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ONE

	Venneman dropped the coffee carafe in the sink as he was filling it with cold water. It smashed into flying slivers. One sliver hit him on the knuckle. He sensed as much as saw one fly past his eye, just missing him.

	“Damn!”

	His knuckle was bleeding. He held his hand under the stream of cold water, washing the cut until the blood stopped flowing. It stung deeply, but he kept his hand there. He deserved some pain for such carelessness.

	It was a small cut, but Venneman was worried that the piece of glass might still be in there. Years ago, his mother had warned him that cuts from broken glass were the worst kind, because often one could not feel the glass in the wound. Unlike a splinter of wood, glass didn’t always give its presence away. The image of a glass splinter under the skin, cleanly slicing away the very nerve endings whenever the wound was touched and thus preventing telltale feelings of pain, had stayed with Venneman ever since.

	He shivered and told himself not to fret about such things. Surely the fact that the cut had already stopped bleeding was a good sign. He should expend more energy worrying about the invisible pieces of glass he had just scattered all over the kitchen.

	Venneman spent the next quarter-hour sweeping the floor carefully and wiping off all the counters. Then he stepped outside and wiped his shoes on the wet grass just in case there were some slivers in the soles. It was still dark outside, and cold and drizzling, a prelude to the snow predicted for the day. Venneman took his time anyway and did a thorough job before going back inside. Finally he was ready to get the spare carafe from the cupboard and start the coffee-making process all over again. Once the coffee had started dripping, he took the shopping list off the refrigerator door and added to it Coffee Carafe—12 Cups.

	Jill came into the kitchen as he was pinning the list back on the refrigerator door with a magnet. She was wearing only her bra and panties, and she was toweling her hair. “Did you yell, Richie?”

	“Yeah, I yelled.” He held up his hand, knuckle toward her, and told her what had happened. “Better not walk around in here until you get your shoes on.”

	“Right. Bring me a cup when it’s ready, will you?”

	He watched her as she left the kitchen, still rubbing the towel over her hair. The wetness made her hair look dark, but when it was dry, it was a light brown, almost blonde, shining and healthy. It reached almost to her shoulders, turning under at the end. It was naturally fairly straight hair, with only a slight, soft wave. Jill had always avoided permanents, preferring her hair’s natural beauty. It complemented the aristocratic beauty of her face—high cheekbones, firm jaw, straight, slender nose, pale skin. Her eyes were brown and her eyebrows almost black, a startling contrast to her hair and skin color. She stared at people fixedly, sometimes; it was an unconscious habit. Venneman had seen its effect: uneasiness followed by fascination.

	Jill was tall for a woman, only a couple of inches shorter than Venneman. She was slender and firm, despite a sedentary job and lifestyle and a large appetite. She had always seemed unaware how blessed she was by heredity.

	Venneman knew that Jill Kennedy in her underwear would have excited most other men, but she no longer had that effect on him. Living together, he thought. It’s as good as marriage for suppressing libido.

	Not that he had found her as arousing even in the beginning as he was sure other men would have. Their lovemaking was certainly pleasant, though, and Venneman would rather make love to Jill than not do so, most times.

	In the early days of their living together, he remembered, Jill had always taken care not to appear in front of him naked, or even so nearly naked as she had just done. He had always assumed that that was due to her shyness about nudity and her uneasiness with her own body. For the first time, it occurred to him now that she might have been afraid of exciting him too much. She had had as many unpleasant experiences with the libidos of others as he had, and she must have feared his. For a moment, the idea amused him.

	Later, they had breakfast, drank the last of the coffee, and went to church. Then they came back and read the newspaper, did their various housekeeping chores, and went out on a brief shopping trip. After all of which, it was time for Jill to prepare their lunches for the next day, for Venneman to make sure that all the non-food items he wanted to have in his lunch pail were in there, and for both of them to go to bed.

	They were both very tired. They gave each other a quick kiss, said goodnight, lay down back to back, and fell asleep quickly. Despite his fear that it would wake him, the cut in Venneman’s hand didn’t bother him at all during the night, and by the next morning, he had forgotten about it.

	The young woman at the front of the bus kept watching him. Venneman tried to keep his eyes glued to his newspaper, but he could not avoid looking up now and then. Whenever he did, his eyes met hers and she smiled warmly at him. Even Jill’s presence in the seat beside him was no deterrence to the young woman.

