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Praise for the novels of

HEATHER GRAHAM
“Mystery, sex, paranormal events. What’s not to love?”
—Kirkus on The Death Dealer
“[A] sinister tale sure to appeal to fans across multiple genre lines.”
—Publishers Weekly on The Death Dealer
“Heather Graham will keep you in suspense until the very end.”
—Literary Times
“[A] solid trilogy opener…Ghostly sightings, capable detective work and fascinating characters blend to make a satisfying chiller.”
—Publishers Weekly on Deadly Night
“Nerve-racking in the extreme, solidly plotted and peppered with welcome hints of black humor. And the ending’s all readers could hope for.”
—Romantic Times BOOKreviews on The Last Noel
“There are good reasons for Graham’s steady standing as a bestselling author. The paranormal elements are integral to the unrelentingly suspenseful plot, the characters are likable, the romance convincing, and, in the wake of Hurricane Katrina, Graham’s atmospheric depiction of a lost city is especially poignant.”
—Booklist on Ghost Walk
“Graham peoples her novel with genuine, endearing characters.”
—Publishers Weekly on The Séance
“An incredible storyteller.”
—Los Angeles Daily News
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For Amber Smyser, Valerie Querns, Mike LeClaire,

Cozmo Johnson, Jonathan Wenstrup,

Christine Adolf and Jennifer Stratford—

and, very specially, Scott and Josh Perry.

You all make L.A. a very special place!


 
Dear Reader,
 
Beginning a new mini-series called The Prophecy, Dust to Dust is a stand alone book and the first in a series that will eventually entail four novels, each separate, though all with a specific goal. Included in these stories are characters from past books, characters who are part of The Alliance and who will have new roles throughout the series.
 
So in case anyone wants to learn more about those characters, here is a list of who they are, in what book they were featured and under what name that book was published, the real me or the pseudonym me—Shannon Drake!
 
Best,
Heather
 
Beneath a Blood Red Moon, Shannon Drake, 1999

featuring Maggie Montgomery and Sean Canady
When Darkness Falls, Shannon Drake, 2000

featuring Lucian DeVeau and Jade MacGregor
Deep Midnight, Shannon Drake, 2001

featuring Jordan Riley and Ragnor Wulfsson
Realm of Shadows, Shannon Drake, 2002

featuring Tara Mason and Brent Malone
The Awakening, Shannon Drake, 2003

featuring Megan and Finn O’Casey
Dead by Dusk, Shannon Drake, 2005

featuring Stephanie Cahill and Grant Peterson
Kiss of Darkness, Heather Graham, 2006

featuring Bryan McAllister and Jessica Fraser
Blood Red, Heather Graham, 2007

featuring Lauren Crow and Mark Davidson
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Prologue

