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Loud sang the Spanish cavalier,

And thus his ditty ran;

God send the Gipsy lassie here,

And not the Gipsy man.

 

At midnight, when the moon began

To show her silver flame,

There came to him no Gipsy man,

The Gipsy lassie came.
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  Chapter 1

It was the merest of sounds, but the whisper invaded her sleep. Abruptly awake, Suzanna opened her eyes and concentrated, listening with all her senses, mindful that Richard hated to be touched in his sleep. When the rattle of rain came again against the window, she released her breath and relaxed, secure in the knowledge that she was alone in her house, in sole possession of her bed. A glance at the clock told her it was a few minutes past midnight.

She yawned and stretched, uncurling into the cool expanse of the bed. In a moment she slept again, lulled by the rain outside the open bedroom windows.

Suzanna woke again at dawn to indulge in ten minutes of lazy bliss, listening to the rain and the wind. Rain in this season, at the start of the desert spring, was a welcome event, nothing like the flash floods and lightning that would come later with the heat of an Arizona summer.

She dressed, as usual, at the windows, although her view was hidden by clouds this morning. Even the landscaping in her own backyard was hung with fog. Beyond the swimming pool, past the oleander and juniper hedges, her black gelding provided his own entertainment, charging the rain in his paddock behind the barn. He paced the fence line, head and tail high in response to the snap in the air. Suzanna turned away from the window reluctantly. She did not plan to drive down to the office in Phoenix today, but she had a full day’s work waiting downstairs in her office. The horse would have to work up his own exercise until tomorrow.

By the time she had coffee started in the kitchen, her dog, a German shepherd named Willie, had appeared on the back deck. When the coffee was ready, Suzanna joined him on the deck with her first cup. She walked the length of the deck twice, staying dry under the overhang from the peaked roof forty feet above. The rain was a mild drizzle while the fog curled over the rails and obscured the valley which on clear days stretched unobstructed to the mountains to the west.

The house was high, not only in location, thirty miles out of Phoenix and up where the saguaro and lesser Arizona cactus blended with alpine scrub pine, but high, too in its architecture. The design was starkly modern — three stories of glass and beams with a central wall of rock. Ten years ago, when Richard had shown her the plans, she’d thought it impossibly huge. But she’d grown accustomed to its size, and although the house wasn’t her style, she had learned to love living outside the city.

Now the house meant quiet and solitude, open country with miles of trails off limits to the public and something more. Thanks also to Richard, it had boosted DSL, supporting a telecommuting setup that allowed her to work productively here instead of combating traffic daily to drive to her office in Phoenix.

Today, with fog and clouds obscuring the country in every direction, she could have been on an island for all she could see. Perfect. She gave Willie’s ears a final rub and went in for a jacket. Time to feed the horse — and Willie, too, who took his meals in the tack room to keep the gelding company. Then she’d toast herself a muffin and get to work on the tangle of program code she’d left in the den last night.

The storm began in earnest right after lunch. Each time Suzanna looked up from her keyboard, she took stock of the rain. One moment it was soft and warm, then abruptly brisk and driven by the wind so it streaked the windows beyond her desk.

She resisted its enticement all morning, but early in the afternoon, she realized she was spending more time watching the storm than her terminal. She pushed back her chair and stretched. Time for a break. She scanned through the jumble of printouts. The evaluation left her pleasantly surprised. Just three modules incomplete, and one of those required clarification. She reached for the telephone.

The director who had signed this new report request was always in a hurry but apparently couldn’t be bothered to return phone calls. She waited impatiently after punching in his number. Then she hit the disconnect button and listened again. No dial tone. She sat for a minute, smiling to herself, phone in hand. If the phone lines were down, DSL service would also be out. She couldn’t connect to the data center in Phoenix, couldn’t transmit her files, couldn’t run any tests. So why not enjoy the weather?

Suzanna clicked off the computer and the den lights without another glance at the papers scattered over her desk. Willie jumped up from his post on the deck, where he’d spent the morning watching her through the windows and dozing. She called him softly. His ears flicked in answer. His tail began sweeping back and forth in understanding. He met her at the front door.

She’d intended only a brisk, head-clearing tramp, but once out in the wind and rain, the looming urgency of the morning’s work faded. The storm transformed the familiar trails and each hilltop offered a new opportunity to feel the wind on her face. Her walk extended from fifteen minutes to an hour then to two hours while the project that had absorbed her morning waited, incomplete.

Then abruptly she realized the light had changed, the afternoon was gone. She knew it could not be later than four o’clock, but the low clouds and rain had forced an early dusk.

She should start back, check the phone. Her jeans were damp and she could feel the chill when the wind blew the raincoat open above her high boots. With every step, the wet claimed a little more of her socks where the waterproofing had worn thin over the arches of the old boots. She wiggled her toes absently as she walked. She was working up to a hot bath and tea in front of the fireplace, but there was no rush. The storm was intoxicating and the reports weren’t due until Monday. She could finish them over the weekend.

She stopped at the top of a rise to call the dog. A sudden gust plastered her drenched hair against her face. She swept it back impatiently, using both hands to hold it out of her eyes, while scanning the tall grass and shrubs for Willie. Spotting him nose down behind her, she clapped her hands to summon him. Once she had his attention, she dropped to one knee, the signal for a game they had played since he was a puppy.

The big shepherd responded instantly. The black plume of his tail came up and he skimmed the matted clumps of grass, racing straight at her, before swerving at the last second. She felt the spray from the stiff guard hairs of his coat across her cheek. Still kneeling, she rotated to face him. Back he came, down the trail from the other direction while she remained motionless. The game always built her confidence in the athletic dog’s split-second timing and perfect balance. The velocity he achieved with each pass added to the fun. At last, she lost her balance and fell laughing into the drenched grass. Willie came loping back, panting and pleased with himself.

As she rose, a flash of white against the rain-black vegetation caught and held her attention. Staring, she took a half step toward it, and Willie’s instant-on radar picked up her focus. The dog was past her before she realized what she was looking at. Then she knew it was a person, although some distance away and lying down. A man, on his back, face up to the rain. She watched as Willie approached him, unsure whether to call the dog back or call out to the man.

The flutter of white that had caught her attention was not a wind-blown scrap of paper as she’d first suspected, but his shirt being revealed in snatches by gusts of wind. His dark suit and the nest of soggy grass made him almost invisible. He was well off the trail. Had she kept to it, she would never have noticed him. Only the white of his shirt when the wind whipped his jacket open revealed him now.

