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PROLOGUE

NEW ORLEANS

OCTOBER 1971

 


“No, don’t send us Albert!”
McIntyre blurted down the phone from New Orleans. “I mean, sir,” he
continued in a more reasonable protest, “there must be someone else
available – anyone else available …”

“Albert Sterne is the best
forensics man here at headquarters,” Jefferson replied in weary and
resentful tones. Perhaps he was tired of defending a subordinate
for whom he had no respect. “That makes him the best in the
FBI.”

“He’s only the best because
he’s incapable of a relationship with anyone still
breathing!”

Jefferson appeared rather
taken aback by this assertion.

Albert moved around the
desk to stand closer to the speaker phone. “You’ve been listening
to scurrilous gossip again, McIntyre. You don’t have the
imagination to have thought of that yourself.”

McIntyre groaned down the
phone. “What the hell are you doing there, Albert?”

“I thought that much was
obvious: being briefed to join you in New Orleans. It seems you are
yet again in need of some expert assistance.”

“Then, God love me, pack
your knives and drills. We’ve got a live one here.”

“I thought,” Albert said
deliberately, “you had three dead ones – the latest of which
happened since the case was assigned to your superiors.”

“You arrogant bastard, you
get on the next flight down and help us catch the damned
perp.”

“Yes.” Then Albert added,
“You’d best remember that Jefferson is too incompetent to warn
people they are on the speaker phone. Next time there might be
someone present whose feelings can be hurt.”

“Next time it might be
someone with feelings –” Deathly silence. “You can’t
possibly have just said that in front of the man.” And McIntyre
hung up the phone.

“These emotional Irish,”
Albert commented. “They expend so much energy in the wrong
directions.”

“Mr. Sterne,” Jefferson
began in tones of umbrage.

“Yes.” Albert was once more
facing him across the desk, eyes intent and expression
implacable.

“You have a mighty high
opinion of yourself for a youngster.”

“I’m twenty-four, hardly a
youngster. And I simply endeavor to fulfill my
potential.”

“Is that so?” Jefferson
considered the man for a few moments longer. Perhaps anyone else
would have exhibited some discomfort, some tension at being the
object of such attention, but not Albert. In fact, it was a common
story around HQ that, after his last blood pressure test,
Jefferson’s doctor had warned him off smoking, drinking, and
dealing with Albert Sterne. “Don’t believe for a moment that I
won’t report this to the Director. The plane leaves in an hour,”
Jefferson added, his salt-colored mustache quivering with anger.
“Dismissed!” And, as Albert reached the door, Jefferson muttered
with what sounded like genuine regret, “If we were at war, I could
have you shot for insubordination.”

Albert snorted. “If I had
the time to contradict everything in that rather absurd statement,
I’m sure we’d both benefit. But I have a plane to
catch.”

 


“YOU NEVER DID,” McIntyre said as
Albert strode up to him at the New Orleans airport. “Tell me
Jefferson left the room before you said he was
incompetent.”

Albert looked the man over,
and turned away with a sneer. McIntyre, a scruffy version of the
FBI-clone at the best of times, had become distinctly bedraggled
under the influence of the Louisiana humidity. Albert, used to
traveling around the States in all seasons, had no trouble adapting
to the climate here, even though it was a contrast to the fall
weather in Washington DC. “You have some work for me,” Albert
prompted.

“First you explain why he
didn’t fire you.”

“Jefferson is so
ineffectual he couldn’t fire a card-carrying communist from the
Bureau. He won’t talk to the Director about me for fear of
highlighting his own inadequacies.”

“You son-of-a-bitch,”
McIntyre said admiringly. It was the first appreciative tone of
voice he’d used to or about Albert since they’d met when training
at Quantico. “I could almost begin to like you.”

“That would obviously be
one of your more pointless ventures, as there is no chance of me
returning the compliment. You have corpses for me to examine, I
believe. Have the locals already done irredeemable damage to the
crime scenes, or is it worth my while to investigate them as
well?”

“If I were a masochist, I
could like you.” McIntyre sighed. “Okay, can we do all this with a
minimum of garbage?”

“I’m here to do a job, as I
trust you are.”

“That never stopped you
from taking every opportunity to be thoroughly obnoxious, on the
job or off. In fact –” and the Irishman unconsciously shifted to a
more aggressive stance – “if you weren’t so damned good
–”

“I don’t have time for your
inept analysis. Take me to the morgue, and let’s see whether you’ve
improved at all. I’m glad I can safely assume the investigation
isn’t solely in your hands.”

It seemed as if McIntyre’s
temper was about to brim over, but he made the effort to swallow
back a variety of retorts. “Baggage?” he asked tersely.

“I have it with
me.”

“Come on.” And McIntyre led
the way out through the concourse. Once they were in the car, he
said, “You’ve read the reports I sent.”

“Give me a summation. Then
tell me what your superiors left off the record.”

McIntyre heaved another
sigh but as he pulled the car out onto the street he began to
provide an overview of the case, and of how the police and the
Bureau had each handled it. The victims had all been young women,
and all black – and McIntyre added that surely none had deserved
such a ghastly death. Albert had a number of detailed questions
about the killer’s MO, in the midst of which the Irishman
protested, “I suppose you’ve had it all knocked out of you, with
what you see every day, but this sort of thing keeps me awake at
night.”

“Then you don’t belong in
the FBI.”

“Yes, I do,” McIntyre
insisted. “Or I’m going to, come hell or high water.” Shrugging, he
added, “So maybe I have to learn how to care a little less – but
God save me from caring as little as you do. That isn’t the
answer.”

“But I do, of course,
care,” Albert said dryly, “or I wouldn’t have chosen this field of
work.”

“The way you behave
–”

“Why don’t you return to a
topic of which you have a slightly better grasp,” Albert pointedly
interrupted, “and one of far more pressing relevance.”

McIntyre cast him a
disgruntled stare then took up where he’d left off, with the
similarities of MO between the victims, before going on to describe
the few differences. “We’re here,” McIntyre finally said. “The
local medical examiner’s offices. I’ll tell you the rest
after.”

They left the car in the
parking lot of the adjacent hospital, and walked in silence to a
low brick building.

“Hey, Albert,” McIntyre
said as they reached the entrance. He waited until Albert
impatiently turned to him. “Not that you owe me, but is there any
chance of you doing me one small favor?”

“What would that
be?”

The direct sunlight
bleached all the color from the larger man, but his discomfort was
betrayed in his stance and his tone. “Just be polite for once,
would you? For a few lousy hours while we get through
this.”

“Don’t waste my time,
McIntyre.” Albert walked into the offices, pulling off his dark
glasses as the light abruptly dimmed. There was a smell, both cold
and spicy, familiar from morgues and hospital basements and medical
examiners’ labs across the United States. Albert breathed it in,
and strode through the foyer.

“Fuck you, too,” McIntyre
was muttering behind him.

