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  How many spears could a W’dch’ck chuck If a W’dch’ck could chuck Spears.


  —from The Book of Ralph
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  When Jerico Dove bumped into the elephant,. fell sideways into the gutter, and a mere second or two later was nearly shredded by the bristles of a street-cleaning truck, he knew instinctively that things weren’t going to get any better anytime soon.


  Hell, he thought as he hauled himself up by a lamppost and looked with a grimace at the muck damply clinging to his shirt and trousers; and hell again when he turned around and saw that the elephant was gone.


  The street was empty, the storefronts were dark, and the air had turned a good ten degrees cooler.


  He ran. to the corner and looked left, looked right, and barely managed to stifle a moan. Now he was seeing things, and bumping into them to boot.


  And it was all the fault of the man with the white cane and the toothless German shepherd.


  Being a hero had never been easy. Quite beyond the fact that it was occasionally dangerous, there was, surprisingly, not much call for it. Not that there had ever been anything like an overwhelming demand for his somewhat specialized services. Or even, for that matter, ebbs and flows. It was, if he was going to be honest with himself, mostly ebbs. Mud flats, to be precise. Low tides of such monumental proportions that heroically shouldering his despair of ever making decent go of his chosen profession was about as busy he ever got.


  Not, he thought as he limped up the street, that he wasn’t qualified.


  His attitude, for example, was impeccable. And it helped that his family was wealthy enough to indulge him; it helped further that there was nothing left of his family, save the odd cousin or two, to stop him when he converted everything but the mansion in Nevada to hard cash and moved East, where, he had been assured by the media, things were really rotten and in definite need of a hero.


  And physically he was, modestly, nigh unto perfect—an inch or two over six feet, his weight proportional to his height, and his musculature of a sort that, when he wanted to be impressive, permitted him to split his shirt down the back and sides just by taking a deep breath. Of course the shirt had to be altered somewhat in advance, and it didn’t do much good if he was wearing a jacket, but the point was, he was strong, looked it, and could prove it whenever he got the chance.


  He glanced behind him. The elephant was still gone.


  He wasn’t that bad-looking, either, if his photographs weren’t lying. On the other hand, not everyone cared for the length of his blond hair, or the smoothness of jaw and cheek that sometimes gave him the appearance of an adolescent just waiting for experience to happen; and there was something rather unsettling about the heavy concentration of black eyebrows which resisted all attempts at plucking, not to mention the extraordinarily dark blue eyes which, in certain lights and with the shadows of his brow, made it seem as if they were black with rage.


  Nevertheless, he did cut a rather dashing figure, and certainly hovered close enough to the heroic stereotype to quicken the grateful hearts of those who required safe passage through the white-water straits of the paranoiac urban sea.


  Chance was where the fault lay. Too much of his business relied on chance, on prowling the dark streets, seeking people who needed rescuing. Unfortunately, a lot of them didn’t. A lot of them were only going to and from the movies, or the theater, or dinner, or a hockey game. A lot of them traveled in packs. A hell of a lot of them refused to be threatened by the punks who accosted them; and the punks, being punks, merely shrugged and moved on.


  The problem was, he reflected as he absently flicked a cigarette wrapping from his sleeve, that he couldn’t fly and he didn’t have superhearing, thereby preventing him from locating cries of alarm and speeding there before the crime was completed.


  Not being Superman was sometimes a real bitch.


  He wasn’t a total failure, however; far from it.


  There had been several times in the last decade when he had been at the right place at the right time. And he smiled when he recalled the robberies and muggings he had foiled, the one attempted murder and two near maimings he had turned into routs in the cause of Justice. And there had been several times when his picture had been in the paper, the commentary at first mocking when he announced his heroship, then praising his intentions, then wondering snidely if he wasn’t really out to turn a fast dollar by selling his story to magazines and the movies. He protested, and the newspapers finally believed him when he refused offers of millions for his official biography.


  They believed him, and they ignored him because he wasn’t news anymore.


  Heroes weren’t news unless they moved on to better things.


  A gust of wind snapped his disheveled hair across his eyes. Another gust plastered his sodden silk shirt against his chest. And a third made him jam his hands into his tailored trouser pockets, duck his head, and stare at the tips of his soiled English shoes.


  Those very same shoes which had carried him to the mouth of the alley at the lower end of Manhattan not more than ten minutes ago, the alley in which he had heard the muffled grunts and groans of desperate combat.


  He had looked in and had seen three brawny youths struggling with a man with a white cane while, on the outskirts of the group, a brawny German shepherd danced and snarled frantically, grabbing at and missing arms, legs, and anything else that came within momentary reach of its powerful jaws.


