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      Chapter One


      
        
      


      Colorado Springs, December, 1931


      
        
      


      Lewis Segura looked out the kitchen window in the gathering dark. No new snow was falling, but five inches of powder littered the yard with only the path between back door and driveway dug out neatly. There was nothing really to see except the garage and the slope that backed it rising steeply, covered in aspen trees long since shorn of their leaves. In the fall they made a glorious display, but in winter the bare branches wrote dark shapes against the snow.


      From the front windows he could look toward town, down the two lane graveled road that rose from flatter land in the valley toward the old farmhouse. Looking east the view was breathtaking, possibly one of the reasons Gil had picked this house for his bride. Of course Gil had been dead nearly six years, and Alma was Lewis' bride now — his wife — strange as it felt to say those words.


      From the living room came the first strains of music, a jazz band beginning their set and getting louder as Jerry Ballard tuned the radio. It had a good beat to it, real pure New Orleans jazz, and Lewis wondered what station Jerry was picking up. Jerry had been doing some work today, unlike the rest of them. He'd spent most of the morning with his books and papers spread out all over the living room, working on a peer review of an article about the defeat of an Assyrian king by a pharaoh of Egypt whose name Lewis couldn't remember, though Jerry had told him twice. Better still, Jerry was getting paid for it, though the fee was modest.


      They could use it. Two years had passed since the stock market crash had plunged the nation into the worst economic crisis anyone could have imagined, and it just kept getting worse. Unemployment had now reached twenty-five percent, one out of every four men, and President Hoover seemed to be doing nothing to stop it. In fact, it felt like he was making it worse. A few months ago he'd decided to pull all the contracts for carrying mail from the small carriers and consolidate them among the four biggest air companies — nice for their stockholders, but death for small businesses like Gilchrist Aviation. They'd lost their mail contract, a good half of their business.


      With the Depression, passengers weren't paying good money to travel by air. Maybe Hollywood millionaires could still afford it, but precious few people in Colorado could. And January was not a spectacular month for crop dusting.


      Come April or May they'd probably have to head for California and do some itinerant work, spraying crops wherever the jobs were available. Worst of all, they'd probably have to split up, as nobody needed three pilots. Either that, or they'd have to start selling off planes, beginning with Alma's beloved Jenny.


      As it was, they were lucky to get one job a week, and the long months until April or May stretched out cold and bleak. There had to be coal for the furnace and fuel for the planes, food for four people. None of those things could be compromised on.


      Lewis turned his attention back to the pot bubbling away on top of the stove. It wasn't much, just some cheap ground beef and kidney beans, a can of tomatoes and a couple of onions, dressed up with some spices out of the cabinet. Just chili con carne, but on a cold Friday night in December it hit the spot. The cornbread was already out of the oven and cooling on the butcher's board.


      "They're back," Jerry called from the living room. He could see down the road as Lewis couldn't, and it was a moment before Lewis heard the sound of the engine, Alma's Ford Runabout truck chugging up the grade in the snow. She and Mitch had taken the truck down to the airfield. It was much too cold and wet for Mitch's Torpedo. His sporty convertible was under a tarpaulin in the garage.


      "I hear them," Lewis called back, turning to get bowls out of the china cabinet. Bowls, spoons.... He poured the hot water through the top of the coffee pot and set it on the back eye of the stove, listening to it drip through cheerfully. The Dixieland Jazz dipped and swayed on the radio.


      Jerry appeared in the doorway leaning heavily on his cane. His thick brown hair was touched with gray at the temples, and with his gold rimmed glasses and moleskin sport coat he looked every inch the distinguished professor he should have been. "That smells good."


      "Thanks," Lewis said.


      The back door jangled as Alma and Mitch stomped in, Mitch stamping his boots on the mat outside rather than just tracking snow the way Alma did. Her knit hat had a bobble on it that bounced as she shook the snow off. "Oh that smells good." She took the hat off her bobbed blond hair.


      "Just like your mama made?" Mitch asked cheerfully, stripping his gloves off. He looked like the high school football star he had been, just gone to seed a bit – thirty-nine and a touch more rugged, though his Southern accent was still thick enough to spread on bread.


      Lewis frowned. "I think I picked this up wildcatting in Texas." He didn't remember his mother making anything of the kind. This was Tex Mex, not Californian, not the roasted meats and ristas of peppers he remembered from his childhood.


      Alma had gone over and taken the lid off the pot. "Oh yes," she said with a blissful smile as she smelled the steam. "I'm half frozen."


      "Any charters?" Lewis asked.


      "Dr. Hambly says he might need to go to San Francisco at the end of the month," Mitch said. "But he's not sure yet."


      "That's a nice job if it happens," Lewis said optimistically.


      "If it happens." Alma divested herself of her coat and draped it over the back of her ladder back chair before dropping into it. "And I don't see anything else."


      Uncharacteristically, it was Jerry who stopped the slide into gloom. "Come on, Al," he said. "It's Friday night. No more work." He brandished one of the bowls at Lewis. "Have some dinner and let's enjoy the music."


      Mitch glanced toward the living room door. "That's real New Orleans jazz. Who've you got there?"


      Jerry shrugged, still holding the bowl for Lewis to fill it. "Band out of Chicago, Louis Armstrong and the Stompers, I think the announcer said."


      "Real nice," Mitch said appreciatively. "Nothing like New Orleans jazz."


      Jerry tilted his head. "And when were you ever in New Orleans, Mitch?"


      Mitch shrugged, not looking at Jerry as he got the coffee cups and poured carefully, putting them each on the table, then going to the icebox to snag Alma's sweetened condensed milk. "I don't know."


      "Thank you," she said.


      Mitch smiled. "We know you can't do without it."


      Lewis neatly flipped the cornbread out of the cast iron frying pan upside down on a plate and put it on the table before he sank into his chair.


      He barely got his eyes closed before Mitch said, "For what we are about to receive, may we be truly grateful."


      "Amen," Alma said quietly.


      Jerry looked vaguely miffed. "That was perfunctory."


      "Oh come on, Jer," Mitch said, cutting into the cornbread. "If you'd said grace it would have been nine psalms long and taken half an hour."


      Alma laughed, and after a second Jerry cracked a smile. "I suppose it's the thought that counts."


