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PROLOGUE

Midnight. Vernal Equinox.

Waxing moon—the best phase to bring something new into form

Candles in short, votive holders burned at each point of the altar’s pentagram. Two red, for Passion and Purpose. Three black, for Vengeance, Judgment and Destruction.

Their wispy smoke perfumed the small, darkened chamber, countering the stink of corruption from just beyond its walls. Their shivering flames threw the only light.

The solitary practitioner—magickal name, The Raven—stood naked before the draped altar. Hands trembled as they laid out all the necessary objects for tonight’s ritual.

Graveyard dirt, harvested at a local cemetery.

A few locks of human hair.

A new razor blade, still wrapped in crisp paper.

At the center of the altar, a small brass bowl inscribed with astrological symbols held several delicate, dried bones. Near this, The Raven placed a palm-sized stone, also from the graveyard.

Tonight’s ceremony would be dangerous, but The Raven had prepared for it carefully. Previous attempts had been unsuccessful, possibly because they had been too timid. The Discord Spell, for example—which involved a loosening of knots in a string—had failed miserably.

Time for a bolder approach. More decisive.

More terminal.

This time, The Raven had done the correct preparation. A full twenty-four-hour fast. Also a ritual cleansing—inside and out.

And it seemed to be working. Tonight, the practitioner felt light, empty, an open conduit through which larger forces could travel, unobstructed, to cross the boundaries between worlds.

The other key element would be strength of purpose. The instructions for this ceremony stated it must be performed “with full commitment, no hesitation and no mercy.”

A few weeks ago, The Raven might have shrunk from such an extreme approach. A recent outrage, though, had swept away any hesitation. Just the memory of that rejection brought back a hot flush of mingled shame and fury.

No mercy?

No problem!

Hands steadier now, The Raven picked up the sheet of parchment-like paper printed with the words of the ritual. At this hour, in this secret space, no one else heard them recited aloud:

“Spirit of darkness, hear my call

I summon you to do my will

What was taken from me must be restored

And the interloper must be destroyed

You will go where I cannot enter

To cause pain to my supplanter

You will keep watch where I cannot see

Bring fear and death to my enemy.”

Into the brass bowl, on top of the small bones, went the graveyard dirt and the silken locks of hair, which glinted in the candlelight.

Next, The Raven unwrapped the razor blade. Passed it once through the sterilizing fire, then drew a fine line across a fingertip. The blade was so fresh, so sharp, it gave hardly any pain—in fact, almost a perverse satisfaction. A squeeze released a few drops of bright blood into the bowl to stain the other substances.

The stone, especially chosen, was just the right size and heft to pound all the ingredients in the bowl. It ground together bones, dirt, hair and blood. The brass rang with the forces of many blows, but this inner sanctum was close to soundproof. No one would hear.

The chant for the next part of the ceremony was adapted from a traditional voodoo curse:

“Bones of anger, bones of lust

Know that my revenge is just

With these bones I now do crush

Make my enemy turn to dust!”

The vision of this coming to pass was so satisfying, it was almost hard to stop mashing and grinding, even after the bones indeed had been powdered to mix with the dirt. Finally, the touch of a candle flame set whatever solid bits were left ablaze.

The next part of the ritual was the most important. The Raven held the flaming bowl outward, in both hands, while reciting the incantation.

“On my anger you may feed

Until you have done this deed

Now my purpose is your own

This night, my Servant is born!”

In the silence that followed, the practitioner placed the bowl back on the altar and waited for the contents to burn down. As they did, a thin trail of smoke spiraled upward from the ashes. The air of the chamber also took on a new vibration.

The spiral solidified into a pillar. Expanded into a smoky shadow with almost human contours.

The Raven staggered backward in fear, spine pressing against the locked door.

The smoke grew thick, suffocating—even worse than the stench of death that lay beyond the door. The flames of the five small candles began to sputter, as if smothered by the weight of the shadow…

Then snuffed out.

With a gasp, The Raven groped frantically in darkness for the overhead chain. A sharp jerk brought the harsh glare of the electric bulb.

The shadow had gone.

