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  PART ONE


  The Players


  


  Chapter One


  They were young, happy, and wonderfully in love with each other and with their lives. When Monday morning, June 19, dawned clear and bright on I-70, a few miles east of Goodland, Kansas, their car had just broken down and they had the grand sum of only forty-three dollars. But Harrison Joseph “Harry” Mitchellson, twenty-one, and Marsha Dale Cooper, twenty, seemed surprisingly carefree about the whole matter. They were convinced that the world was basically good and as they embarked on their exploration of it, they would muddle through somehow.


  Between them, Harry and Marsha had already killed nine people.


  “It looks dead to me, baby,” Marsha said as she peered under the hood of the seventeen-year-old car. Extremely attractive, with long blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, her one hundred and twenty pounds drew the attention of almost every man she encountered, and, once attracted, the poor lugs had no chance of resisting her well-scrubbed, cheerleader looks. “Should we just shoot it to put it out of its misery?”


  Harry laughed, though he had shot holes in more than one automobile. “No need to waste the ammunition, sugar. This pathetic piece of metal is long gone.” Six one and about a hundred seventy pounds, he had neatly kept black hair and a beard and the disarming grin of a traveling salesman. “Tell you what, let’s push it off the highway into that thicket over there. It slopes pretty steep here, so you get in and steer.”


  It took less than five minutes, since the grading was quite sharp and Harry, despite his wiry appearance, was really very strong. With the stolen and now abandoned vehicle hidden from casual notice, the two young people walked back to the shoulder of the road and surveyed the sparse amount of traffic.


  Marsha looked east into the dazzling morning sun and then back to the west. “Why don’t we hitch back to that town we just passed, um, Goodland? I’ll bet we could pick up another car inside an hour.”


  Harry nibbled reflectively at his lower lip. “I don’t think so, babe. Nobody knows that we’ve come this far east, and even if we don’t off anybody when we pick up the wheels, some good citizen’s liable to get a look at us and give the description to the FBI. Instead, what do you say we look for some lonesome male traveler and ride with him to Missouri or Indiana before we do him? That way, we can dump the body and have the car for maybe three or four days before anybody misses him. We could be in Maine by then.”


  “You think of everything, don’t you?” The girl yawned daintily. It had been a long night, and now she was tired and hungry. “I hope that the Good Samaritan comes by soon. I’m bushed.”


  Harry draped an arm about her shoulders and they began to walk. “Losing your stamina so soon? Shoot, I remember a time not so long ago when you could steal a car in Biloxi, drive all night to Tucson, and run a scam on the mayor and the school board before noon the next day.”


  The pair walked and reminisced, laughing often, for nearly a half hour before a likely candidate slowed down in response to their raised thumbs.


  The car was a real beauty: a 1957, black-and-white, Chevrolet convertible in apparently pristine condition. Its finish sparkled like ice in the gradually spreading sunlight, and even though the air was still slightly chilled, the middle-aged-looking driver was cruising along with the top down. Well-padded with a bare pink scalp, ringed by rather long brown hair, the man’s fat, friendly smile seemed made to order for Harry and Marsha.


  “You kids look in need of a little assistance,” he observed after stopping a few yards past them.


  The two trotted eagerly toward the waiting car. “You bet,” Harry replied in an equally friendly tone. He opened the passenger door, allowed Marsha to step into the backseat, and then joined her. “We’ve been walking all night. You’re a godsend.”


  The man turned to look at them, still smiling, but with a slightly quizzical gleam in his eyes. “Really? You must have come right through Goodland, then.” Marsha took Harry’s little finger in her hand and quickly bent it back almost to the breaking point.


  Harry gasped. “Yeah, uh, sure we did, but, well, we don’t have much money, and we figured that it would be better to stick to the highway than to spend the night in a park.”


  The driver nodded and laughed. “Good thinking. My name’s Poduano, Dominic Poduano.” He extended his hand to Harry. “Call me Dom.” Mitchellson shook hands with him warmly. “I’m Harry Mitchellson, and this is my fiancee, Marsha Cooper.” Harry gave their real names easily, because, in spite of a series of robberies, rapes, and murders that spanned the entire western half of the country, neither had ever been arrested. They were young, in love, murderous, and careful.


  “Pleased to meet you, Harry, Miss Cooper,” Dom stated.


  “Marsha, please.”


  “Sure. Where are you kids headed?”


  “Oh, east,” Marsha answered. “I’ve got some relatives in Maine, and Harry and I are going to stay with them until we can get jobs.” She squeezed Harry’s arm tightly. “Then we’re going to be married.”


  “No kidding? Congratulations! I’m heading for New York, myself. Indigo Lake. Ever heard of it?”


  “Sure, I have. It’s gorgeous.”


  Dom beamed even more brightly, which Harry would have thought impossible. “I’ll be glad to take you as far as there. Your company will be well worth it. In fact, as a kind of pre-wedding gift, I’d like to pay for your meals and motel bills. How’s that sound to you?”


  Harry and Marsha, both of whom were already assessing methods for killing this loquacious and friendly man, were quite surprised by this offer. “That would be great, Dom, really,” Harry said. “It’s really nice of you to do something like that for a couple of strangers.”


  “Ah, young love, it’s the best there is.” Dom turned toward the steering wheel and eased the car onto the highway. “I was young once, too, a long time ago.”


  “I’ll be glad to help out with the driving, then.” Without looking back, Dom waved his hand. “Thanks, anyway, but that’s one of my many eccentricities. I know it’s silly, but nobody works the pedals of this little girl but yours truly.”


  “Right, I understand.” To himself, Harry added, At least, nobody else drives it until I razor your guts all over the virgin forest floor somewhere between here and Indigo Lake.


  “I hope you two don’t mind riding with the top down,” Dom called over the wind that was already whistling through their ears. “There’s nothing in all the hospitals in the world as good for you as fresh, clean air!”


  “Love it, Dom!” Harry yelled back.


  After a couple of miles had passed, Marsha leaned close to Harry’s ear and whispered, “Are we going to do this guy right now, babe?”


  Harry shook his head. “Let’s see how hospitable he really is. Hell, if he’s really going to supply us with food and a bed all the way to New York, there’s no reason to zap him until a few miles this side of Indigo Lake. No fuss, no fuzz.”


  “Good,” she said, patting his thigh. “I’m tired and I’m going to take a little nap.” She rested her head on his shoulder.


  “Don’t worry about a thing, sugar. It’s smooth sailing now.”


  More than a thousand miles away in San Francisco, Monday dawned bright and promising. Blake Corbett awoke in his hotel room to a day ladened with fear, a legacy he inherited from a night in a government facility six months before. Tonight the moon would be full again as it had been that night.