      "So what's up with the magneto on the Terrier?" Lewis asked, referring to the mechanical problem that Alma and Mitch had gone down to the field to fix. The Terrier was their largest plane, a trimotor that was Mitch's beloved, and recounting its woes took most of dinner. Full dark had come and there was the faint ticking of freezing rain falling against the window.


      Mitch lifted his head and looked out, though there was nothing to see. "Rotten night."


      "We're nice and warm," Lewis said, and Alma smiled back at him, nudging him under the table with her knee.


      "That we are," Jerry said. "Though the way this country is going...."


      "Jerry...." Alma said.


      Lewis frowned. "If we don't get some business soon," he began. He wasn't an owner of Gilchrist Aviation — Alma and Mitch owned it jointly — and he was acutely aware that if he hadn't married the boss, if he were still a hired pilot, he'd be out looking for work. They didn't have work for one pilot full time, much less three. Not anymore.


      "I'll sell my car," Mitch offered. Silence greeted that, and he shrugged, spooning in another mouthful of chili and chewing carefully. "That ought to get us a little ways."


      Alma shook her head. "Mitch, that's your car, not the company's."


      "And it's your roof over our heads." He glanced around the warm kitchen. "Gil bought a house and I had a couple of really nice cars."


      "You pay rent," Alma argued. "You pay more than your fair share now."


      Jerry put his hand over hers. "We're all family, Alma. Let us each do what we can." He glanced at Lewis over the top of his glasses. "We stick together."


      Lewis had come late to this, to this fellowship that they called the Aedificatorii Templi, the Builders of the Temple, a magical lodge dedicated to the august goal of perfecting the world. He'd never dreamed something like this really existed. Or, if it did outside the world of penny dreadfuls and Black Mask Magazine, he'd imagined it peopled by serious men in dark suits, leaders of industry and science, meeting in secret in basement chapels hidden away at country estates. Not by ordinary people, aviators and college professors, who lived in an ordinary house in an ordinary town. Colorado Springs was a pretty ordinary place.


      Of course some of the things they'd done were pretty extraordinary. Two years ago he'd been aboard a transatlantic airship, trying to save passengers and crew from a man possessed by a demon. Two years ago he'd killed a man in the woods above Lake Nemi, taking on the age-old task of being the priest of the goddess Diana, her chosen one.


      Unfortunately, that job didn't come with a salary.


      The jazz on the radio had given way to a message from the show's sponsor, Ford Automobiles. One day he might buy a Ford. Well, when things got better. Surely they would eventually, even if there was no light in sight at the end of the tunnel.


      "We do stick together," Alma said, squeezing Jerry's hand and releasing it. "And don't think I don't know how you've been hustling for work."


      Jerry shrugged. "Every little bit."


      "Shhhh," Mitch said. "I want to hear this."


      "...most exciting aeronautical event of our time! The Great Passenger Derby ushers in a new era of excitement in the air! A no holds barred contest of skill and speed featuring the greatest pilots of our time in a thrilling race from Pacific to Atlantic! Taking off from Grand Central field in Los Angeles on March first, the finest teams will compete to reach the ultimate goal — sunny Miami, Florida! With a purse of $25,000, the stakes have never been higher! The sky is the limit! So stay tuned to this station for complete coverage of the Great Passenger Derby!"


      "We could win that," Mitch said.


      "If we had a $500 entrance fee to blow," Alma said. "For that matter, if we had $500, we wouldn't need to enter the race."


      "Are you kidding?" Lewis asked. "It's a $25,000 prize! That's a small fortune. We'd be set for a couple of years, all of us."


      Alma frowned. "It's bound to be really competitive, but the Terrier could handle it."


      "The Terrier could win it," Mitch said. He scooped some more butter onto his cornbread. "We could win it. The three of us? Come on, Al. Who's better? There are a lot of people as good, but I'd stake any money that there's nobody better."


      Lewis nodded. "We're a good team." Three pilots would give them a lot of leeway, and Al was as good a mechanic as anybody was likely to ever see, better than him.


      Al looked at Mitch, her blue eyes grave. "We don't have $500," she said levelly.


      "Henry does."


      Everyone looked around at Jerry who shrugged expressively. "Henry Kershaw has the money, and he designed the Terrier. Don't you think he'd like to see a plane he designed and built win a high profile race? It would mean thousands and thousands of dollars in orders for him. Besides," Jerry picked up his coffee cup. "Don't you think Henry owes us one for saving his business, not to mention his life?"


      Henry had been one of the people possessed by the demon two years ago, and without their interference would certainly have been dead. But....


      "Don't you think you've milked that for all it's worth already?" Mitch asked. "The first class steamer tickets home?"


      "It never hurts to ask," Alma said. She looked at Lewis. "Henry can say no."


      "He can," Lewis said. There was the same bright thing in her eyes that he always loved, the thrill of a challenge in the air that spurred him on. A coast to coast air race, no holds barred.... Something prickled at the base of his spine, the faint touch of sight he was beginning to use, beginning to rely on. "But he won't."


      
        
      


      Lewis dreamed, and while he knew in some part of himself that he lay safe beside Alma, some other part of himself seemed to walk distant streets.


      
        
      


      The sounds of jazz filled the night air, not from the radio but pouring out of windows, out of clubs and bars and restaurants and homes alike, pure New Orleans jazz. The Devil's Music.


      He paused in the light of a cast iron streetlamp, his face lost in the shadow of his hat. The devil's music indeed, bright and intoxicating, no pale imitator of the music of savage rites, but music intended to wean the soul from God. Even here, in the shadow of the Cathedral of St. Louis, the devil's music penetrated every shadow.


      As he had demanded. He had written the newspaper and told them: anywhere he heard the devil's music he would not kill.


      It was a heady thing to have a city of half a million people obeying him. Everywhere in the city of New Orleans people were listening to jazz tonight, even people who hated it, because the Axe Man said that he would not kill if they embraced his father's music. Like the Ripper half a century earlier, his idol and his model, he was his father's son. And any who embraced the devil would survive....


      Quietly he turned away . He would not kill tonight. Eight times he had struck before, and eight souls sent wailing to that hell from which he had come. Many, many more had embraced darkness out of fear, while others let the devil in right this moment, let him come winding through their senses in the intoxicating strains of jazz. The music would possess them and they would never be free.