But it had been there. As proof, the brass bowl now sat empty, scrubbed clean.

The ashy offerings of bone, hair and blood had transformed into something else. Something newly born into dark power.

The Raven sagged against the doorjamb of the claustrophobic chamber. Exhilaration mixed with terror. The ritual had worked—the Servant had been summoned.

But could it be controlled?

Memories boiled up again. Of humiliation, mockery. But countered this time by a new sense of excitement, even hope.

I’m not alone anymore! The Servant will do my bidding now and clear my path. It will destroy the rival who replaced me…

…and anyone else who stands in my way!


CHAPTER 1

“Of course, they say the theater’s haunted.”

Lalita Washington confided this with a gleam in her ebony eye, as a nice, additional tidbit for my newspaper story. She couldn’t know that her announcement sent a painful jolt of adrenaline through my veins.

I forced a grin. “Aren’t they all?”

“Exactly—what’s an old theater without a ghost? Oops, be careful, Quinn!” Her warning came as we started down a plywood ramp that covered some missing steps.

Luckily, because I knew I’d be spending the afternoon crawling around a hundred-year-old theater undergoing renovation, I’d dressed down in corduroy pants and flats. I felt positively frumpy, though, next to Lalita, whose elegant black pants suit seemed to magically repel the plaster dust. She also never mussed the sleek bob that formed perfect parentheses around her pretty, exotic face. Probably in her mid-thirties—same as me—she made a striking spokeswoman for the nonprofit Friends of the Rialto.

“No one can agree on who the ghost is, though,” she went on. “One story says it’s a vaudeville comic who owed money to loan sharks and was shot in his dressing room. It could have been the stagehand in the nineteen-thirties who fell from the catwalk and broke his neck. Or the old man who came to the movies almost every day, back in the sixties, and finally passed away in his usual last-row seat.”

I smiled again, even though I really didn’t want to hear all these colorful stories. Once upon a time, I might have found them as entertaining as Lalita obviously did. I’d since come to realize that a ghost was no laughing matter. Over the past few months, in my job of writing about architecture and interior design, I’d tried hard to avoid any encounters with the spirit world.

So far, though, I didn’t pick up any negative vibes from the Rialto—only the superficial creepiness of its faded glamour. I tried to imagine it in its heyday. Mentally, I filled in the gaps in the decorative plasterwork, restored the frieze of classical figures along the upper walls and replaced the missing bulbs in the ornate brass sconces. Right now, much of the twelve-thousand-square-foot space was shrouded in drop cloths and half-obscured by scaffolding. Whining and scraping noises reminded us that the carpenters and plasterers had begun work.

Gil O’Bannon, the Sentinel’s lanky, silver-haired photographer, had climbed the lower rungs of one scaffold to get a shot of the huge ceiling medallion. He made his way back down and joined me and Lalita, just as she wrapped up her story.

“At any rate,” she said, “for decades, people have been hearing voices and footsteps, or feeling a touch when no one was there.”

“Who’s been touching who?” Gil raised an eyebrow, obviously hoping for some whiff of scandal.

“I was just telling Quinn about the Rialto’s ghost.”

“Hah. You’re talking to the right lady!” Then Gil saw my expression and shut his trap.

Too late. Lalita spun back to me with interest. “Really? Why?”

“I actually had an…issue like that at my house, when I first moved in,” I admitted. “But it seems to be over now.”

Gil added, “She told the ghosts to scram, and by golly, they did.”

If only it had been that simple, I thought.

To my relief, Lalita treated the whole thing lightly. “Well, if we have any trouble like that around here, Quinn, we’ll know who to call! Come on, let me show you the stage.”

Gil wandered toward the theater’s deep orchestra pit. Eyes focused upward, he tripped on something—maybe a scrap of old wood—and barely righted himself before he and his expensive camera both went over the edge.

Lalita caught her breath. “Watch your step, please!”

“My fault,” he assured her. “I got distracted by this wonderful old archway.” He pointed up at the stage’s heavily carved proscenium.

“Isn’t that something?” she enthused. “All hand-carved plaster. We’ll clean it up, of course, and redo the gilding on all that detail work.”