I Became
There wasn’t anything really wrong with me from the start. I was just your average Joe. They might not have hired me for the cover of GQ, but I wasn’t a bad-looking guy. (Sadly, in all this, my looks haven’t changed. I haven’t acquired a rippling six-pack or anything.) I have a nice-enough face. My features are a little too classic for some. I’ve been told I would make a great cavalier, that I kind of look like King Charles. Not the Second—the one who had dozens of women and probably just as many illegitimate kids. No, I look more like Charles the First—the one who favored the divine right of kings and lost his regal head. Anyway, the point of all this is that I’m no muscle-bound hunk. I’m not a rail, but I am more wiry than built-up, and I usually depend a lot more on speed and agility than the size of my biceps. Kind of a lean, mean, fighting machine—fonder of argument and debate than bashing in a face.
I did—and still do, despite the changes—like life. No, that’s not entirely true. I like it even more now. I’ve become more aware than ever of the delicacy of every single minute of human existence.
Before, I simply liked the flow of life. People, places, things—especially art. Luckily, I made a good-enough living. At the age of thirty, I’d managed to sock away enough to buy my own graphics-and-design shop. I was confident about my future, and did well enough as a son, friend and lover. I’d had a few flings, one serious, which lasted three years, several that went on for months, but…she wasn’t out there. The right woman for me just never turned up.
Maybe there was a reason.
Anyway, on the night I Became, I was in Los Angeles. I was there with Zach Whalen and Emory Smith.
Zach is a muscle-bound hunk. Six-four, a good inch and a half over me, and a solid—and I do mean solid—two-hundred-forty pounds. Zach is of Danish descent. He’d fit right in with a Viking raiding party. And he’s a good guy. Looks like he should be in a wrestling ring, which he is sometimes. But the love of his life is music. He manages a karaoke club, and in his spare time, he’s a bass guitarist with the Luckless Three.
Aptly named.
They’re pretty good, actually, but every time they get a gig that pays really well, one of them suddenly has an “artistic difference” with the others. Go figure. They get along just great when they’re entertaining at a cousin’s wedding for fun. Maybe, at heart, they’re just not in it for the money.
Emory likes to draw, and he loves to have a few beers and sing karaoke. He’s an accountant. Six-one even, square-shouldered and preppy in every way. We make a strange threesome.
The three of us are different enough that I don’t think we would have ended up being friends if we’d met late in life, but we’ve been friends since we were kids. We were raised not just in the same neighborhood but on the same street.
Anyway, three months ago, we had gone to L.A. just to do some partying and because a group called—oddly enough—Lucky Three was playing at the Viper Room. One of the guys was an old college roommate of Emory’s, so Zach had been allowed to sit in for a few numbers. We’d purposely taken motel rooms right on Sunset so that we wouldn’t need a designated driver, though I’d actually been out with Zach a few times when he had pretty much needed a designated walker. Still, that night we were only a little inebriated when we headed back to our motel.
And then it happened.
I don’t want you thinking that I started off as a coward or anything. I like to think of myself as even tempered, logical, capable of the eloquence and charm to defuse a bad situation most of the time. But when cornered, I could hold my own in a fight. I just wasn’t the type you’d put up against a pair of heavyweights.
A group of thugs was in a side alley behind a restaurant-slash-bar that had apparently just closed. The first thing I heard was their victims screaming.
“Shit,” Zach muttered, shaking his head, as if that could clear it of a half dozen beers.
“Son of a bitch,” Emory added.
And there we were. Three guys, none of us small. But I’d be one hell of a liar if I didn’t admit that it passed through each of our minds that there was a gang attack going on and that knives or guns might well be involved.
Still, what the hell?
“I’ve hit 911,” Zach announced as we headed toward the action.
There was some reassurance in that statement. If we were going to get messed up, at least the cops would get there soon enough to clean up the damage.
As we neared the scene, I could see that the victims were an elderly couple. The man was gurgling now, because he was being strangled. The woman was sobbing as she was beaten by two men, one who looked to be of mixed race and another who was massive and white as snow. Two others were holding the man still while a third had his hands around his throat. One looked Hispanic, the second was thin but wiry and holding a huge knife, and the one doing the strangling was just plain huge.
“Shit,” Zach muttered again.
And then we waded in.
Emory headed straight to the woman’s aid. I followed Zach as he went after the trio attacking the man.
The guy with the knife turned at our approach, and Zach dodged quickly, but he was still caught across the abdomen. He swore and got the guy good in the jaw, but he was hurt, and I knew it.
By then I had run past him to the old man on the ground. He had powdery blue eyes that had a strange glow about them. “We’re getting you out of here,” I said.
“You!” he gasped, and stared into my eyes as if he had suddenly recognized a long-lost friend. “You,” he repeated with sincere pleasure. Despite the situation, he smiled. “You’ve come.”
“We’re here to save you,” I said, praying that was true. I didn’t know how Zach was doing behind me, or how Emory was faring.
The old man gripped my hand. Hard. “It’s only the beginning,” he said. “Only the beginning. Thank God you are here. It was hard to hold on long enough, but…now you’re here. Capricorn. You’ve come.”