Suzanna edged toward him, looking for signs of life. His eyes were closed, his face gray under the stubble of his beard. She didn’t recognize him. His hair was light colored and very short, too short to reveal if it was blond or gray. Not gray she decided when she was directly above him, not old enough. Even lying unconscious in the rain, he radiated life, his posture at odds with the strong lines of his face. Her sense of his vitality grew despite his absolute stillness under the drenching onslaught.

After a moment’s indecision, she knelt and pressed two fingers against his neck, under his jaw. His skin, above the shirt and jacket collar, was ice cold and she almost jerked her hand away. She was aware of the chill of her own skin as she waited for a pulse. In a few seconds, she realized that she was feeling her own heartbeat through her clammy fingertips. Abandoning her search for his pulse, she slid her fingers around to the back of his neck and probed gingerly under his collar. And there, unmistakably, she felt body heat.

Satisfied, her hand tingling, she sat back. He was dressed in a black tuxedo with velvet lapels that were now as soft as suede from the rain. The lapels were cold too, she discovered when she lifted them, first the left side that the wind was catching, and saw again the clean white pleats of his shirt. Then she lifted the sodden right side, where the shirt pleats were not white but lumpy and dark. Blood saturated that side of his jacket and discolored the entire side of the shirt down to the waistband of his trousers and back under his arm. She exhaled and gently closed the jacket. No wonder he was so cold.

While she knelt, Willie had remained at her side. His nose twitched when she opened the jacket. The man shuddered when the dog’s inquiring nose reached his face. His eyes opened. His left hand and arm swung stiffly away from his body, revealing a handgun. Suzanna hauled Willie back, then she caught the stranger’s arm with both hands. “Don’t,” she said sharply. “He won’t hurt you.”

If he heard, he gave no sign, and despite her grip on his sleeve, his arm continued to swing out in an arc away from his body. His eyes were open now and focused on the dog, only inches away.

“Wait!” Suzanna jerked again on his arm but lost her grip when he snapped his arm out and up to point the gun. Suddenly, she was frightened and struggling to breathe. Why had she touched him? She spun away, slipped in the wet grass, and fell hard against him. The impact made him grunt, an involuntary sound that was cut off abruptly.

Suzanna scrambled up and ran, calling out for Willie. In a few strides, she forced herself to stop and risk a look over her shoulder. He lay motionless, his arm with the gun hidden by vegetation. She looked back the way she had come, along the base of a small dam and down the trail.

She’d been out for hours and hadn’t seen anyone else. The trail wound through a thousand acres of private recreation park. The terrain was pine and upland desert shrubs interspersed with meadows of bunchgrass and granite. At one time it had all been open cattle range, but now the land was a private preserve for homeowners and members of the Águila Arroyo Country Club, her home. She knew it well. This afternoon the comforting house lights of her neighbors were blocked, in one direction by the rise of the dam and by the mist in the other.

She could feel the wind through the wet at her knees and her toes were soaked and cold now. Willie pranced toward home, whining for her attention. Suzanna took a deep breath and gestured to the dog. He sank down reluctantly in the middle of the trail.

She retraced her steps to the stranger and bent awkwardly to pull the gun out of his hand, trying to keep her distance and stay on her feet in case he wanted to wave the gun around some more. She was relieved when he made no response, apparently unconscious again. His hand was gritty with sand, ice cold and clenched around the gun. She tackled the fingers gently at first, watchful for a reaction. When he remained immobile, she braced herself on her knees and pried them away one by one.

The gun was a semi-automatic. Prompted by an old memory, Suzanna examined it and found the magazine release. She dropped the clip into her raincoat pocket, then opened the slide and was shocked when a cartridge ejected. The motions were part of an old, half-forgotten habit, actions she had been taught and had practiced. Her father’s drills always started with handing her an unloaded handgun and reminding her to confirm the condition of the weapon as her first action. She felt through the grass for the bullet and pushed it and the gun into the opposite pocket.

She gathered up her wind-blown hair and, still kneeling, looked carefully around the clearing. There had to be someone or something here, some explanation for his presence. The park was private and this man certainly did not belong. She knew her neighbors. They didn’t carry guns, or wander around in tuxedos in the rain.

Cautiously this time, she hunched over his face to shield it from the rain and wind. “Hey,” she said, “can you hear me?” Nothing. Closer then, with her face inches from his, she tried again. “Listen, I think you need some help.” She felt faintly ridiculous while she waited for him to respond. When he gave no indication of having heard, she watched his face for a moment and then went on in a firmer voice: “What happened to you? I think you need a doctor. I’m going to call 911 and they’ll get you out of here … with the police helicopter if necessary.”

His eyes opened. He looked at the sky, not at her. “No need,” he said clearly. “No 911, no doctor.”

Surprised, she sat back. The rain was steady and without her sheltering him, it drenched his face. Perhaps because it was his only possible action, he closed his eyes again. She studied him. Why no doctor? And if he could speak, why act like he was dead?

“You need a doctor,” she said firmly. “You’re bleeding and you’re in shock or something. I’m going for help. I’ll be as quick as I can but you need to stay here. Don’t move, okay?”

No response. With a tickle of intuition, she tried mentioning the police again. “The sheriff can get the helicopter in here. That’s what it’s for.”

He looked at her. Then his gaze slid past her shoulder to fasten on the dog. His lips barely moved. She thought he’d said Alsatian, but couldn’t be sure as the wind began to roar with a fresh burst of rain. His attention left the dog and settled on her. His eyes were light-colored, unworried and unfriendly. She sat back.

His voice was a low rasp but perfectly controlled, reasonable, almost reassuring. “I don’t need your help,” he said. “I’ll be gone soon. Go home and don’t make any calls. Just go and forget about me. I’ll be gone before you get home.” There was no trace of worry or excitement in his voice. His words were obviously a dismissal, an order.

Suzanna knew he did not mean “dead” when he said “gone.” He was saying he would get up and leave in a minute, when he was ready, that it was none of her business. She was a nuisance. Maybe somebody was already helping him. She considered that possibility while he watched her. The situation felt different now with his full attention on her.

She did want to go, to get away. Her knees were cold and wet from kneeling and the wind was blowing rain down her neck. He seemed very much alive now, and she tried to reconcile this with his previous unresponsiveness. Faced with the bleakness of his expression, she wondered if she had imagined the blood under his jacket. Clearly, he wanted her gone.