“You told me on the phone a lot of celebrities have performed here.” I hoped to steer her back toward stories of live past occupants rather than dead ones.

“Al Jolson and Rudy Vallee in the early thirties. Later on, Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett—both Jersey natives, y’know!”

“They came here? To Elizabeth?” Gil asked, impressed.

“It’s always been a good sized-city,” Lalita reminded him, “and performers used to try out their acts here before taking them across the river to Manhattan.”

I scribbled feverishly in my spiral notepad. This kind of walk-and-talk interview was always hard work, but I’d never gotten the hang of doing it by tape recorder. Either my batteries would die halfway through or the mic would pick up so much ambient noise that it drowned out the one person I was trying to record.

Last Christmas, my successful executive cousin Michael had given me a high-tech pen with a chip that actually recorded while you wrote. I wished I’d thought to bring it today.

“It’s a wonderful building,” I said. “Too bad it was allowed to deteriorate so far.”

“I know. It was a legit movie theater for many years, then it became a Triple-X house in the seventies and eighties. For the last decade or two, it’s been closed more often than open, and the city almost tore it down. But we think it can be a great live venue again. We’ll bring in Latin and other multicultural acts, hip-hop artists, blues and jazz. And there’s still a movie screen, so during the week, we can show indie films.”

“Gonna take a lot of work, though, innit?” noted Gil, a touch of his brogue creeping out. “And a lot of money.”

“We got a five-hundred-thousand-dollar challenge grant that’s been matched by some private donors. And just recently we got another nice boost. You’ve heard of Mad Love, the rock group?”

Gil shrugged—though a proud son of the Auld Sod, he’d barely heard of U2 until last year—but I piped right up. “Oh, sure!”

“They’re shooting a video here Friday night.” Lalita saw my look of confusion and laughed. “I know, the place is a mess, but that’s what they want! They were looking for a movie house with kind of a run-down, Gothic atmosphere. Anyway, they’re paying us a nice sum to use the place just the way it is.”

With that explanation, I could envision it better. “Sounds great.”

She cocked her head at me. “You a fan?”

“I do like their music, and I bought their last CD.”

“I’ll give you tickets, then.” Swinging toward Gil, she added, “You, too.”

“Oh, thanks, but…” He raised one hand in polite protest. “I’ll wait for those jazz concerts.”

“Well, Quinn will use them, won’t you? It’s no big deal; they’re free.”

“Really?” I didn’t even try to buy concert tickets for well-known rock groups anymore, since the prices were usually beyond my meager income as a part-time journalist.

Lalita walked us both back toward the lobby, with Gil snapping more vignettes along the way. “They’re performing the song as a kind of mini-concert, and they want a live audience. They gave tickets to all of us on staff. My husband’s out of town, and I’ll be running around all night keeping things under control, so our tickets should go to someone who can appreciate them.”

“In that case, thanks!” I wondered if I could lure my boyfriend, Tony Gordon, away from work for the evening.

“Wear earplugs,” Gil warned me. “I know a guy who lost his hearing when he went to a rock concert in a small theater like this.”

Lalita shook her head. “They’re not bringing their full sound system—they’ll be dubbing the video later, anyway. But they do want shots of the audience screaming and getting into the music, so I guess it’ll be loud enough.”

I had to wonder how the ghost of the old vaudevillian was going to feel about that.

“Sorry, hon,” Tony told me on the phone. “The decision on the Contreras bribery case is probably going to come down Friday afternoon. I’ll be here late, knocking out the story on deadline.”

“Ugh, I forgot about that.” Although I appreciated the important work Tony did as the Sentinel’s chief investigative reporter, his long hours and total preoccupation with his job tended to strain our relationship. I almost felt guilty right now, at four P.M., as he toiled away at the office, while I lounged on my bed with cell phone and laptop. Of course, it wasn’t my fault that, in the last round of downsizing, the paper had cut me down to twenty-three hours a week and now let me do a lot of my work from home.

“Mad Love…” he mumbled. “I read something weird about them a little while back, but I can’t remember what.”