  It was obviously a job for Superman, or the next best thing, considering the odds.


  So he had set his shoulders and strode in, declaring loudly that the meeting was over. When no one paid him any attention, he clucked at the futility of crime, grabbed one of the youths by the collar of his leather jacket, and yanked him effortlessly back. The kid growled his displeasure and whirled to face this new antagonist, saw a fist instead which further dimpled his jaw and sent him crashing into a pile of garbage. The others heard the noise, saw him, and let out with a series of obscenities and curses which only served to make the dog more frantic. It charged him, grabbed a hunk of his trouser leg, and tried to pull him deeper into the alley.


  “No!” Jerico commanded.


  No sooner had the word passed his lips than the embattled man turned his attention from his assailants, and the white cane came down with astonishing weight across his shoulder. He yelped and went to one knee, blinking in astonishment when the dog shifted its attention from his leg to his hand. It was then that he realized the beast had no teeth, though its gums were nothing to sneer at once they had gotten hold.


  Another blow brought him to his other knee, and the three youths fled.


  “Son of a bitch,” the man with the white cane said angrily. “Do you have any idea how much money those preppie punks were carrying? Do you have any idea? Jesus!” Then he spat in disgust, whacked Jerico once in the side for good measure, and called his dog off.


  “Glad to be of help,” Jerico wheezed, slightly confused as to which shoulder he should rub.


  “Help? Help? What are you, some kind of crazy? I didn’t need any help, you stupid bastard. I was doing just fine on my own.”


  “But those creeps—”


  The shepherd growled deep in its throat and bared its monstrous gums.


  “Christ,” the man muttered. “How the hell am I going to pay the rent now? Damn.”


  Jerico swiveled painfully as the two headed for the street. The dog looked back and growled again; the man looked back and spat again before wandering off, the echoes of his cane tapping the sidewalk forlorn against the deserted buildings, the empty street, the silent October night.


  That was when Jerico Dove decided to swallow his pride and retire.


  And it was not two blocks and five minutes’ walk from the alley when he bumped into the elephant.


  It isn’t fair, he thought glumly. A man has his standards, and no one cares.


  He sighed, plucked an orange peel from his collar, and thought less about the disappearing pachyderm than he did the cost of replacing his clothes, which never in his life had he ever bought off the rack since God knew he had to maintain an image, if not for the media then at least for the people he served in his capacity as a full-fledged, more or less full-time, all-American hero.


  At the next corner, since there were no taxis in sight and why not since it had started to drizzle, he slumped wearily against the display window of a closed all-night delicatessen and gingerly probed his side where the cane had thumped him. His left wrist wasn’t doing all that well, either, and it was while he was examining it for signs of gum marks that he heard the footsteps to his left.


  He cocked his head and frowned.


  Their cadence was odd, they bespoke great weight, and when he peered around the corner of the building, he saw the elephant again, plodding its solitary way down the middle of the street, until it stopped at a red light at the intersection and scratched its head with its trunk.


  Jerico gaped. He closed his eyes. He opened them. The light turned green, and the elephant started around the corner, its form blurred by the drizzle which raised islands of shifting fog from the drains and gutters.


  “No,” Jerico muttered. “I am only dazed by my failures. There is no elephant here.”


  Unless, he thought suddenly, there was a circus, and said circus had somehow misplaced one of its star attractions.


  He straightened.


  He smiled.


  He ran down the pavement, head high and arms pumping, disillusionment shunted aside as he realized that by returning the beast to its rightful owners he would not only be following his calling, but he would also spare thousands of children the agony of loss.


  It would be perfect—the best of all conceivable ways to end his career with dignity and retreat to his Nevada mansion, where he would try to figure out what to do with the rest of his life, and all that damned money.


  Midway down the block he slowed.


  There was a problem.


  Making a citizen’s arrest of a felon was one thing; stopping a determined elephant was something else. There was obviously going to be more to it than standing in front of the thing and telling it to halt. And he didn’t think he’d be able to find a convenient position from which he could leap onto its back and ride it, much less control it. And he doubted as he reached the corner that he’d be able to convince it that he meant no harm. All things being equal; a determined elephant was something he seldom counted on when he set out on his missions of justice.


  The elephant was at the next intersection, and turning right.


  But that very element of sublime chaos, he thought as he sped up again, was what made his job so exhilarating, so filled with suspense—one just never knew, did one?


  He crossed the street, his shadow racing ahead of him as he leapt the curb and swung around the corner in the elephant’s wake.