  A novelist, Corbett specialized in the horror genre, the old-fashioned kind which dealt with the classical villains: vampires, ghosts, prehistoric remnants, and zombies. And werewolves. He had never actually believed in the supernatural, but as a fan and writer of horror, he had immersed himself in it for more than twenty years. If most of those years had been confined to the lower financial echelons of the literary world, existing from book advance to book advance, it still had been a glorious life for him. He’d been one of the very few people who had been allowed to devote himself to a career that he really loved.


  Then last December 14th had arrived and brought with it his opportunity to test the reality of a supernatural world he’d never taken too seriously.


  A particularly savage serial murderer, Gerald Cummings, had been hunting people throughout the country during the previous year, and Corbett and three friends—college student, Meg Talley, newspaperman, Douglas Morgan, and self-proclaimed genius, Nick Grundel—were convinced that this killer was not just another disenchanted or sexually perverted loner acting out his sickest fantasies, but a real, living embodiment of paranormal evil. They’d even stated as much on national television. Cummings always killed on the nights of a full moon.


  Finally, the authorities had captured the madman and confined him for observation at the Institute of Natural Sciences and Research, a government-run compound in an isolated area of the Diablo Mountain range, not too far south of San Francisco. Blake, Meg, Douglas, and Nick, as well as more than two hundred members of the international press corps, had been invited to visit the Institute that night in December so that they could witness for themselves that Cummings was no supernatural fiend. A maniac, yes, and one of the most awful people ever to walk the earth, but still a man and not a werewolf.


  That night had been the worst of thirty-six-year-old Blake Corbett’s life. The official government version was that a genetically engineered virus had escaped from one of the labs and had infected the unsuspecting assembly of doctors, patients, scientists, and reporters. More than a hundred had died that evening. No one was allowed to leave federal custody for more than a month, until it was conclusively proven that they were not carriers of this new, terrible virus. At least that was the government story. After all, how could they admit they were holding a family of werewolves?


  Finally released from the smothering protection of the government in April, Blake, Meg, and Doug had been among the lucky ones. But young Nick Grundel had not been so lucky. Emotionally, of course, they had all been changed by that one god-awful night, and Blake’s response was to retreat totally from public life.


  But his literary agent, Rodney Witty, was not particularly interested in Blake’s personal feelings. Blake’s name was hot, following all the publicity he’d garnered last year and Witty had been determined not to allow Blake’s bruised sensibilities to kill his professional momentum. The agent’s prodding had managed to get Blake out of his dingy, little apartment in Los Angeles and back into circulation. Blake knew that Witty hoped that the same tactics that had bullied Blake into appearing at this horror convention in San Francisco would maneuver him to get behind the typewriter again soon.


  As much as it surprised him, Blake had to admit that the convention had been good for him. Meeting people again hadn’t been the ordeal he had anticipated. After all, what did he have to fear from them in the daylight? And he had actually drawn strength from the attention of the fans of his numerous horror and science-fiction novels. Even the standard public reading—this one from his 1985 novel, The Whispers of Darkness—which he had never enjoyed doing in his sixteen years of convention appearances, had gone comparatively smoothly.


  But the convention had taken place over the weekend of June 17-18, making this Monday the 19th, and Blake knew what would take place at the Institute at midnight tonight. It was a long drive from San Francisco to his fortress-like apartment in LA, about three hundred fifty miles, and he planned to finish that last mile before the stroke of twelve.


  Hurriedly, Blake dressed and checked out of the hotel at eight, bade a brief good-bye to the convention’s organizer, and walked from the lobby through the glassed-in elevated walkway which led to the parking lot, where his aging, loyal little import awaited him.


  As he pushed his dark-rimmed glasses up on his nose, he looked through the glass at the already heavy flow of morning business traffic, and reflected again on his agent’s insistence that Blake attend this convention. What he had experienced at the Institute had been about the worst thing he could imagine, and his overall concept of life was irreversibly altered by it. But turning into a mushroom in his dark, hot apartment was no answer either. Maybe he couldn’t tell the world the truth about that night due to the conditions of his release from government custody, but that didn’t mean that he had to isolate himself from that same world when his only real moments of concern and fear popped up every month or so.


  Running his hand through his short, dark brown hair, Blake took a deep breath of the gasoline-scented air coming from the parking garage. It smelled sweet to him. In spite of what would happen tonight, he felt free.


  His car was parked on the fourth level, and with no valet service, he had a long walk before he finally reached it. Fishing for his keys and parking stub, he thought about dropping his suitcase into the trunk along with the “survival bag” that he carried with him whenever he left his apartment. But he decided that he would feel a lot more comfortable and secure if his tools were resting beside him on the front seat. The survival bag contained dried wolfsbane, a cross, a pistol, and six silver bullets.


  At five-seven, there was a quiet strength to Blake’s blocky form. Despite what tonight might hold for the bookwormish-looking author, he seemed relaxed, unconcerned, as he bent to unlock the car door.


  “Mr. Corbett?” said a smooth voice directly behind him.


  He literally jumped and whipped around, thrusting the survival bag before him as if its icons would protect him even through its leather exterior.


  “What do you want?” he demanded sharply.


  “I’m sorry to have startled you,” the man said.


  “My God, you almost gave me a heart attack—” Abruptly, Blake’s jangled nerves relaxed when he recognized the tall, sun-bronzed man. “What can I do for you, uh, Grandillon, isn’t it?” He’d noticed the blond-haired conventioneer with the “I’M TRISTAN GRANDILLLON” name tag during the weekend. It was difficult to overlook a man who had so many young women flocking around him. But it wasn’t until that instant, in that dark and cold parking lot, that Blake realized just who he was—the government. Blake was certain that Grandillon had shadowed him all through the convention to insure that Blake didn’t break the agreements and violate the documents he’d signed to secure his freedom from custody at the Institute.


  The man nodded. “Tristan Grandillon,” he said, pronouncing the last name “Gron-cfr-yun.”


  “I’m flattered that you remember me, since we were never introduced.”


  Blake sighed and placed his suitcase and bag on the hood of the car. He felt certain that he wouldn’t be breaking camp any time soon. “We weren’t officially introduced, Mr. Grandillon, but we certainly saw a lot of one another over the past two days, didn’t we?”


  “That’s right,” he admitted. “Your appearance was the reason I attended the convention.”


  Blake leaned against the door and folded his arms. His half-smile contained no humor. “Let’s not waste each other’s time, Grandillon. Just tell me if I reacted like an obedient trained animal or if I failed the test and you’re here to return me to the strangling bosom of the United States government. I didn’t tell anyone what really happened that night at the Institute.” Grandillon raised an eyebrow. This, apparently, was the extent of the man’s surprise register. “Mr. Corbett, I assure you, I do not work for the government.”