      The twentieth century had dawned in hard, bright light, and it would end in primeval darkness, twisting down into oblivion like an airplane in a stall. He was the devil's retribution on this world, and even music gave the devil his due.


      
        
      


      Lewis woke, his heart pounding in his chest, the dream fading even as he opened his eyes in the darkness of the bedroom. Beside him, Alma slept on. The radiator rattled softly, steam rising in the pipes from the furnace below. Outside, there was the faint ticking of ice against the window. There was no music.


      He got up, padding to the window and pulling the drapes aside. Nothing moved in the yard, the trees limned darkly with water not quite frozen. The lights were still on in Mitch's apartment over the garage. It must not be that late. Mitch was a night owl and he stayed up past any of the rest of them, listening to the radio in his place where it wouldn't keep anyone awake. Was it Mitch's radio that had woken him, that had wormed its way into his dreams? It would have to have been awfully loud with all the windows closed. And there wasn't a sound now.


      Lewis shook his head. A bad dream, one of the ones that didn't make sense. Not about something happening now, he thought. Something that happened a long time ago, not something coming. It felt different. A memory, not a precognition. Only not his memory. He frowned. The more he tried to remember, the more the details of the dream escaped him. Streets and rain and jazz, and something bad that happened… It was gone, washed clear. The dream faded even as he reached for it. A bad dream, Lewis said. But one that required no action. Whatever it was, it was over and done.


      He crawled back under the mound of blankets, snuggling up to Alma. And surely they had trouble enough without borrowing more.


      
        
      


      It had been nearly a month, and no answer to her letter to Henry Kershaw in his Los Angeles office. Maybe he wasn’t there, he had half a dozen shops at airfields across the country, but it was time to stop thinking about the Great Passenger Derby and start worrying about more likely work. Alma bent over the ledger in the narrow room she used as her office when it was too cold to work at the hangar. Which it definitely was now, with the price of coal what it was, and the jobs so few and very far between. Better not to try to heat the office at the hangar, and do the books here, after she and Mitch had made their daily check on the planes. The cold wasn't all that good for them, but at least they could fire up the engines now and then, make sure the oil was ok and all the fuel lines and control wires in good shape. Admittedly, that cost money — fuel money, coal money, her own time and Mitch's — but they couldn't afford to get a job and discover that the machinery wasn't ready.


      She looked at the ledger again, at the balance dwindling in the far right column. No work for two weeks, not since a piddling little job that barely paid for the fuel they'd burned; she'd pared the cost to something Harriman could afford, on the theory that he'd recognize what a better deal it was and hire them again, but the weather had been rough, and she wasn't sure he'd risk being sick again even if it did save him four hours each way.


      Maybe she could save a little more on the groceries. She'd already stopped buying clothes, was still wearing the winter coat she'd bought four years ago, though the fur collar was looking a bit moth-eaten, and she was almost ashamed to let Lewis see her lingerie. Of course, if it wasn't for the odd skills Lewis had picked up here and there, they'd all be walking around in socks that were out at toe and heel: it had seemed odd, at first, to see him settle down by the radio with yarn and needle and a darning egg, but she couldn't argue with the results.


      If only they hadn't lost their mail contract. That still rankled, all the more so because they hadn't done anything wrong. She and Mitch and Lewis had played by the rules, applied for their contract and won it fairly, delivered the mail every day to the main feeder line in Denver. They'd even made enough money to hire a fourth pilot, and she'd counted on that money to get them through the hard times. When the Air Mail Act passed the previous year, she hadn't been worried. Yes, the way the payments were made changed, and it was no longer a flat subsidy for flying mail, but they had the Terrier and it looked as though it would be easy enough to switch to a combined mail and passenger service, just the way the government seemed to want. Ok, they didn't run a daily passenger service of at least 250 miles, but they came close and were prepared to step up and make it happen, and they'd held a mail contract for more than two years anyway. But then the postmaster general had pulled the rug out from under everyone, taken all the contracts away from the smaller carriers and handed them over in a chunk to three giant airlines, two of which he'd more or less created by forcing smaller companies to merge if they wanted to get the new contracts. There was no room at that table for a little company like Gilchrist Aviation, with two planes and three pilots. And with that contract, they'd lost their only steady income, except for Jerry's salary for teaching at the high school. You couldn't run a company on that — you could barely feed and house four people on that, never mind have anything left over.


      She rubbed her eyes, trying to make the numbers take better shape. Mitch had offered to sell his car, but he wasn't likely to get a decent price for it. Nobody was in the market for sports cars these days. At least she owned the house outright, Gil's last gift to her — maybe she could mortgage it, if they got desperate for cash, although how she'd make the payments was another question entirely. Sell a plane — sell the Jenny, sadly, her baby, but, again, no one was in the market for aircraft right now. No, if she was going to sell the Jenny, better try to hold off until summer, when somebody might need a crop duster badly enough to pay close to what it was worth....


      Somehow they had to scare up more work, that was all there was to it, but for the life of her, she couldn't see how. They were known, they were reliable, everybody's first choice, but nobody else had any money to spare, either. She reached for her pocket knife, unfolded it to whittle her pencil to a sharper point. The Great Passenger Derby still nagged at her — $25,000 to the winner — but she shook her head. Unless and until Henry answered her latter, there was no point even thinking about that money. It cost $5.00 just to send off for the entry forms, the one that disclosed the actual race route; it was $500 to enter the race, and, while Jerry might talk about Henry owing them, she wasn't convinced he had the money to spare, either.


      Lewis thinks he does. Lewis thinks he will.


      Her hands faltered on the pencil. Lewis saw things, sometimes, possible futures and inevitable outcomes, mostly in dreams but now more and more under conscious control. And if they had money, they could afford to send him to someone to learn to use his talent — there were still lodges out there that could be trusted, who could teach a natural clairvoyant to make best use of his skills. But that was out of the question, too. They simply couldn't afford to be without his income.


      There was a knock at the door, and she looked up. "Yes?"


      The knob turned, and Lewis stuck his head through the open door. "May we come in?"


      He was smiling like a kid at Christmas, and Alma's heart lifted in spite of knowing better. "Sure. Is there a job?"


      "I got something for you," Lewis said, and tossed a thick white envelope onto the ledger. Jerry and Mitch were behind him, crowding into the little room.