  He understood perfectly that speed was of the essence if he was to be spared the sight of children’s mournful tears; he understood that he would have to play things by ear once he had actually caught up with the creature; and he understood full well that once the animal was corralled and ready to be returned to its circus, he would have to find some way to clean off the gutter’s debris hanging from his clothes if he were going to present the proper image to the police.


  What he didn’t understand was why the elephant had stopped in the middle of the street, nearly causing him to once again ram into its hindquarters. Except that it wasn’t its hindquarters he nearly collided with because the thing had turned around and was facing him now, trunk half-curled, great ears slowly flapping, and its pair of long yellow tusks aiming straight at his chest, which had managed to halt itself a mere inch from their devilishly filed, glinting tips.


  Nor did he understand why, out here in the rain, which was going to be hell on his English shoes, there was an old man sitting on a wicker rocking chair on the sidewalk, smoking a pipe and talking to a younger man standing beside him.


  And he definitely didn’t understand why the elephant decided at that moment to wrap its trunk around his chest and begin, ever so gently, to crush him to death.


  The children, he thought as he began to black out, are going to be awfully disappointed.
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  The light at the end of the tunnel was no mere cliché, Jerico discovered when consciousness returned; nor was it the sole property of those who had undergone certain metaphysical experiences on their solitary journeys to the very threshold of death. Had he been unconscious when he noticed the light, he might have been curious; since, however, he found himself otherwise, he could only wonder why he felt as if he were increasingly seasick.


  The nausea was possible, of course, he thought as he struggled to sit up—he could very well have been shanghaied, bound and gagged, and dumped into the hold of an eastward-sailing freighter which was, at this very moment, on its way to some disreputable foreign port where he would be sold into slavery, to spend the rest of his life serving the unnatural whims of a powerful potentate.


  But there was the inescapable fact that oceans didn’t have car horns blaring every few seconds as far as he knew; and there was, as well, the light.


  It was right up there, dead ahead and not one hundred yards away, and, despite the stomach-wrenching tilts and drops which knocked its perspective dizzyingly out of kilter, it was also damned familiar.


  Unfortunately, he was unable to say the same for the compartment he was in; it was definitely not a ship’s hold. It was, as a matter of fact, little more than six feet on the long sides, comfortably padded with multicolored pillows, hung with exotic-looking thick carpets to either side and behind him, and far enough off the ground to provide reassurance that he wasn’t about to be smashed into the rear of the automobiles he had spotted just ahead. And as he examined the conveyance more closely, he was puzzled to note how much it resembled the howdahs of the rajahs he’d seen in old movies.


  But howdahs belonged on top of elephants.


  Well, I’ll be darned, he thought.


  Carefully he gained his knees against the pitch and roll of the great animal’s gait and crawled to the large opening in the front wall. A look down; there was indeed an elephant carrying the contraption. A yellow-tusked one. The very same beast which had, only minutes ago, embraced him to the point of unromantic swooning. And immediately ahead, moving slowly to accommodate the creature’s own less than scenery-blurring speed, was a large trailer truck on the back of which garish lettering proclaimed to those traveling in the other lanes the passing of the Great And Wondrous Adolph Placker Circus And Extravaganza.


  Not, Jerico thought after a moment’s rifling through the files of his mind, one of the big ones.


  Mindful then of his stomach’s increasingly delicate condition, he crawled to the rear of the howdah and lifted the nearest carpet. The wall was solid. As were the sides and roof when he checked them.


  And a good thing, too, he decided as the room suddenly canted back and he was thrown against the wall with a thud that lay a brace of pain across his shoulders when the pillows, thrown up and back by the same motion, evidently thought he was going to hit the ceiling instead.


  He gasped, he groaned, he batted the pillows aside and looked ahead long enough to understand that the creature was now climbing what was clearly the spiraled Bergen Viaduct.


  As I thought, he thought, sagging to the floor again; they had traversed the Lincoln Tunnel and were now heading into New Jersey. While he had no idea why, he was comforted by the fact that they were not heading, for Philadelphia since, once they had regained level ground, the entrance to the New Jersey Turnpike was ignored, and they proceeded at an alarming speed directly westward.


  It occurred to him, as he was flipped from side to side, that perhaps the Great Adolph Placker was attempting in some way to atone for the manner in which his animal had treated him; it also occurred to him that he might be the victim of an elaborate kidnapping plot.


  I think, he decided then, I’d best escape—a plan instantly derailed when the pachyderm swerved sharply to the right to avoid a pothole. The movement was magnified by the roll of its great shoulders, and the resulting turmoil was such that Jerico once again discovered that portion of the rear wall which was not protected by either carpeting or pillow.


  He blacked out a second time.