A small neatly dressed
woman attempted to shake Albert’s hand before he got any further.
Her black hair was drawn into a severe chignon at the nape of her
neck, her bearing and clothes were precise and contained, but her
large violet eyes betrayed her into attractiveness.

“Celia, this is Albert
Sterne. Albert, this is Dr. Celia Mortimer. She’s in charge here,
and has been assisting us until you could arrive.”

“Let’s get to work,” Albert
said, ignoring the social niceties. “Where do you have the
corpses?”

The woman began, “Mr.
Sterne, if you would –”

McIntyre exclaimed, “God
preserve me, is it too much to ask –”

“I’m here to do a job,
McIntyre, and that is all. Stop making me repeat myself, and stop
getting in my way.”

“If you’d listen for just
one minute, you arrogant bastard, I’ll –”

Dr. Mortimer interrupted
the Irishman, placing her hand on his arm. “Mac, it’s all right.
Mr. Sterne, we have an autopsy room ready for you. If you’d come
this way.” She led them off down a cross-corridor. “Mac, will you
be attending the procedure?”

“I suppose I should,” the
man said glumly, trailing after them.

Albert caught the tail end
of a shared smile, and groaned. “McIntyre, you’re wasting my time
asking me to be polite, for the sake of an infatuation with the
doctor?” They had reached the prep room, where Albert and Celia
began cleaning up. Albert pulled on a lab coat over his suit. “You
must be trying to prove something trite like opposites
attract.”

“I’m going to kill you,
Albert, when we’re done here.”

Celia was trying not to
show her amusement. “Never mind, Mac, he’s only the second one to
work out your secret.” The Irishman’s color, still high from the
heat outside, brightened. Celia asked, “Have you eaten at
Tipitina’s yet?”

But there wasn’t time for
more – Albert had swept into the autopsy room. As Celia trotted
after him, there was the crash of steel tools against the tiled
floor as Albert made room for his own instruments. McIntyre
swallowed convulsively, crossed himself, muttered a brief prayer
that he wouldn’t either throw up or lose his temper with Albert in
front of the lady, and followed them in.

 


IT WAS ALBERT’S SECOND NIGHT in New
Orleans and he finally had some time to himself after thirty hours
of work, interrupted only by two hours of sleep on a cot in the
morgue. The reports were complete, listing all the factual details
and briefly explaining the deductions he’d made; the evidence was
neatly bagged or bottled and labeled; the last of the photographs
were being processed. Dr. Celia Mortimer hadn’t done a bad job on
her own while waiting for expert assistance, Albert grudgingly
admitted to himself. The case was, for now, the province of
McIntyre and the special agents. There would be work for Albert
tomorrow, or when they found further evidence of the offender, but
tonight Albert was free from official responsibilities.

He had time available, in a
large city away from Washington. He had plans, and he would put off
the necessity of sleep for a few hours until he could see them
through.

A certain amount of
discretion, if not complete anonymity, seemed wise, so Albert took
two different taxis and a circuitous route for the trip to the
French Quarter. Then he walked up three blocks, and across two,
before choosing a seedy hotel at random, though he signed the
register in his own name.

He glanced briefly around
the drab little room for which he’d just paid a small fortune, and
walked over to push at the mattress. The chenille cover was rough,
patched and of indeterminate color, and the bed itself rocked from
leg to leg, though the mattress seemed surprisingly firm. Albert
grimaced, then cast an even more critical eye at the
mirror.

For a while he stared at
his image, discovering anew all the crude imperfections. It had
been years since Albert was prey to the disappointments and
self-consciousness that were an inevitable part of struggling
through the transition from child to adult. But he could regret
that he was driven to this, impatient with the undeniable need in
him even as he recognized that it should be one of the more joyous
qualities of being human.

Joy was not the prevailing
emotion of those he soon walked amongst. It took a careful thirty
minutes to find an option he thought even remotely
possible.

“You looking to party?” the
young man asked.

When Albert drew off his
dark glasses, his companion politely followed suit, tucking his own
into the back pocket of his jeans. Albert considered the figure
before him, stepping to one side for the full effect of the
late-setting sun’s illumination: male, of primarily Hispanic
background; eighteen or perhaps nineteen, which was getting old to
be on the game; one-seventy, an inch taller than Albert; light
brown and dark brown. Further than that: undernourished, and had
been for months if not years; clothes old and torn, though fairly
clean and assembled with a harmony of color; eyes too bright;
demeanor anxious, assessing. Some might have considered the haunted
expression romantic, those who thought fey meant something more
whimsical than the tragedy of ‘fated to die’. But Albert was
instead drawn by the spark of intelligent curiosity.

“If party is a euphemism
for having sex,” Albert said, “then, yes, I do want to. Frankly, I
have no idea why else I’d be approaching you.”

“Well, I don’t do cops.”
Though he continued to hold Albert’s gaze in what seemed a
challenge, rather than turn away.

“I’m not a cop, I’m
federal, so the petty crime of prostitution is somewhat beneath my
jurisdiction. Apart from which, I’m off-duty.”

The young man laughed
humorlessly. “So you’re the first cop I’ve met who didn’t take the
job home with him every night.”

“Are you interested in
earning your drug money or not?”

The too-bright eyes
sharpened. “Is that an accusation?”

Albert heaved a sigh and
feigned patience. “The Drug Enforcement Administration has
jurisdiction over narcotics violations. I assure you I simply want
to … party.”

After a long moment of
parried stares, the younger man quirked a weary smile. “Then,
G-man, I’m your boy.”

“Hardly. As opposed to most
of your colleagues who would not have reached the age of consent in
the most liberal of states.”

The smile turned to a
frown, more deeply felt. “That a problem for you? Me being older, I
mean.”

“Quite the
opposite.”

“Fine. So where are we
going?”

“I have a room at the
Oberon.”

“Obviously a man of
style.”

“Amazing,” Albert commented
as he turned to walk beside the youngster. “A two-bit street brat
capable of irony.”

“You think we’re all too
stupid?”

“Whoring is hardly the
career choice of an intelligent person.”

“Yeah, well, that goes both
ways – slumming it with the likes of me is hardly the most
intelligent way of getting laid. But you enjoy the dirty end of
town, huh?”

“Unfortunately, that rather
depends on you.”

“That so,” the kid said
flatly. He paced along at Albert’s side for a few minutes, silent,
arms folded and shoulders huddled. The swift twilight descended,
and the city seemed to breathe easier.

Now that he had the
briefest chance to reflect, Albert found himself glad this was a
man he was about to have sex with. He had considered himself
bisexual ever since he was old enough to think the matter through,
to realize all the implications of his sometimes wayward urges –
but somehow it was reassuring right now that this was someone of
his own gender.

When they reached the hotel
entrance, the younger man came to an abrupt halt and cast a defiant
glance at Albert. “Let’s talk money, princess.”

Albert let a beat go by.
“That endearment at least had the benefit of surprise. How much do
you propose charging for further blandishments?”

The kid looked askance at
Albert, and said, “Depends what you want to do, and how long it
takes.”