“Sir, it’s all right. We’re going to get you to a hospital.”
“You are Capricorn,” he said, and he spoke as if relieved, as if he’d reached the Pearly Gates and discovered they were wide open.
He was babbling, I told myself. But then he looked at me again, and I realized that there was no weakness in his eyes, just a light so strange that it was nearly as disturbing as the thugs surrounding us.
And that’s when it happened.
I might have imagined it. But I didn’t. It was real. The light in his eyes seemed to stream out and touch mine. I felt as if I were being electrocuted for a moment, as if lightning had ripped between the two of us.
I stared at him with utter confusion, but then, after a moment, there didn’t seem to be anything strange about the man at all. He was smiling like a tired warrior, like a Viking ready to enter the halls of Valhalla.
“Son of a bitch!” Zach roared from behind me, and I knew he’d been cut again.
I was enraged.
I had taken karate as a kid, along with the rest of Mr. Halloway’s middle-schoolers, but I’d never pursued it after that. I had gone to a boxing gym and sparred a few times, and I had a good right jab, but that was it. But I was suddenly on fire. I don’t remember any of my movements being voluntary; I was just a whirl of motion. In seconds I’d broken the wrist of the man with the knife. A few more seconds and his two comrades were lying unconscious on the ground. Emory was losing his struggle with the mammoth white man and his accomplice, and I sped in against the two cretins like a whirlwind. They, too, went down almost instantly.
And then, there we were. The three of us. In the dark alley. Zach gripping his sliced-up middle and staring at me. Emory, his jaw swelling like a dozen bees had been at him, was staring, too. There were sirens in the night, and the noise was deafening as the first officers arrived on the scene.
Naturally, confusion ensued.
One of the cops called for an ambulance. Zach and Emory were all beat up but standing, and the five thugs, all on the ground, looked broken in various places. The old man was still on the ground, while the old woman looked as if she’d passed away. She lay staring sightlessly up at the sky. I thought at first, that the three of us were going to wind up arrested, but the old man kept talking, even as more cops arrived, even as the med techs shifted him onto a gurney. He kept insisting, “He is the savior. And now the end begins.”
Something drew me to him, and I stood by his side while they prepared to hoist him on up into the ambulance. I took his hand.
“Listen, you’ve got to calm down,” I told him. “It’s going to be all right.”
I saw the men standing over by his wife—at least I assumed she was his wife. I saw the way they looked at her, and knew I’d been right. She was definitely already gone.
It wasn’t going to be all right.
The man I had never met before was clinging tightly to my hand. “This is just the beginning,” he said. “They’re out there, and they will be looking for you. The angels have spoken, and the time nears. It’s not an explosion like a dying star but a gnawing away. Little things, the elements, the earth—but the earth is always changing. The earth has more time, though, if evil can be stopped. Prophecies speak of what might be, but they’re never sure. The future can always be changed. And you are not alone.” He paused in his babbling for a moment, and his eyes closed. For a moment I thought that he had died, too. But then his eyes opened again, that strange glow fading now. His voice, when he spoke again, was weak. “You must find the other eleven. Your two, the other earth signs, first. Strength comes from strength. And then the Oracle. She is near, and she is calling to you. I have felt the whisper in the air of the night. She is calling to you all—but you most of all, for you are Capricorn, you are the first—for the time to begin the saving of the world is now.”
This was all a little too absurd, even for L.A. I was beginning to think that someone was going to jump out from behind a Dumpster and tell me that I was being punked or something.
I tried to calm the man down, though I was pretty sure that was a vain endeavor. “I’m not a Capricorn,” I said. But I was lying. I had been born on January seventeenth. It was just that the old man’s words and the feel of the night were beginning to creep me out, and I felt a need to fight back by denying everything.
He smiled at me, and I knew he knew I was lying.
For a moment he looked young and full of vigor. His grip on my hand was powerful. So powerful it hurt.
“I am done. We are done. But for you it is just beginning, and that is how it must be, how it was written. You are earth, and it is your job to find the others. Time is slipping away. When you begin, the rest will follow. First there are four, the earth, the wind, the water and the air, and then there are three for every four. And those twelve are one. Gods and goddesses, sisters and brothers, all are one, and the most holy places of all are the battlefields. You must find your kind, and then you must find the Oracle. Evil gains entrance when our hearts fail. Men are like rats in cages, and the evil within us calls to the evil without.”
Then his forceful grip simply slipped away as he was staring at me, and I realized I was staring back at a dead man.
I turned away and saw that my friends, those two guys I had known just about my entire life, were looking at me as if I’d suddenly grown horns and a tail.
Or a halo and wings. After all, we had plowed in together, but I had saved their asses.
I lifted my hands. “Adrenaline,” I said with a shrug.
“Yeah,” Zach said.
“Sure,” Emory agreed.
But something sinister seemed to have risen in the air. Something even more frightening and malicious than the murder of the elderly couple. Or maybe it was part of the attack. The air held a lingering miasma, but it was fading, as if the wind were dispersing it. Except there was no wind.