  He blacked out a third time when he regained consciousness and tried to scramble to safety outside, tripped on a pillow rather smaller than its fellows, and struck his brow on the edge of the opening.


  When he awoke yet again, it was full daylight.


  There were hills when he looked out over the elephant’s bobbing head. Lots of hills. And lots of trees on those hills, many of which were resplendent in their autumn finery, lending the air not only an Impressionistic tint of gold and red, but also a tang that only their yearly transformation could achieve.


  What there weren’t lots of, he noticed when he pulled himself up and peered out to check the road, were cars. Or people.


  In point of fact, the elephant and the truck were the only two things moving on the road, which itself was a not terribly impressive two-lane highway.


  His temper began to flap a bit at the edges.


  “Enough,” he muttered. “This has gone far enough.”


  After all, wasn’t it bad enough that he’d been duped into making a fool of himself by the man with the white cane and the toothless German shepherd? Hadn’t there been sufficient humiliation heaped upon him on the last night of his chosen career? My god, hadn’t he endured enough jeers and mudslinging, epithets and laughter, without having him lurch into the sunset on the back of a goddamn elephant?


  Wasn’t it bad enough, he cried silently, that a man’s boyhood dreams have died in the gutters of an uncaring city?


  “Damn right,” he said angrily. “Damn right!”


  So saying, he knelt at the opening and willed himself to become accustomed to the animal’s undulations, for only after that was accomplished would he be able to effect some sort of action which wouldn’t knock him out again.


  An hour later he succeeded, and slipped out of the howdah to perch precariously on that relatively narrow portion of the elephant’s neck directly behind the ears, whose flapping seemed determined to bat his knees off. The truck was still ahead, there was nothing behind but highway, and he told himself that he need only be patient from now on. Sooner or later the trees were going to fall away from the rocky verge and reveal a plot of ground grassy and wide enough for him to leap upon. Then he would run like hell to the nearest town, call the police, and have Adolph Placker tossed into the clink without so much as a thanks for the goddamned ride.


  And then, seeing an abrupt image of himself atop the beast, howdah behind, circus truck ahead, Jerico laughed aloud.


  If only his mother, rest her ashes, could see him now. Her only child, gleefully riding a full-blown elephant as if he were in a circus parade. Somewhere in the wilds of the Garden State.


  “God, this is great!” he shouted in temporary delight.


  The air was warm despite the season, and the scenery was such that there was little save his own situation to distress him. It was incredible, unbelievable, a remarkable experience, and not really all that terrible once he’d gotten the hang of not letting the thing below toss him off on his head.


  What the hell, he could always escape later, this was too much fun.


  And he laughed again until a disturbing thought crowded out his merriment—from experience, he knew that the wilds of the Garden State were, if they were still heading west, a good fifty miles from New York City. And judging from the current pace of the truck, it should have taken them at least three or four days to get that far, three or four days during which someone surely would have noticed, some policeman certainly would have stopped them to demand a permit or explanation, some fool would have ridden by leaning on his horn loudly enough to send the elephant screaming into the woods.


  And if they weren’t in the wilds of the Garden State, where in hell were they?


  And if they were in the wilds of the Garden State, how the hell did they get here so fast?


  He placed his palms on the twin bulges of the elephant’s broad skull and attempted to look down at its face, to find a clue perhaps in the expression of its eyes. Which he was unable to find because he was nearly pitched headfirst onto the road when the animal picked up enough speed to match that of the truck.


  Shaken, he sat back and decided that, for the time being, he was in no mortal danger. If whoever was driving up there had wanted him dead, they’d had plenty of opportunities. And they surely could not believe he wouldn’t attempt an escape from such a slow-moving conveyance. And if all that was so, it might, he thought further, be interesting to find out what was going on before he jumped ship.


  After all, what did he have to go home to but a lot of money and a mansion in a desert?


  With a rueful sigh for his plight, he studied the land around him and saw a sign which noted tersely that he’d better turn left at the next intersection or he was going to miss the only road within reason that would take him straight to the charming ski lodges of deepest Sussex County.


  Christ, he was farther along than he imagined.


  And when the next sign passed so rapidly that he was unable to read it, he realized that the elephant had managed to defy all laws of Nature, and a few of the more esoteric ones of Mans, by moving along at such a clip that the wind was actually bringing tears to his eyes.


  Jerico, he said to himself, you are in trouble.


  With more skill than he knew he possessed, he managed to creep back into the howdah, where he was at least spared the sight of trees moving by far faster than he wanted to see. And when he lay down among the pillows and clasped one of them to his chest, he discovered that as long as he kept his eyes closed and pretended he was merely in a suicidally fast car, his stomach kept its rebellion to a minimum.