Reluctant but undecided, she waited. He returned her stare coldly for a short eternity of seconds, during which she determined to leave him, go home, find help. She shifted her weight and as if that small action had broken his control, he shuddered and began to gag. Groaning, he rolled awkwardly onto his left side and retched repeatedly and convulsively into the grass.

Suzanna watched his shoulders heaving again and again, feeling her own stomach contract. Finally she lifted his face clear of the grass and supported him while the terrible gagging continued. At last, the spasms stopped, and his body relaxed.

The respite was short-lived. Almost immediately he began to shiver. Soon he was shaking so violently she couldn’t prevent him from rolling back into the grass. Uncertain but desperate to relieve the cramps in her legs, hoping to ease his convulsions, she reached out a steadying hand for his hunched shoulder. At the first hint of pressure, he cried out and arched away from her. He lay on his back again, breathing through his teeth and shuddering with chills. This time, when she leaned over him, he knocked her roughly back with his left arm and hissed through his clenched teeth, “Christ! Would you fuck off!”

His words and the force of his arm broke the spell. Suzanna pushed herself upright and stumbled back to the trail. Willie came to her and thrust his nose into her hand. She stroked him reassuringly while circulation returned to her tingling legs. The afternoon light was fading. It would be full dark soon. Already, she could barely pick out the dam and the sandy trail along its base. When she turned her attention to the man’s place of concealment, he was barely visible.

She had run this trail many times. It was a mile of steady uphill from here to her house, an unlikely possibility for him. Or was it? She rubbed her shoulder where his arm had caught her. He had quick, strong reflexes and he could certainly speak plainly. He’d also been armed, as the weight of his gun in her pocket reminded her. Maybe he was tough enough to help himself, whoever he was.

He was in trouble but he didn’t want help. Had he resources of his own? And if so, where were they? She remembered her father’s distaste for the idea of the public attempting to intervene in police business. If this man was a cop, or military, that would fit with his haircut and the gun but the tuxedo suggested something completely different.

But did it matter who he was? Time for that later. His condition would only deteriorate while she speculated. She’d better leave him — at least long enough to run home and call for help despite his refusal. Oh damn … the phones … probably out of service for the duration of the storm.

If she left now and ran home, it would take half an hour in boots and raincoat. Then, whether she got through on the phone or not, she could come back but with what? A waterproof blanket? She might have one of those, but she didn’t have a tent. In the remote possibility that the phone was working and she made the call, it’d still take another hour for the ambulance. Even then, an ambulance couldn’t get close; they’d have to come on foot. She’d have to leave him again to meet the EMTs at the road and guide them. The alternative was to start knocking on doors, searching for a neighbor home from work early on a Friday. The helicopter wasn’t a real possibility; she knew the fog ruled that out.

So how long before he got any help? Two hours, probably longer. Meanwhile, he was freezing, in shock, and possibly bleeding to death. Surely, she could do better herself.

Back at his side she discovered she could no longer see him clearly. She inched her hand toward the pale blur of his face. When her fingertips found his collar, she opened her hand against the cold bristle of his jaw. He moved against her palm. Unsure of the slight motion she leaned closer. He said something that the wind snatched away, then reverted to stillness.

For another minute, she waited. Then she straightened. “All right,” she said firmly, “I think you’d better get up now.”

He groaned but made no attempt to rise.

“Listen, wouldn’t you like to go someplace warm?”

“Where?” His voice crackled with suspicion.

“Get up,” she said, “and I’ll tell you about it.”


  Chapter 2

He had just the one clear memory. In that memory, he was looking up at three stories of bronzed glass rising in geometric panels to an angled roofline. And he recalled one more thing: the painful, blinding glare coming off that glass wall, the front of the Beige Group’s new Arizona center — a technology facility owned by his employer, one of few places on Earth where he should have been completely safe and protected.

He could remember standing in front of the glass-fronted building with the car door open, reaching inside for the sunglasses he’d just discarded. Then the slam of his body against the door post and seconds later the sound of the shot. The strange, brutal but weirdly painless impact on his chest and then the bite of the gravel under his hands.

The memory lasted only seconds. Sometimes, he thought he had crawled to the front of the car and examined the facade of the center, the low garage on the left and the high fences that extended on both sides. At the times when he believed he had done that, he would also remember that the narrow glass panels bracketing the ornate steel doors were not mirrored but frosted. And through one of those panels he had seen Gerald, with his graying auburn hair, slumped forward, motionless in his chair.

Although the image of Gerald was constant, he didn’t trust it. He believed in facts and his instincts. After each period of swirling images, glimpses of events which were obviously hallucinations, he would recover control of his intellect and for brief periods he would be able to think and plan. And separate the suggestive images from solid reality. During those times, he rejected the possibility of Gerald’s death.

When he wasn’t being sick, he lay on his back, trying to breathe as shallowly as possible. He had looked down at his shirt only once. He’d peeled back his lapel, evaluated the extent of the bleeding, and immediately wished he was bleeding more on the outside because that might indicate less bleeding inside. It worried him, especially the way his lungs felt, like they might be filling up with something thick, making each breath difficult. Not much pain yet, which was worrisome in a different way but not a productive thing to think about because he had a hole in a bad spot and there was nothing he could do about it. So he thought instead about the events of that day, the ones he knew were real and might hold a clue to the who and the why of the bullet high up in the right side of his chest.

He remembered LAX in the early morning, the rental car with the double sixes on the plates, leaving the smog and traffic as Interstate 10 began to stretch out, flat and fast across the desert.

Checking into the hotel in the afternoon. Especially, burning with thirst, he recalled the shower at the hotel. Then dressing in a hurry, cursing Gerald for the tux and the shirt studs. The freeways and exits, exactly as his directions had said they would be, and then the rocky foothills and the final turnoff to the center. The winding gravel road so deceptively untended and rural. His first amazed reaction to the exaggerated, towering A-frame that housed the new Arizona data center. A billion dollar project and impressive as the exterior was, the real worth was hidden inside.

Then, parking and stepping out, turning to stretch for his sunglasses. Each time, replaying it, his chest would clench into a fist of fire, anticipating the shock of the bullet and the sinking, breathless feeling.

It was during the hot time that the actual remembrance of the shower began to slide into something else, and he would find himself back in the hotel shower. Then he would be standing under the spray with his mouth open, greedily drinking the warm water.