	Predators, Venneman thought. The world’s full of them. He had always hated being stared at, especially when the look had in it that element of sexual interest that he had learned to recognize and fear even as a child.

	The bus went all the way downtown, but Venneman and Jill normally got off at an earlier point, at one edge of the university where both worked, Venneman in the basement of Currigan Hall, the building housing the physics department, and Jill as the receptionist for the history department. Today, Jill had an appointment at a doctor’s office along the way.

	“Here’s my stop,” Jill said. “’Bye.”

	Venneman offered his cheek, and she gave him a peck on it. Then she hurried from the bus into the grey light of a winter morning.

	Quickly, Venneman slid his lunch pail from his lap onto the seat Jill had just vacated. He tried to watch the young woman at the front of the bus without actually looking at her. She had half risen from her seat as Jill headed for the exit. Now, seeing what Venneman had done with his lunch pail, she sat down again. She was watching him, though, still trying to catch his eye. Venneman stared at his newspaper again, pretending to read it.

	The bus reached the university, and the young woman stood up. This was Venneman’s normal stop, but he decided to stay on the bus for a while this morning. After a long look at Venneman, the young woman shrugged and got off. Venneman relaxed for the first time since boarding the bus and managed to finish the main section of the newspaper before the bus reached its next stop, which was downtown. Venneman left the bus and began the trek back toward the campus.

	Walking carefully along the wet, slippery sidewalk, Venneman wondered when it would end. Age would do it, he supposed. At some point, he’d be old and wrinkled enough that women would no longer want him. He had once tried taking up smoking in order to hasten that day, but Jill had objected strenuously. Possibly he would one day get used to the unwanted invitations and learn to ignore them, but he doubted it.

	He got to work five minutes late instead of his usual ten minutes early. Not that it mattered all that much. The first supercilious Ph.D. wouldn’t show up until ten or eleven o’ clock. Of course everything had better be ready by then, and both lab technicians must pretend to be eager to jump to the lordly one’s commands.

	He and Dale did all the work, but the faculty members got all the credit. No doubt a really good Christian would be able to accept that and even be content with the way things were, Venneman thought. He had never pretended to be a particularly good Christian, though, much as he thought he ought to be. Instead, he was sure he was one of the most sinful ones.

	Faculty members and students were already roaming about in the hallways, but none of them paid any attention to Venneman. He was beneath the notice of the faculty members except when they needed his help in the lab, and the students ignored him because they knew he was of no use to their academic careers.

	Oh, ease up, Venneman told himself. Less bitterness and more understanding, please.

	He went down the main stairway, down to the basement level of Currigan Hall, trying to put a spring in his step, as if doing so would in turn affect his mood and make him feel happy and carefree.

	At the bottom of the stairs, the way was blocked by double glass doors. A box was attached to the wall beside the right-hand door. A small light on the box glowed red. Venneman unclipped from his shirt pocket the badge which functioned as a cardkey. He inserted it into the slot in the box and pulled it out again. The red light changed to green, and Venneman heard the faint click as the door was unlocked. He reclipped the badge to his shirt and pushed the door open. “Home again,” he muttered.

	In fact, though, he had always liked the cleanliness and order of the lab.

	Upstairs, there were other labs, the ones where first- and second-year physics students did what were grandly called experiments as part of their course work. No matter how often the students were preached to about the importance of neatness in a lab, those rooms were always a mess—in Venneman’s opinion, anyway. He had started out up there, setting things up for the kids beforehand and then cleaning up after them. It had seemed a hopeless and endless task. At least he had done it, unlike his successor, who was really little more than a glorified janitor, and not a very good one.

	Down here, matters were different. This was Dale and Venneman’s domain. Oh, not in the view of the physics faculty, but in the view of the two lab technicians, who knew the truth of the matter far better than the part-time visitors with doctorates did.

	Although the truth of the matter, Venneman knew, was that he was still little more than a glorified janitor. And this was Dale’s domain if it was anyone’s.

	Dale was there already, seated at her desk, bending forward to concentrate on the screen of her computer. Venneman could see that she had on her usual Serious Graduate Student expression, but the blue light from the screen made her look like The Graduate Student from Another World.