  “Yeah, right, you’re just my biggest fan.”


  “No. Actually, though I’ve read some of your work, I wouldn’t call myself a fan.” That voice remained as even as the ice on a frozen lake. “I’m here to speak with you about Gerald Cummings and the slaughter that took place at the Institute last December.”


  A ghost slipped its hand through Blake’s flesh and ribs to clutch his heart in its dead fist. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, man,” he said tensely. Could this be another test of his silence?


  “On the contrary, Mr. Corbett. You’re the only person who does understand what I mean. And I’ve got quite a bit of information to impart to you. Perhaps you would be interested in talking with me further if we were—”


  “Cut it out, Grandillon! Drop the act!” Blake’s voice spilled over with fear and anger. “Your secret’s safe! I’m not going to write the greatest book of my entire career! I know you people will be watching me for the rest of my life, but you don’t have to be so damned obvious about it!” He grabbed his bags and again jammed the key into the doorlock.


  Grandillon said nothing as he stepped next to Blake and stooped to hook his hand beneath the driver’s door of the sub-compact car. No words were needed to convey his message when the muscles of his long, brown arm suddenly bulged like cords of flesh-colored rope and the wheels of the car rose slowly some eighteen inches off the pavement.


  Corbett stared disbelievingly as he stumbled several feet away from the car. The keys were left dangling in the lock.


  “Oh, my God,” he whispered.


  With the strain showing only slightly in his face, Grandillon slowly lowered the car to all four tires before standing and dusting his hands. “Now, do I have your attention?”


  Blake nodded mutely.


  “Good. I don’t care to engage in such ostentatious displays, but our time is limited, and I wanted to prove to you that I’m not a government agent assigned to monitor your activities. Are you convinced?”


  “Yes,” Blake replied quietly. “Who are you and what do you want with me?” His hands were slowly and deliberately working toward the latch on his survival bag. He doubted that the cross or wolfsbane would have any effect, but the bullets, though made of soft silver, would still carry a lot of impact.


  “Actually, my name is Tristan Philibert Grandillon, though I’ve employed many aliases throughout the years.” His eyes flickered to the catch of the bag. “I’m being scrupulously truthful with you, Mr. Corbett, and I hope you’ll return the favor. Please leave the bag closed.”


  Blake’s fingers stopped just above the catch.


  “I assure you, I have neither reason nor desire to hurt you, but to protect myself I will do whatever you force me to.”


  He can lift a car with one hand, Blake reminded himself. My arm would be like spun sugar to him. “All right, Grandillon. You’ve told me your name, so what do you want?”


  It was Grandillon’s turn to lean nonchalantly against the side of the car. “I represent a group—a very exclusive group—of men and women who are quite interested in the Cummings affair. We schedule national gatherings every five years, and our next one is set for the week of July the Fourth, just a few weeks from today. We’d appreciate it if you would address our meeting concerning what occurred at the Institute during your period of detainment there.”


  “I can’t talk about that,” Corbett said swiftly. “They told me what would happen if I ever hinted … My friends, Doug Morgan and Meg Talley, already have disappeared in just the two months since our release, so I know that the government wouldn’t hesitate to reel me in, too.”


  “Perhaps your friends have just gone into hiding.”


  “No, they would have notified me somehow.”


  Grandillon shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe your telephone calls and mail are being monitored. But that doesn’t matter. Our gathering is being held at Indigo Lake, New York. It’s a well-known summer resort, so no suspicions would be aroused if you decided to spend some time there to recuperate from your recent ordeal.”


  Corbett did want to talk to someone about it, to spill some of the cumulative horror from his soul, and he was also desperate to find out what that incredible display of brute strength meant in the midst of this insanity. But he just couldn’t shed his fear of having his very thoughts overheard by the limitless ears of the FBI, CIA, or whatever department there was in charge of his case. “No.”


  “Well, it’s your decision, of course. My associates and I won’t harass you in any fashion. In fact, if you’d like, we will agree to break off all contact right here. Permanently.”


  That, too, upset Blake, as everything seemed to do these days. “Without explaining how you did that?” he asked, gesturing to the car.


  Grandillon’s almost too-handsome face broke into a smile to reveal perfect rows of even, white teeth. “Yes. But I will give you a couple of clues and an assurance. The assurance is that my group’s meeting will take place on a private island at the lake, and our security systems will allow us to be certain that no unauthorized persons will be permitted on the island or within effective listening distance.”


  “The clues?”


  The grin grew even wider. “One: what I did with this small automobile was a minor talent inherent in the members of my association. Two: the affliction from which Gerald Cummings suffered was merely the first stage of a profound physical evolution.” Blake’s mind staggered with sudden understanding. He had witnessed that kind of power before! Cummings, in the heat of his murderous transformation, had been able to rip bodies apart, batter down steel doors, and lift a police car off his own chest.


  “Christ, do you mean you’re—”


  Grandillon laughed and raised his hands, as if showing that no tufts of fur grew on his palms. “Whatever else you discover is up to you, isn’t it?” He took a small business card from his coat pocket and handed it to Corbett. “Our address. My advice would be to memorize it and destroy the card somewhere between here and LA. If you decide to attend, the important week is July second through the eighth, but any time before that is fine, too, if you’d like to stay for a real vacation. Some members are already gathering there.


  “As I said, we won’t attempt to contact you any further. Your insider’s knowledge would be most helpful to us, but we won’t demand your cooperation. We aren’t the government.”


  “Do I have to answer you right now?” Blake realized that there was no way that he could refuse to attend, even if he was unable to vocalize his intention to do so, yet.


  “Of course not. Your attendance or absence will be your answer. Good-bye, Mr. Corbett.” He turned and began to walk into the black depths of the parking lot.


  “Wait!” Blake called. “What if I’m being monitored right now?”


  “You aren’t,” Grandillon responded without turning to face him. “We know that you are closely followed very little of the time.”


  “How can you know something like that?”


  “Because we have been following you since you were released from the Institute.”


  Then the tall man disappeared into the darkness along with the echoes of his voice to leave Corbett alone with an entirely new set of hopes and fears.


  The woman stood very quietly in the shadows cast by the empty security kiosk until long after Tristan Grandillon had strolled out of her sight and Blake Corbett had cranked his small car and driven out of the garage. Her eyes seemed to glow whitely in the darkness, shining with the excitement and disbelief that filled them.


  Kelly Brynn Davis didn’t believe in heaven or hell, God or Satan, an afterlife, psychic phenomena, Yetis, flying saucers, the Loch Ness Monster, spontaneous human combustion, or anything else that couldn’t be caught, catalogued, dissected, or otherwise scientifically defined or explained.