Despite his positive knowledge that he was hallucinating, he was never able to stop. Each time, he had to let it happen and watch himself, dreading it; going along for the ride while half his brain recoiled from the irrational repetition. The other half of his brain would be fully engaged and tasting the water.

After a certain point, drinking that warm phantom water made his gut spasm violently, igniting more pain in his chest than he was able to prepare for. After each wave of nausea, the agony cleared away the false images for long minutes. He would open his eyes and welcome the pitiless intensity of the sun and the pain and for a while he could be present and think about the choices available to him.

Soon enough, he’d find himself back again in the shower, confused and then hot, gagging, and with every indrawn breath fanning the fire in his chest, he would be sick again. At some point, he realized that the cramping in his gut was the catalyst for the shower images, not the result, and that even if he were somehow able to turn off the hallucinations of the shower, he would still be forced to endure a cycle of retching that left him weak and gasping.

When his mind was clear, he thought about his body, objectively, the way a workman thinks of his tools. Body size and weight define life expectancy in cases of trauma and blood loss. These things, he knew. He was big and fit, so he might survive where others would not. He allowed himself a sliver of satisfaction in his ritual of daily workouts.

Sometime later, lying sweating in the sun, reviewing the day’s events for the hundredth time, he discovered another almost real picture, that of running. Like the doubtful image of Gerald bent forward in the chair, he could almost recall running down the shoulder of the narrow gravel lane. Moving quickly downhill, back to the cover of the wide curve that had afforded him the first glimpse of the center from the car. He rejected this image also, although, like the picture of Gerald he was never able to excise it completely. He doubted he had run because he doubted he could.

He was an important man and a shrewd, careful man. The rental carried California plates. It was parked at the front door of a secured site, the license a clear link to him. They’d be looking for him. There was only one role for him now: to sweat it out, maintain concealment, wait for rescue. Altogether a role that did not suit him.

He was not a patient man and he seldom had to wait but he waited now. Waited by force of will, with the sickness and the pain, breathing carefully against the iron bands around his chest, suffering the hallucinations.

Waiting in the sweltering afternoon sun, he reminded himself that every time he had extracted an agent, whether experienced or green, male or female, without exception, they had said to him, ‘Man, I thought you were never coming.’ Everybody said it, in one variation or another. He felt their emotion without embracing it. Holding himself, as he always did, apart from their fear and weakness; doing his job, doing it well and without sentiment. He would say nothing like that when they came for him.

Also, he knew he was not going to die. Not unless he took another bullet. Thinking about that, he worked his way deeper into the sparse, dusty shrubs and cactus that filled the sandy depression between the road and the taut, electrified fence. One thing he knew about bullets: if they didn’t kill you in the first hour, they took their time, often three or four days to do it. Triage teams called the first hour after a trauma the golden hour, and he spent the afternoon squinting at the sun, trying to time that hour. When the western sky at last turned red, his confidence that he’d outlasted the hour was certain, though it felt like a mean triumph.

During the long hours of dusk, as he watched stars appear between black patches of clouds, the hallucinations changed from the shower to that of a rescue team that was searching for him but unable to see him. He would see them plainly, sometimes with familiar faces, other times strangers, but always passing him by and keeping their distance as though deliberately avoiding him.

Again and again, the frustration of a near miss was transmuted into black rage. In a repetition of the finale of the shower images, the rage would eventually choke him. He would regain control of his mind in the agony of deep breathing following the violent dry heaving which had long since ceased to produce anything but pain.

Lying gasping from one of these, he discovered his gun in his left hand. Dubious, he gripped its familiar form, shocked by its presence. For a period he just held the gun, real or imaginary, allowing relief to take hold, even if only for the moment. Eventually, he put it down in the sand and checked his chest for the shoulder harness, which he could not feel and did not believe he was wearing. His hand confirmed its absence. He retrieved the gun, felt enormously reassured by its definite presence and began once more through the events of the day, questing with his temporarily restored analytical powers for an explanation for the gun. He checked for a belt holster without success. Why and where had he picked up his gun? It was real and that was good. But it was totally unexplainable. That was bad.

Finally he had to accept that he had lost track of real events, that some part of his memory had become lost or twisted while his mind wandered. The next time the image of the inept rescue team came to him, he feared them as well as despised them and returned to consciousness with the conviction that whoever came could be more foe than friend.

When he felt the first raindrops, he mistook them for the shower and licked them from his parched lips with reluctance. He waited for the cramps. Slowly the reality of the rain sank in. It was almost as good as finding the gun. He savored the moisture in his mouth. Clear-headed, he gazed up at the clouded sky where a moon had risen behind the clouds. He could hear the wind moving through the shrubs though it did not touch him on the ground.

For long minutes he willed his attention into the burning hole in his chest and licked up the rain, holding fast to his pain and anger to delay the nightmares. When they came again, they brought neither mock shower nor lethal rescue team. They brought Angel. This time, as soon as the gagging stopped, he got painfully to his feet and forced himself into a stumbling walk and then a jog down the ditch, staying well clear of the fence. He had made the decision to move hours earlier but to had taken Angel’s memory to force him to his feet.

At some point, he realized that running made the nightmares more frequent and intense. Whenever he was in control and could think, he warned himself to move with care and conserve his strength. The cooling temperature was a relief but being upright meant each painful breath took effort. He wanted to stay within a few miles of the center because this was where they’d start the search, but he also needed to find cover before daylight.

So he moved when he could and rested when he had to and attempted continually but unsuccessfully to repel the images of the woman who had been called Angel. And when his mind was clear, he reminded himself that she was dead. A long time dead.

At first the rain was a blessing. Soon he was chilled and had discovered that if he imitated the shower nightmare and swallowed it, his stomach would reject it. He awoke from each nightmare of Angel tight with rage, disoriented, frantic. Unlike the hot afternoon, the rain offered no burning focal point to pull him back. His attempts to reconstruct the day became increasingly labored and often intertwined with the old memories of Angel and Gerald in Brazil.

He had not dreamt or even thought about Angel for years. It almost surprised him that she should be so immediately familiar. That she had been beautiful he would never forget but to see her, hear her, touch her skin and watch her face while he touched her was unbearably real. Just as with the shower images, he was forced to watch himself with Angel while half his brain craved her and the other half was sickened. Then she would be turning, wiping hair oil off her hands, ordering him to hurry, showing him the picture. He knew each time exactly when the slap was coming but could not forestall the shock of the blow with anticipation. Each time, he felt it all again as his head snapped back. Then she would open the door and they would move out and he was into it and following her orders, beyond his own control.