“Nothing out of the
ordinary, and maybe an hour or two.”

“Fifty.”

“Cheap, aren’t
you?”

The sullenness grew
irritated. “What the hell is your problem, princess?”

Albert didn’t break the
silence. Instead he indicated the hotel with a nod of his head, and
led the way through the foyer. Within moments he was standing just
inside the door to the shabby room he’d rented, watching the hooker
glance around in much the same way as Albert had when he’d first
entered.

It wasn’t that he didn’t
know what he wanted, or that he was unsure of the mechanics of it
all, but Albert lacked the experience to know just how to proceed
with this boy. Albert’s one vanity was a wish never to lose his
dignity. That was proving damnably difficult right now – he had an
overwhelming need, and was vastly unsure how to go about meeting
it. He started by saying, “Tell me your name.”

The boy looked at him,
giving little away. “Rick. Ricardo.”

“Mine is
Albert.”

“Really?” The laughter did
nothing to ease the atmosphere, though it was friendly enough. “I
guess you didn’t make that up.”

“I wouldn’t bother lying to
you.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, I’m
not important enough to lie to. Well, get down to business, or talk
for two hours – it still costs fifty.”

“I can imagine places more
conducive to conversation, if that was my intent.”

“So, are you coming over
here? Or do you have a kink for doing it against the
door?”

Silence again. Albert
watched as Rick paced closer. All the biological knowledge in the
world, all his experience in analyzing human behavior, couldn’t
have prepared him for this, Albert knew, though he resented the
fact. He absently cataloged the physical effects of Rick’s
presence: a light sweat; a terrible trembling trying to invade his
limbs; helium in the space that his brain used to occupy. Why
should this unnerve him, when facing down the FBI’s Most Wanted was
so easy? There was little sense to it.

Then Rick’s hands were
sliding up the front of Albert’s shirt onto his shoulders, running
firmly down Albert’s arms, pushing his jacket off as they went.
Smooth, Rick caught up the jacket before it fell, casting it across
the nearby chair. Then the hands began to slowly but insistently
work at the belt and fly of Albert’s trousers.

“You’re very practiced,”
Albert said. “How many thousand men has it been?”

“Enough to pay the rent,”
was the mild reply.

“Women, too?”

“If they have the money, I
don’t argue. More men than women, though.”

The hands reached up to
loosen Albert’s tie, pull it free. It was tossed to land by the
jacket. And then Rick leaned in closer, hands sliding to Albert’s
waist. Their faces were no more than a breath apart now. As Albert
leaned his head back against the door, Rick followed him, his lips
ready. But when Albert neglected to seek a kiss, Rick instead
offered the caress of skin against skin, gently rubbing his face
against Albert’s cheek, then his throat, stretching and twisting
like a cat. Albert let out a helpless groan.

Still taking his time, the
younger man began to ease lower, his face and hands chasing down
sensation. Albert found the rates of his heart and his breathing
almost alarming. It was all far, far too much.

“No,” he said. But his
trousers and shorts were already dropped to his thighs, and Rick
was kneeling on the floor. “No.”

“Hey, you’re ready for me.”
The voice was edged with impatience.

And the mouth engulfed him
before Albert could think of any other way to delay this. Wet
warmth, hot pressure. The skilled sweep of a tongue. Fingers
searching.

Albert reached to fit his
hand at the nape of Rick’s neck, the sheer sensuality of it all
shaking him, the craving in him letting loose. For one moment, he
ruthlessly held the boy in place and thrust deeper into his mouth –
and then it happened. The white hot gold of orgasm suffused him.
Albert cried out, and surrendered.

 


THE SENSATIONS WERE STILL ECHOING
through him when Albert opened his eyes and frowned down at the
boy.

“You certainly were ready
for me, huh? That didn’t even take a minute.”

“You surprised me,” Albert
said wryly.

“So, you want to pay up for
another round?”

“If you think I’m satisfied
with that for fifty dollars, you’re gravely mistaken.”

“I must say, most of my
clients manage a little more control.”

“I must have been overcome
by your manifest charms.”

“Sure you were.” Rick gave
him a sour grin, stood up. Although it was Albert who was half
naked, his remaining clothes in disarray, it was Rick who seemed
embarrassed. “What next?”

Albert reached to run his
knuckles down the boy’s cheek. It had been a couple of days since
Rick had last shaved, though the re-growth was soft. Judged purely
objectively, with the gauntness fleshed out and the eyes no longer
betraying his addiction, Rick would be considered handsome. More
importantly to Albert, the boy was smart, curious. And, when he
forgot to play the obedient little hooker, he was sharp. “You have
your charms,” Albert said. “You have as many capabilities and
possibilities as any other human being.”

“You think so,” Rick said
flatly, uninterested.

“I love you.”

Rick eyed him as if Albert
had announced he was visiting from Mars. Silence for a few
heartbeats. “A few years ago,” the boy finally said, “maybe I would
have high-tailed it out the door, hearing that.”

“But now you’re older and
somewhat wiser. You don’t scare quite so easily. Perhaps you’re
even listening to me.”

“What do you want,
Albert?”

“What do I want? To lose my
virginity in style. Whatever you cost.”

“Are you – ? Shit, no,
you’re not kidding. You don’t kid around at all, do you? Jesus.”
Rick shook his head as if to settle the knowledge. “I’m honored, or
whatever.”

“I’m not interested in your
sentimentality.”

“Then let’s talk money
again, princess.”

“Another fifty,” Albert
said. “That’s more than reasonable.”

“All right. Tell me what
you want – I bet you’ve got this all planned.”

“Get your clothes off,
Ricardo, and come to the bed.” Despite the years of speculation,
what Albert wanted this first time was simple enough: the feel of a
naked body against his, moving in a dance as old as
humanity.

He lay over the hooker,
concentrating on the touch and push of skin against the length of
his own skin, arching up, then down again to undulate in complex
rhythmic thrusts. Coaxing the flesh below his to mirror his need,
letting the Louisiana heat inspire him. Learning all the
while.

At last Rick murmured,
“Man, that’s sexy.”

“You like this?”

The hooker laughed at the
naivety inherent in the words, the tone. “Of course, you moron. I’m
not immune to getting it on with the right guy.” He groaned as
Albert bent to meet his mouth with his own, groaned through the
inexpert but needy kiss. When they broke apart, Rick panted, “For a
hundred, you reckon I should fake it?”

“No. I want you to shut up
and bring that limited attention span to bear on this.” And Albert
kissed him again.

For once, the boy obeyed
without question.

 


ALBERT LAY ON THE BED, not bothering
to untangle the sheet from his waist. He cast a sharp eye over it,
observed with distaste, “Perhaps I should have paid extra for clean
linen.”

Rick, having pulled on his
jeans, was sitting in the chair in the corner, smoking a cigarette.
The boy lit a fresh one from the butt of the last, unaware that
Albert’s scrutiny had turned to him. He was lost in his own
thoughts. Perhaps he was bored.