      Alma looked down at it, a typewritten envelope addressed to A. Gilchrist, Gilchrist Aviation, the return address TexAv Fuels in San Angelo, Texas.... She reached for the letter opener, already knowing what it would be: the entry forms and the route information for the Great Passenger Derby.


      "Lewis, you shouldn't — that was five dollars!" A week's groceries, if they were careful.


      "I won it off Jerry in a poker game," Lewis said, straight-faced, but Mitch spoiled it by snickering. Lewis was a terrible poker player, but Jerry was the only one of them whose money wasn't tied up in the business....


      "Chicago paid me a little extra for that last article," Jerry said, gently. "I figured it was worth a shot."


      Alma shook her head, unfolding the pages as though they might bite. The top sheet was typewritten, a form letter thanking "Mr. Gilchrist" for his interest in the race, and then the rest were mimeographed entry forms and half a dozen pages listing the legs of the race and the various requirements and extra contests.


      "They're only allowing stock planes. And you have to carry a passenger," she said, skimming through the rules. "Someone who's not a pilot."


      "Jerry," Mitch said, promptly, and Jerry shook his head.


      "I'm out, Mitch. School's in session, remember?"


      "Damn." Mitch looked genuinely stricken, and Alma shook her head.


      "Nothing's decided. It's still $500 just to enter."


      She turned over the pages as she spoke, eyes flickering across the blurred print. A full transcontinental race in six legs, Los Angeles to Coconut Grove — a suburb of Miami, the route notes helpfully pointed out, with a private airfield. Six legs, one mandatory layover, with inspection — well, technically they were expected to stay overnight in each leg's destination city, which made sense. Night flying was always a bitch.


      The route took them across the southern states, probably in an attempt to stay in good weather during the early part of the year. Los Angeles to Flagstaff, Flagstaff to San Angelo, San Angelo to Little Rock, then to New Orleans for the mandatory stop, with full inspection. Then New Orleans to Pensacola, where they'd be expected to land, refuel, and stage a mail drop — well, they'd done that half a hundred times in the mountains, that shouldn't be that hard. And then one final leg, from Pensacola across the Florida panhandle and down the coast to Miami.


      There was something.... She flipped back to the beginning, frowning thoughtfully. Any passenger plane could enter, but the specifics meant that the advantage would go to the big trimotors like their own Terrier. The other contestants would be flying mostly Fords and Fokkers, and if they were, if Gilchrist had the only Terrier in the race, or at least the only Terrier backed by the manufacturer....


      "Oh," she said. "We need to wire Henry."


      "What?" Mitch blinked.


      "I thought you didn't think that was a good idea," Lewis said.


      "We can win this," Alma said. In spite of herself, she was smiling. "It might have been made for us."


      "We could fly to Los Angeles tomorrow," Mitch said. "It's not like we've got anything on the books."


      "Day after tomorrow," Alma said, and tried not to think about the fuel costs. "We need to let Henry know we're coming."


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      
        
      


      The dead man was standing in the rain outside the restaurant at the corner of Chartres Street. He was a big, heavy man in a Panama hat, and he was watching everyone who went into the restaurant closely. Stasi looked away, concentrating on the treacherous cobblestones and her high heeled black shoes with ankle straps, but he saw the movement of her eyes and knew she'd seen him. "Excuse me, ma'am. I was wondering if you might do me an itty-bitty favor?"


      Stasi stopped under the green awning and rolled her eyes. "Only in New Orleans!" she said. "None of this 'ooga booga boo' or 'I have returned from beyond the grave!' Oh no! In New Orleans it's 'excuse me, would you do me a favor?'"


      The dead man looked hurt. "I was trying to be a gentleman, seeing as how you looked like a lady."


      Stasi sighed, patting at her damp hair, long and black and curled neatly in a bun at the back of her neck, the front done with pins in finger waves. "What do you want?"


      "My brother Milward, he's the chef. Would it impose too much on you to go give him a message? Please, ma'am. I've been standing out here the better part of a week trying to get somebody to do it."


      She looked at him levelly. "Do I look like a sucker to you?"


      "You look like a kind-hearted lady." His blue eyes were painfully honest. "We Dead can tell things like that."


      "Fine." Stasi rearranged her pocketbook, hoping that made loitering under the awning look natural. "What do you want?"


      "Tell Milward that I put the strongbox down the dry well at granny's place. He'll know what I mean cause we used to play there together."


      "You put the strongbox down the dry well at granny's." Stasi sighed again. "Fine. I'll tell him if I get a chance."


      "I can't tell you how much I appreciate this, ma'am," the dead man began, but she brushed him off, opening the swinging door and stepping into the restaurant.


      It was crowded on a rainy night, gleaming brass railings separating sets of white draped tables, every table filled, while waiters in black tie fairly flew about, trays of steaming crawfish etouffeé and Creole rice in hand.


      The maitre d' met her before the door closed entirely. "Do you have a reservation, ma'am?"


      "I'm meeting a gentleman." She looked around him, scanning the dining room. "Mr. Lanier."


      "Ah yes." The maitre d' almost bowed. "He's expecting you. Right this way."


      It was a table in the front bow window, romantic and thus a little isolated from the clatter of the dining room. Lanier stood up as she approached. He was tall and rugged, good looking in a way, with prematurely gray hair somewhat at odds with a face that couldn't have been quite forty. "I'm so pleased you could join me," he said, his accent thick enough to stand a spoon in. He stood while the maitre d' held out her chair and saw her into it, but waited until he left before he spoke again. "Miss Smirnoff, is it? I thought that was a brand of vodka."


      "It's Rostov," Stasi said, unfolding her napkin.


      He sat down, smiling. "War and Peace."


      "Ivanova."


      He spread his hands, a generous grin on his face. "I don't much care, Miss. Call yourself whatever you like. I've heard good recommendations of your work and I'm pleased you'll undertake this little commission for me."


      "If the price is right," Stasi said. "And the particulars are as you say."


      Lanier nodded slowly. "Five hundred dollars. Half now, half on delivery. And I would advise you to take care with the piece." He paused. "It has a history," he said delicately.


      Stasi's plucked eyebrow rose. "A history?"


      "You know how objects acquire history," he said pleasantly, reaching for the basket of angel biscuits in the middle of the table. "But I shouldn't have to tell someone with your talents to be cautious."


      "I'm always cautious," Stasi agreed. "But you'll have to be more specific."