To save him some much-needed brain cells, I went on the Internet to see what I could dig up. “Let’s see…about a year-and-a-half ago, their former lead guitarist got arrested for heroin possession, so they fired him. Imagine that!”

“Wow, a rock band with a zero-tolerance policy? What’s the world coming to?”

I read on. “They hired a new guy just before the last tour. If he’s the one playing on their latest CD, it was a smart move. The lead guitar on that is brilliant!”

“Interesting…but not the weird thing I read about,” Tony said.

I scrolled down through a few more headings about Mad Love and opened another story. “Lead singer Alan Bardot came out as bisexual a couple of months ago, in a radio interview.”

The article, from Entertainment Weekly, included a photo of the band in concert. As I’d already observed from their CD jacket, they were a good-looking group. But the singer still stood out, even though he was only medium-height, slim and a bit boyish. (All fine with me—Tony looks a little like that, too.) Another, solo shot of Bardot showed him lounging on a red leather sofa, dark bangs rock-star messy above big, sea-green eyes. He wore a cat-that-swallowed-the-canary smile, one silver skull earring and a snug black T-shirt with white letters that read, “The One Your Mother Always Warned You About.”

I laughed out loud, then had to explain what was so funny.

“Guy’s got a sense of humor,” Tony admitted. “But what I read was something about an accident. Did their plane almost crash, or something?”

“Here it is. ‘Toward the end of their last tour, the band’s plane had just taken off from a small airport in Ohio when one of the engines lost power. Luckily, the pilot was able to turn around and land safely at the same airport.’”

“That’s it,” Tony said. “I think something else happened, too—”

“An equipment truck went off the road, another malfunction of some kind, and the driver went to the hospital,” I filled in. “The band started calling it their Hard Luck Tour.”

“Huh. Sounds like more than that to me!”

Hearing interest in Tony’s voice, I pressed my advantage. “If you come along tomorrow night, you might be able to ask them some nosy, reporter-type questions.”

“Not possible, I’m afraid. I’ll just have to leave that up to you.”

“You might be sorry—this Bardot guy is pretty hot. If Lalita can get me backstage to meet him, who knows what could happen?”

To my annoyance, Tony just chuckled. “Why should I worry? You just told me he’s gay.”

“Bisexual.”

“Whatever. Hey, why don’t you ask Nancy to go with you? Didn’t she tip you off about that theater restoration in the first place? And she covers music.”

“Classical. She plays clarinet with a chamber music ensemble!”

“Maybe she’s up for a change of pace. Anyhow, I got some calls to make, babe. Talk to you later.”

I let him go and decided phoning Nancy Sabatino might not be a bad idea. She had kind of gotten me into this, because her lawyer husband Rob handled some contracts for the Friends of the Rialto, regarding the restoration.

I punched her cell number. Still holding my phone—I never sprang for one of those Bluetooth gizmos—I crossed to my closet and opened it.

Nancy also works for the Sentinel part-time, and I caught her in the supermarket picking up two salmon steaks for dinner. She was happy to hear I’d been invited to the video shoot, but as I’d expected, noisy Goth-rock wasn’t her cup of arsenic.

“I’m a little self-conscious about going by myself,” I admitted. “What if I’m the only person there over thirty?”

“Wish I could help you, Quinn.” But her tone suggested she’d rather have a root canal without benefit of Novocain.

“Sure you do.” With my free hand, I pawed through my fairly boring wardrobe of tailored shirts and blouses, ladylike pullovers, plain Dockers pants, dark-wash jeans, knee-length skirts and low-heeled shoes. “Given your lack of experience with rock concerts, I don’t suppose you’ll be able to help with my other problem, either.”

“Which is?”

“What the heck do I wear?”


CHAPTER 2

As it turned out, I wore the tightest jeans I owned (not very), my “holiday” black sweater with rhinestones trimming a deep V-neck, bat-shaped Halloween earrings, high-heeled black boots and a fitted burgundy leather jacket. I even moussed my medium-length brown hair, trying for a wilder look. Still, if I wasn’t the oldest person shivering on line that night at the Rialto, I definitely was the most conservative-looking.