He did not see the dawn. When he woke from one of the nightmares, the sky was low and misty with early light, the rain settled into a drizzle. No part of his body didn’t hurt. The right side of his chest felt bloated and ached all the way through to his shoulder blades. He lay still, thinking, breathing carefully, grateful to wake for once without the frantic need to vomit.

In a few minutes he forced himself to a crouch to scan the grassy, sloping meadow. Obviously, he’d left the road sometime during the night. He switched the gun to his numb right hand, winced as he gripped it, took it back in his left.

At the edge of the meadow, a rocky hill rose behind a clump of brush. It was the only cover in sight. He headed for it, determined to find someplace to wait out the daylight hours. He estimated that he had covered more than five but less than ten miles overnight and that he had traveled west and slightly north which should have taken him steadily up into the foothills and away from the city. He was satisfied with the distance and given his remembrance of lying in the sun, relatively satisfied with the rain.

He was cold. He knew he’d get colder, but he had no intention of dying; not out here, like this, not without getting a crack at whoever had put this bullet in him.


  Chapter 3

He woke to the surprise of a bed under him. It felt good though each breath was a savage reminder of the bullet. He forced himself to lie still and think about ways to take in oxygen carefully. Then he tested his hands and was relieved to find no restraints. His chest was bare, and his left hand, gingerly checking the wound, encountered a bandage of taut, overlapping elastic.

Who wanted him badly enough to follow him two thousand miles, through three airports, to take him in the middle of nowhere, not bother to finish the job and then bandage him and stash him here in this room, with no cuffs, no guard, and the door to the hall standing open?

He allowed himself a few minutes on the edge of the bed while he held his head in his hands. Through the pounding, he thought about the lifeless body he half remembered glimpsing through the narrow window beside the center’s front door. The figure slumped forward in the wheelchair. He couldn’t be sure about that. Maybe he’d actually seen it. Maybe hallucination.

He pushed himself beyond the lifeless image of Gerald and back to his arrival in the driveway in front of the center. Gradually he worked back into the earlier parts of that day, the airport, the desert highway, the hotel. The memories seemed very old. The time he’d spent in the ditch and jogging through the rain was blurred and indistinct. He didn’t know how long he’d struggled with the images, could not guess how much time he might have spent outside in the elements or in this room.

The wound in his chest was a raw, pulsing thing sensitive to his smallest movement and his gut felt like it had been stretched and beaten. But his mind seemed to be once again under his control and within minutes it drove him to investigate his surroundings. There were three rooms in the wing of the house where he found himself: bedroom being used as an office, connecting bath, laundry room, all unlit, cold, and silent.

He could not hear anything inside the house, only the rain and occasionally the wind outside. He sensed it was a big house from the way it took the wind. No other sound, no voices, no music, no appliances. The wide hall past the laundry room jogged at the corner, and the offsetting expanse of tiled floor was flooded with light from a source beyond the angle of the wall.

He stopped and rested against the doorframe when he reached the lighted doorway. The floor had stopped heaving after his first few steps but he gripped the door frame with his left hand for insurance.

She was leaning against the kitchen counter, her back to the sink. He couldn’t see much of her face behind the mass of her loose, dark hair. Her body was braced on one leg, the other knee was bent and swung in brief side-to-side motion while she stared across the kitchen at something beyond his field of vision. With both hands she held a steaming mug at chest height. While he watched she raised it to drink then lowered it slightly so the steam was trapped by her hair and rose directly into her face. He read fatigue in her posture, in the abbreviated act of raising and lowering the cup and in her fixed, dazed expression.

She gave a small start when he moved out of the doorway and into her sight. She straightened but at first didn’t move away from the support of the counter. Then she put her cup down, selected and filled a second cup with coffee and placed it on the island opposite one of the stools. She resumed her position by the sink and only then looked directly at him, with the island between them. He knew what he looked like. He’d seen his face in the mirror of the dim bathroom.

“How do you feel?” she asked.

He moved to the island to face her. “I’ve felt better.”

She was slight and nondescript, unremarkable except for her hair. There was a lot of it and it was wet or at least damp and long, falling below her shoulders in a kinky, heavy mass.

She was wearing a white long-sleeved shirt with the collar standing up untidily so the pallor of her face was accentuated under the tangle of dark hair. The sleeves were rolled carelessly, the shirttail out, trailing almost to her knees. Under it she wore a pair of faded old cords. He envied her the warmth of the pants. His own were damp and he was barefoot, shirtless and chilled. She seemed harmless enough for the moment so he took the opportunity to check the rest of the house.

He saw an open room with a dining area on one side, a large living room with leather sofa and chairs facing a fireplace to the right, adjoining the kitchen. It was a deep room with high windows across two walls overhung by roof extensions, so the rain wasn’t actually hitting the glass. Due to fog and drizzle, he could detect nothing of the world beyond the windows.

The windows surrounded paned French doors that would open to a weather-shrouded deck. The wall of glass continued to the next story. He noticed that the house was lofted over the living room although there was a ceiling above them here in the kitchen. A central rock wall contained the fireplace, with an open fire. That limestone wall ended perhaps ten feet short of the glass end wall and between the windows and rock wall he saw the bottom steps of a staircase. The stairs were carpeted in the same muted Berber as the living room, their presence nearly invisible.

A glass dining table on a pedestal occupied the dining area. At the head of the table, a telescope sat on a tripod. His gaze swept the room, taking a rapid audit.

Only one picture on the fireplace mantle was large enough for him to see clearly. It was a candid shot of a tall, smiling man in glasses leaning against a car. The picture had been enlarged and framed to center the car, an old convertible. Red. British or Italian … hmm, British. He let his gaze rest on the picture but his attention held on the telescope. It was the one feature in the room that felt out of place. It was Japanese, expensive, and powerful. He was frustrated by the fog that denied him a view out the windows at whatever somebody had had under surveillance. Like maybe himself. He was already cold but the thought hit him hard with a fresh wave of alarm.

He turned his attention back to her with resolve. He’d made it this far; the end had to be in sight now. She wouldn’t be an obstacle.