  He grunted.


  He pondered.


  He supposed it was the street-cleaning machine. He had tripped into the gutter, had struck his head, and was now in the midst of a hallucination the meaning of which would come to him as soon as his senses were restored.


  It was, in short, a sign.


  He snuggled the pillow closer and smiled briefly at the faint roselike scent that squeezed out of its fabric.


  And when push came to shove, he also supposed that having all that money wasn’t really all that bad. It had enabled him to live out a dream, no matter how tattered that dream had become; and it had provided him with the wherewithal and the English shoes to keep him comfortable while he learned rather painfully that adults were in bad shape when their childhood finally died; and finally, it would most certainly allow him to sue the ass off the driver of the street-cleaning machine, not to mention the city, the mayor, and anyone else he could think of, thereby adding to his fortune and forcing him to spend more in order to keep his misery at a controllable level.


  The elephant slowed.


  He hugged the pillow more tightly to him and squeezed his eyes shut as hard as he could.


  The rocking became less pronounced.


  He took deep breaths.


  The rocking almost stopped.


  He opened his eyes and looked down between his feet to the howdah’s entrance.


  The rocking stopped.


  He could see the sharp blue sky, the branches of trees, a single large cloud so white it was nearly transparent. He could feel the breeze, an Indian summer breeze that touched his cheek sadly and as much as told him he wasn’t dying, nor was he hallucinating, nor was he still asleep in his bathtub.


  Damn, he thought.


  And sat up just as a man’s face popped above the ledge and grinned at him.


  “Hey,” the man said. “You the hero?”
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  In such life that Jerico understood to be real, clarion calls were few and far between. Once in a great while, however, a man heard the triumphant ruffles and flourishes, calling him to action, to glory, to the performance of deeds soaringly above the summons of ordinary obligation. It was exhilarating to those few who were called; and it was terrifying because those same few knew that their lives would never be the same again, especially if that performance resulted in their heroically premature demise.


  But such consequences were beneath consideration; it wasn’t death that mattered, but the manner in which death was achieved. Heroism, in deeds large or small, carried its own brand of sanctification, one usually found only in specialty shops of an obscure nature.


  Nevertheless, those trumpets made their call, and Jerico, as he stared at the man staring back at him, heard them.


  Tentatively he nodded.


  The stranger grinned even more broadly and beckoned with a blunt-tipped finger. “Wonderful! Superb! Come on out and let’s have a look at you.”


  Jerico, without completely casting aside his instincts for self-preservation, was grateful for the interruption of the elephant’s lurching progress and scrambled out of the howdah before the invitation was withdrawn. A rope ladder was affixed to the howdah’s side, which he used to reach the ground. Where he collapsed when the ground didn’t roll, or pitch, or attempt by stealth and strength to knock him off his feet.


  The stranger laughed heartily and offered his hand.


  Jerico shook his head. For now he was thankful just to be on something that didn’t move.


  And while he sat, he glanced up and down the road, seeing nothing but trees and leaves and rocks and other natural things not usually found either in Nevada or New York City. Then he looked at the stranger and saw a man approximately a head shorter than he, with long black hair gorgonlike in its complex tangles, and a round and ruddy face which matched the round and red-dressed body beneath it. Every stitch of clothing was red, for that matter, from the billowing shirt to the snug trousers to the knee-high boots whose heels added yet another two inches to the stranger’s height.


  Jerico nodded at the truck. “You’re Adolph Placker, right?”


  The man nodded and hunkered down in front of him, idly slapping aside the elephant’s trunk, which had been poking around in a voluminous hip pocket. “Right on one, my friend. And you’re Jerico Dove.”


  Jerico admitted it with a modest smile.


  “You’re the hero?”


  A melancholy sigh coupled with a yearning glance down the road was the answer.


  Placker sighed as well. “Right. A bitch, I guess, trying to save people who don’t want to be saved.”


  “Tell me about it,” Jerico said.


  “You do good work, though. I read the papers, I know these things.”


  “I try.”


  “A bitch,” Placker said again, and lowered himself until he sat cross-legged on the shoulder. “You want to give it one more shot before you quit?”


  Immediately suspicious, Jerico parried the question with one of his own: “How do you get that thing to move so fast?”


  “It has an accelerator.”


  “No, the elephant.”


  “Oh.” Placker glanced over his shoulder. “I don’t know. It’s just something he does, like being able to pat your head and rub your stomach at the same time.”