The two-hundred-or-so young people with tattoos, piercings, pale skin and unnaturally dyed hair drew just a little attention from passers-by headed for shops down the block. The neighborhood regulars must have assumed the theater was holding another fundraiser. Most could not have known, though, that it featured a hot Goth-rock band with a platinum CD. Those of us with tickets had been asked to keep it quiet—Mad Love’s security did not want the old theater besieged by fans and would-be groupies who might screw up the video shoot.

Still, word seemed to have leaked out to a few.

“Larkin,” the skinny young woman in front of me told the security guard with the clipboard, for the second time. “L-a-r-k—”

“Not on the list,” he repeated, with a beefy shrug.

“Oh, come on.” Though she looked well into her twenties, she stomped her vinyl-booted foot like a preschooler. “Melissa Larkin?”

“Sorry.”

He didn’t sound as if he felt too sorry for her, but I did. She obviously had gotten all done up this evening to see her favorite band in person—though, even for this crowd, she’d overdone it. She wore a T-shirt from the last Mad Love tour, white with grungy black scribbles around a shocked-looking red heart. She’d paired this with a fake leopard miniskirt and capped the outfit with a silver lamé jacket, ragged strawberry blonde hair and a ton of makeup. Even a fashion model would have had a hard time carrying it all off, and this young woman stood barely over five feet tall, with a long, sharp nose and not much chin.

Right now, her plain face crumpled on the verge of tears. I feared a cascade of black mascara, and besides, the folks in line behind us were getting testy.

Then I realized I had the solution to the problem within my grasp. I opened my wallet and pulled out the two tickets.

“It’s okay,” I told the guard. “She’s with me.”

He narrowed his eyes, no doubt suspecting this was an impulsive gesture on my part. “And you are?”

“Quinn Matthews.”

I was on the list. Now, that was a bit of a rush.

Inside the lobby, Melissa Larkin shot me a look of abject gratitude. “That was awesome of you! Thanks so much.”

I waved a hand. “The extra ticket would just have gone to waste, and you’re obviously a true fan.”

A young usher in a different Mad Love shirt showed us to our seats. They were assigned, probably because the video’s director wanted to fill the front rows rather than the back or mezzanine. We got the last two seats in Row 10, with Melissa on the aisle. I realized I had committed myself to spending the evening next to her. Oh, well, at least now I had someone to talk to—though I had no plans to ask her for fashion tips.

She took a moment now to size me up more critically and blurted, “How did you get tickets?”

I explained about the article I was writing and filled her in on a little of the history of the Rialto, leaving out the bit about the supposed ghost. “I gather the band’s new guitarist grew up around here,” I added, “and that’s where they got the idea to scout out this theater for the video.”

A cool expression flitted across my companion’s face, and she shook her head. “I’m sure it was Alan’s idea. He loves old amusement parks and theaters and horror movies from the thirties and forties. He collects original posters of all those movies with Boris Karloff and Bela Lugosi and Peter Lorre. He’s got them all framed in his new apartment in Hoboken!”

So Bardot also had a place in Jersey. I wondered how Melissa knew all this. She talked as if she’d been there, but she could just as easily have read about it in a fan magazine or on the Internet.

“That’s where he got the name for the band, too,” she chattered on happily. “Mad Love was an old Peter Lorre movie about a pianist who lost his hands in an accident and ended up with the hands of a murderer instead!”

“Very cool.” I smiled. This girl obviously was crushing hard on Alan Bardot. I hoped when he took to the stage she didn’t make a total fool of herself. At least she was small—security could handle her with no problem.

So far, the stage had stood empty, with a black tarp over the whole floor, a movie screen in back, and amps piled to either side of an electronic keyboard and a drum kit. But once the audience was mostly seated, a tall, lean man came to the mic. He had grizzled hair pulled back in a ponytail and wore a T-shirt branded Starlight Videos.

“Hi, folks!” he said. “I’m Mike Warner, and I’ll be directing the festivities tonight.”

Everyone cheered, as well they might, given the free show.