He had expected his memory loss to be temporary. Now he was forced to acknowledge that the events that had brought him to the house were gone. He could recall some of his actions after he’d been shot but only up until this woman had appeared out of the rain. He knew he’d hallucinated during the hot daylight hours in the sun, relived past events then and during the cold, wet periods in the dark. He definitely remembered this woman leaning over him. After that, nothing. There had to be a reason for that.

“Have you reconsidered getting some medical attention?” she said. Her voice was low, even, and unexpectedly polished for a woman whose hands had been shaking just seconds before.

His attention sharpened. Everything about her was off. It was all a bit much, the deliberately unkempt hair, the oversized shirt, her waiflike thinness, the bravado of her bare feet on the cold tile floor. Most of all, her solitary presence in the carefully decorated house. Whoever she was, she must have one hell of an opinion of herself to think she could manage him alone. That would be a stretch, even with a bullet in him. So she wasn’t alone, couldn’t be.

He wrapped his hands around the hot cup and rested both forearms on the counter. “I don’t need medical attention,” he said, “at least not right now. You’re helping me.” He kept his expression bland, gauging her, waiting for her to break. Whatever she thought was going to happen next, she was wrong.

She frowned. “I did my best last night, but I don’t have any medical training.”

“Tell me about last night. I don’t remember asking to come here.”

“You didn’t. You asked me to leave you alone. But I couldn’t do that. You were in a bad way, so I moved you, with some help from Val.”

“I feel like I’ve been dragged behind a car. I’d like to speak to this Val.”

“No,” she said. She obviously planned to say more but he didn’t wait to hear it. The No was enough. She’d moved away from the sink and set her cup on the island. She was close enough now.

He caught her wrist, not applying pressure just holding it lightly. “How about you just do what I tell you?” he said, “Call everybody out here so I can find out how I got here.”

She didn’t resist, just nodded past him at the bookshelves, “There’s Val, Prince Valiant, actually. I assure you he is quite capable of carrying you.”

He swiveled on the stool. He’d just checked the room. He went over it again. There was nobody there. He looked down at his hand on her arm. She looked at it too and tried to withdraw her arm. He stopped her, still lightly, closing his grip just enough.

“Let go,” she said, “and I’ll show you.”

He gave her a long look of warning, then released her and watched her but there was no run for the door, no dash up the stairs. Instead, she walked quickly to the bookshelves beyond the fire and returned with a picture that she placed on the island facing him. The picture was of a woman, in a riding jacket and high boots, smiling brilliantly from atop a glistening black horse. It might have been her but he doubted that much hair would fit under the helmet.

“Prince Valiant is a horse?” He had her wrist again.

She looked at him carefully. “Stop doing that,” she said. “I’m not threating you. There’s no one else here.”

“Why am I here?” he said.

“I couldn’t leave you, not in your condition. You were a long way from a road. The fastest way to get you out of the rain and safe from whoever did that to you was to bring you here, cross country.”

“Do you expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t care if you believe it. What difference does it make now that you’re here? You can believe anything you like. You were bleeding, in shock, losing consciousness. You needed help.”

“And this?” he touched the bandage with his hand. “Did you do this too, Good Samaritan?”

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “You don’t seem like the kind of man who has much use for good Samaritans.”

He raised his eyebrows at that. “Enlighten me. What kind of man do I seem like?”

“The serious kind. You had a gun, a Walther PPK. That’s a pretty serious gun. You’re wearing an Italian tuxedo, also serious and very nice, expensive.” She studied him thoughtfully for a moment before continuing, “They go together, and they don’t. The suit’s yours. I don’t know about the gun. Is it yours? Or did you take it away from somebody after they shot you?”

He’d almost convinced himself he’d hallucinated having the Walther. There was no reason for her to give him that information. The less he knew, the better for her. On the other hand, it was a brilliant hint to remind him of his position: shot, disarmed and taken alive. And all the while maintaining that benign expression, so normal, so harmless. Infuriating. He steadied his breathing.

“Let’s see it,” he offered. “My memory is a bit off but maybe I’ll recognize it.”

She shook her head, “No. I put it away. I don’t like guns.”

Right. What she meant was she didn’t like him with a gun. Well, that was fine for now.

“I see. Well, if I’m not going to call you Good Samaritan, what am I going to call you? What’s your name?”

“My name is none of your business,” she said. She tensed when his fingers closed around her wrist, but she continued firmly, “I want you to leave now. The phone is back so I can call an ambulance. But if you refuse proper medical care then you can just go.”

He looked pointedly at the kitchen windows, streaked with rain. “Not a great day for a walk,” he said mildly.

She looked at the rain. He waited for her attention to return to him. “So last night you couldn’t leave me out in the rain but now you’re fine with it?” His grip tightened. “Who are you?”

She didn’t struggle, just returned his stare. “Still not your business,” she said.

Her hair offered a convenient way to reset things. He used it to yank her tight against the counter and hold her there, off balance and close to him while his hold on her wrist hardened. “You’ve made it my business,” he said. He saw her shock and fear but no anger, no calculation of his next move or her own defense. Their absence bothered him but only briefly. “Tell me you name.”

She steadied herself with her free hand on the island, stubbornly meeting his gaze. “What’s yours?”

He had a handful of her hair close to her head. It was a simple matter to twist it around his hand. “My name won’t help you, but I’ll have yours. Right now, please.”

“Suzanna.”

He opened his hand, released her hair, relaxed his grip on her wrist, rewarding her cooperation. “Okay then, Suzanna, I like to know who I’m talking to. I’m going to stay inside where it’s dry and give the ambulance a miss for now.”

“It’s daylight and you’re upright, so you need to leave. I helped you as much as I could last night.”

“So you say. I have my own opinion about that. The way I feel, I think that horse of yours must have kicked me a few times. Or was it someone else?”

“Nobody kicked you. You fell. It was my fault.”

“I think so, too,” he said. “Maybe you should have left me alone and gone about your business.”

“I moved you, brought you in out of the rain, made you as comfortable as I could. That’s all. Why are you acting like this?”

“Who have you called?” he demanded.

“Nobody,” she said. “The phones were out; it was storming. It’s not unusual for the lines to go down out here.”

“Landlines maybe. What about your cell phone?”

“This is a private development, a bit exclusive. Hundreds of acres, not many houses. People who choose to live here want privacy and quiet when they get out of the city so no cell towers, no service. It’s part of the covenants.”