  Slowly Jerico pulled his legs under him and rose; when he didn’t fall, he inhaled deeply and rubbed at the small of his back, his upper arms, and his stomach in an effort to ease the subtle aches and pains the ride’s jolting had given him.


  “What were you doing in New York?” he asked as he walked along the verge toward the truck’s red-and-chrome cab.


  “Looking for you.” Placker hadn’t moved.


  “Really? May one ask why?”


  The elephant, having somehow divested itself of the howdah, sidled off the road and began testing the underbrush for lunch. From the way he tossed it over his back, it was apparent he didn’t think much of the local cuisine.


  “Because you’re needed,” Placker told him.


  Jerico turned and put his hands on his hips. “Oh really?”


  Placker nodded.


  “I think not, Mr. Placker, if that is your real name. I am not a trapeze artist, I am not a lion tamer, I do not know a damn thing about elephants, and I am certainly not a clown, which you obviously think I am if you think I’m going to believe that your thing there can run as fast as a truck.”


  “Do you always talk that way?” Placker asked. Jerico straightened. “In what way is that, may I ask?”


  “That way.”


  At that moment the cab’s passenger door opened, and a woman climbed out.


  Jerico, temporarily forgetting his breeding, stared.


  She was no taller than the man, but her roundness was reserved for those parts of the female anatomy which cry out for such topography and, he thought, must be screaming like hell about now considering the tight fit of the red outfit she wore. It was an embarrassingly long second before he was able to look at her face, at the startling grey eyes and the deep black hair and the tilt of a nose that shrieked out for kissing.


  He put a hand to his chest and ordered his heart to stop its unseemly pounding.


  She smiled politely, and turned to Placker. “This the hero?”


  Placker nodded.


  She held out her hand and Jerico took it gently, held it for a moment he would never forget, and did his best not to sigh when she lowered her arm.


  “Are you really in the business of heroing and things?”


  A swallow to stop his voice from cracking. “I was.” She frowned. “Are you on vacation?”


  “Retired.”


  Instantly the frown became a scowl, and she whirled on Placker. “A good one, Dolph,” she said. “You’ve done it again. Of all the heroes in the goddamn world, you had to pick a retired one.”


  All the heroes? . Jerico thought; now what does she mean by that?


  Placker stood and adjusted the wide black belt around his ample middle. “We’re in a hurry, Rhonda. Or had you forgotten?”


  “What do you mean?” Jerico asked her. “What other heroes by profession are there? Is there a club or something?”


  “How much of a hurry can we be in that we can’t at least pick one who’s still working?”


  Jerico, seeing the disappointment in the woman’s stance, and fearing suddenly that he might well be throwing away the chance of a short lifetime, cleared his throat twice. “Well,” he said, “I actually only retired last night.”


  “Does it really make a difference?” Placker asked her. “As it is, we may be too late anyway.”


  “Another day wouldn’t kill us,” she said in disgust.


  “I’m not actually wedded to retirement,” Jerico said. “I may even think it rather boring.”


  “Poor choice of words, my dear,” Placker said, and whistled at the elephant, who snorted and turned, and reached up to open the back of the truck.


  “Honest to god,” Rhonda said. “There are days when I think I have to do everything myself.” A look over her shoulder at Jerico. “You ever have days like that?”


  “Oh, yes,” he said breathlessly. God, if those eyes looked at him one more time he knew he was going to do something stupid.


  The truck’s rear doors swung open, a ramp clanged to the ground, and the elephant rumbled in. Placker had just reached up to close the doors behind it when, from somewhere near the front, there was a terrified shriek.


  “Dammit, Rhonda,” Placker said angrily, “I thought you’d gotten Father out of there.”


  “He wanted to finish his settee,” she snapped as she leapt back into the cab.


  Jerico started toward the back, intending to give Placker a hand if it was needed, then whirled and ran back to the front when Rhonda uttered a shriek of her own and launched herself from the cab. He was just in time to catch her, and to feel an arm clamp around his neck, feel her weight settle into his grip, feel a few other things which, under the circumstances, he knew he ought to disregard since they had only just met.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked anxiously.


  “Father,” she snarled.


  He looked into the cab just as the old man he’d seen in the chair on the street crawled frantically over the seat and out to the ground, where he immediately collapsed onto his back. And if he was indeed Rhonda and Dolph’s father, then their hair was inherited from their mother, because the old man’s was nearly as red as his shirt.


  From the ground the elder Placker pointed angrily at his daughter. “You were supposed to keep that monster out while I was weaving!”


  “He wanted in,” she said from Jerico’s arms.


  The old man spat in disgust, forgot he was lying on his back, and wiped his beard with a sleeve. Then he rolled over, stood, and pointed at Jerico.