      He looked thoughtful, as though he were saying less than he knew — typical for a buyer, but unpleasant. "The object in question has been purchased by a very wealthy man who has an interest in the occult. I won't say expertise. I won't credit him with that. But he does take precautions with his possessions."


      "You said there was a safe," Stasi said. "You didn't say anything about occult protections. What kind of protections?"


      "I would assume that his home is warded. Beyond that, he probably has specific deterrents on the location of the safe." Lanier picked up his butter knife. "Things to make it unobtrusive, or at least unattractive to passersby. Possibly there are specific measures to confound ordinary burglars."


      "Well," Stasi said with a brilliant smile. "I'm not an ordinary burglar."


      "Indeed not, Miss," he said. "Which is why I came to you. You have a reputation for handling objects with unusual protections on them."


      "Or unusual objects," she said.


      "That too." Lanier said cheerfully. "So I'm sure you're the perfect connection for this. I have every faith in your success. And I imagine you'll find the object…interesting."


      "What tradition is he working in?" She spread her fingers. "It does matter operationally, you know. I'll need the proper countersigns."


      "It's an offshoot of the Golden Dawn," Lanier said.


      "Humm." Stasi took a sip from her water glass, considering. "Formal Hermetics. A Lodge tradition. Stuffy and stogey and completely predictable." She shrugged. "That shouldn't be too much of a challenge for me. Two fifty now and two fifty on delivery." She held out her hand briskly. "That would be two fifty now."


      His smile broadened. Lanier reached into his pocket and took out an envelope, which he gave her. "It's a pleasure, Miss Ivanova. Will you stay and join me for dinner?"


      Stasi took the envelope and opened the flap, fanning through the stack of tens and twenties. "I don't have the time. I have a train to catch."


      "Of course you do. Good luck."


      "I always have good luck." Stasi stood up. "I'll be in touch."


      She threaded her way between tables and waiters out to the front. The rain was falling in solid sheets, gray and chilly. But there was a taxi just across the street. The dead man was still pacing. She turned to the hovering maitre d'. "Do you have something to write on?"


      "Beg pardon?"


      She hooked an order pad off the shelf behind his reservation stand and tore off the top sheet. "Can you please give this to the chef? It's terribly important."


      "Of course."


      Stasi wrote across it swiftly. Milward — your brother put the strongbox down the dry well at your granny's place where you used to play together. She folded the note and handed it to the maitre d' with a smile and a quarter for his trouble. "Thank you."


      "I'll give it straight to him," the maitre d' promised.


      "You'd better," Stasi said, and gave him a sideways smile. "It's a good thing to stay on the right side of the beyond." And with that she walked out into the rain.


      
        
      


      It took two days to make the arrangements, and then the third day to fly into Grand Central. It felt weird not having Jerry in the back seats, especially after their last trip to Los Angeles, but Mitch managed to ignore the absence. He took the last leg, bringing the Terrier neatly onto the runway in the early dark, and taxied the plane to the hangar they'd reserved while Alma ducked into the terminal to change out of her flying clothes. They weren't staying at the Roosevelt this time — Henry wasn't paying and they couldn't afford it on their own dime — but Alma had managed to find them a cheap place not too far from the field. The diner across the street was still open; they wolfed a late meal, and retreated to their rooms.


      It was warm in the little room, at least by Colorado standards, and the noise from the street came clearly through the thin walls, making it hard to sleep. Mitch rolled over, trying to punch his pillow into a better shape, wondering why they’d even bothered. This whole trip was a waste of time and money. Henry wasn’t going to risk $500 on them, not right now. Whatever he owed them for saving his life was long ago paid. Lewis was good, but his talent was untrained. He might not be able to tell Sight from wishful thinking…


      Mitch folded the pillow again, frowning at his own pessimism. He shouldn’t blame Lewis for his own bad mood, particularly when Lewis had never shown any sign of making that sort of mistake. If anything, he was more likely not to mention his hunches, which had its own drawbacks —. He cut off that line of thought with the ease of long practice. There were plenty of things that didn't bear looking at, and this was one of them. They were meeting Henry in the morning; time enough then to be disappointed.


      
        
      


      "I don't know why I put up with you people," Henry Kershaw said, sitting down on the edge of his desk and looking at the three of them.


      "Because we're the best and you know it," Alma said briskly. At forty-one she was still a handsome woman, tall and curvy, with blonde hair cut in a tidy short bob. She wore a conservative tweed suit, but her long legs drew the eye anyway.


      In Mitch's boyhood, the sight of legs like those would have started a riot. Two years younger than Alma, he'd been born in 1892. Victoria had been on the throne of England and Benjamin Harrison had been President of the United States, which had only had 44 states instead of the current 48. The massacre at Wounded Knee had been less than two years old and the Ghost Dance was still alive and well. Mitch didn't think he'd ever seen a woman's legs other than his little sister's until he was in the army, and trying to catch and diaper Evelyn didn't exactly count. Not that it mattered much now, but he could still look. And not that Alma had ever been anything but a good friend to him. Usually he was able to keep his mind off such things; it must be being in Los Angeles that was making his thoughts drift.


      "And we can win the Great Passenger Derby for you," Alma went on. "Because we fly a Terrier Trimotor. It's the best in its class, hands down — a beautiful design, beautifully built."


      Mitch nodded. The Terrier was the sweetest passenger plane around, way better, faster and more versatile than the Ford Trimotor which dominated the class, better made than the Fokker that was Ford's other big competitor. If Henry wanted a genuine ace to endorse his plane, Mitch was perfectly happy to express his honest opinion.


      "I know it's a good plane," Henry said. "And I know I sold Gil the top of the line. But I don't see how that guarantees that you'll win. Even if you were to — exercise other available options — I can't see that you can promise me that."


      Henry had been part of the same lodge back during the war, though he'd moved on since then to a lodge that practiced a more experimental form of the art. "That would be cheating," Mitch said, solemnly, and surprised a grin from Henry.


      Alma smiled too, though more gently. "I can't guarantee a win, of course. But I can show you why we have a better than average chance of taking the big prize."


      She took the sheets of paper out of her purse, and Henry shifted himself to let her spread them out on the blotter.