“Just a quick rundown of what’ll be happening. The guys are going to perform a new single, ‘Vampire.’ The movie screen”—he pointed behind him—”will show images relating to the song. The effect should be pretty cool, and the song itself is”—the director grinned—”kind of intense!”

I wondered what that meant. Four-letter words? Judging from the one Mad Love CD I’d bought, that didn’t seem to be their style.

Warner continued, “At some points, we’ll be turning the cameras on you folks, too, so show your enthusiasm! Wave, pump your fists, dance, whatever you want. Those of you down front, when Alan comes to the edge of the stage, you can reach up to him, just like at a real concert. We want to show a lot of audience excitement, ‘cause it goes with the idea of the song…as you’ll see. Anyhow, have a great time!”

We all clapped again as he walked off, and now I was getting psyched. It was like being part of the performance!

In college and right after, I’d played a little acoustic guitar, written a few songs and even performed at a couple of amateur nights. I’d soon realized I should stick to journalism, but I guess, in some tiny corner of my psyche, I still fantasized about being a rock star. Waving and dancing around in this video might be the closest I’d ever come.

“Damn,” said Melissa, “I wish we were closer to the stage!”

I shrugged. “These are the seats they gave me. I guess the first few rows are VIPs, and I didn’t rate.”

She said nothing more, but faced front again with a pout. I felt like reminding her that, if not for my extra tenth-row ticket, she wouldn’t be there at all.

Meanwhile, three video cameramen took up positions at left, right and center stage, and an operator on the ground raised another camera on a crane high above our heads. Lights played over the stage for a few minutes, overlapping green, red, blue, purple and gold, as a technician somewhere above the mezzanine tested the effects.

Then, except for the Exit signs, everything went dark.

Five silhouettes wandered casually onto the stage, and the cheers shook the old theater. One sat down behind the drums, a second at the keyboard, two strapped on guitars and the last one stepped up to the mic stand.

The keyboard, with the voice of an organ, began a simple but ominous riff in a minor key. The big movie screen in the background filled with a black-and-white test pattern, as from an old newsreel. Then came an archaic-looking title page with Gothic lettering that spelled out “Vampire.”

Silvery light from the screen washed over the band members, just enough to make them visible, while still leaving a lot of shadow. Alan Bardot bent toward the mic and began to sing.

Smiling faces sometimes hide

Cobwebs and decay inside.

Loving secrets as I do

I have no feelings left for you…

Wow. Now I understood what the director had meant by “intense.” The lyrics sounded even more chilling because Bardot delivered them in a soft, almost crooning tone. A little like Jim Morrison retooled for the twenty-first century.

At the same time, the video behind the band pictured a series of characters, real and fictional, associated with vampire legends. Vlad the Impaler. Countess Elizabeth Bathory. Actor Max Schreck in the silent movie Nosferatu. Bela Lugosi in Dracula. In between, I spotted a medieval pope who I think may have stirred up the Inquisition.

Alan traveled with the mic now, prowling to the right of the apron stage. Over a black T-shirt and pants, he wore a retro, iridescent purple jacket. The lights also glinted off what appeared to be purple streak in the front of his hair.

You avoid the midnight alley

Where you think the danger lies

But I also hunt by daylight

Chill you with my graveyard eyes.

The lead guitarist, Jeff Randall, also stalked forward, but at stage left. He upped the tension with an eerie, moaning chord that rose in pitch as Bardot hit the refrain:

Watch out when I start to draw you

Get you underneath my spell.

Don’t you know, I have the answers?

Join me in my lonely hell!

The images on the screen, though still black-and-white, became moving clips from old newsreels. Adolph Hitler. Joseph Stalin. Benito Mussolini. They stood on platforms or balconies, mouthing speeches and gesturing dramatically before adoring crowds.

Not a subtle concept, I thought, but a smart one. I wondered how many of Mad Love’s younger fans would actually recognize all of these bloodthirsty dictators from history.

I glanced sideways at Melissa. She sat literally on the edge of her seat and leaned forward, enraptured. Her lips moved, too. I wondered how she knew the words to the song, if the band had not yet released it.