There was still a lot going on around us. The thugs were being arrested. The paramedics had announced the deaths and now were awaiting the medical examiner. While they waited, we were questioned. Over and over again. By the end of the interrogation, we knew we’d be coming back to L.A., because the attackers were going to be tried for murder.
By the time we were finally free to go and began walking in silence back toward our motel, dawn was on the way.
When we stood in the motel courtyard and split up to go to our rooms, Zach told me good-night calmly enough, but he was looking at me again as if I had horns. Emory clapped a hand on my shoulder, but he, too, looked somber.
And why not? We had just been witnesses to a double murder.
But it was more than that, I was sure.
When the other two walked into their rooms, I stayed outside for a moment. Colors were beginning to caress the darkness with pastel shades.
Suddenly it felt as if someone touched me. It was so real that I whirled around to look, but there was no one there.
But then I heard a whisper. As sure and certain as anything.
“You are Capricorn. And you will rise to the fight.”
I spun around again, looking for whoever had spoken.
“What fight?” I asked out loud. No one was there to hear me, but I still felt foolish. I was talking to myself in the shadows that came with the first tentacles of the dawn. The words I’d heard had seemed to be coming from inside my head, as if, from a great distance, a sweet voice with a subtle accent was speaking to me via some kind of ESP.
Swearing softly beneath my breath, I slipped my keycard into the lock. Screw this! No good deed goes unpunished, and this was apparently my punishment. I was going to sleep, and when I woke up, I was going to start drinking. Hell, I was in L.A. to party.
A night’s sleep, or several hours at least, and the strangeness would all fade, I told myself.
But—and thank God I didn’t know it at the time—that wasn’t to be.
Hell no.
It started that night, when I slept—or tried to.
The dream came instantly. I was walking along what I knew was an ancient path. And I knew I had been drawn there because there was something I had to find. At first there were trees alongside the rough stone I traversed. My mind fought against being there, but my feet kept moving. Ahead of me there were what looked like telephone poles rising into the air. In moments I realized they were not telephone poles, they were crosses, each one bearing a body. Miles and miles of those who had been crucified stretched before me.
The crosses disappeared, and the earth beneath me became hard-packed soil. The air bore a redolence that was strange and sad, like decaying moss, and I realized that I was surrounded by stacks of the dead. They were long decayed, many only bones, disarticulated skeletons, some held together by faded, gauzelike strips of shrouds, with bits of metal here and there—rings, brooches, weapons—glimmering in what seemed to be the yellow glow of lamplight coming from some place far ahead. As I paused, the head of a skeleton to my left suddenly began to turn of its own accord, as if controlled by the ghosts of muscles and tendons long gone. I stared in horror as the jaw began to work. A terrible rasping whisper hissed through the broken and toothless jaw. “The Oracle is calling.”
Broken bits of finger bone began to join together, and the skeletal hand at his side was suddenly whole and pointing toward the light. “Go,” the voice commanded in a tone of strange desperation.
I was torn by fear. I might have turned back then, because of that desperate need we have to survive, even in our dreams. But the wind that had come with his voice was behind me. I had no choice but to move forward. Suddenly it seemed that all the dead were awakening, urging me forward. Heads lifted, arms pointed, and a massive call went up. “Go. The Oracle is calling. Salvation can come only from those who are called. Hurry. Hurry!”
I shouldn’t have been so terrified; the skeletons were trying to help me. But they were terrifying, as they stared with their empty eye sockets and spoke in voices that were papery, coarse and part of the wind.
Finally I reached the place where the light began: a wall of burning sconces with a massive tomb in front of it. An ancient oil lamp sat upon that pagan sarcophagus, which had clearly seen use as an altar, and nearby, shrouded in a black hood and cloak, a presence stood. I started forward, and then I saw…
From another corridor in the maze of catacombs, someone else was arriving. As tall as I was, and as imaginary as I myself was in that place. He had no substance. He walked as I did, he came from my world. He, too, was headed for the light, and he stopped, startled, as he suddenly became aware of me.
He turned, and I saw that he was a bit older than I was.
As we stared at one another, the cloaked figure lifted a hand and began to speak, and I realized that it was a woman. “Come to me. Those who are not called must hasten those who are.” As her hand fell, I heard a horrendous commotion and turned to look back down the corridor. The skeletons were rising, rebuilding themselves. Then…
Perhaps the terror woke me. That thing in a dream where we won’t let ourselves fall, lest we die in real life. Whatever it was, I was awake, sitting up in my bed, sweat pouring down my chest. I was in my motel room in Los Angeles, and the multihued neon sign outside my window was blinking madly.
I threw off my covers, stood and turned on the bedside lamp. Not good enough. I needed the dirt and grit and cacophony of the city, the noises, the action, the good and the bad. I threw on some pants and stepped outside into the courtyard. And then I realized I was still smelling the hard-packed dirt and death from the catacombs of my dreams. I shook my head to dispel the cloying scent. The smell of grease from a nearby diner started to replace it, followed by a hint of night-blooming jasmine. Much better. I turned to go back in, and then I noticed my feet.
