise from the table.

Keith Bittner was the most muscular man Kan had ever seen. He was about six feet two and resembled a bulldog, with a barrel chest and bulging biceps. His bright red hair stood upright in a brush cut. The man didn’t have an atom of fat on him, and it occurred to Kan that in a showdown between Keith Bittner and a tank, the tank would lose.

“You know,” Bittner said at last, “a big man like you left the scene at school.”

Kan knew when strangers met, it was customary to shake hands. He held out his own as the man walked over.

Keith Bittner’s hand was as big as his and closed over it like a vice. A succession of expressions flitted across the man’s granite face. Kan, to whom such expressions were usually an alien language, nevertheless caught most of it. Curiosity, suspicion, and hostility—they were all there. When Bittner glanced at Ariel Carter, Kan saw something else: possessiveness and concern.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Kan,” Bittner said.

“Likewise,” Kan replied, remembering a response in a movie. From the corner of his eye, he saw Ariel Carter move anxiously toward them.

Bittner bent forward, eyes intent on his. “Kan’s your full name?”

“My full name? No. It’s, uh, Chester Kan.”

“Ah, Chester the Jester.” Bittner nodded, his red hair stiff as needles. “Odd,” he said, smiling at Ariel Carter. “Airy, do you normally introduce a man by his last name?”

“Always the detective, aren’t you?” she said. “Keith, why don’t you strap Mr. Kan in a chair and shine a bright light in his face?”

Kan found her reply funny. He laughed.

Keith Bittner, who had not released his hand, turned back with a mirthless grin. “Mr. Kan, if you don’t mind my asking, are you the man who left the accident scene? If so, why?”

“Mr. Keith Bittner,” Kan said, “if you don’t mind my asking, why are you still holding my hand?”

In response, Bittner’s grip tightened. It was a brief squeeze, meant to cause pain; instead, it sparked Kan’s anger. He squeezed back, tempted to crush Kan’s hand and make him scream in agony. Where had this new rage come from?

Bittner sucked in his breath and pulled back his head. Though dismayed at himself, Kan continued the pressure for a few seconds and disengaged his hand.

“Keith, are you all right?” Ariel Carter asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” The man stared at Kan in surprise and moved toward her. “Look, Airy, I’m sorry to pester you with questions. Old habits die hard, and something here isn’t kosher.” He tapped his temple. “I don’t want to be crude, but I’ve got a built-in shit detector up here.”

“You’re a regular wizard, Keith. It’s so nice of you to imply I’m a liar.”

“A liar? No. No, baby, you got me wrong!” Kan saw the muscular man make an almost mincing gesture of apology. He reached out and touched her cheek as if it were a flower. “Look, I’m worried about you is all. I knew you were probably upset by what happened today…by what almost happened. I, uh, came here to see if you were all right.”

Why didn’t you call? Kan wanted to say. The phone system still works. He held back with difficulty.

“Well, thanks, I appreciate it.” Patting his hand, Ariel Carter slipped toward the door. “C’mon, I’ll walk out with you.”

Kan knew he should stay put; instead, he followed them. Ariel Carter locked the apartment door behind them and led the way down a hallway. Bittner moved fast and opened the outer door for her. As Kan started to follow, Bittner swung and placed splayed fingers against his chest. Surprised, Kan easily read his hammer-blow thoughts. “What are you hiding, and why did she bring you here?” Most of all: “Are you going to stay, and if so, Why?”

Not only had Kan’s recovery period drastically shortened, he seemed to understand so much more, at least where this man was concerned. He smiled. “After you, Keith Bittner.”

Bittner’s dark eyes glittered. “Make it Mister Bittner. There’s no need to use both of my names.”

“After you, Mister Keith Bittner.”

Bittner scowled, started to say something. He snorted and went through the door.

Outside, it was night, and a full moon bathed the cul de sac where Ariel Carter’s building was located. They walked down the sidewalk toward the curb where a low-slung shiny red sports car sat with crossed checkered flags on its front.

Bittner opened the car door and took the girl’s hands in his own. “Are you going to be okay?” he asked.