	Venneman was not surprised that Dale had arrived before him. She was as punctual as he, and frequently worked even later.

	She had a future to work for, which could not be said for him. She had chosen this way to pay her way through graduate school, preferring it to teaching undergraduate courses or grading papers for one of the faculty members. From what Venneman had heard, Dale was highly respected in the department and was doing very well. She’d be gone all too soon, off to her no-doubt brilliant career. At which time, Venneman was sure, she would be replaced by someone considerably less pleasant to work with.

	He called out across the room to her. “Hi, Dale! How’s Dr. Dirtbag’s little darling today?”

	Dale looked up from her console, gave him a quick smile, and returned her attention to the panel in front of her. “Humming right along. All the little dials keep spelling out ‘Nobel Prize.’”

	Could Harold Dinsmuir with a Nobel Prize to his credit be any more insufferable than he already was? Venneman doubted it.

	He put his lunch pail on his desk, hung his coat on the rack beside the desk, and walked over to Dale’s desk. He stood behind her and looked over her shoulder. He realized that he was halfway hoping Dale had found a glitch, some sign that Dinsmuir’s project wasn’t working. Venneman felt guilty immediately. Don’t think about Dinsmuir getting glory out of this, he told himself. Think of the university and the department getting the glory. Think of your job security.

	If Dinsmuir succeeded, Venneman was sure, money would start flowing into the department, this lab would expand, and maybe Venneman could even swing a raise for himself. Such a raise would be even more likely if he could bring himself to stay in Dinsmuir’s favor, since much of the money flowing into the department would flow to Dinsmuir, whom other universities would be trying to recruit. Should Dinsmuir choose to stay, he would have more money, more prestige, and more power. A pay raise was important to Venneman and Jill. If it were large enough, they could get on with serious planning for the future.

	He realized that he had rarely stood this close to Dale before. For the first time, he noticed a few grey hairs in her short, thick cap of black hair.

	Poor Dale, he thought. It’s a good thing for her she’s so good at physics and will be able to support herself. She’ll never get a man.

	Immediately, Venneman felt guilty for those thoughts. Dale was a wonderful young woman, he told himself sternly, and the man who won her heart would be lucky, indeed.

	“What does he have you doing for the presentation?” Dale asked him.

	She was twenty-five, the same age as Jill, but that was the only similarity between the two women. Dale was taller than Venneman, her face was plain, and her body was slender, shapeless, and sexless. “I’m the kind of woman every man expects to find in a physics lab,” she had once told Venneman. But her face was pleasant and open, and Venneman had always found that looking at her relaxed him inside, made him feel calm and peaceful. Perhaps that was largely due to her being one of the few woman who didn’t openly want him sexually.

	He said, “I copied and collated all the handouts for Dirtbag. He also told me to double check all the tables and graphs against the original readings. You know, he’s terrified that his positive results will turn out to be an artifact of the instruments, and he’ll look like an idiot.”

	“Even more of an idiot, you mean. I bet there are lots of physicists who’d be happy to disprove his results. A lot of them are on the faculty here.”

	“Yeah, well, they might dream of undermining him, but they’re also happy enough to hold onto his coattails as long as he’s a rising star.”

	Dale laughed. “You’re mixing your metaphors.”

	“Dale, I don’t even know what a metaphor is, let alone how to mix one. Anyway, now I have to put the stuff into those glossy binders he bought. And give the place a once over, make it neat and shiny. I’d better get to it. Dr. Dirtbag’ll probably be along in an hour or two.”

	Dale widened her eyes at him and said loudly, “Why, here’s Dr. Dinsmuir now. Hi, Dr. Dinsmuir! Everything’s swimming along swimmingly.”

	Venneman pasted a smile on his face and turned toward the door.

	“Good girl,” Dinsmuir said. The tone of his voice dismissed her. His gaze slid over her and came to rest on Venneman, and his face lit up. Harold Dinsmuir was a tall, athletic man, darkly handsome. Venneman knew that he was past forty, but he looked no more than thirty, and the quantity and quality of his research were those of a young scientist. The current project, the complex of machinery which occupied all of the west end of the lab, was Dinsmuir’s most ambitious research yet. It was also his ticket to worldwide fame. Today, Dinsmuir would be showing a group of money men and policy makers what he had accomplished. It would be the first step toward cashing in that ticket.