It was fully dark now, and
the shabby room was lit only by the lamp beside the bed, the light
globe of low wattage. It left the shadows so dull that Albert could
barely see Rick’s face, even when the boy inhaled and the cigarette
glowed bright for a moment.

“You’re killing yourself,”
Albert said.

“These things? I’m not
going to be around long enough to die from lung cancer.”

“Exactly. You have the
intelligence, the resources to do something with your life. Yet you
choose to do this.”

“Hey, it wasn’t exactly a
choice, princess. But, like I said, it pays the rent.”

“You have choices, Ricardo.
You make things happen. You should think about why you’re doing
this to yourself.”

“Huh. If it wasn’t for guys
like you, I wouldn’t even have this option.”

“That’s something I chose
to do that I certainly must think about.”

Rick stared at him for a
long moment. “I’ve met some weird people, Albert, and some with
crazy kinks to them. But you’re something else again.” He sighed.
There was a small bottle of bourbon on the floor beside him that
Rick had phoned down for with Albert’s permission. Rick broke the
cap open and poured a generous nip into the glass from the
bathroom. “Look – I never was very interested in school and the one
thing I figured I was good at, they told me I was crap. Then I
could never be bothered holding a job down for more than a week. I
ended up in reform school, graduated with very little effort to
prison, picked up a nice little drug habit. There’s a million like
me out there. So, you tell me the answer.”

“You’re clever enough to
work it out for yourself, Ricardo. It wouldn’t mean anything if I
simply told you.”

“Leave me alone, then, damn
you. Jesus, no need to tell me hookers have a short
half-life.”

“What’s that? A little
graveside humor?”

Rick stood, started
gathering up the rest of his clothes. “You owe me a hundred, G-man.
For that, you got to use my body, you even got to insult me, but I
draw the line at being psychoanalyzed.”

“It’s hardly
psychoanalysis, you sad little idiot, I’m simply trying to help you
see the truth. If you want to kill yourself inch by inch, day by
day – you have to at least see that it’s your choice.”

“No way.” The boy was fully
dressed now. “I’ve had this too many times – you’re taking all your
problems out on me, just because you hate being queer. Well, I’ve
put up with more than a C-note’s worth of crap already.”

Albert hadn’t moved during
this tirade. He said evenly, “I’m sure you’ve experienced what you
describe a thousand times, but that’s not what you’re seeing now.
You’re deliberately misunderstanding me.”

“I don’t reckon anyone
could understand you if they tried.”

“Therefore I turn to your
cheap charms in desperation.”

“You bastard.”

“You did say that for a
hundred I got to insult you.”

“Give me the money, and I’m
out of here.”

Albert climbed from the
bed, at ease with his nudity, and took the wallet from his jacket
pocket. “Here,” he said, handing over the bills. “I’d give you
more, but that wouldn’t help you.”

Rick let out an exasperated
laugh. “Sure it wouldn’t.”

“Why won’t you see the
truth? You take responsibility for your life –” Albert grabbed the
boy’s shoulders, spoke fiercely – “you do that, and I’ll help you.
But not until then.”

“Fine.” Rick pulled away,
stalked to the door, stuffing the bills into a hip pocket. “Don’t
call me, and I surely won’t call you.”

“Goodbye,
whore.”

“Go to hell, princess.” The
door slammed. Albert was alone.

 


MCINTYRE HAD INSISTED on
accompanying Albert through check-in, and then all but physically
dragged him to the airport bar. Albert, having failed to shake the
man off, ignored both him and the offer of a drink.

“I’m in love,” the Irishman
declared. “So quit glaring.”

“If humanity would stop
using excuses like that for getting its own way, the world would be
much improved.”

“What the hell do you care
about the world?”

Albert stared at this
stupid, sweaty, rumpled man. “If you’re referring to humanity as
opposed to the planet, it’s the only thing I care
about.”

McIntyre’s whisky was
swallowed in two gulps – he called for another. “What a load of
garbage,” he said. “If you care about people so much, why is it
your mission in life to make as many of them as miserable as
possible?”

“You’re incapable of
grasping the subtleties and the reasons behind what I
am.”

“I honestly have no idea
why they recruited you, Albert, or how you got through the
assessments.”

“It was simple: they only
had to compare me to mediocrities like you.”

“But you’re good, that’s
the problem,” McIntyre rambled on, letting the insults slide.
Apparently he had a second opinion on his own merits now, after
all. “We wouldn’t have caught that bastard without the work you
did.” And he added in a deceptively quiet tone, “Celia was
impressed. She said she never would have thought to –”

“I can do without
endorsements from people who are so pathetic as to return your
affections.”

McIntyre grasped his second
glass of whiskey, and sat in silence for a while. He laughed as he
remembered his hidden agenda for this enforced socializing. “I’m
heartily sorry to say I owe you one, Albert. After all, there
aren’t many people who could make me look good by comparison, but
somehow you managed it. Like you said, that’s a turnaround from
Quantico – though I don’t know why it surprises me, now I think
about it.”

Albert stared at the man.
“You can’t possibly be suggesting I would change my behavior simply
to assist your romantic interests. That’s ludicrous.”

“I never said you did it
deliberately. Celia talked about you all night, you know. She said
you were to be pitied, that your anger simply indicates
–”

“Dr. Mortimer was the least
benighted person I had the misfortune to encounter in New Orleans –
despite subjecting me to her pop psychology behind my back. I would
hardly have promoted the suggestion that she commence a
relationship with you.”

“Yeah,” McIntyre smiled.
“She’s one hell of a woman, ain’t she?”

“You’re impossible,” Albert
snapped. And he successfully ignored McIntyre until his flight to
Washington was called.
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Albert Sterne often examined what
little he could remember of his parents, scrupulously reviewing
each detail, to guard against idealizing them all these years
later. Despite this distrust of the rose-colored tricks his mind
could play on him, all his memories of them were good – until just
a few days after his fifth birthday, when he recalled them lying
pale and beaten and bloody on the living room rug.

Before disaster had
befallen them, Rebecca and Miles Sterne had been handsome people.
The incontrovertible proof of that was in the two photographs their
son had. One was a formal shot, with baby Albert looking solemn,
and his parents stiff and uncomfortable in a set pose and their
good but somber clothes. Miles and Rebecca had perhaps felt that
some record of those early years was needed.

The other photo was a still
bought from a newspaper by one of his well-meaning relatives after
his parents were dead. A journalist had come down to the soup
kitchen during the last month of their lives, wanting to interview
this couple who had chosen hard labor over the ease of wealth.
Albert remembered the moment captured by the journalist’s
accompanying photographer, remembered it in great detail, perhaps
because of the jolt of this evidence.

The young Albert sat at the
table by the window, close to his parents but out of people’s way.
He was looking through a book of children’s tales. If he
concentrated, he could read the stories with little trouble, or at
least enough of each sentence to guess the rest. He preferred the
stories that his parents recounted to him, but far too many of the
words in their books were beyond his reading skills, if not his
comprehension. Rebecca and Miles, he only appreciated later, had an
unusual facility with language – they told wonderful long rambling
stories to him, and within their context he learned so much of
words and of people.