They were filthy. And not just with the normal dirt of a big city. This dirt was an odd color, a strange pasty gray.
As if…
As if I had walked through miles of catacombs.
Miles and miles of the dead.
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“What on earth is that, Mel?” Maggie Canady asked, leaning over to stare at the cocktail napkin on which Melanie Regan had been doodling.
“What is what?” Melanie asked.
She hadn’t paid the least attention to what she had been doing, and now she stared down at the napkin. She had flipped it over, so there was no logo to deter the free movement of her pen or mar the pictures she created.
Pictures. Real pictures. Recognizable.
Detailed.
There were four of them, and they were so well situated on the napkin, she might have marked off the corners with a ruler.
The top left corner was very evidently a sketch of a fire, so detailed that the flames almost seemed to move. Even more hypnotic was the sketch on the opposite corner.
It was of a waterfall, forceful, filling the air with spray as it fell to the pool below. There was something wild and even violent about it.
The bottom right corner showed a fiercely blowing wind, sweeping away the cloud cover.
She hadn’t even known that the wind could actually be drawn. Not without showing something blowing in it. But what she had put on the paper was the wind. And like the fire and the waterfall, it seemed to have life, to be real and almost tangible.
The bottom left corner showed an earthquake, and it was amazingly realistic. It wasn’t a sketch of buildings toppling or a bridge crumbling. It simply showed the ground, but the ground split asunder. Once again, it was almost as if it were happening as she looked at the napkin. Something violent and almost mobile seemed to be captured on the fragile paper.
She set the pen down.
“I didn’t know you could draw like that,” Maggie marveled.
Melanie clenched her hands in her lap. “Neither did I,” she admitted.
Maggie looked at her as if she had just grown a third eye in the middle of her forehead. “Wow,” she said.
Melanie waved a hand in the air and forced what sounded like an easy laugh. “I don’t think it’s such a big deal. They say that we only use about a tenth of our mental capacity at any time. We were talking, and I guess I was distracted, so part of my subconscious mind kicked in or some such thing. Who knows? Anyway, I’m sure I couldn’t do it again if I tried.”
And she meant that. She couldn’t usually so much as draw a stick figure.
She grabbed the beer in front of her and took a long swallow. She realized that she was barely keeping her cool, and that, too, was strange. She had learned long ago how to hide her thoughts and emotions, to play it easy in any given situation.
After all, she’d been around. Los Angeles wasn’t actually home for her. She’d spent a lot of time touring Europe, hung out in New York City for a while and lived for many years in New Orleans, which was really home for her. It was where she had found a sense of herself, and where she had made so many good friends. They called themselves the Alliance—and even far apart, they remained close, always ready to help one another out. Maggie was one of those friends, and she couldn’t believe she felt uneasy in front of Maggie, who knew everything there was to know about her. But she did feel ill at ease, and all because she could suddenly draw.
Maggie sat back, arched a brow and took a long sip of her own beer. “I would have thought, if you were magically going to become a great artist, you—being you—would have drawn Lassie.”
“Very funny,” Melanie said.
“Well, you are a fabulous dog trainer.”
“Because I know animals respond to positive reinforcement,” Melanie said.
“So do people,” Maggie said, and set a hand on Melanie’s. “Seriously…those are great. Don’t look so worried.”
“But it’s so…strange that I, of all people, could draw something so good,” Melanie said.
“I agree,” Maggie told her, and that was when Melanie realized her friend was as weirded-out as she was by the whole thing.
They both had their day jobs, but it sometimes seemed that the Alliance, which operated totally beneath the regular radar of humanity, was the most defining force in their lives, one that made them react to even seemingly innocuous events with immediate suspicion. They dealt with the curious, from the slightly uncommon to the absolutely bizarre, which made sense, most of the members being rather unusual themselves. Their titular head, Lucien DeVeau, lived in New Orleans, where it seemed they most often gathered, since New Orleans seemed to attract the peculiar and mysterious. Then again, Melanie reflected, Los Angeles, where she was now living, could be most unusual itself. Back home, most of her friends were in relationships—married, for the most part. Lucien had a wife he adored, Jade, who of course was part of the Alliance, too. For Melanie, it was like having a big family, but she hated being a third wheel, and it did sometimes feel that way when she was back home.
California had become her place. She was used to standing on her own here, at least on a day-to-day basis.
Tonight was supposed to have been just a nice evening out. Maggie had a houseful of children and a boutique that was thriving. Melanie’s life was much easier in one sense—no children—but she was extremely proud to be considered one of the finest trainers in the country now, and she traveled extensively to train show dogs, working dogs and just plain pet dogs. She had an affinity for all animals, not just dogs, and she had always seemed to have a special gift for working with them, from hamsters to horses. Training the unruly German shepherds of an A-list movie star had first brought her out here, and she had been determined to carve out a life for herself.