  She especially didn’t believe in werewolves.


  Due to this deep-seated disbelief and distrust in life itself, Kelly had spent sixteen of her thirty-nine years as an avid reporter for Proof. Like its older sister magazine, Skeptical Inquirer, Proof! examined thousands of reports of totally unproven paranormal phenomena and events from mind reading to hollow earth theories in the light of rational, scientific thought. But unlike the Inquirer, which was a scholarly and evenhanded enterprise, Proof, existed solely to discredit these reports even if it had to produce its own “evidence” of mistakes or chicanery. If the reporters were unable to uncover the truth of a claim, they were encouraged to falsify their own proof.


  Kelly Davis had enthusiastically done that on several occasions and had come to the horror convention to write yet another report on Blake Corbett and his ludicrous contention that werewolves actually existed. Corbett had found himself a bloodied target of her pen before, though, and had successfully avoided her throughout the weekend. Her last-ditch plan had been to ambush him in the parking lot; instead, she had overheard one extraordinary conversation and witnessed a performance of strength that had taken her breath.


  It’s only a small car, her inner voice pointed out.


  So the hell what? she answered herself. It’s still got to weigh over a goddamned ton! Could you do it? Do you know anyone who could?


  All that Kelly knew for sure was that werewolves didn’t exist and that something very weird was being planned for a place called Indigo Lake, New York, during the week of July the Fourth.


  She also knew that she would be there to watch it.


  Chapter Two


  That Monday the eastern seaboard was blanketed in a long gray belt of clouds that slowly and steadily dumped inch after inch of rain. Temperatures were normal to high, however, and this combination of heat and moisture created a steam bath throughout most of the states east of the Mississippi.


  The boxcar was no cooler or more comfortable than any other place beneath the shroud of dampness. It had hauled a load of heavy machine parts in the recent past, and one crate had broken open to bleed thick, pungent black oil over much of the wooden floor. The warm wind had blown rain through the half-open door for most of the afternoon, and the humidity seemed to have sunk into the dark stains and forced the dried oil back to the surface with all of its odoriferous power. The boxcar reeked of it. The four people inside would have been hard-pressed to argue that they were better off inside the slowly rocking car than they would have been outside in the rain.


  “It’s days like this …” began one of the men. Jimmie Ray Condon was seventy-two, as wizened and gray as Grandfather Farmer in a Rockwell painting, and his respiration was heavily compromised by emphysema, so that he usually had to pause for breaths several times during the course of a sentence. “… days like this that make me realize how … bad I wasted my life.” He looked at the walls, which seemed to be sweating oil.


  The man who sat next to him, sharing the side of the boxcar nearest the open door and the flow of air that it provided, was about fifty, if appearances could be trusted. He, too, was quite thin, but there was no gray to be found amid the glossy blackness of his too-long hair and unkempt beard. He had a hatchet-faced profile and eyes that seemed to mock himself as well as the listener when he spoke. For now, he was going by the name of Neil Thomas Merrick.


  “Kind of late for regrets, isn’t it, Jimmie Ray?” he asked with a grin. “Besides, if the Devil appeared out of thin air right now and offered to make you eighteen again by snapping his fingers if you’d swear to live your life again as a CPA, you’d kick his tail so far up his ass that the pointy end would come out his mouth.”


  Condon laughed brokenly. “Yeah, I guess … I guess you’re right,” he said. “I had my chance … anyhow. Back in … the forties, right after I got back … back from Japan, out of the Army. I was … I was a real suit-and-tie monkey, making good scratch, with a little wife … an’ I gave it all up for this.” With one veined and spotted hand, he felt along the folds of his voluminous cast-off coat and produced a small bottle of liquor. Sipping slowly seemed to settle the ragged breathing and allowed him to ease back into the story at the point at which the gasping had interrupted him. “Believe it or not, I was in insurance … I was good, too, damned good—”


  “Shut up.” These words, as a monosyllabic grunt, instantly silenced both men. Their eyes leaped toward the opposite end of the boxcar where in the deepest shadows the massive man who had spoken sat, immersed in the blackness like something that could live only in the absence of light.


  Then the man, a giant at six-feet-five and almost three hundred pounds of swollen muscle and bulging gut, moved. He was as black as the darkness that surrounded him, and as he stood, he grunted.


  Condon grinned a shaky, nervous grin. “Something up, Banky?” he asked in a whisper.


  Jeff Larman Banky reached his feet and sighed with the effort and pain of standing. His right knee was still a raw knot of agony from two days ago, when he had fallen from a flatcar and come within six inches of having his head sliced from his shoulders.


  “Yeah, sumthin’s up,” he said, like thunder, “and if either one of you sonsabitches wakes up the kid, I’ll rip out his eyeballs.”


  “The kid” was the fourth person riding in the stinking boxcar. He was, indeed, much younger than any of his companions at seventeen, though he looked even younger than that. Asleep in some ancient excelsior in the back of the car, his five-foot-ten and one-hundred-fifty-five-pound frame could have belonged to a high-school freshman, for the lack of marks and weathering it displayed. None of the three men had ever seen the boy before. He’d been in the car when they’d hopped it during the morning down in Roanoke and hadn’t said spit to them since. But they had little doubt that this was his first experience on the bum, despite the quick and hooded looks he had given them.


  Jimmie Ray knew what lay immediately in store for this particular blue-jeaned runaway. “Aw, come on, Banky, don’t climb him. He’s just … just a baby.”


  “And prob’ly clean, too,” Banky said as he limped toward the sleeping boy. Banky would much rather have had a woman, but the boy would have to do.


  “You could at least wake him up and ask him if he wants some first,” Neil Merrick pointed out softly.


  “And you could shut your hole or get it shoved fulla sumthin’ you don’t want, too,” responded Banky.


  Condon put his hand on Merrick’s arm and shook his head. He didn’t run with Banky, but he’d seen the huge man on various lines over the past fifteen years, so he knew that those threats carried real menace. Banky was a monster who could easily beat the piss out of all three of them and toss them through the open side door.


  Merrick simply shrugged and leaned back against the sweating wall.


  Banky’s walk was a short and agonizing one, and only his powerful lustful cravings blocked out the sharp, tearing sensations that radiated like spokes from his knee as he stooped next to the kid. There were some things that not even pain could cool.


  “Shit,” sighed Jimmie Ray to himself.


  Somehow, Banky got his considerable bulk to the floor next to the boy without awakening him. Figuring that this was going to be rough no matter what tactic he took, he slapped his meaty hand over the boy’s mouth and went for his belt with his other hand.