Unlike these tales he was
now supposed to occupy himself with: they were simple and obvious,
and Albert suspected the characters were mere fantasy. He certainly
couldn’t see himself talking and acting like this Prince Florian,
for instance. Even his cousin Howard wasn’t quite such an
idiot.

There were plenty of
distractions today. Albert kept at least half his attention on the
reporter, listening to the questions he asked. When it became
apparent that Rebecca and Miles were too busy, the man began to
interview the people who came there for food, homing in on the
regulars. The photo showed him talking to two of the older women,
with Albert at the next table, and his parents in the background,
serving up the good thick soup and the bread, long plain aprons
emphasizing their tall frames.

“And what do you think of
these people, the Sternes?” asked the journalist.

Albert considered the
question pretty weak, even for an opening, but it touched a chord
with one of the women. She pinched her mouth together and sniffed,
as if she refused to speak ill of them despite all she thought. It
didn’t, however, take much badgering to start her off. “If you ask
me,” she said in a high tone, “they’re too big for their
boots.”

The reporter grinned a
little, managing to hide it from everyone but the watchful
Albert.

“They come here all humble,
saying they want to help us poor souls, but anyone can tell they
reckon they’re better than us.”

“And why shouldn’t they?”
the other woman broke in. Albert recognized her as one of the
twice-a-weekers. “They aren’t stuck up, don’t listen to her. They
just mind their own business – and we’d all be a lot better off if
there was more of that.” She added, obviously for the benefit of
the first woman, “We could do with a little more gratitude,
too.”

Miles had come over later
and advised Albert, “Don’t get impatient with the book until you
can read it all. Then you can move on to something more suitable.”
The boy must have cast him a rebellious glare, because his father
sat by him and explained, “You have to take these matters in
stages, one step after another. There’s a logic to it, a reason
behind it. You can’t read Dostoevsky until you’ve read everything
in between – starting with this.”

Overhearing them, the
photographer laughed heartily at the thought of little Albert
reading the great Russian masters. Albert glared even harder and
made a promise to himself: he’d read Dos-toy-whatever-it-was by the
time he was twelve, no matter what.

The journalist’s article
reported on what his parents did – the kitchen, the classes for the
street children in the afternoon, the support for people escaping a
ruined Europe, the peers they assisted in business and politics –
and quoted what people said of the Sternes, but it failed to really
grasp who they were. The description of this aloof pair was
ambivalent in its praise. Albert imagined Rebecca and Miles at a
loss trying to deal with the stranger’s prying
questions.

With hindsight, it was as
if Hitler’s death camps and Truman’s atomic bombs had seared their
nerve endings, and the hurt of it would never heal. Maybe they felt
responsible for the whole mess of the world, and needed to atone.
Albert sometimes wondered how they’d had the faith to bring a child
into such hopelessness, where they’d found the courage to love him
so deeply, only two years after Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been
devastated by the Sternes’ adopted homeland.

Other than the money they
kept aside to put Albert through school and college, they used
their own wealth, inherited and earned, to do these charitable
things, having left their academic and political ambitions behind
them in the years before Albert was born. They didn’t waste their
time or money on traveling; so, except in his imagination, all
Albert knew was Brooklyn with its little shops and apartments, its
trees struggling out of the sidewalk, and its narrow houses with
what Miles called pocket handkerchief gardens.

It seemed Rebecca and Miles
had decided they couldn’t change the world, but they could at least
work to make it less harsh on some. And, while helping the less
fortunate seize or regain some control of their lives, while trying
to counteract the evil circumstances in which too many people were
lost, Rebecca and Miles took care of themselves and of Albert. The
three of them were responsible for themselves and each other – and
they needed no one else.

Albert’s early childhood
was mostly vague impressions. The love between his parents, and
their love for Albert, was strong and constant and inviolate. But
none of them were ever very demonstrative, there were never any
displays of sentiment. The love was simply there as the foundation
of everything they did, all the choices they made, the way they
kept company only with each other, the scrupulous care taken to
ensure that Albert had everything he needed to grow into everything
he could be.

There were hazy moments he
could remember. Albert, curled up in his father’s lap, listening to
Rebecca’s calm voice tell the story of an old friend, long dead;
Miles as rapt as the boy. The three of them being polite at some
obscure relative’s afternoon tea, then mischievously sharing their
boredom with each other through grimaces and raised eyebrows behind
the woman’s back – they had gone home and read all evening, happy
in their shared silence. Both of his parents a little giddy,
someone having talked them into the indulgence of a fine restaurant
on their twelfth wedding anniversary, dressing in their usual dull
clothes – but Miles had bought Rebecca a silk scarf. The dark green
of it picked out the reddish tint to her brown hair, which she left
loose for once. Her eyes had glowed.

Late that night, she
clutched the scarf in her dead hand and wouldn’t let it
go.

When theorizing, the cops
fastened on the poor of the soup kitchen with all the determination
of the unimaginative – his parents had, it seemed, raised the
resentment of some street bum, with their un-Christian wealth and
their patronizing airs. And if not one of the down-and-outs, then
it must have been a robber surprised at their unexpected return to
the apartment, panicking into violence.

Years later Albert, with
studies in forensics and criminal psychology and an FBI career
behind him, would find sounder theories. It was more likely that
their murderer was a person Rebecca and Miles knew well, or perhaps
they had been carefully selected by someone falling into the broad
category of psychopath. Few murders were random or motiveless in
1952, and very few surprised robbers or resentful bums had the
resources for quite that much blood-spilling. Besides which, he and
old Aunt Rose had discovered the bodies an hour or two later, and
there had been nothing missing from the apartment, nothing
disturbed except by the violence. One of the neighbors had heard a
scuffle, a cry of protest – but Miles had been knocked unconscious
and Rebecca had her throat slit too quickly for much of a
fight.

Albert had never believed
in a God he was not even allowed to name. Rebecca and Miles had
done all their good works in honor of the Holy One, and for
humanity. But Albert had never felt their religious faith, had
never seen anything in their hearts but a pure love for him and a
saddened love for troubled humanity. The simple rituals of their
religion were only dusted off when in company. Perhaps they
doubted, in the face of all the world had become, and inadvertently
hid their faith as well as their doubts from their son.

There was a gentle joke
that Rebecca sometimes shared with Miles and Albert, when they came
across someone hopelessly muddled with religion: “He needs his
faith and reason reconciled,” Rebecca would lament with a mock
sigh. “Albert, fetch our Guide of the Perplexed.”

It had been years before
Albert had realized with some disappointment that the title wasn’t
born of his parents’ wry, wistful humor. There was indeed such a
book, written in the Middle Ages, purporting to list the thirteen
principles of faith of a good Jew.