      "Mostly the race alternates short and long legs," Alma said, "except that there are two short legs to get us from Little Rock to New Orleans to Pensacola. The long leg from San Angelo to Little Rock — that's the third leg, here — that's just about 600 miles. The Fords, and you know most of the planes are going to be Fords, can't make that jump without refueling."


      "Unless they have long-range tanks installed," Henry said.


      "Which I wouldn't," Alma answered. "Not when their cruising speed is already on the slow side. I wouldn't want the extra weight even with them empty."


      Henry nodded slowly. "Go on."


      Mitch held his breath. When Alma had spelled it out for them back in Colorado, he hadn't quite believed it either, but she'd gone over the math patiently until he finally got it.


      "The Terrier is designed to be an all-purpose aircraft," Alma said. "Swap out two seats, add a daybed in the cabin. Need more cargo space? You can move the rear bulkhead forward. Need more range? Put in a supplemental fuel tank."


      "Ah." It was barely a breath, but it sounded as though Henry was there ahead of her.


      Alma went on anyway. "If you'll send our supplemental tank on ahead to San Angelo — where I know you have hangar space — then it will be waiting for us when we land. We install it that night, and we'll be able to make Little Rock without refueling."


      "You're not just going to be flying against Fords," Henry said. "The Fokkers have the range. I don't know about some of the others...."


      "The Terrier's faster than a Fokker," Alma said. "Not to mention more reliable."


      "That kind of change isn't against the rules?" Henry picked up the sheaf of papers, began sorting through them.


      "Not that I can see," Alma said. "The planes have to be stock, but the supplemental tank is stock, and we're treating it as a stock item. We're installing and removing it just the way we would for any ordinary set of jobs."


      "Which is a very nice selling point for me," Henry said. "I do see that." He paused, still looking at the papers in his hands. "What are you going to do if there's another Terrier in the race?"


      "Fly faster," Mitch offered. Lewis smothered a snort of laughter.


      "We are very good," Alma said, demurely.


      "Not to mention smart," Henry muttered. "What exactly do you want from me, Alma?"


      "I need you to put up the entry fee," Alma said. "And pay for any fuel that's not supplied by the race. We'll pay you back out of our winnings."


      "Assuming you have some," Henry said. "There aren't any guarantees in air racing, as I'm sure you'd be the first to tell me."


      "There is, of course, a manufacturer's prize," Alma said. "If you wanted to enter that part of the competition as well."


      Henry sighed. "At another $300? Hell, why not? All right, Alma, it's a deal. But I'm going to work this for every bit of publicity I can get. Are you game?"


      Alma nodded in turn. "We're game."


      Mitch nodded, too, and hoped it was true.


      
        
      


      Jerry Ballard levered himself out of Mrs. Holton's Model T. It was an awkward process, first getting the wooden leg to the ground, and then the cane, swinging his body around to get his hands on the door's frame to lift and balance. It was worse in the snow, and he made himself take his time even though he wanted to be out and gone, to walk off the anger filling him. He made sure he was steady, and turned carefully to lean back into the car.


      "Thank you, again." He couldn't drive any more, of course, not with the missing leg, had had to cadge rides to school from his fellow teachers, and Catherine Holton lived only a little further up the road.


      "Oh, my pleasure, Dr. Ballard." Her smile was as false as his, and he only hoped his worry didn't show as clearly as hers. She had two children, and her husband had already been out of work six months.


      "Will you be all right?" he asked abruptly, and her eyes fell.


      "We'll have to be, won't we?" She reached for the gearshift, and Jerry took a step back, closing the car door gently. She put the Ford into gear with equal care, and Jerry turned to make the long walk up the drive. At its end, the farmhouse waited — Gil's house, Gil's and Alma's; Alma's and Lewis's now, and Mitch's. And his, too, except he didn't want it. Not like this, anyway: his dream had been summers in the Near East, a dozen different dig sites mapped out in imagination, and winters here in the mountains, coming back to friends and lovers only long enough to write his papers and ready himself to leave again. Gil had never wanted that much travel — he was a pilot, not an archeologist; he needed a home base, a home field, and there had been a few months when it all seemed as though it would come together. But the war had ended that. He shook himself and fished in his pocket for his key, his breath steaming in the thickening dusk, fogging his glasses.


      He let himself into the hall, balanced carefully as he unwound his muffler and freed himself from his topcoat and gloves. He took his time putting them all away — there was no good way to tell his news, and it was even worse, coming on top of Henry’s decision to back them — and Alma's voice came from the living room.


      "Jerry?"


      He braced himself. "It's me."


      "Everything all right?"


      "Yes." And it wasn't a lie, not in the most essential things. He limped toward her, his cane and his leg tapping on the wooden floor.


      She was waiting in the living room, wearing one of Gil's old cardigans against the chill. She still had a book in her hand, her finger holding the place, but she was frowning, undeceived. "What is it?"


      Jerry sighed. "They're closing the high school early, and laying off the teachers — laying off everyone, from the janitor to the principal. They'll hire some people back in the spring when they open — if they open. But — not me. They don't need a Latin teacher right now."


      "Oh, Jerry." Alma stopped. "What do you mean, if they open? They can't just close down the high school — can they?"


      "There's no money to pay the teachers," Jerry said. "No money to heat the building, either, so the school board's closing down until spring."


      "Which puts us into planting season," Alma said. "So they probably won't start up again until the fall."


      Jerry nodded.


      "Oh, Jer," she said again.


      "I've got other options," he said, though the words felt hollow. "Reviews, the occasional article, translations — there's still work out there for a specialist." Except that there were half a hundred specialists in exactly the same things competing for those jobs, and most of them were in Chicago or Cambridge, not Colorado Springs. "It's people like Catherine Holton and Martha Betts that I feel sorry for."


      Alma nodded. They all knew who'd been out of work for a year, who was pawning the family radio, whose watch no longer had a chain or fob.


      "And it's not as though I particularly love teaching high school," Jerry said. He couldn't seem to stop talking, as though he might convince himself. "I won't be sorry to see the backs of a few of those boys."


      Alma turned to the sideboard, where the decanter stood half full. It wasn't good whiskey, exactly, but it was better than the local homebrew Mitch usually scrounged for them. She poured them each two fingers of neat spirit. Jerry lowered himself into the chair by the radio and took the proffered glass. His stump was aching, and he took a long swallow.


      "Say," Alma said, and sat up straighter in the chair opposite. "This means — Jerry, there's no reason now that you can't be our designated passenger."