  What happened next was so swift and unexpected that both Condon and Merrick felt as if the shadows had flown out of the corners to enwrap their heads and distort their vision. The kid, who had slept through the ponderous approach, came instantly awake at Banky’s heavy touch, and did not lag in his reaction to the situation.


  The boy’s arm whipped from his side into Banky’s, catching him at the elbow and blasting the large hand clear of his own face. With perfect coordination and speed, his leg shot up to smash against the side of the big man’s head with enough power to knock him backwards onto his huge butt. The kid rolled away and came to his haunches like a gymnast.


  Most other hobos would have retired from the conflict at that instant, deciding that a little loving was nothing to fight for. But Banky wasn’t like ninety-nine percent of the other destitute men who rode the rails. He’d made his approach to this skinny little white rabbit, and resistance, even resistance that knocked his senses askew and set his right knee afire, only served to fan his rage and desire.


  “You little bastard!” he rumbled. “I’m gonna ream you like a fence post!” He shifted his great weight into a forward surge.


  The kid moved like lightning. He faded to his own left and out of Banky’s flailing, half-standing grasp and then snapped a kick into what he knew to be the man’s injured knee.


  Banky’s right leg gave way and his body thumped to the floor of the car before he began to scream. The cries were ear-shattering and as terrifying as anything Condon and Merrick could remember having heard. Banky seemed to wrap all of his weight around the blazing joint, and he rolled to his back clutching it, his mouth wide in agony. The kid stepped safely out of the way to watch, rather than pressing his advantage.


  Again, Banky’s tremendous well of fury overflowed. Rolling onto his left knee, he continued to wail as he lunged for the kid in an awkward, three-legged stance. The boy glided easily away, like a dancer, before abruptly reversing his flight to charge directly into the off-balanced attacker.


  Banky was on his way to the floor and unable to stop himself with his bad knee when the kid darted between his flung-out arms and smashed his own knee with every ounce of his weight into the big man’s jaw. He, too, erupted with a cry of pain, but Banky’s head snapped back like a tether ball before he slumped to his side. His skull thudded onto the wooden floor and blood gushed from half a dozen new gaps where his teeth had been.


  Incredibly, Banky once more tried to reach out and clutch the quicksilver wraith who evaded him. This time, the boy landed four tight, flashing punches to Banky’s face in the span of a heartbeat. When Banky fell this time, it definitely was over.


  “Damn, damn, damn!” the boy hissed as he limped quickly about the rear half of the boxcar.


  “Son of a bitch,” whispered Jimmie Ray in awe.


  “You can say that again,” Neil added.


  The kid’s knee apparently was only bruised, because he swiftly began putting his full weight on it and stopped grunting curses to himself. Returning to the unconscious Banky, enraged, he started kicking his leg into that long and fleshy midsection.


  “Hey, kid … kid, don’t kill him!” Condon pleaded. “He’s out, you’ve … busted him up good. That’s enough!”


  The boy stopped punishing Banky’s body and stared at Condon and Merrick for an instant before turning back to the man and swiftly going through his pockets. They all proved to be empty of anything that interested him, and he stood for a moment above his conquered enemy as if carefully regaining control of his anger. Then he walked toward the two men.


  “I got no money, kid,” Jimmie Ray said edgily. “Nothing … nothing you’d want.”


  “Me, neither,” Neil stated.


  The boy looked surprised by their reactions. “I’m not a thief,” he told them with apparent sincerity.


  The men understood the kid’s reasoning: Banky had attacked him and lost, therefore anything that he possessed was fair compensation for the boy’s trouble. Both men breathed sighs of relief.


  “Where’s this train heading?” The kid’s reddish- brown hair was swiftly plastered to his scalp by the blowing rain as he stared out the door.


  “All the way, up to Van Buren, Maine,” Condon, the old veteran, replied. “End of the line. Where you headed, son?”


  The kid didn’t turn away from the door. “Nowhere. I’m just waiting.”


  “For what?” Merrick asked.


  “Liberation,” was the quiet answer. “April second and liberation day.”


  Merrick glanced to Condon and made the universal finger-rotation sign for scrambled brains.


  “You know, son … if I was you, I wouldn’t ride this … iron all the way to Maine,” Condon wheezed.


  The kid finally turned away from the door and sat leaning against the wall next to it. “Why?” His voice was calm, cold.


  Condon took another swig from the bottle, which was getting dangerously close to empty, and then measured his response. “You got sweet moves, boy, sweet as sugar. Do any boxing?”


  “Some,” the kid admitted.


  “Street bopping, too, I’ll bet.”


  “Who hasn’t?”


  “I never saw any … anybody take old Banky down so clean … or so fast… but he’s going to come to sooner or later.”


  “Maybe,” Merrick muttered.


  “And he’s going to be royally pissed … believe me. Now, I know that you can … take him in a stand-up, but he’s … real strong, real strong, and mean as sin.” Long pause for breath. “You’re tough, but he’ll get you. He’ll castrate you.”


  “I’m not afraid of that tub of shit,” the boy said. “You’d better be. He’s crazy. You seen it. Hurt like he was, he kept coming, didn’t he?”


  “Yep. Maybe I should take precautions, then. Break his other knee and his elbows, too. I think I could sleep pretty safe then.”


  Merrick laughed. “Damned straight.”


  “No, don’t hurt him anymore.” Condon’s fine-lined, parchment-like face suddenly looked even older in the faint light that penetrated the layer of clouds outside. “I know what Banky did … was really bad, rotten, but you gotta under … understand him. He’s been through a lot. Some bad stuffs come down … on him. Lost his wife and kids back twenty years … ago. A fire. A lot more stuff.”


  “Things are tough all over, man.”


  “Some folks don’t make it tough on theirselves. Some folks it just happens to.”


  The kid sighed and closed his eyes. He, too, seemed a little older now and very tired. “Okay, okay. What are we close to?”


  Merrick took a quick look at the undistinguished countryside that was flowing by them. “What’d you say, Jimmie Ray? Indigo Lake? Around there?”


  The old man nodded. “Just this side, ten minutes. A big, slow curve maybe a mile up ahead.” He knew the lines, all right.


  “This is a nice place, I guess?” The kid asked this with a slight grin.


  “Real nice, a resort. Good place for a runaway to hide out… lot of different accents there, so nobody would notice … a Georgia boy too much.”


  The kid’s eyes locked on Condon’s, and there was the slightest telltale hint of surprise in them.


  Jimmie Ray chuckled. “I been around, son. What’dya say?”


  The kid thought for a moment and then stood. “Why not?”


  “Good. Better get ready to hop it… that turn’s coming up right soon.”