The wake for Rebecca and
Miles was a quiet, understated affair. Albert was expected to sit
through hours on a bench, the closed caskets on a dais before him.
They were lying there, his dead parents, in wooden boxes. Macabre.
There was material draped over the coffins; one piece a plain red
clashing with the polished maple, the other a muddy green, and a
small cluster of cream-colored flowers on each. The room itself was
plain; unornamented benches, off-white walls, and glass in the
windows that filtered out the warmth of the sunlight. Uninspired
organ music drifted through speakers tucked away high in the
corners, repeating the same tunes every forty-three
minutes.

What must have been
hundreds of people filed through over the long hours of the day.
There was a handful of the poor and homeless, uncomfortable but
determined to show respect. And a host of distant relatives, doing
the right thing by their kin. Then there were the immigrants and
the children, the businessmen and the politicians. The social
workers and the doctors. Tens and hundreds of mourners.

But none of them cried.
They signed the book, stood before the coffins for a while,
wandered over to speak to their acquaintances in whispers, patted
Albert on the head as if he could be dismissed that easily – then
left as soon as their consciences set them free. They all wore the
little round hat, the yarmulke; most of them, unused to the custom,
having been handed one at the door. Some of the Jewish faithful had
a torn ribbon pinned to their lapels to symbolize the rending of
cloth – but they wore it as if it were a decoration rather than an
expression of grief. Most of the people, whatever their beliefs,
wore dark clothes.

Albert quickly grew to hate
the hushed voices, the muted tone of the whole thing. Except for
the somber clothes, this wasn’t what his parents were truly about.
Yes, they might have appeared to these people as quiet and sober
and dispassionate. It may have been assumed they were devoted to
the One God and Torah, the One Law. They might be thought to be
facing Judgment now, after the death of their earthly bodies. But
none of this reflected the Rebecca and Miles he had
known.

As the morning stretched
into afternoon, Albert wondered which of his parents was in which
box. It seemed right, somehow, for his mother to be in the one with
the green shroud over it. For a while, as he kicked his feet in
small precise arcs, he thought over this instinct. Until he
remembered the night they died. He looked up and saw Aunt Rose
standing a few feet away with one of the funeral home
attendants.

“Does she still have the
scarf?” he asked her.

After he’d walked over and
repeated the question, all Rose said was, “What scarf, dear?”
Looking all gray and tired and befuddled.

Albert sighed, impatient.
“The green scarf Miles bought for their anniversary. Rebecca should
have it with her.”

“I don’t know.”

“It was in her hand. Did
they just put them in the coffins like that, or what?”

Aunt Rose, at last, looked
close to tears. “I don’t know, Albert,” she repeated. She cast an
unnerved glance around for help.

The young attendant, who
had withdrawn a little, came to her rescue. He said, “Come and sit
down here, Mr. Sterne.”

For a breathless moment
Albert thought he was referring to Miles, but then truth shattered
the hope. It was the first time anyone had called Albert that. He
shot a steady glare at the man to let him know that, despite being
only five, he wasn’t easily fooled. “I’ve been sitting all day,” he
said ungraciously.

“Maybe you won’t mind if I
sit, even so.” Perched on one of the benches and leaning forward,
the young man was at eye level with Albert. More adult games. “My
name is Nathan. I helped look after your parents when they were
brought here. Maybe I can answer your questions.”

Albert said it over, with
deliberate patience. “I want to know if my mother still has the
scarf my father gave to her. She was holding it, when she was dead.
It’s important.”

The man named Nathan
sighed, and glanced up at Aunt Rose, who said, “Please tell him,
whatever it is. Anything for some peace.” Then she walked
away.

“I know the scarf,” Nathan
said, meeting Albert’s gaze again. “It was green silk, very fine.
Your mother must have loved it.”

“So where is it?” Albert
insisted.

“You saw your parents after
it happened, you know what it was like. The scarf was ruined.”
Nathan faltered for a moment, then seemed to measure Albert’s
resolve and not find him wanting. “It was ruined with the blood.
Frankly we usually burn things like that, unless the police want
them for evidence.”

“Do they?”

“No. It was your mother’s
blood, so they don’t need it.”

“I want her to have it. In
the coffin.”

Nathan thought about this.
“Will you trust me to do it after the service?”

Albert said, “No.” But it
wasn’t that he didn’t believe this man would do as he promised – it
had simply become something he had to see through.

“All right. Wait here.”
When he returned, Nathan was carrying a brown paper bag as if,
incongruously, he had brought his lunch. But Albert knew what it
was. He followed Nathan up to the caskets.

Seeing them on the dais,
the other people retreated a little. Aunt Rose said faintly, “For
the sake of all that’s holy, what are you doing?” One of the older
men from the funeral home had come in, and seemed angry at what he
saw.

“You really want this?”
Nathan asked Albert. Then he moved the flowers and the drape of
green material, and raised the lid of Rebecca’s coffin.

Even on tiptoe Albert
couldn’t see over the side of the coffin, so Nathan lifted him up
onto one hip. Albert said, “Put it in her hands.”

The scarf was mostly
stained a blurred russet now, stiff and dry and ruined. But the
edges still glowed green. Very fine silk. With his free hand,
Nathan pushed the scarf under Rebecca’s interlaced fingers where
they rested on her chest. It was right.

Then Albert looked at his
mother’s face. Impassive, more so than he’d ever seen her. Not just
withdrawn – she simply wasn’t there anymore. Her cool living
strength had turned to dead marble. Dead painted marble. “But she
never wears make-up,” he managed to whisper.

When Nathan let him down,
Albert turned to face the other people there. They stared back at
him, shocked or at least disapproving. None of them cried, none of
them cried.

Albert clenched his fists.
And he yelled. He yelled so loud that if there was a God who even
now sat in Judgment on Miles and Rebecca he might hear their son’s
grief.

By the time Nathan gathered
the boy up, Albert had already ripped his jacket down the front,
torn a sleeve off, and was starting on his shirt. The yell sank to
a keening that hurt his throat. But it went on and on, the noise,
as if Albert was no longer a part of it, could no longer keep it
inside of him.

“Let him be,” Nathan was
saying, though Albert only knew this later, from family stories.
“Let him mourn.”

“Not here,” the young man’s
boss was insisting. “And not now.”

“Then where and when?” But,
after a moment, Nathan walked out with Albert in his arms and took
him to an anonymous little soundproof room, set aside for this very
purpose.

It was dark by the time
Albert was fully aware of his surroundings. He felt raw, spent,
fragile, and his face was wet. But Nathan, all business now, took
him to Aunt Rose’s apartment.

“You cost me my job, Mr.
Sterne,” the young man said.

Albert stared at the
stunned and bitter mask of Nathan’s face – and Albert’s fury
returned, as impotent as his grief, though not as fine. He said,
“You lost the job yourself.” And Nathan turned and left without a
word.

Aunt Rose was waiting for
him, tired and old and unhappy. “It’s done, we buried them, they’re
at rest now,” she said, before sending Albert to his room. No
thanks to you.
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“When they sent you, Washington
said you were born and raised here.”