“Now, that’s a new one,” he said. “Most people can’t survive five minutes without one.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Apparently you don’t have one.”

“Maybe I lost it,” he said, holding the frustration out of his tone but worried that he had gained no ground in undermining her confidence. He’d hurt himself, ignited the fire in his chest, to reset the situation but she was still unafraid, obstructive, stubborn. Still holding the high ground in some hidden power position that made her sure she had control.

“Maybe,” she said agreeably but she was looking directly at him, measuring him. “Look,” she said, “this is pointless. I’m sure you don’t feel well. Why don’t I take you to emergency and — “

He stopped her mid-sentence. “You’re not taking me anywhere. You and I are going to go in there, by the fire and have a little talk. And you’re right about one thing: I don’t feel good. So let’s cut the crap.”

He went first to the windows but fog still frustrated any hope of checking the surroundings. He shot another glance at the telescope. He had the strong feeling that out beyond the deck was the same wasteland he had walked and jogged and crawled through in the rain. He had moved under cover of darkness which should have eliminated any application for the telescope. But still, there it was. If not him, could it have been used to watch Gerald’s center with its bloody wonderful security? Where he’d arrived in full daylight like a damn duck in hunting season.

“What’s out there?” he asked her.

She stood well away from him. “Open country, undeveloped foothills, high desert.”

“Sand dunes?”

She shook her head, “No, rocky foothills. We’re up on a little ridge. Down there is the valley of the Little Sandy River. It’s a dry river, most of the time. It’s really just a wide river bottom filled with saguaro and tamarisk. Beyond that you can see for miles, to the Maricopas.”

“No roads? No houses?”

“Oh, yes. Águila Canyon Road runs right through there. Big homes on acreages, though you can’t see any of them from this window.”

“Where’s the closest house?”

“Over there.” She pointed across the dining room.

The fog could lift at any minute. When it did, he would see for himself but he expected it would be as she had described. She wouldn’t bother lying about anything obvious. It didn’t matter right now when he needed to get warm and get some answers out of her.

It was a cruel disappointment to find absolutely no increase in the temperature even directly in front of the fire. Suzanna added wood and it leapt up greedily into the fresh fuel but in character with the rest of the glassy house even the fire was bright but cold. The entire room seemed sullenly determined to freeze him. Her apparent comfort despite her wet hair and bare feet increased his impatience with his condition. And increased his sense that she was manipulating him.

Observing her with the fire he noted her easy competence with the heavy screen, the blocks of split wood and the poker. She was quick and precise, as though she belonged in the house. But that was unlikely. This would be a safe house and she was almost certainly a specialist, an expert at playing out the tricks of disorientation.

“Tell me everything, starting with when you first saw me,” he said when she’d replaced the screen and settled herself in a chair, “and don’t leave anything out.”

She looked into the fire. “I found you in the park, near the dam. It was around three o’clock”

“Three o’clock what day?”

Her gaze swung back to him, startled. “Yesterday, Friday. Today’s Saturday. You’ve only slept a few hours.” She faced the wall of windows at his back. In the flood of natural light her eyes glowed a deep blue, almost navy.

He’d never seen eyes that color and put it down to the flat, white light. Or tinted contact lenses. “Go on.”

“Well, I found you and at first you were unconscious.” She paused and looked down at her hands. “Don’t you remember me finding you? Do you remember how you got shot and ended up out there? What happened to you?”

He could have exploded with frustration. “Just tell me your part in it, all the details,” he demanded.

“I am telling you. I’m not lying. Why can’t we just talk about it?”

He shot upright, reached for her shoulder, and jerked her out of the chair and onto the couch in one motion. He had held his right arm close along his side but all the muscles in his chest had tensed to snatch her out of the chair. The arm was one thing, his chest another. He was stunned by the agony under the bandage. He sat down beside her abruptly, breathing carefully.

“Tell it,” he said through clenched teeth, “unless you want me to hurt you.”

She shrank back into the corner of the sofa, as far away from him as possible. He raised his eyebrows at her impatiently.

“I found you around three o’clock, yesterday afternoon. It was raining pretty hard by then. You were unconscious at first, then you came to. You said you didn’t want a doctor. You told me to go away.” She had been looking into the fire, now she hesitated and frowned. She faced him. “You were afraid of my dog. That was the first thing.”

“What kind of dog?”

But suddenly he could recall the beast perfectly. He felt a flicker of memory of the wet hillside. He was jolted, thinking about the dog in the rain. He hadn’t actually been afraid of a dog for years. And why was his memory restored, sharp and immediate when she said dog, but only of the animal and nothing else?

“German shepherd. You called him an Alsatian.” Her voice quickened. “You’re bleeding again.”

He looked down at the bright stain on the bandage. It was growing steadily. Each breath had hurt since he’d jerked her out of the chair. He tried a deep breath and got the same result as yesterday, like sucking air through mud.

She was on her feet, moving quickly. He caught her wrist.

“Let go,” she said crisply, “That’s going to hurt a lot in a minute.” She twisted her wrist urgently. “I’ll be right back.”

He looked at her face, decided to risk it, and relaxed his fingers.

She brought scissors, a roll of adhesive and to his surprise, a box of cooking foil. He felt the quick pluck of her fingertips under his arm, releasing the elastic bandage. The sharp pain of his next breath snapped his eyes open wide. He exhaled very slowly. Now what? Have to inhale. Christ. He grunted, put his head back again and closed his eyes. He heard the rasp of the foil and the snick of the scissors through a red haze behind his eyelids.

“Okay,” she said soothingly, “sorry about this.”

He felt the cool trace of her hair on his cheek, then his chest was being compressed, the fire spreading. He grunted again, shocked by the sharpness of the new pain. The agony subsided and he opened his eyes too late to see what was under the square of foil she’d taped to his chest. As he looked down, the foil shivered and lifted as he inhaled.

She used a corner of the bandage to wipe away the blood. He watched her, breathing carefully.

“My first aid book doesn’t say anything about bullet wounds.” She was very close, her eyes deep blue at this distance too and serious. “This is what it says to do for punctures and sucking chest wounds. You had a gun so maybe it’s a bullet wound, but I think you might have been stabbed because the wound is big and jagged and there’s no exit wound in your back. Who did this? Can you remember anything at all about what happened?”