  The train did slow considerably on the uphill grade, but as the kid poised in the open door, Condon could tell that he’d never done this before. He didn’t look scared, but he was taking a long time to consider his moves.


  “Better take it soon, son … before we top the hill and straighten out at the curve,” Condon said casually.


  “Yeah, sure,” he answered, still staring at the rocky soil that was sliding by a few feet below him.


  “Don’t rush him. We’ve got time,” Merrick told Jimmie Ray.


  Condon found himself a bit startled by this new guy’s unexpected knowledge of the terrain, but he said nothing.


  About a half-minute later, the boy flashed a look to them, sucked in his breath, and disappeared over the edge. He landed on both feet, took a half roll, and skidded a short distance in the wet grass just beyond the raw stone and mud base of the slightly elevated track. Nothing seemed to be broken, and, all in all, it was not half bad for his initial venture.


  “Aloha oi, Ketchel!” shouted Condon with a wave.


  The kid raised one hand in response as he came to his knees.


  “He’ll be okay,” Jimmie Ray whispered. “He’s a piece of work, that one … a real hitter.”


  Neil Merrick stepped to the open door with a smile. “I guess that’s my cue to say so long, too, old man.”


  Condon coughed raggedly. “Here, man?”


  “Yes. I always wanted to see this place. I hear it’s the Tahoe of the Northeast.”


  “Right. Well, you take care of yourself, Neil. Watch out… watch out for the low spots in the road.” He extended his hand.


  Merrick shook it firmly. “I’ll catch up to you down the line, out in Shakytown, man. Watch your ass until then.”


  Jimmie Ray Condon knew that his lungs were too far gone for him ever to see California again, but he kept the grin right up until the time that one of his best friends in the past five years stepped out of his boxcar for the last time.


  They walked in the rain for four miles without saying a word. The kid had nothing to say, and Neil didn’t want to upset him.


  They were still far from Indigo Lake, walking slowly along an empty two-lane blacktop, when the clouds finally squeezed out their last drops of water and then cracked their gray shell releasing the rays of the early-evening sun. Neil glanced skyward and nodded. “Thank God for small favors, huh?” he said. “Yeah,” the boy mumbled. He had the wispy beginnings of a beard on his chin and jawline.


  “My name’s Merrick, Neil Merrick.”


  “Good for you.”


  He was a real hard case, all right, but Merrick still liked the kid and had the notion that he wasn’t as tough as he tried to project. “Don’t tell me, I’ll bet they call you Red, am I right?” The boy’s hair was more brown than red, but it was something to promote the conversation.


  “Nope, they sure don’t,” answered the kid.


  “Oh.” They walked a few yards more. “What do they call you, then?”


  Finally the boy grinned a little. “That old man on the train called me ‘Ketchel.’”


  “So he did, so he did.” Merrick wiped the remnants of the rain from his eyebrows. “Do you know why?”


  “The only Ketchel I’ve ever heard of was Stanley Ketchel, a great middleweight champion about eighty years ago. Maybe the greatest ever.”


  “Maybe. But before he was a pro champ, he was a legend on the rails.”


  “Really?”


  Merrick nodded. “Like a lot of guys at the turn of the century, he got around the country by hopping freights, and he proved right away that he could fight like a son of a gun. Nobody on any of the lines could stand up to him, and all that a fellow had to do to become king of the hobo jungles was to walk in and say, ‘I’m Ketchel.’


  “Plenty of other people got to know about him when he went pro. Kicked the guts out of the best middleweights in the world, and put Jack Johnson on his ass, but to the ’bos he remained a mythic figure, like a god with knuckles. He was so famous that even today, eighty-five years in October since he was shot in the back of the head by a sniveling coward of a ranchhand, they still talk about him in whispers, like most people talk about war heroes.”


  “You sound like you’ve done plenty of research on the subject,” the boy observed.


  “I have, son. Let’s just say that I’m working on a book.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Yes, my masterpiece. As long as there’re railroads, there’ll be hoboes, and as long as there are hoboes, Stanley Ketchel will never really die. Now, whenever a ’bo sees some guy who can really play a tune with his fists, they compare him to Ketchel, big or small, black or white. But you really look the part. Ketchel was five-nine. You?”


  The kid stared ahead at the nothingness that lay before them. “About that, I guess. Maybe an inch taller.”


  “One fifty-five?”


  “I haven’t weighed myself in a few days.”


  “What weight did you box in?”


  The boy grinned. “‘Fifty-six.”


  Merrick laughed shortly. “Maybe you are Ketchel, come back for a few hours to give me the chapter that will top off my book.”


  “Sorry. My name’s Wyler, Chris Wyler.”


  “Pleased to meet you, Chris.” Without awaiting a reply, Neil pointed down the flat road to a distant outline of buildings. “There’s our destination. Indigo Lake. The town itself is nothing special, but up around the lake is gorgeous, believe me, with a great vacation complex right on its shore.”


  “You’ve been here before?”


  “Yep, a time or two.”


  “Maybe you know some place where we can flop for the night without having to worry about the spiritual brothers of Man Mountain Banky,” Chris said.


  “I just might at that. But I don’t really think you have to worry about defending yourself and your ‘virtue.’ You sure plowed through Banky in record time, and he was a pro football player back in the seventies, before you were born.”


  “That must have been where he got his bad knees.”


  They were on the outskirts of Indigo Lake, in a town, where the corner bar seemed to be the center of activity.


  “Hungry?” Chris asked as he stopped before the smoked-glass front window of O’Hanlon’s Bar and Grill.


  “You know it, man,” replied Merrick, “but I don’t have any money, and I know of a place where we could get—”


  The kid shook his head. “I’m sick of beans and week-old pumpernickel. I want steak and potatoes, with beer to wash it down. You game?”


  “Hell, that sounds great, but we’d have to sweep a lot of floors for just one meal.”


  “If we’re lucky, we won’t have to raise a broom. Come on.” He walked into the bar, and, with a what-the-hell shrug, Neil followed.


  There was no cover charge and therefore no employee at the door of the crowded bar, but one of the three bartenders picked up on the pair as soon as they stepped into the hazy, yellowish light of the big front room. Chris walked directly toward this man, a big, beefy individual with more hair showing over his shirt collar than on his head.


  “Evening,” Chris said as he rested his elbows on the counter.


  The response was less cordial. “Show me some ID or take a walk, little man.”


  “Hey, sure, I’m legal,” Chris told him as he dug a black wallet out of his jeans. Producing a laminated driver’s license with his picture, he handed it to the big man.


  The bartender squinted at the card suspiciously. “You’re twenty-one?”


  “Right. Twenty-one and two months.”


  “When were you born?”


  “The second of April, 1974.” Actually, Chris Wyler had come into the world on that date in 1978.