So far, it had been a fine life. And now and then she got really lucky and her friends came out to see her.
She had found her niche. She had a great job. She loved the animals she worked with, and they loved her.
In her own mind, at least, she didn’t do half so well with most human beings. She was lucky to have very good friends despite that, though she wasn’t quite certain she considered all of them to be human beings. Maggie, however, was definitely very human.
Maggie’s home had always been New Orleans, but at least four times a year she took a much-needed break and traveled out to L.A. to spend a few days with Melanie. Her husband, Sean, was a great guy, a police lieutenant working the French Quarter, and though he was very busy himself, he was also a great father. His day job was very important to the Alliance, but he enjoyed getting quality time to bond with his brood when Maggie headed west.
Sometimes a few of Melanie’s other friends joined them when they got together, but tonight it was just the two of them, and Melanie was glad of that.
If she hadn’t already felt completely unnerved by the drawings, her friend’s reaction would have alerted her that something weird was going on. Maggie was taking the drawings very seriously; Melanie could tell by the way her face had drawn taut and her eyes had darkened.
And Maggie always knew these things.
Maggie was a beautiful woman, with deep auburn hair and green eyes; she was down-to-earth and one of the most socially conscious people Melanie had ever met. She adored her own four children and especially loved five-year-olds. They were perfect people then, she had told Melanie once. Old enough to go potty, dress themselves and eat fairly neatly, but too young to have learned hatred or prejudice, and still willing to believe in the word of the adults around them.
“What about six-year-olds?” Melanie had asked her once.
“By that age they start questioning everything you say,” Maggie had warned her.
Dogs to Melanie were like five-year-olds to Maggie. They offered up unconditional love. Many were incredibly bright. Most wanted to learn.
Bad dogs, she believed, were like most bad children: created by those around them. But then, that was a personal opinion.
And she was very aware that she was thinking about dogs and children because she was so upset that she had suddenly become an artist.
“How curious,” Maggie said suddenly.
“Well, yes, we’ve established that,” Mel said.
Maggie flashed her a smile before growing somber once again. “Think about it. You drew a waterfall. Water. The wind. Blowing wind—or air. Fire. And what seems to be an earthquake. Earth, wind, fire and water.”
“Remember Earth, Wind and Fire? Great group,” Melanie said.
Maggie flashed her a concerned frown.
“Mel…” she began, then paused.
“What?”
“What the hell is that?” Maggie asked suddenly.
“What?” Melanie asked.
“Can’t you feel it?” Maggie asked.
Melanie looked up. They were seated by a gold-filigreed mirror, and she caught sight of her own reflection. She was surprised to see that she looked so wide-eyed, so lost. She wasn’t normally uncertain of anything.
It was the drawings, she knew.
She studied her own reflection: wide blue eyes, hair so blond that her friends teased her about looking angelic. Fair skin. She was tall—even sitting she still somehow looked tall—and that seemed important suddenly. She carried her five-eleven with assurance, and that usually outweighed any suggestion of fragility because of her china-doll coloring.
But at that moment…
There was something in her reflection.
Dread.
“Feel it?” Maggie repeated, and tapped a finger on the corner of the cocktail napkin where Mel had drawn an earthquake.
“It’s happening now,” Maggie said.
And then Melanie did feel it.
The earth was trembling.
It had started off subtly. Still, she should have felt it, but she hadn’t, not until Maggie brought it up.
But it was true. It was happening, slowly at first, barely there.
And then it increased.
Suddenly everyone in the restaurant began to feel it.
People started to talk all at once, panic rising in their voices.
“What the hell is that?” a gruff, heavy-set man demanded.
“Look, the glasses are all shaking!” a woman cried.
A rumbling sound started to rise over the softness of the dinner music playing in the background.
Dishes suddenly crashed to the floor.
“Earthquake!” someone shouted. “Get under a doorframe…. Move!”
Maggie and Melanie just stared at one another.
Because it was true. The rumbling had risen to the decibel level of a freight train rushing through the night. The chandeliers were shaking, the tinkling a strange counterpoint to the roar that was continuing to rise.
A statue near the doorway fell over with a crash.
A young woman let out a terrified scream and jumped to her feet, her chair crashing to the floor. The man with her dove beneath the table.
The woman, in a blind panic, went running toward the entrance.
“Oh, my God!” Melanie said, horrified. “I’ve got to stop her!”
Maggie caught her arm and tried to stop her.
“Get under the table,” Melanie told her, then repeated the warning at the top of her voice as she raced for the door and the young woman who had run right out into the danger of smashing glass and crashing cars.
Outside, it was mayhem. As was so often true with quakes, one side of the street, was a mess. Her side looked almost untouched. In the street itself, cars were crushed and piled everywhere, horns blaring. People were running blindly, shouting in panic. Melanie saw the woman who had raced from the restaurant. She was standing like a deer caught in headlights, right in the middle of the road. Melanie hurried after her just as a Volvo, trying to avoid the crashed car in front of it, nearly plowed into her.
Melanie grasped her by the arm and realized that she was in shock.
“Get back in the doorway…come on!”
She dragged the woman back toward the restaurant, where a busboy, standing in amazement by a support beam, reached for them just as a massive planter started to tumble from the terrace above them.