	“Richard,” Dinsmuir said. He had the voice of an orator even when he wasn’t trying, and now he was trying. His voice grew deeper, richer, more commanding. “Let’s go up to my office, Richard. We need to talk about what you’ll be doing today.”

	Venneman stood his ground. “We discussed it yesterday afternoon, Doctor. I know what to do, and all the handouts are ready. I’ve got them stacked over there on my desk.”

	Dinsmuir’s glance flicked back to Dale and away again, back to Venneman. “Hm. I see. Okay, carry on, both of you. I’ll check in later today.”

	After Dinsmuir had left, Dale said, “I wish I knew your secret, Richie.”

	“I wish I knew, so I could get rid of it.”

	Dale shook her head. “I don’t think it’s something you can get rid of. Or transfer to someone else, which is what I really wish you could do. You’re more than handsome, you know. In an earlier age, you’d have been called beautiful.”

	“No,” Venneman said quickly. “Jill’s beautiful. Men are just handsome. But I’m not even that.”

	Dale said, “Jill is beautiful, but so are you. Or handsome, if you prefer. Very handsome. You’re about six feet tall, aren’t you?”

	Venneman shook his head. “Five ten.”

	Dale laughed. “Okay, let’s compromise. Say five eleven. And in good shape. And you’ve got that gorgeous hair—I don’t even know what color to call it.”

	“Let’s call it brown and change the subject. Please.”

	But Dale persisted. “No, it’s not really brown. More like auburn—such a dark red that it’s almost brown, but it’s much more interesting than brown. It’s a color women want to touch, to see if it feels as beautiful and sexy as it looks.”

	“It feels like hair,” Venneman said.

	“Of course it does. But you’re avoiding my point. And then there are your eyes. They’re even larger and darker than Jill’s, and hers are killers. But you don’t look at people the way she does. You’re always looking at the ground, instead of the person you’re talking to.”

	“That’s not true!” Venneman said. “I’m looking at you right now.” He forced himself to keep his eyes on her face.

	“With an effort,” Dale said. “I can tell. Anyway, it’s more than just your looks. I think you’d have that amazing sexual attraction, that sexual magnetism, even if you were ordinary looking. Maybe it’s pheromones. Every woman wants you. And a lot of men, too, obviously.”

	“Not every woman, thank God.” He smiled at Dale, feeling safe doing so.

	“Most men probably envy you.”

	“They don’t know what it’s like. Anyway, I’d better get on with making Dr. Dirtbag look good.”

	Venneman put the handouts for the presentation into the new binders that had “Harold Dinsmuir” prominently printed on their covers. Then he scoured the lab. He found a few stray pieces of equipment and put them back on the appropriate shelves in the appropriate cabinets or in the supply closet, as appropriate. He noticed a couple of crumpled-up pieces of paper on the floor, and he picked them up and threw them away. He dusted surfaces and washed and dried the coffee mug with DINSMUIR stenciled on it. He worked mechanically. He was thorough, but his conscious mind was elsewhere.

	He, too, wished that he could transfer whatever it was to someone else—to one of those men who supposedly envied him, perhaps, or to Dale, who obviously also envied him. Whatever it was, in Venneman’s opinion it was a curse.

	It had been with him for as long as he could remember. It predated puberty, the awakening of his own very mild interest in sex. As far back as he could remember anything, he could remember adults of every age and both sexes stroking him, hugging him, kissing him, and all those memories filled him with disgust. In school, teachers and other children had done the same thing to him.

	God, how he hated being pursued! Pursued, desired, the protagonist in others’ fantasies. He would sell his soul, he sometimes thought, to be free of all that.

	Thank God for Jill Kennedy. She too was beautiful, desirable in the eyes of others. And she too wanted to be free of others’ eyes on her body, wanted to be liberated from other people’s needs. She and Venneman had found each other with vast relief. Each had become the other’s shield against the world’s lust.

	They had been living together for more than a year. True, they slept together, but the physical side of their relationship was so subdued, so almost chaste, that Venneman was sure God would forgive them for it, especially since it protected them from the temptations of others and since they fully intended to marry very soon—as soon as money permitted, as soon as their financial future seemed secure enough.

	Much of that depended on Dinsmuir—unchaste, lust-filled Dinsmuir.