  The bartender realized that he had met his legal obligations and painted on a friendly smile. “Sounds good. What can I give you gentlemen?” he asked, returning the fake license.


  “A mutually beneficial business proposition,” Chris answered.


  The pleasant look immediately evaporated and was replaced with exasperation. “Listen, kid, I got an automatic dishwasher and a gal who sweeps up seven nights a week for a room in the back, so if you’re hungry I suggest you try the Salvation Army.”


  Merrick laid a hand on Chris’s shoulder as if to guide him out of the bar.


  “Hear me out, man,” the boy said coolly. “Every bar’s got a bigshot loudmouth who rides the other customers like he was a bronco buster, right? And you don’t toss him yourself because he supplies you with a regular flow of cash. Point him out to me, and I’ll clean his clock, send him home early, and give you a couple of nights of peace without worrying about your reputation being damaged with the rest of the clientele. What do you say?”


  “And for this service I pay you—”


  “A meal for the two of us.”


  “So who pays for all of my broken furniture?” Chris grinned, feeling that he had the man hooked. “I’ll make sure that the loudmouth swings first, so you can take the damages out of his bar bill.”


  “Unless he beats you. I know you haven’t got a penny on you.”


  “In that case, I go to the workhouse for thirty days and you get my salary. Okay?”


  The bartender actually chuckled at that. “Listen, boy, I see by your license that you’re from Athens, Georgia, which means that this is probably your first time in the big city, isn’t it?”


  Chris said nothing, even though four or five Indigo Lakes could have fit in the city limits of Athens, Georgia.


  “You’re probably tough shit down there, but the bad guys up here will use you like toilet paper, get me?”


  Chris’s face remained impassive as he stared the man down and said, “We won’t know that until we try it, will we?”


  The bartender spat another laugh. “Okay, hot dog, see that jerk over there, the one with the punk haircut and the five mouth-breathing puppy dogs ready to lick his butt when he tells them?”


  Chris found the man easily enough. He looked about thirty, six-one or two, maybe two hundred pounds; his clothing was sadomasochistic chic, and his eye makeup was less than subtle. “I see him.”


  “That’s Maurice Willets. He has to prove how much of a man he is at least once a week by picking a fight and beating some poor sucker bloody. You take him and the whole menu is yours.”


  “Thanks, mister.” Chris started to move away from the bar.


  Merrick caught his arm. “Chris,” he whispered, “you don’t have to do this. I can get us a better dinner than anything this place could offer.”


  Wyler simply winked and strode across the room to where Willets stood, regaling his idolizing audience with tales of his latest exploits.


  …” so I told him that I don’t take any talk like that off of anybody, especially not a slant-eyed gook,” the man was saying as Chris approached. “For some reason, he got offended by that, so we had to do a little dance. He’s going to be in the hospital for another month or so, and wired up for longer than that.”


  “Right, man, yeah,” laughed one hanger-on. “That’ll show ’em to come over here and take an American’s job away from him,” another added.


  “I don’t like to be the enforcer all the time, but, hell, some things you just can’t let go, you know?” Willets stated solemnly.


  “Like being Asian in KKK County, U.S.A.,” Chris observed as he passed the group on the way to a table directly behind them.


  “What’d you say, assbite?” Willets demanded loudly.


  Chris stopped walking and faced the man. This is going to be easier than I thought, he told himself. “Nothing much, just that we should all try to be more tolerant of one another. If I lived in Japan, I wouldn’t want them to hate me because my eyes are round.” Willets laughed breezily at that, and his followers took their cue from him.


  “Lookit this, Maurie, we’ve got a philosopher here,” one guy said. “A bleeding heart pablum puker! He must be the last flower child.”


  “He’s going to be a bleeding flower child unless he ups and flounces out of my sight.” Willets used his middle finger as a pointer and jabbed Chris’s chest firmly. “Get me, Southern shit?”


  Chris smiled. Perfect. “I don’t believe in fighting, mister, but I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you not to touch me again.”


  Sizing up the markedly younger and smaller boy, Willets hissed, “See how you like this touch!” before swinging a high, hard right hand at Wyler’s head.


  Neil was ten feet away, ready to stop the massacre if the taller punker began to connect solidly, but he stood paralyzed, mouth slightly agape, at what happened in the next half minute. Against Banky, Chris had looked remarkable, but he had been facing a partially incapacitated foe, who had retained little of the quickness of his professional football days. Willets, on the other hand, was younger, in obviously good shape, fast, and somewhat experienced in the martial arts.


  But Chris was a demon. With combinations almost too fast for the eye to register, he wreaked havoc on the body and face of Maurice Willets. Every move and punch that the taller man attempted was blocked or slipped and then countered with blazing fists, feet, and knees. When he tried to use his feet on the kid’s most obvious targets—groin, knees, and face—he failed to make any significant contact. When he desperately closed in on the boy to use the strength of his corded arms in a grappling match, Chris faded out of his reach and landed a pair of thumping shots to the gut that dropped Willets to his knees, retching.


  It was all over in an astonishing amount of time and without the shattering of a single beer mug. Maybe this kid was Stanley Ketchel reborn. Neil had witnessed things more fantastic than reincarnation.


  “All right, that’s enough!” the head bartender growled, though he wasn’t looking particularly displeased. “You two break it up or I’ll call the cops!” He knew that Willets was finished, and there was no reason to let the kid mutilate him.


  Willets’s entourage gathered around him, stunned, and with clumsy, solicitous hands tried to pull him up. Maurice came shakily to his feet, and, with his friends’ help, he stumbled out of the bar. Chris watched them go without comment and then sat at an empty table.


  “How’s this, Neil?” he asked. “Close enough to the kitchen?”


  “Yes, sir!” Merrick answered happily as he hurried to sit across the table from the boy. “This looks just about perfect to me.”


  It was the best meal either had eaten in a long time. The waitresses—no friends of crude Willets— couldn’t do enough for Merrick and the boy, and even the other diners and bar patrons made a few congratulatory stops at the table. Maurice Willets and company had not been very well liked at O’Hanlon’s Bar and Grill.


  “Well, you’re Ketchel’s size but you use Dempsey’s methods for keeping food in your belly,” Merrick said as he slowly savored his coffee and apple pie with French vanilla ice cream, the best dessert offered by the establishment. “When he was a kid, before he made a name for himself in the ring, he traveled the rails, too, and when he hit town, he’d either scrounge out yard work for a meal or head for the nearest saloon and beat up the local bully for beer and sandwiches.”


  “Looks like I’m not original in anything much, doesn’t it?” Chris asked wryly.