      Jerry blinked. He'd resigned himself to not being part of the air race, done his best to pretend he didn't hate being left behind, and now — Alma was right, there was nothing to keep him here. "Every other team is going to be bringing some one hundred pound starlet," he said, scrupulously. "Not only are they a good deal more photogenic, but I weigh nearly twice that. Every ounce could make a difference, Al."


      "Leave that to me and Mitch. You've got other advantages."


      "Let's hope we don't need them," Jerry said, and felt his heart lift in spite of everything.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Three


      
        
      


      On February 25th they took off to fly to California, spending the night in Las Vegas along the way, because this time they weren’t flying into Grand Central but a bit beyond, to the private field at Henry’s hacienda outside the city. There were no lights there, no flagman unless Henry detailed someone to meet them or, even less likely, deigned to wave them down himself, and there was no point risking a landing at dusk, not when even a small miscalculation would bring them in after full dark. At best that would force them to divert to Grand Central, and no one wanted to make them look bad just when Henry was ramping up the publicity for the race.


      All of these were things that Jerry understood, even though he wasn’t a pilot and never would be one. He’d begun as a scholar, a classicist, survived the Great War as an artillery officer, and even before they’d had to amputate his foot and most of the lower leg, he’d meant it when he told Gil he had no desire to learn to fly. He’d always been happy to leave that to Gil, and then to Gil and Alma, and now to Alma and Mitch and Lewis. That was what they were good at; his skills lay elsewhere.


      In research, for one. He refolded the last of the newspapers he’d bought in Las Vegas, a New York Daily Mirror only a day old, studying Winchell’s column. Winchell was already talking up the race, and most of his jibes seemed to be reserved for the amateurs from Fair Harvard — “Charles Parker Salstonstall, George Peter Newhouse, Miss May Saltsonstall, and Rob-Roy McIsaac… guess which one didn’t go to Harvard, boys and girls… and it’s not the lady!” — but they were bound to draw his eye eventually, if only because Alma was leading the team.


      The pitch of the engine changed, the plane tilting in a wide turn, and Jerry glanced out the window to see a tile-roofed house passing below the wing. It looked enormous, three wings and what looked like a stable forming a square around a verdant inner courtyard, and Jerry shook his head again at the amount of money involved. Henry had lost a bundle on his failed airship, and it was hard to believe he was selling many airplanes these days, but he still seemed to be doing all right. Which was a good thing, if it meant he could sponsor them in the race.


      The Terrier tipped again, swinging around over the house a second time, and Lewis leaned across the aisle.


      “We’ll be landing soon.”


      “Yeah.” Jerry ground out his cigarette and folded the newspapers back together. He could feel it now himself, could see the descent out the window, the dry grass rushing to meet them, the mountains a purple smudge in the distance. And then they were past the grass and onto tarmac, and he felt the lift fail as Mitch brought the plane neatly down onto the runway.


      “I can’t believe Kershaw’s paved the strip,” Lewis shouted, over the noise of the engines as the plan shuddered and slowed to a decorous pace.


      “I can,” Jerry said. Henry didn’t do things by halves. If he was going to have a private airstrip at his house in the country, it was going to be a good one. He’d have hangar facilities and a workshop — yes, there they were, a long low building off to one side, vanishing as Mitch turned toward it. That left him with a view of the house, also built long and low, with stucco walls and red tile roofs, small windows shuttered against the sun. It wasn’t as old as it looked, he guessed, looking at the way it fit the land around it, but it was every bit as expensive.


      Mitch brought the Terrier to a halt just outside the hangar, and Lewis jumped to open the door and let down the folding stairs. The air that rushed in was dry but not as hot as Jerry had expected, smelling of dust and gasoline. He worked himself to his feet, the artificial leg tricky on the metal floor, and Mitch and Alma emerged from the cockpit, both of them looking tired but pleased.


      “Everything went well?” Jerry asked, and Mitch nodded.


      “She’s in pretty good shape. I’d like to tweak the motors just a little more, but — yeah. It was a good flight.”


      Alma rubbed his shoulder lightly. “She ran like a dream,” she said. “Let’s not push too hard.”


      “Just a tweak,” Mitch said, and Alma followed him out of the plane.


      Jerry tucked his cane under his arm and levered himself carefully down the stairs, taking most of his weight on his arms. Henry was waiting, along with a man Jerry vaguely remembered as Henry’s senior shop manager. Mitch and Alma were already talking to him, Lewis hovering quietly, and after a moment he and Mitch disappeared into the hangar’s shadows. Jerry braced himself on his cane, and moved to join them, accepted Henry’s jovial handshake and a tap on the shoulder.


      “Good flight, I gather.”


      Jerry nodded. “From a passenger’s perspective, entirely uneventful. I read the papers most of the way.”


      Henry gave him a shrewd look. “You’re getting into the spirit, I see.”


      Lewis and Alma had followed Mitch and the engineer into the hangar, but Jerry hung back, lowering his voice just a little. “I thought I’d better. There’s going to be a lot of press interest in this event.”


      “There is,” Henry agreed, his voice neutral.


      “And a great deal of it focusing on personalities.”


      “You’ve been following Winchell?”


      Jerry nodded. “Of course.”


      Henry gave a crooked smile. “He’ll eat Alma up. With a spoon.”


      “Yeah.”


      “And I’m going to let him,” Henry said. “It’s all good publicity for me.”


      Jerry glanced over his shoulder, to see Alma leaning on Mitch’s shoulder, Lewis still at her back. He looked more like a bodyguard than a husband, standing there, and his frown made him look unhappily possessive rather than just tired. “Too much gossip might not be good for you,” he suggested, and Henry shrugged.


      “If the press wants to turn Alma into a femme fatale — well, good luck to them. I can’t see it.” He spread his hands hastily. “Don’t get me wrong, Alma’s an attractive woman, but —”


      “I expect you don’t see it because it’s not true,” Jerry said, with a bit more edge than he’d meant. They were skating on thin ice here, and he’d never known just how much Henry knew or suspected, back when they’d all been part of the same lodge. Jerry had been Gil’s lover then, Gil being Alma’s late husband; he and Alma had shared Gil until Gil’s death, a highly unconventional arrangement but one that had worked for them. And if you looked too far back into his past, there was a regrettable affair that had very nearly gotten him kicked out of school and had cost him his scholarship… But he couldn’t exactly say that out loud, so he settled for the next best thing. “But my point is, we’re going to be taking — precautions — all through the race. Nothing that would count as cheating, nothing that will influence the outcome, just — protective sigils, things like that. And we want to be free to act if we have to, without being trailed by every reporter who wants to catch one of us with his pants down.”