	Campus rumor had it that no attractive student in Dinsmuir’s classes—male or female—was safe from him. A man of lesser professional ability would have destroyed his career with even half of the escapades that were attributed to him, but Dinsmuir—Dirty Harold, Dirty Dinsmuir, Dr. Dirtbag—had so high a record of achievement in his field that a university administration desperate for national recognition had chosen to hold its breath and ignore his trespasses and hope that Dinsmuir had the sense to know how far was too far.

	Sometimes Venneman felt dirty working in the man’s lab. He also had no options. He was lucky to have this job. Were he to lose it, he would have a hard time finding another like it.

	He was only here because of Dinsmuir, in the first place. There seemed no end to Venneman’s dependence on the vile man.

	Venneman’s parents had died when he was a senior in high school. He had spent the small insurance settlement on college tuition, books, and room and board. In retrospect, it had been a foolish gamble, and he might have been better off spending the money at the racetrack.

	He had reached the first semester of his junior year before admitting that his intellectual abilities weren’t equal to his ambitions: he would never be a physicist. He had signed up for a course in Electricity and Magnetism and one in Optics, both required for physics majors, both taught by Dinsmuir, and both acknowledged as killers. They had certainly killed Richard Venneman’s academic career.

	There was nothing else Venneman had ever dreamt of being, nothing but a physicist. But it had become clear to him that it wouldn’t matter if there were anything else, for he was talentless, as inadequate for everything else as he was for physics.

	Of all people, Dinsmuir had come to his rescue. Dinsmuir, so vile in Venneman’s eyes, had exerted his influence and persuaded the university to create a permanent lab-assistant position and hire Venneman to fill it.

	Ten years later, Venneman was still there.

	Even in his own eyes, he was just a glorified janitor. He made up for his lack of intellectual ability, his lack of any qualification for advancement, by an obsessive attention to detail. In any lab that was his responsibility, every surface would be spotlessly clean and every item would be in its proper place.

	He would be here, he knew, doing this kind of work, until he was an old man. The years that should have constituted his career in science, he would instead spend in this lab or one like it, cleaning up after those with real ability, surrounded by science he could not understand.

	The afternoon visit and demonstration went well for Dinsmuir.

	Venneman did his part. He was appropriately unobtrusive except when Dinsmuir needed help, and then he was there immediately, handing Dinsmuir photocopies to distribute to the visitors, getting a clean ashtray for the two smokers in the group, refreshing drinks as necessary. Smoking was not supposed to be permitted in the lab, and drinking was outlawed everywhere on the campus except in one restaurant in the student union building. But Venneman said nothing about that. It was understood that laws did not apply to such visitors as these.

	He and Dale had an hour of peace after the tour was over. Then Dinsmuir returned, alone.

	He came into the lab shouting. “Great job, guys! They loved it. More important, they believed it. Which means money, funding, greenbacks for everyone. Dale, your doctorate’s in the bag. I’ll see to it. Richard, you still living with that little Kennedy girl?”

	“Jill. Yes, sir.”

	“Yeah, I remember her from back when she was in my Physics 101 class. Hmm. Dropped out of school, didn’t she?”

	Physics 101, Venneman thought. What other faculty member of Dinsmuir’s fame and accomplishments would teach a beginning physics course for non-science majors? But Dinsmuir wasn’t doing it out a sense of academic philanthropy. Dinsmuir did it so that he could bask in the awe of a roomful of freshmen and sophomores and simultaneously select his prey for the semester. Jill had described her experience in that class to Venneman. She remembered no formulas from it; she remembered only the constant feeling of Dinsmuir’s eyes on her body. Venneman had once overheard Dinsmuir refer to the 101 classes as being “filled with juicy little freshmen with elastic skin.”

	“Yes, Professor,” Venneman said. “That’s right. She hopes to go back and finish her degree some day. When we have the money saved up.”

	“Yeah, money. Everyone’s problem. Well, listen, Richard. You deserve a reward for all your hard work on this presentation. You and Jill ever ski?”

	“No, Professor.” What a question, Venneman thought. As if ski vacations were within his economic compass!