  This boy is not a hood, Merrick noted, he’s had education, a background of some privilege. He’s not an animal, even if he fights like one. “Jack was only fifteen when he did it, and, of course, you’re twenty-one.”


  Wyler grinned and knocked back the last of his beer.


  Darkness fell as they ate, and they found themselves faced with the question of where to spend the night. Chris was ready to ask the head bartender/owner if there was a back room they could use when Merrick reached a decision and stopped him.


  “Sit back down, Chris. I’ve got it covered.”


  The kid’s eyebrows rose in mute question.


  “We’re going to have the finest beds this town has to offer.”


  “There must be some really charitable hotel owners around this place.”


  “You got us the meal. Let me worry about this.” Chris watched a skimpily dressed waitress as she cleared the next table. “It’s in your hands, man.”


  Neil hadn’t been lying, Chris decided as he and the man walked wearily up the long drive toward the gates of the Indigo Lake Resort. The place looked great. It encompassed this entire half of the crystalline lake, with widely spaced vacation homes that were larger and more impressive in appearance than anything the town had to offer. A number of small docks buttressed the smooth waters that glistened like strings of pearls in the moonlight, and in the center of the lake, was a large island connected to the shore by an artificial wedge of paved land that cut through the surface of the water with knifelike precision.


  It looked like the type of place that would cost a month’s salary for an overnight stay, and Chris wondered just what in the hell he and Neil were doing marching up to the security station located at the center of the gates.


  A uniformed guard laid aside a copy of a bestselling horror novel, as he stood to greet them. “Good evening, gentlemen,” he said with genuine warmth.


  “How are you, Chester?” Merrick responded with easy familiarity, though the guard had shown no sign of recognition. “My young friend and I would like to check in for the night.”


  Right, and I get the feeling that it’s going to take more than kicking the giblets out of some overripe punkoid to buy a bed at this place, Chris thought.


  With startling civility, the guard said, “Certainly, sir. Your name, please?”


  “Neil Thomas Merrick,” Neil replied.


  The man’s smile became even broader and more sincere. “Mr. Merrick, so very good to see you again, sir! You’re somewhat early this year.”


  “See you again,” Chris replayed within his mind. This guy hadn’t acted like he’d ever seen Neil in his life before tonight. The boy noticed that even as he enthusiastically welcomed Merrick, the guard was deftly punching away at a computer keyboard.


  “And your friend is?”


  “Christopher Wyler,” Merrick answered. “He’s not a member of our association, but I wish to provide him with our hospitality for the evening and perhaps longer.”


  “Of course, sir.” The guard consulted the readout screen, nodded to himself, and touched a button which buzzed open a standard-sized doorway in the kiosk just to the left of his cubicle. “I’m sorry to be so bound by regulations, but I’ll have to ask you to step inside for a moment to recite your canon, if you don’t mind.”


  “Surely.” Neil clapped the boy’s shoulder firmly. “Wait here, Chris, this won’t take a minute, and in just a few after that you’ll be nestled in the softest bed on this side of the Atlantic.”


  “If it’s a board between two cinder blocks, it’ll beat the last place I slept,” Chris said.


  Chuckling, Merrick stepped into the tiny alcove in the guard station. The door instantly slipped shut behind him. Naturally, Chris had no way of knowing what was occurring within the enclosure, but he was able to hear faintly Neil’s voice slowly and carefully speaking several lines of dialogue, like an uninspired student reciting poetry before the class. The guard was watching his computer screen with an increasingly pleased expression covering his face. After perhaps forty-five seconds, he said, “Very good, sir,” into a microphone and flipped yet another switch on the control panel.


  The door zipped open, and Merrick stepped out.


  “The patterns match to within degrees, sir,” the guard told him. “Again, may I say how glad I am to welcome you to this year’s meeting.”


  “Thank you, Chester.”


  Do I have to recite “The Charge of the Light Brigade”? Chris wondered.


  “You and your young friend will be staying on the island, I take it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then allow me to summon a car for you.”


  This guy must be a millionaire, Chris thought as a long, dark Rolls Royce appeared at the gates from somewhere within the resort and he and Neil seated themselves in the rear of it. These “associates” of his must be in the Fortune 500. But what in the hell was Merrick doing riding a boxcar along with an eighty-year-old asthmatic and a horny giant with bad legs?


  The car quietly motored through the shoreline collection of resort houses and across the land bridge to the island. In the dark, Chris could tell little about his surroundings, but when he saw the huge, four- story mansion, lit by lights in maybe half a hundred windows and the outside by dazzling floodlamps, he knew that very few people other than the extremely rich ever saw this place close up.


  Man, you’ve fallen into the real stuff this time, Chris thought.


  The silent chauffeur stopped before the mansion’s vast front porch, and the two passengers climbed out of the car and walked up the elaborate staircase. They were met halfway by one of the most heart-stoppingly gorgeous people Chris had ever seen.


  “Neil?” the gorgeous woman asked from a couple of steps above them. “Neil Merrick?”


  Neil smiled hugely but with still a touch of uncertainty. “Yes, and you’re—”


  “It’s me, Gabrielle!” she cried happily.


  “Gabby!” Merrick launched himself up the two steps, engulfed the red-haired woman in a tremendous bear hug, and then swung and squeezed her all the way up the staircase to the porch. The way they hugged and laughed and kissed left no doubt that they knew one another very well, even though neither had recognized the other at first.


  Feeling like a nonswimmer in deep water, Chris followed the pair up the stairs.


  “Oh, you devil!” Gabrielle said in a delightfully accusing tone when Merrick placed her again on her feet. “You promised last time that we would stay in touch, and what do I get? Not one word in five whole years! Thank you very much!”


  “The best intentions, my dear.” Neil laughed. “What on earth have you done to yourself?” she asked. “At the last meeting, you were—”


  Neil coughed abruptly and used his eyebrows to indicate Chris’s presence.


  Gabrielle turned her glowing face toward the boy. “And who is this simply beautiful young creature?” Chris was thoroughly captivated by the woman’s awesome looks. Her red and glistening lips, pink-and-white complexion, and flashing green eyes all seemed to have been achieved without the aid of cosmetics, and the breathtaking body in the tight, white gown was far beyond any exercise fitness expert’s ability to produce. In the young man’s mind, there were two kinds of feminine sexuality: the dark and brooding fire that is addictive to a man as surely as any illegal drug and the boldly joyous sunburst that can overwhelm a guy and leave him wasted and as empty as a deflated balloon. Gabrielle surely was the latter. “Forgive my manners,” Merrick said. “Gabrielle, this is Mr. Christopher Wyler, my boon companion and perhaps the greatest natural martial artist in the Western hemisphere. Chris, allow me to present Miss Gabrielle Francoise Secretain, certainly
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