  “Why are you holding my daughter like that? She break a leg?”


  “She would have,” he said stiffly, “had I not saved her.”


  “Shit, you’re the hero.”


  “In so many words.”


  The old man stared at him with one eye closed. “Hero is one word.”


  “I was talking about the shit part.”


  “Point taken.”


  He held out his hand, Jerico took it, and winced when he felt Rhonda’s weight slipping from his grasp. His adjustment, however, was less than adroit, and he ended up on his knees, Rhonda on his lap and the old man’s hand pinned beneath. The resulting confusion soon had Rhonda on the old man’s lap, the old man on his rump, and Jerico’s face firmly pressed to her bosom since she hadn’t yet bothered to release her hold on his neck. A pause for consideration before they tried again, and this time made it with all hands in their proper places, a blush on Jerico’s cheek, and the old man stomping toward his son with what looked like a dagger in his left fist.


  “Is he going to kill him?” Jerico asked fearfully, thinking his services were about to be tested again.


  “No,” she said. “He’ll cut the belt, Dolph’s pants will fall down, and Father will pass out from laughing.”


  “Charming,” Jerico said, and said it again when she proved a prophetess and they carried the old man back to the cab, where they laid him on the seat, his feet dangling out the door.


  Once that was taken care of, Rhonda sat on the step and shook her head slowly. Jerico knelt in front of her, sensing despair in her attitude, and seeing it in Dolph’s face as he trudged toward them while threading a new belt into his trousers.


  “I gather you are in some sort of trouble,” Jerico said.


  “Damn right,” said Dolph, dropping to the ground so that he could lean back against one of the truck’s huge wheels.


  “And I gather that you sought me out in order to give you some assistance in whatever’s troubling you.”


  “Does he always talk that way?” Rhonda asked her brother.


  Dolph shrugged.


  Jerico ignored them. It wasn’t his fault that his parents, while they were living and still paying attention to him, sent him to schools that believed in teaching the Queen’s English by way of Thackeray and around the bend from Dickens.


  The elephant kicked the side of the truck.


  “There goes the settee,” Dolph muttered.


  Rhonda paid the racket no mind. She looked at Jerico in a way that disconcerted him—as if he were some exotic animal she thought she ought to know but couldn’t quite put a name to.


  “Tell me the truth,” she said quietly. “Are you really a hero?”


  “It’s how I make my living,” he answered.


  “Bull. You’re rich. You don’t need to make a living that way. Besides, it doesn’t pay anything.”


  He lifted a shoulder in a modest shrug. “I don’t expect to get paid.”


  “Because you’re rich.”


  “Because it wouldn’t be right,” he countered.


  Again she stared at him in silence until, “All right.” She slapped her palms on her thighs. “All right.”


  Dolph laughed then and jumped to his feet, grabbed Jerico’s arms and pulled him up, hugged him, spun him into Rhonda’s arms, which squeezed a surprising amount of lust to the surface before she kissed him soundly on both cheeks and released him.


  “Let’s move it, Brother,” she said. “Dump Father in the back, and let’s go!”


  “Wait!” Jerico said.


  Dolph ran around the truck, climbed into the cab from the other side and helped his sister lift the old man through a curtain that divided the cab in half.


  “Hold it a minute,’* Jerico said.


  Dolph switched on the engine, its muted roar startling a number of birds into flight and raping the woodland of its autumnal quiet. Rhonda, at the same time, reached down and took hold of Jerico’s arms and began to pull as the truck moved forward. Jerico was thus torn between losing a significant portion of his body to the woman he decided he loved, and leaping boldly into the cab with her.


  There was no choice.


  She yanked him in, slammed the door, and leaned back with her eyes closed.


  “Where,” he said, “are we going?”


  “Oops,” Dolph said.


  “Is that a place or an exclamation of regret?”


  “We’re going home,” Rhonda said wearily. “At last, we’re going home.”


  Jerico smiled. “And where is that? Shangri-La? In New Jersey?”


  “Close,” she answered. “You’d be surprised at what you’d find in New Jersey if you looked hard enough.”


  4


  Jerico, watching the landscape blur past him, pondered the woman’s cryptic remark.


  While it was true that he was not terribly intimate with the Garden State, he did know that it wasn’t so large or so wide that it would take all day to get from one end to the other. Especially at the ridiculous speeds Placker managed to get out of the ungainly truck. Yet it was already well past midafternoon, and they were still on the move. To be sure, Dolph kept the vehicle on narrow, two-lane county roads; and Jerico felt that Dolph was exercising what appeared to be a fair amount of caution, since several aspects of the hilly, heavily wooded landscape were becoming increasingly familiar.