He fought the impulse to slap her, to cut off the misplaced confidence behind her stalling and chatter. Whoever was behind this was playing for time while he got weaker. Meanwhile, she was the nonthreatening distraction meant to keep him occupied while some agenda came together. Watching and learning was the smart course for him but it was maddening and giving them time wasn’t in his interest. Still, he needed to rest and plan before going on the offensive. His impatience was often an asset but now, with a bullet in his chest, gaps in his memory, he swallowed the urge to reset the balance of power with force, choosing instead to use the whiplash of his tone to convey the threat. “This isn’t difficult for most adults. I ask the questions; you make declarative statements. Do you understand me?”

She looked down at the tangle of bandage in her hands. “There are a lot of stairs to this house so at first I was going to make a place for you in the barn.” She took a deep breath. “The tack room has heat and lights. I thought I’d better take a look at that,” she nodded at his chest. “I got your jacket off but your shirt was stuck to you so I had to cut it and soak it off. When it finally came free you started to breathe like you did just now. I made it worse.”

She had been kneeling on one knee on the couch. She glanced at his face, then sank down in the corner again and crossed her arms defensively. She concluded firmly, “You were unconscious when I first found you out there. You were freezing and passing out. I had to get you out of the rain but it wasn’t easy. And even after I got you back here, I didn’t know what to do about the hole in your chest so I took a chance and followed the first aid directions. When you could breathe normally again, I had to get you up a set of stairs to get inside. In the end, once I’d sealed the hole and you were conscious, I told you we needed to move into the house, and you did it yourself. I helped but you walked up the steps.”

He turned away from her to stare into the fire. Unbelievable, how much difference that piece of foil made. Eventually, she’d give him the truth. He glanced down at the used bandage in her lap. “If you have another of those, get it.”

He considered his situation while she rewrapped his chest. They wanted him alive, a happy coincidence in that he had no intention of obliging them when they wanted it otherwise. Meanwhile, no rescue team would come for him here. That left him with her. Good Samaritan or gambler? In over her head, either way.

“All right, Suzanna,” he said, when the snug bandage was in place. “I’ve decided to take you up on your offer. There is someplace I’d like to go.”

“I’ll get your clothes,” she said eagerly, getting to her feet.

“Yes,” he said, “I imagine they’re going to need some work. But that can wait. First we’re going to do a bit of research. Over there.” He pointed to the phone on the kitchen island.

He had her bring a pen and pad then he positioned her on the stool to his left with a heavy hand on her shoulder, the phone between them. “First rule,” he said, “you always use the speaker.”

“Who are we calling?”

“How long have you lived here?” he said.

“About eight years.”

“Good. Write down the names of four or five places where they have big wedding receptions. Hotels, country clubs, resorts, like that.” He nudged the pad in front of her.

“Why?”

“Because you’re helping me. Remember? Am I going to have to remind you every five minutes?”

When she was done, he tore the list off the pad, divided a clean sheet into columns, labeled them and copied her list of places into the Location column on his page, leaving blank lines between the names. She watched him, openly curious. When he was finished, he asked if she had a directory and she retrieved one from a drawer. “Why don’t you get us some of that coffee?” he said without looking up.

By the time she had refilled the cups and added milk to hers, he’d found the phone numbers he wanted. “Okay,” he indicated the stool beside him and waited until she reluctantly circled the island and rejoined him. “I’m going to make the first call. Then you’re going to do it. So pay attention.”

He could do most things well left-handed but punching the tiny numbers was awkward. He left the handset down, which triggered the speaker to cut in automatically. The first call netted a woman with a Mexican accent so he switched to Spanish and rapidly extracted the answers he needed.

By the time he disconnected he’d filled in the three remaining columns with: 2:30, Baker/Amhurst, 175. Suzanna’s attention was on the pad when he leaned abruptly towards her. “Me voy a enfermar,” he croaked, watching her face.

The way his stomach was churning the coffee he’d swallowed it was not completely out of the question. She looked at him blankly without a flicker of apprehension. It confirmed his judgment that she had not understood the Spanish. Good to know, though now he would have to make the next call, too.

“Good morning,” he responded when he got an answer from the next name on the list. “I was wondering if I might trouble you for a bit of information.”

“Of course,” the female voice said.

“I feel kinda silly,” he began, in what he hoped was an appropriately embarrassed tone, “but I’ve just flown in for a wedding and I’ve gone and left my invitation at home. Old college friend’s stepdaughter. Haven’t seen him in years. Anyway, I can’t remember where the reception is being held. I’m going to miss the wedding. Don’t want to miss the party, too.”

He paused and the receptionist took the bait and laughed. “I can appreciate how you feel,” she said, “I hope I can help. We’re having two wedding receptions today. What’s your friend’s name?”

“That’s the problem,” he said. “She’s using her natural father’s name and I’ve forgotten it. I’m sure I’d recognize it, though.”

“Oh,” the woman sympathized, “okay. Here we are ... Gonsallez/Weir at 2:00, and Seinner/Mira at 5:00. Either of those sound right?”

“No,” he replied, recording the information on his list. “Afraid not. Sorry to have troubled you.”

“No problem,” the woman said as he hit the button.

“What are you doing?” Suzanna said when he looked at her.

“Looking for a wedding, obviously,” he replied. “Now it’s your turn.” He nudged the pad across to her. “You can change it a little bit to make it sound natural, and if you get a chance, find a way to ask how many people are expected.”

Suzanna frowned. Before she could object, he continued, “It’s just a bit more help.”

She stared at him, shook her head slightly.

“It’s very easy,” he said. “I’ve done half of it already.”

She began to rise off the stool. He put his hand on her arm and held it flat to the island. “It’s just talking on the phone, no big deal. You can do it now, or you can do it after I talk you into it.”

“Why are you doing this?” She pulled away from him, as far as her imprisoned arm allowed. “Why on earth would you want to go to a wedding?”

He leaned after her. “Where did you think I was going, dressed like that?”

“But that was yesterday,” she protested. “It’s over by now.”

He took in her wide blue eyes, puzzled expression and the doubt crept in again, the off-balance feeling that she was humoring him because this was a game and she already knew what he needed and how to keep him from achieving it while playing this role. Telling her a story now would even things up. Match her BS with some of his own, give her something to think about. She was either very smart or a fool. If it turned out she was just foolish she’d have a story to tell herself.

He shrugged slightly and gave her a half-smile. “She’s got something to prove so it’s a big wedding, lots of parties. The big event’s today. A friend’s ex-wife is getting remarried. He had the brilliant idea to crash it and
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