“I’ll be fine.” She moved back, but Bittner pulled her to him and kissed her lips. Watching, Kan felt an emotion he’d never experienced before. Whatever it was, it hurt. Finally Bittner released her and got into the car, slamming the door. He sat there, gazing up at her. Such a big man in such a little car, his hair almost as red as the paint. Kan would have laughed in other circumstances.

“I’ll see you at the crossing tomorrow,” Bittner said. His eyes feasted, and he was obviously reluctant to let her go.

Kan noticed something. “You can’t go.”

Bittner’s eyes shot to his. “Why not?”

Kan pointed at the rear tire on the driver’s side. “You have a flat, Mr. Bittner.”

“What?” Bittner got out of his car and examined the tire. It was both flat and slashed. “Damn!” He kicked the ground and scanned the street. “Simon Leach! Shitty punk gang leader. He said he’d get even. I had the little bastard expelled for a week, and this is payback.” He swore and went to open the trunk. Kan watched him take out a wrench, a small, expandable jack, and a spare tire. Removing the lug nuts from the wheel, he knelt down to position the jack under the frame.

“Damn, I can’t see.”

“You can’t?” Ariel Carter joined him, glancing up at the moon. “It’s a bright night. Almost like day.”

Bittner muttered “Fuck,” and caught himself. “There’s, uh, a little notch under here. It’s got to fit right.” He twisted his great bulk down and searched again, probing with his fingers. After a full minute of maneuvering the jack, peering at the results, and trying again, he rose, grunting in pain and clutching his back. “Honey, you got a flashlight?”

Kan went over to Bittner. “Don’t you have one in your car?”

Bittner glared at him.

“I see.” Kan considered the tire. He knew he should shut up, for what he had in mind was a terrible indiscretion. Still, something about the man’s attitude drove him on. “Why don’t I lift the back of the car so you can slip the flat tire off and put the new one on?”

Bittner looked like a candidate for apoplexy. “You must be crazy, Kan. Think you’re Superman?”

“It should be simple.” Slipping his hands under the rear bumper, Kan lifted the car a foot in the air. “High enough? Or do you want it higher?”

Bittner stared at him in disbelief. His mouth hung open like a fish. Kan knew he’d overdone it again but smiled at Ariel.

“It’s all in the wrists,” he said.

After Bittner drove off, Ariel nudged Kan. “You shouldn’t have showed off. Keith was already suspicious enough. Now he’ll use his police connections to check you out.”

Kan tried to act brave. “Let him search all he wants.”

She peered up into his face. “Really? I get the impression you don’t want him digging into your past even though you claim you don’t remember it. Am I wrong?”

No, she wasn’t wrong. Though he didn’t know why, the basic directive remained unchanged: he needed to stay anonymous and not catch anyone’s attention.

“As far as I know,” Kan said, “all Mr. Keith Bittner might learn is I’m an illegal alien. If you’re willing to pick fruit and vegetables for low wages, you can stay here about as long as you like. They need cheap labor.”

“You may not be an alien. Haven’t you thought about finding out who you are? Why aren’t you concerned about your past?”

He avoided her eyes. “I’ll tell you what I’m concerned about, Ariel Carter. Mr. Keith Bittner likes you too much.” As soon as he spoke, he wished he hadn’t.

She gazed down the street in the direction he had driven. “I know. Worse still, he acts like he’s got a claim on me.”

“Maybe he does.”

She swung back. Though clouds now obscured the moon, he could clearly see the wild blue smoke of her eyes. “Even if he wasn’t so damn full of himself, he’s too old, over forty.” She smiled and toyed with his collar. “I prefer them young and frisky, like you. What are you, about twenty-eight?”

“I don’t know.”

She lowered her hand. “Oh, yes, I forgot. Except for your name, your past’s a blank. Tell me, Keith says no one remembers what happened to Lisa. It’s all pretty much a blank for them. You wouldn’t happen to have had anything to do with their amnesia, would you?”

“Me? How could I?”

“Uh-huh. I suppose you don’t even know how you picked up the car either?”

He raised his hands. “As I told you, it’s all in the wrists.”

“No, it’s not all in the
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