Albert stared for a moment,
then said, “That’s partially incorrect, and it’s none of your
business.”

“You know the people here,”
Special Agent Paula Donnan explained. “You know the people in
Brooklyn, and that understanding should help the investigation.”
The forensics man had walked into her office not two minutes ago,
and she’d already decided that conversation with Albert Sterne was
like wading in molasses. Uphill.

“I know more about the
foibles and failings of the human race than anyone who works
here.”

“We have some damned good
people, Mr. Sterne –”

“The best your benighted
recruitment officers could scrape together, I’m sure.”

“At least they have
manners.”

“A set of lies constructed
to supposedly assist people. I find them a hindrance.”

“Your rudeness is the
hindrance.”

“Only when you can’t accept
the truth.”

“I don’t know how you live
with yourself, Mr. Sterne.” She shook her head. “For that matter, I
don’t know how the Bureau lives with you. I’d heard stories, but
figured it was all an exaggeration.”

“Stories? Idle gossip, you
mean. Don’t waste my time.”

Donnan swallowed a retort.
After a moment, she said, “Let’s start over. We’re short on
experienced forensics people right now, so, while I know this isn’t
your field of expertise –”

“I assure you I am more
than capable of handling the case.”

“No insult intended,” she
said impatiently. “I need you to –”

“Investigate the crime
scenes, determine the cause or causes of the explosions, discover
any evidence that might indicate who the offender or offenders are
and lead to their arrest and conviction, and write a full report
for the Special Agent in Charge within twenty-four
hours.”

“Yes. And if you could
–”

“Hold the hands of your
inexperienced forensics people, and walk them through this
procedure, you’d appreciate it.”

“Thank you, Mr. Sterne. Do
you have –”

“Everything I need?
Yes.”

Donnan paused again, leaned
back in her chair, before saying, “I don’t know that we can afford
to have you here, Mr. Sterne. We have a traditionally difficult
relationship with the NYPD, and all the mess since Mr. Hoover died
hasn’t helped. I think it wise if you have no dealings with
them.”

“Your relationship with the
police is simply another hindrance I can do without.”

“So we agree on one thing,”
Donnan offered with an edge of humor.

“Two – the other is that
the work is of the utmost urgency.” And Albert stood and left the
office.

 


SHE WAS HIGH-CLASS and lovely:
milk-pale body too slender, but well-formed even so; hair a long
and magnificent mane of red-gold curls, an adequate frame for the
kind of face that painters used for angels. She was lowering her
standards, letting a mere FBI man pay for her services, but Albert
had been blunt enough in his request to interest her. She was the
seventeenth prostitute he had used, and the eighth female, in a
little over two years. She answered to the name Lily.

After a late supper, Albert
took the woman to a hotel befitting her, a warm understated suite
overlooking the cool night and Central Park. In all, the night cost
him almost a month’s salary.

It became a competition
between them, to each demonstrate their skills and knowledge on the
other’s body, to each be the last to surrender to the pleasure they
could have given each other.

Albert won, through sheer
stubbornness. Her face – which others would have best appreciated
in repose, in the removed and inviolate timelessness of a painting
or photograph – Albert considered Lily’s face to be at its most
beautiful when she let orgasm ripple and flow through her. Watching
her, Albert at last let his own orgasm unfurl within him in waves
of rose-gold.

Afterwards, she made
polite, one-sided conversation as she drank champagne.

Albert sat in the bed,
still naked, silent. Eventually he said, “I wasn’t aware this was a
package deal. I only wanted the sex.”

“It seems a pity to waste
the opportunity to get to know each other,” she said, unperturbed
by the rudeness.

“You wouldn’t want to know
me,” he replied curtly.

“But I would, and I do.”
Lily laughed, shook her hair back. Charming, graceful. “You have
the virtue of honesty. In fact, you’ve been refreshingly
forthright. And – this isn’t news to you, surely – you’re a
passionate man, Albert. Is that your real name?”

“I am honest, remember. Is
Lily yours?”

“It’s my middle name,
actually, after my grandmother. My first isn’t quite so pretty.”
She poured more champagne. “Albert, this doesn’t seem like a bad
place to start a friendship.”

“Why don’t you take your
finishing school charms somewhere they’ll be
appreciated.”

He said it in the same tone
of voice, so she took a moment to register his serious intent. “All
right,” she agreed politely. “Thank you, Albert.”

“Thank you,” he said in
turn, laying on the sarcasm, “for condescending to slum
it.”

“It was a pleasure,” she
said, icy. By which time she was dressed again, protected by layers
of silk, and waiting to be paid.

“You think you’re clever,
don’t you?” Albert asked as he pointedly handed over the
hundred-dollar bills one by one. “You used to do it for dinner and
a night at the theater – now you do it for cash. You think that’s
honest.”

“Perhaps you believe you
hold the monopoly on truth,” Lily replied, her apparent composure
betrayed by a trace of defiance.

“There’s more to life than
sex and dinner and money.”

“What – files and secrets?
Criminals and men in bad suits?”

“Far more than that. You
have no conception.”

“Go take your crusade to
the streets. I gave at the office.”

“You had nothing worth
giving,” Albert said, venomous.

She was high class and
lovely – and the glow of her fury only heightened the
effect.

Albert locked the door
after she had gone, drew on the toweling robe provided by the
hotel, and sat down at the table to consider his own
words.

There’s more to life than
sex, indeed. Yet he had used these people, taken advantage of their
abandoned dignity, their self-hatred. Encouraged their despair,
their slow destruction, with his money and his selfish needs.
Failed in his attempts to help them; there wasn’t one, from Ricardo
through Lily, who had truly listened – let alone acted on his
advice.

This must not
continue.

Albert had long ago
realized that there would be no one to love him for who he was, no
one to accept him as Miles and Rebecca had accepted each other. And
therefore it seemed that he must be celibate from now
on.

So be it.

Albert hit out suddenly,
randomly, knocking over a vase, a basket of fruit, then
deliberately sending the table over as well.

He stood; stared down at
the broken glass, the spilled water, the mess of flowers, the
oranges rolling to the four corners. Albert despised physical
violence and its tawdry results.

Shaking, he at last choked
back the anger, the frustration. After long moments, he went to the
bathroom, and took a towel to start cleaning up.
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“How long since you found the
body?” Albert asked.

“Just after seven this
morning. Ran back most of the way, hitched a ride for the rest, got
to town by eight, notified the Field Office from the nearest phone
I could find – Mrs. Carruthers’s, just along here. Then I notified
the Sheriff in person.”

Albert stared at the young
man beside him – pale and jittery with shock, but a determined set
to his jaw. Eyes focused on something beyond the mere reality of
the road, but steering the car with precision. Albert wondered if
the man drove this carefully when he had his wits about him, and
surmised not.

“That’s Mrs. Carruthers on
her porch,” the youngster said. He returned her small-town nosiness
with a wave. “I think she overheard most of my phone
call.”

With the same horrified
tone that others used when expressing the opposite, Albert said,
“You’re from around here, aren’t you?”