  Perhaps, then, there was a certain ritual involved before one reached the correct destination. Or perhaps there were enemies the man was attempting to bewilder by pretending to be lost.


  He looked across to the driver.


  Dolph was scowling.


  He looked closer, at Rhonda.


  Rhonda was glaring.


  “Are we lost?” he asked.


  Placker snorted.


  Rhonda returned his gaze steadily. “No,” she said. “We are not lost. Why? Do you think we are?”


  “Well,” he said with a glance out the window, “I have seen that barn a couple of times before. The one with the chicken painted on the side.”


  “I see.”


  Dolph hunched over the steering wheel and glowered at the road ahead. “He doesn’t see.”


  “I know that,” his sister answered glumly.


  “But I do see,” Jerico ;said.


  Rhonda grabbed his left hand eagerly. “You do?”


  He controlled himself at her touch, though not without a certain amount of effort and swift meditation. “Of course I do,” he told her gently. “You’re either trying to confuse me so I won’t be able to find my way back once I have left wherever it is we’re going, or you’re engaged in evasive tactics. It’s really very simple.”


  He sighed when Rhonda released him.


  “He doesn’t see,” she said to her brother.


  “I told you he didn’t.”


  “But I just said I did,” Jerico protested.


  “We’ll have to try again,” Dolph said grimly, and wrenched the wheel hard to the left, spinning the cab and its trailer onto yet another road not much larger than a wide trail that climbed the slope of a steep and high hill.


  “Try what again?” Jerico asked.


  “You’ll see.”


  “But we don’t have time,” Rhonda protested as she pushed herself away from Jerico.


  “Time for what?” Jerico said.


  Placker narrowed his eyes. “We must have time, Rhonda. Or it’s over for us. For all of us.”


  Jerico pondered again. Though neither of the Plackers had bothered to explain what his role in this mysterious venture consisted of, it was clear that they were engaged in something deadly serious, so deadly and so serious that they had evidently risked a great deal by slipping into the city with the elephant in order to find him.


  To find a hero, he corrected himself glumly; apparently any one would have done.


  Then Dolph slapped his hands on the steering wheel. “So. All right.” He craned his neck to look at the sky. “Once more, Sis. One more time.”


  “Time for what?” Jerico asked.


  “You’ll see,” Rhonda told him.


  Of course, he thought, propping his elbow on the armrest, his cheek on his palm, and indulging himself in one hell of a pout as he watched the forest abruptly fall away when they broke into the clear on the hilltop, meadows and pastureland on both sides of the road, with absolutely no sign of human habitation.


  Midway across, the truck stopped.


  Dolph looked at him expectantly.


  Jerico, for his part, looked north and east, and was astonished.


  The landscape was positively bucolic—gentle hills bunched and rolled to all horizons, and on their equally gentle slopes and in the valleys between were the checkerboard patterns of fields just past their harvest. A glint of water from a wide stream. The colors of the leaves brilliant as the sun set behind a high ridge to his left.


  “Incredible,” he whispered.


  Rhonda stared at him oddly. “You like it?”


  “It’s … it’s beautiful. It’s stunning. It’s—”


  “Yes?”


  He shrugged at her eagerness, and looked quickly away when he saw how they watched him so intently, almost as if they were trying not to lick their chops.


  Not that he wasn’t used to being stared at, because his forays into the black underbelly of crime had often produced similar reactions. But he was more interested now in what he had spotted off to the right, above a hill somewhat taller than those around it—a fan of golden light, much in the shape of a trumpet aimed at the moon. It was bright, but did not illuminate anything below it, and it flickered as if something inside were struggling to get out.


  “Amazing,” he said, pointing. “You know, I wasn’t aware there could be a town that big out here that would do something like that.”


  No one answered; he was struck by the silence that crept into the cab. A faux pas, he decided, but didn’t know how to correct it.


  Then Rhonda looked over to her brother and smiled. “He sees it. He … he really sees it.”


  “Of course I do,” Jerico said.


  Dolph nodded. “I guess he does.”


  “You’d have to be blind not to,” he said.


  “I suppose you’re going to gloat,” Rhonda said.


  “Not me, Sis. I’m magnanimous in victory.”


  Jerico frowned but did not interrupt the perplexing conversation. Perhaps, he thought, some vital clue as to both destination and ultimate goals might be gleaned from their whispered, almost furtive words.


  Dolph touched her arm. “He sees it, right? What more do you want?”


  “How about a guarantee he won’t screw up?”


  Dolph laughed, albeit without a shred of mirth.


  “Well?”
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