“Help her, please!” Melanie shouted, shoving the woman into the busboy’s arms, then turning to leave. He caught her arm, dark eyes concerned.
“Where are you going? Things are still falling. There could be aftershocks. Please, get back in here!” he shouted to Mel.
“I’m all right,” she told him. “I’m…uh, emergency personnel,” she lied. She should have felt bad. He was rising to the fore in the midst of disaster, concerned about others.
But she couldn’t stay.
And she couldn’t explain what was tearing at her.
She had drawn the earthquake. And then it had happened.
She felt responsible.
She told herself that earthquakes were common in California. This wasn’t an anomaly.
But this time…
She couldn’t help it. She felt responsible.
Alarms were going off everywhere. Glass was shattering, sirens blaring.
Outside the restaurant, Santa Monica Boulevard, with its beautiful shops and quaint air of sophistication, was a disaster. The earth was still rumbling. And then it stopped. Everyone seemed to freeze for a split second, as if time stood still. Another rumble came—along with renewed screaming. A smaller rumble followed a second later, and then everything went silent, unmoving. Melanie had been through a few tremors before, and she knew this wasn’t the “big one” scientists had been predicting for years, but it had been a strong shake, and it looked as if it had been centered south of them. Looking around, she could see that most lights in the vicinity were gone, but a glow just a few streets over told her that at least part of the city was probably up. She thought about how capricious quakes could be as they spread out from the epicenter, crushing one block and leaving another with crystal curios still standing in their places.
Here, glass and masonry and more lay strewn everywhere.
Some people were staggering around in a daze, others were down, some cut, some screaming. Then came another blast of breaking glass.
This time, it wasn’t the earth taking vengeance.
It was a group of hoods.
How anyone had recovered quickly enough from an earthquake to start thinking of looting, Melanie didn’t know.
But just as natural disaster brought out the best in some people, it brought out the worst in others.
She saw a group of six thugs making for an antique jewelry shop. They were an odd group; two were preppy looking, in cardigans and button-down shirts, another wore a tie-dyed T-shirt, and three were in hooded sweatshirts. It was Wall Street meets Haight-Ashbury meets Harlem.
A moment after they disappeared inside, she heard a cry and went running toward the shop herself. There was a fissure right in front of the doorway, with steam escaping, and for a moment she thought that it took on substance and oozed from the ground, coalescing into something large and dark, elusive and ever-changing as it emerged from the miasma…. It was just steam, she told herself. And indeed, as she stood there, it rose and dissipated, just like steam always did.
Another scream startled her from her bizarre reflection.
She knew both Mr. Delancy, the proprietor, and Viv Larson, his salesgirl, and the minute she stepped inside she saw them being attacked.
“Stop it!” Melanie shouted.
Given the mayhem on the streets, she was surprised that they not only heard her but, to her amazement, turned to look at her.
“Lookit the little snow queen, trying to stop us, Bo,” one of them said. He had a scraggly beard, scaly-looking skin, and an odor that drifted all the way over to where she stood in the doorway.
Bo was apparently the tall, broad-shouldered black man—wearing a tie—who started to laugh as he came toward her.
“Let’s take the little snow queen here into the back. The old guy, he’s no use. But we got ourselves two little chickees, and with the world goin’ to hell, everyone will be far too busy to notice a few screams from the back room. Get her, Nicky. Go on and get her.”
The scaly-skinned thug started toward her.
“Don’t even think about it,” she said quietly, and took a single step toward him. “You’re going to let those nice people go and get the hell out of here. And I suggest you do it really quickly, because the police will have things under control in a matter of minutes.”
All six men began to laugh.
Okay, so she doubted herself that the police would be in control that quickly.
“Melanie, go. Run,” Mr. Delancy croaked.
“Nicky, just grab the bitch and shut her up,” Bo snapped.
Nicky started toward her again, and she got ready to take him on.
Suddenly another voice sounded from the doorway. “Hey!”
Melanie turned to see a man standing there. He had striking features. The kind of face that would have been at home in a Van Dyck painting. Like a cavalier. Tall and lean, with long, very dark hair. He was in jeans and a tailored shirt, hands in his pockets, like a man who had just been out for a casual evening. As she had been.
He was certainly brave enough, she thought. He didn’t look like the type who could race in like a movie hero and fistfight his way through a crowd. His features, however, were set in an expression that made her feel that he might be extremely useful in a fight.
“What’s going on here?” he demanded.
“Hey, dude,” Bo said. “We’re just conducting a little business, so why don’t you run on home and leave us to it?”
“Hey, dude,” the new arrival said, “you need to let these people go. Now,” the man said calmly.
Bo ignored him as he wrapped his long fingers around Viv’s neck. With his other hand he scooped some jewelry out of a showcase that had smashed glass everywhere.
As he pocketed the jewels, Viv stared at Melanie imploringly.
“I’m out of here. Nicky, you guys, handle these jokers,” Bo said, then turned to leave through the back alley, dragging Viv with him.
Nicky grinned, a malicious twist of his lips.
The man by his side picked up a nineteenth-century rum bottle and cracked the neck on one of the showcases, squaring his shoulders and staring toward the door with amusement in his eyes.