“No,” he replied, quite
seriously. “I’m from Idaho.”

“That’s all I need – a hick
still wet behind the ears. The FBI recruits them young these
days.”

“The minimum age is still
twenty-three.” He cast Albert a glance, serious. “I joined up
almost a year ago, I’ve been in the field since I completed the
training. You’re not much older than me, anyway.”

“Only five years older, but
possessing a wealth more intelligence and experience.”

They had passed the last
house now, and the town limits were just ahead. The young man put
his foot down as soon as the speed sign was within
sight.

“You ran this morning,”
Albert commented. “Were you scared, revolted or
excited?”

The young man swallowed,
apparently having to cope with a wave of nausea. “She – The body is
lying exposed to the air. It’s swollen, and the skin is blistering.
Falling apart.”

“So putrefaction indicates
the time of death to be when?”

“That’s what you’re here to
tell us.”

“If you don’t even know the
basics –”

“All right, I guess she
died around four to six weeks ago. It’s been quite cold, which
would have slowed the process down. But we need your expert
opinion.”

“Of course.” Albert left a
pause, then, “What were you doing there in the first
place?”

“Hiking. Camping.” The
young man glanced at him again. “I had a rostered day off, a long
weekend.”

“And – ?” Albert
prompted.

“I had a premonition. An
intuition. That I would find something up there.” He turned the car
onto a smaller road that wound up the side of a hill. The trees
surrounding them limited any views so that, but for the sun almost
directly overhead, it was difficult to keep track of their
direction.

Albert was silent,
considering his companion. “What’s your name?” he eventually
asked.

“Fletcher Ash. And I did
not kill that girl.”

“Did someone accuse
you?”

“You implied – I inferred
from your manner that you were listing me as the prime
suspect.”

“I’m here to discover and
investigate various facts. One of which is that it’s unusual, to
say the least, that an overly young FBI agent has such accurate
premonitions.”

Ash muttered, “I am what I
am,” and pulled the car over beside another vehicle from the
Sheriff’s Office. A deputy, apparently loitering with intent to
secure the area, looked across as they climbed from the car, but
didn’t challenge them.

Albert glanced around as he
buttoned up his coat. “What is this – the local lovers’ lane?” The
road looped around the crest of the hill, and turned back on
itself. A small paved area looked out to a seemingly endless range
of hills and mountains climbing in vain towards the pale noon sun.
The dirt amongst the trees was compacted with tire tracks, tawdry
with litter.

“The kids come parking here
on Friday nights. I’d say the offender brought her here, took her
for a walk, then killed her where I found her – just inside the
entry to an old mine.”

“Planned or
opportunistic?”

“Probably –” Ash caught
himself, smiled shakily. “I think,” he started again, firm now,
“that you should see her before I tell you my
conclusions.”

“It’s highly unlikely that
you’ll cloud my judgment,” Albert assured him with heavy sarcasm.
When Ash unlocked the trunk, Albert retrieved his case of tools,
then stood waiting as the younger man propped himself against the
car, apparently unwilling to face the crime scene again. Albert was
interested to see to what extent Ash’s theories would be proved
true. “You’re assuming the offender is a man,” he
prompted.

“Most murderers are, and
most victims are women, with sexual offenses like this.”

“That tells me little more
than that you read the Uniform Crime Reports.”

Ash frowned, and absently
pulled his cotton sweater into place. The young man had not yet
changed from his camping gear to clothes the FBI would approve of:
he was in jeans, a T-shirt and the sweater, all of which were
stained and crumpled, and an old pair of hiking boots.
Nevertheless, Ash’s discomfort originated somewhere other than in
these externals.

“Was it planned or
opportunistic?” Albert asked again.

“To me, the answer’s fairly
obvious. Which is why I’d rather have your unclouded opinion, in
case I’ve missed something.”

“Fine. Did you let the cops
beyond this point?”

“I had to get them to
cordon off the site.”

“And you left them there
alone! You moron – they’ll have trampled over any evidence, taken
souvenirs to show their girlfriends – ignorant hicks, the lot of
you.”

“My supervisor is there,
she drove up from Denver this morning. She has the area secure, and
I needed to talk to you, so I borrowed the car and came to collect
you.”

Silence. “All right.”
Albert bit off the words.

“I know it’s all right,”
Ash mildly replied.

Albert looked across at the
young man. It didn’t happen often these days – someone scratching
Albert’s curiosity through the layers of cynicism. Ash wasn’t
avoiding him, or his impatient questions. But there was a
defensiveness in him, in some way related to the crime under
investigation. Something didn’t quite fit, and Albert wanted to
know what.

“The site’s over that way.”
He indicated vaguely northwards.

Belatedly checking his
watch, Albert asked, “You really expect me to believe you ran that
in rather less than an hour this morning?”

“I keep fit,” the Agent
asserted.

“And you were
exhilarated.”

Ash looked squarely at
Albert. “I was scared and revolted: I don’t like the sight or smell
of a decomposing corpse; I like even less the thought of someone
doing such a thing.”

“Why make a kid with no
stomach for it a special agent? You should have served out your ten
years in Records or –”

“But I’m good,” Ash
asserted, sounding ill. “Too good.” He looked away, straightened up
from the car. “Let’s go, Mr. Sterne.”

It was only a ten minute
walk, but the way wasn’t easy: there were fewer trees, but
undergrowth, rocks and fallen branches obscured any direct path,
and the ground rose and fell in abrupt, uneven intervals. Added to
which, though it didn’t bother Albert, the air was noticeably
thinner at this altitude. Less than halfway there, Albert
concluded, “The girl knew him.”

“Trusted him,” Ash agreed.
Then he muttered to himself, “He said to her, I’ll show you a
secret, I’ll take you to my hiding place, we can be alone
there.”

“What?”

The younger man cleared his
throat. “A loner of a boy, nervous, finally has this wonderful girl
with him, she’s holding his hand. He’s watched her, wanted her for
so very long. That’s what I feel happened.”

“You feel it?” Albert
scoffed. “More intuition?”

“Yes.” Uncomfortable but
determined. “He’s surprised her, he’s more interesting than she
credited, but he wants to have her, all of her, control her. And he
doesn’t really know how else to achieve that.”

“On what do you base this
tale you’re spinning?”

“A few facts, the crime
scene, and what the Sheriff could tell me of the
victim.”

Albert paused to assess his
companion. Two steps later, Ash came to a halt as well, and
returned Albert’s stare.

Ash’s manner still held a
little defiance, but otherwise he was serious and intense and
focused. Added to which, he was open and he paid attention – Ash
didn’t seem to hide behind his opinions or habitual
behavior.

Physically, the bare facts
did little to describe him – white male, twenty-four,
one-seventy-five, black and blue. The neat features were regular,
framed by a strong jaw, not quite handsome. But there was a
presence only hinted at by the hot blue eyes, the dark mess of
hair.

“The intuition,” Ash was
saying; “it’s more curse than blessing. But
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