Bardot surrendered the spotlight for a moment while his lead guitarist took a solo. Randall stood several inches taller, with a more athletic build and longer, wavier hair. And boy, he could play—those scorching minor-key riffs raised the hair on my neck. Meanwhile, the drums, organ and rhythm guitar set up a hypnotic bong-bong rhythm underneath it all, almost like a death knell. I could feel the throb in my rib cage.

For the last verse, Bardot roamed the front of the stage and cranked up the volume, too.

Backbone stiff with moldy pride

Veins that flow formaldehyde

Nothing colder than my touch

Killing everything I clutch…

Color news clips now. Cultists Jim Jones and David Koresh. The big, projected faces washed over those of Bardot, Randall and the other band members. I suspected the video cameramen creeping about the stage were capturing that effect.

Watch out when I start to draw you

Get you underneath my spell…

Heard live, Bardot’s voice impressed me. These days, studio equipment can make anybody sound good on a CD, but he clearly had the pipes. And like every good lead singer, he served as the lightning rod of the musical storm, using all his physical and vocal agility to interpret the macabre song. For something that probably would be re-dubbed for the video, anyway, it was a great performance.

The audience, especially in the front rows, needed no coaching. They were reaching for both Bardot and Randall, pumping their fists and having a blast.

Just then, the video showed a rally for Saddam Hussein, with his followers doing almost the same kind of thing. Interesting. If the song was a warning not to blindly worship leaders, were the rockers including themselves?

Can’t you see, I have no answers!

Join me in my lonely heh-ell.

That wail from Bardot, and another crescendo from the lead guitar, brought the number to a dramatic finish.

The handpicked audience exploded into screams and cheers, and I joined them. I heard frantic clapping to my left and saw Melissa’s cheeks actually glistened with tears. Well, it was a good number, but that seemed a little much! On the other hand, she probably would have reacted the same way if Alan had sung “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer.”

In some ways, I couldn’t blame her. Not only was the guy a heck of a performer, but, especially under that moody stage lighting, he did have killer cheekbones.

All the band members remained in their spots, and the director came out to confer with them. Then he leaned into the mic and announced, “Folks, we’re gonna do another take. You okay with that?”

More cheers, of course. It might be only a one-song concert, but at least we’d be getting an encore.

The organ intro started again. Knowing this time how the number would play out, I could pay more attention to the technical aspects. As Bardot began to stalk across the stage, one of the cameramen followed him steadily from about five feet away. Another hung close to Randall, now and then detouring to focus on one of the other musicians. I could envision how those tight shots would look in the final video.

This time, during Randall’s big solo, Bardot hovered nearer the guitarist to sway and nod along to the ominous, chiming rhythm. He stayed in that spot and faced the audience as he launched into the last verse.

Something—maybe the shifting light from the movie screen—drew my eye up to the stage’s proscenium arch. It was dark by comparison, but I saw someone up there…just a hazy silhouette, dressed all in black, walking along the top. Could he be working a special effect or adjusting something?

The climax of the song pulled my attention back to the stage.

“Watch out when I start to draw you—”

BOOM!

At first, I thought a smoke bomb had gone off onstage. But the way the band members leaped back and the music stopped told me it wasn’t planned. They were all miked, and as the dust settled, I heard their shouts and curses.

“Oh, my G—”

“What the f—”

A woman in front screamed, and chaos broke out.

Stagehands and band members surged to the apron, so at first I couldn’t see what was wrong. Bardot sprang back to the mic and yelled, with a catch in his voice, “A doctor! We need a doctor!”

All of us in the audience were on our feet, milling around in confusion. A couple of overwhelmed security guards rushed to the front of the theater and tried in vain to calm the crowd.

I turned to Melissa. “Did you see—”

But she was gone. Maybe she’d run up to the stage to check on her idol, though he seemed fine to me. So did all the other musicians. But someone else must be hurt.

Lalita jogged back up the aisle, cell phone clamped to her ear, calling for an ambulance. I followed her out to the lobby, and when she hung up, I asked what had happened.