Mel saw one of the men halfheartedly strangling old Mr. Delancy as Bo left with Viv, and she wasn’t certain what to do.
“I’ve got this. You call the police after the one with the girl,” the stranger said to her, as, with an almost casual air, he started past her. The man with the broken bottle stepped forward with amusement, as if taking the newcomer down was going to be like swatting a fly.
“No!” she cried, moving closer.
But to her amazement, the newcomer moved with the speed of lightning.
So fast, in fact, that she wasn’t sure exactly what she saw.
One minute the thug was coming for him, grinning as he prepared to take on the stranger, and the next…he was on the ground, in the fetal position, groaning, and the stranger was heading for the man attacking Mr. Delancy.
She tore past them, through the back door, ran through the alley to the street and looked around. Everyone she saw appeared to be in shock.
Melanie ran up to a man in a waiter’s shirt who was standing by a car, staring in shock at the pole that had crashed down on it. She tapped him on the shoulder. “Did you see a tall black man, dragging a woman, come by here?”
“Pardon?” he said, looking at her as if she had just woken him up.
She heard a scream from down the street and recognized the voice as Viv’s.
“Never mind!” she said, as she raced away down Santa Monica. Everyone she saw seemed lost. Even the cops, trying to control the panic, wouldn’t be any help now. They were in the midst of Bedlam, and even if they understood her if she tried to explain, she wasn’t sure they would care about one woman when it seemed that the whole world had gone mad.
She kept running.
Bo could move amazingly swiftly, considering the fact that he was dragging someone along with him and was running through a crowd.
She nearly fell over a man who was sprawled on the ground in front of a T-shirt shop. A newly purchased sub sandwich lay squashed atop him as people rushed past, trying to get away from the chaos.
Struggling against the rush of people who seemed as crazed as stampeding cows, she tried to get him to his feet.
“Are you all right?” she asked, knowing that all the while, Bo was getting away.
“Guy…decked me. He had a girl…she was screaming…I tried…”
She actually shook him to get him to focus, then felt guilty. He’d been one of the good ones. A decent human being. He’d tried to help.
“Listen to me. I need to find that guy before he hurts that girl. Are you all right now? Can you stand?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. Lady, don’t you go getting involved. You’ll get yourself killed. Get a cop. Tell him that bastard kept going down Santa Monica. Like toward the cemetery.”
“Thanks.”
“Don’t you go after him. He’s an animal!” the man called as she ran in the direction of the cemetery.
“Thanks! Take care of yourself!” she yelled back and kept running.
Near the cemetery, the world seemed far more quiet. There weren’t any restaurants and bars near the entrance, only a lot of manufacturing. The cemetery itself was gorgeous and a huge tourist attraction by day. People loved celebrities, dead or alive. Sometimes, at night, they showed old movies on the outside walls of the mausoleum. The living picnicked on an expanse of grass where no interments had yet taken place. It sounded bizarre, but Melanie thought that if she’d been a star and interred in the mausoleum, it would be kind of cool to know that her living celluloid self might still be enjoyed right outside. The owner believed in the living recognizing the dead, but also finding life and peace among them; the Mexican Day of the Dead was celebrated there in a big way.
Because of its distance from the heart of the tourist area, there had been fewer cars in the area, and apparently no collisions. The pavement was ripped and buckled, but there was only one car parked, and no one near it. All the businesses were closed.
Residents, if there were any, remained inside.
The street lamps were all tilted at odd angles, and none of them were lit.
The world was very dark.
She kept running, listening as she did so, heading toward the entrance to the cemetery. Then she paused, standing still in the darkness.
The noise—the sirens, the car horns, the screams and shouts of the people caught in the congested tourist areas—seemed to fade. She wasn’t sure where her quarry had gone.
Viv, scream, make a noise, she thought, then listened hard.
Then she thanked God for the darkness and all but flattened herself against a wall as two of the sweat-shirted thugs raced by her, so close that she could have reached out and touched them.
They were headed not for the main gate of the cemetery, she realized, but for a street nearby.
She rushed after them and was in time to see them scaling the wall outside a business attached to the cemetery whose sign boasted Mortuary Monuments. Beneath, in smaller letters, it advertised Residents’ Discounts!
Melanie looked at the wall.
She hadn’t dressed for climbing.
Oh, well.
Despite her silk halter top, linen pants and low-heeled sandals, she jumped, then dug for finger-and toeholds, and crawled over.
The darkness on the other side was almost total.
In the shadows, it appeared as if she had entered a bizarre realm of the dead. Everything the place offered was displayed in the large, walled-in yard.
And this being L.A., where the dead were often far more famous than the living, the wares tended toward the elaborate.
Marble angels with folded wings greeted her in their forlorn wait to stand guard over the dead.
The monuments, most of them lying askew in the aftermath of the quake, were arranged along a series of winding paths. There were huge marble sarcophagi, along with angels, cherubs, saints and crosses, along with simpler headstones and plaques. Melanie was certain none of them were cheap, but for those in the agony of loss, eager to
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