      Henry nodded slowly. “I see that, yes. All right, I’ll do what I can —”


      “If you could stick to professional opinions,” Jerry began.


      “If I did that, they’d assume she was sleeping with all of you,” Henry said. “I’ll be calm and soothing and talk about how sweet it is that Alma’s found new love after being widowed so young.” He paused. “Your job will be to keep her from killing me when she reads that.”


      “I’ll do my best,” Jerry said, with a grin.


      
        
      


      Henry had promised nothing too fancy, at least for their first night, but even so, the dinner was impressive, and Lewis was glad he’d bought a new suit for the race. Alma had a nice dress, not too fancy, but not severe, a rich rose-red that flattered her golden hair, and a matching spray of silk roses in place of a hat. Henry’s wife Mabel was far more exotic, graceful in her silk pyjama suit, and Mitch had been quick to light her cigarette and refresh her cocktail before dinner. Henry didn’t seem to mind, and if he didn’t, it was none of Lewis’s business, any more than the starlet Henry had brought on the airship trip with him. Jerry had fallen into conversation with Henry’s daughter, Rose, a tall, solemn girl with glasses who managed to make a green silk sheath look oddly dowdy. Alma and the shop manager, Nowak, were talking about the magnetos, and Lewis concentrated on the food in front of him. The roasted pork was delicious, and the corn relish was lightly touched with chiles, a flavor familiar from his childhood: a Spanish cook, he guessed, but that was no surprise, in California.


      After dessert, they retreated to Henry’s lavish sitting room, where a uniformed maid brought coffee and Henry offered a selection of liqueurs. Mabel excused herself, pleading an early start the next day, and took Rose away with her, and Nowak made his departure a few minutes later. Henry leaned against the mantel, swirling the brandy in his glass, and Alma put her hands on her hips.


      “All right, Henry, out with it.”


      “I received the final list of entries today,” he answered, and nodded to his desk. “No surprises.”


      Alma crossed to the desk, putting her drink aside, and Lewis came to join her, peering over her shoulder at the neatly type-written list. No, there weren’t any real surprises: all three of the newly-created passenger and mail lines had entered, Transcontinental and Western Air, United Aircraft and Transport, and American Airways, all flying Fords. He was a little surprised that American had managed to field a team. Less than a year ago, they’d been a collection of more than eighty small airlines, some of them no bigger than Gilchrist. It was impressive that they’d pulled themselves together. He’d heard of Consolidated Aircraft, too, and was surprised that they weren’t entering one of their own machines: Floyd Odlum was supposed to be taking an interest in them, after Transcontinental had been forced into the merger with Western. The others, though…


      He stepped aside to let Mitch look, and Alma relinquished the paper to him, fixing her gaze on Henry. “Who should we be worried about?”


      “All of them,” Henry answered, and Alma rolled her eyes.


      “Seriously, Henry. What do you know about the smaller teams? This Jezek Corsair, for instance —


      “Connie — Conrad Jezek use to work for me, and I was sorry to lose him,” Henry said. “They’re being a little cagey about their specs, and I think they had to lean on the organizers a bit to get in at all — you can’t really call it a stock plane when they’ve only built one of them — but it looks to me as though they’ve traded size for speed. They’re going to be carrying a smaller fuel load than you are, and that’s going to cost them.”


      “How about Bestways?” Lewis asked. “Or Comanche?” There was something familiar about the names listed for the latter, though he couldn’t quite place them.


      “I don’t know much more than what it says on their entry papers,” Henry said. “Bestways is out of the midwest, Chicago, I think. And Comanche is a bunch of Army Reserve guys from Oklahoma.”


      That was where he’d heard the name. Lewis said, “If that guy Rayburn is who I think he is — I met him at a Legion meeting a while back. He’s a good pilot.”


      Alma nodded, visibly filing the information. Mitch looked up from the sheet of paper. “And — Crimson Air?”


      “The Fair Harvards,” Jerry said, and blinked as they all looked at him. “I’m not drunk, that’s what Winchell’s been calling them. They must’ve leaned on the organizers, too. I can’t see them being a serious aviation company.”


      “That doesn’t mean they can’t fly,” Lewis said.


      Jerry paused, visibly trying to remember what the gossip columnist had said. “The two boys are cousins, just out of Harvard, and they’ve been flying since the younger one was twelve.”


      “And they’ve got a ringer,” Mitch said. “Isn’t Rob-Roy McIsaac the guy who used to fly liquor out of Canada for all the hot-shots in New York?”


      “That’s the one,” Henry said.


      “Hell of a way to go straight,” Jerry said.


      Mitch put the list aside, and Lewis picked it up again, scanning the entries. Pilots aside, and they wouldn’t know how good any of these people were until they were in the air, it was the planes themselves that were going to make the difference. Five Fords, two Fokkers, and the Corsair… The Corsair was an unknown quantity and there was nothing they could do about that, though he trusted Henry when Henry said it would be carrying less fuel. The Terrier was better than the Fords, and as for the Fokkers — well, the Harvards were flying one of them, and he’d back Alma and Mitch over a bunch of college boys any day. And Bestways was small enough that they might not be able to keep the plane in top conditions, and the Fokkers were notoriously prone to problems. And that, he knew, was partly wishful thinking, but on balance he was starting to like their chances.


      “There’s one other thing we need,” Alma said, looking at Henry. “You told me you wanted us to repaint in some sort of flashy scheme.”


      Henry spread his hands, the remains of his brandy glinting in the warm light from the lamps. “It’s all publicity. I’ve had a couple of my people draw up some designs, nothing gaudy, but a bit brighter than raw metal —”


      “I’ll paint it purple if you want,” Alma said, and Lewis saw Mitch wince. “But you don’t touch the rondels — in fact, we need to repaint them ourselves, to reinforce their protection.”


      “I figured those were sigils,” Henry said. “Yes, of course, you can use the shop — I’ll tell Frank you’re making some secret modifications, that’ll
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