Her face had gone ashen. “Oh, Jesus, a big chunk of plaster fell and hit one of the cameramen. They think he’s still alive, but he’s out cold!” Her eyes were wide with horror. “I can’t believe it… That proscenium is old, but it should have been secure!”

I knew what she must be thinking. If the cameraman was seriously hurt, the Friends of the Rialto would be liable. “It was probably the fault of the guy working up there. He must’ve jarred something loose.”

“What guy?”

“Somebody was up there—a stagehand, I guess—just before that piece fell. Walking on top of the arch.”

“Walking?” Lalita stared at me, then gave her head an emphatic shake. “Quinn, that arch is less than a foot wide. No one could stand up there—it’s impossible!”


CHAPTER 3

Shortly after Lalita dropped that bombshell on me, the paramedics arrived. She hurried off to escort them through the chaos and toward the stage.

Security herded the rest of us into the lobby, where we milled about in confusion. Obviously, the show was over, but no one told us we could leave the building, and I think most of us lingered in a state of shock.

I eavesdropped on the conversations around me—some voices hushed in horror, others raised in outrage.

“You’d think the theater would’ve made sure it was safe—”

“Amps were up too damn loud, must’ve jarred something loose—”

No one else mentioned seeing a shadowy figure prowling on the archway above the stage. So why had I? I’d just gotten fresh contact lenses a week ago, and my eyesight with them was twenty-twenty. Had the flickering of the movie screen caused some kind of illusion?

I spotted Art Soorikian, the Sentinel’s rock music writer, hunched in a corner talking on his cell phone. Probably calling the night desk with a much different story than the one he’d planning to deliver.

Two uniformed cops arrived and disappeared inside the theater, probably to examine the scene. Still, no one actually gave the rest of us permission to go home. I felt like I was in one of those manor house murder mysteries, where we all had to stay for questioning because any one of us might be a suspect.

There would be no need for that, of course, if it really had been an accident. But despite what Lalita had told me, I found that hard to believe.

I still did not see the colorful Melissa anywhere. She must have bolted early on, from the shock. Unless during the confusion she’d exploited the opportunity, actually made it backstage and gone home with somebody in the band.

Lalita finally returned to the lobby, looking harried and accompanied by one of the cops. She craned her neck to search the crowd…until she spotted me. Then she and the stocky Latino officer made a beeline in my direction.

That startled me. I’ve never been in trouble with the law, but even so, my stomach did a somersault. I tried to remember if I’d ever paid that pricey speeding ticket five years ago.

“You Quinn Matthews?” the cop asked.

“That’s right.”

“Ms. Washington says you saw somebody walking on that ledge over the stage, just before the piece fell.”

Lalita must be desperate, I thought, if she’d passed on to the police a lead that she didn’t even believe in. “I thought I did. A silhouetted figure, all in black. I figured it was a stagehand or a technician working on the show.”

The cop scribbled something in a notebook. “My partner just went up on the crane to examine that area. The arch is pretty narrow, and he said there was no way for anybody to even climb up there.”

“That’s what Lalita told me, too.”

“You were in the tenth row? Pretty close.”

I nodded. “But far enough back to see the proscenium.”

The technical term made him blink for a second, then he jotted some more notes. “We’ve talked to some other people in the audience and the guy working the projector. None of them saw what you saw. Could it have been something else—some trick of the lights?”

“Maybe.”

“You got some other explanation?”

I knew what he was thinking. You come to a rock concert, you get a little high, you see things that aren’t there. “You probably won’t believe me.”

“Try me.”

After a deep breath to get up my nerve, I told him I was somewhat psychic. An understatement, after what I went through last spring and summer, but I wanted to sound low-key and credible. I could tell right away, though, that I was losing him.

“You think you saw a ghost?”

“Not necessarily, but…it might have been some kind of premonition. Maybe I sensed the plaster was going to fall, and I saw it in terms of a figure knocking it loose.”

The cop narrowed his eyes at me, then shook his head in disbelief. Without even a thank-you, he shut his notebook and walked away.

Hey, he asked.

Lalita caught my elbow and apologized for sending him over. “I thought possibly what you saw might have meant something.”

“That’s okay,” I told
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