	“That’s too bad. I’ve got a couple of plane tickets and reservations for a place in Colorado for next weekend, for me and a friend. But now I won’t be able to go, because I’ve got to follow up with these money men, and my friend won’t be able to go because her husband will be in town after all. So, if you and Jill want to use the tickets and the reservation, you can have them. It’s too bad you don’t ski. But hell, no one really goes out there to ski, anyway. Know what I mean? Maybe if you’re really lucky, little Jill won’t be able to go with you, and you’ll get to go by yourself, you know?” He winked at Venneman.

	“I think Jill would love a vacation in Colorado, Dr. Dinsmuir. Thanks.”

	“Uh huh. Well, then, come on up to my office later. I’ll leave the packet on my desk, in case I’m not there.”

	They watched him leave, and then Dale said, “Good thing you know when he’s scheduled to teach, so you can be sure he’s not in his office when you go there. You know,” she added, “it just occurred to me. I bet I know what he really meant when he said that about Jill not going with you. I bet he was thinking about her being here alone, with you out of town, so that he could get in touch with her and offer to keep her company.”

	Venneman snorted. “You’re probably right. God, what a slimy toad!”

	Dale smiled faintly. “Sex isn’t necessarily bad, Richie. Just complicated.”

	Sex. Venneman thought about the word as he finished the few small tasks that remained. Such a small word for something that loomed so large in the lives of so many. What explained their obsession with it? It was the physical process God had designed for the propagation of the species. It was mildly pleasurable, but it wrinkled the sheets. Big deal.

	It was a big deal for many, as Venneman knew. People like Dinsmuir risked their entire careers in the pursuit of it. So many people—Dale and Jill being among the rare exceptions—wanted Venneman for sex, even though he tried so hard not to attract them, not to radiate anything. It was as if his broadcasting of sexuality, a broadcast that lied, was another natural force, like sex itself, beyond his control and having nothing to do with his real nature.

	In a way, he thought, it was like Dinsmuir’s project.

	Venneman came to a halt in front of the mass of equipment. It was two cylinders bolted together to form one longer cylinder, turned on their side, sealed at both ends, encrusted with the devices that controlled and measured the progress of the experiment. He corrected himself. This afternoon, it had officially progressed beyond being an experiment to being something else. Being what? A prototype, Venneman supposed. A first stage in something new and strange, something that would unsettle the world. Or so Dinsmuir hoped.

	Venneman had read and tried to understand the handouts as he had copied and stapled them. He had, he thought, a vague understanding of the project and its significance.

	Somewhere inside that long cylinder, a plasma burned. Venneman pictured it as a slender bar of light, a glowing cylinder within the metal cylinder. Perhaps it was unmoving, unchanging, or perhaps it writhed and twisted as though alive. Atoms tore themselves apart, shedding electrons, becoming naked nuclei. The nuclei rushed together and merged—no, “fused.” But what was generated was not heat, but electricity, direct current.

	That was where Venneman’s understanding broke down. He had read enough popular science articles about fusion power to understand what the giant experimental setups in various parts of the world were working toward. But Dinsmuir, he gathered, had bypassed all of them and leaped ahead. Some new physical principles were involved, principles discovered by Dinsmuir. If Dinsmuir were not really responsible for their discovery, he would no doubt manage to claim credit for them.

	Venneman didn’t understand the physical principles themselves, but he understood the result obtained by applying them. Dinsmuir had used these new concepts to cobble together a pile of machinery which contained a small plasma in which fusion took place and electricity was produced directly from the plasma. The plasma was small enough, and well enough contained, that there was supposed to be little physical degradation of the equipment inside the cylinder. The entire project was small and fairly simple and required little maintenance by humans. If Dinsmuir had come even close to achieving all of this, then he would very soon be famous and rich, and he would have changed the world.

	Dinsmuir planned to run the experiment for a few weeks more, to gather enough data to put his achievement beyond any possibility of doubt. Then he would shut the experiment down and unbolt the two cylinders and pull them apart to see how much damage the plasma had actually done to the equipment on the inside. His hope was that the damage would be slight enough to verify the commercial feasibility of his approach to fusion power. Overnight, giant power projects would shut down all over the world and industrialists would beat a path to his door. Could the Nobel Prize be far behind?

	Venneman knew he should be impressed by Dinsmuir’s accomplishment, but it was the plasma at the core of the experiment that fascinated him, the fiercely gleaming thread of sun hidden within that silent cylinder. It was all so mundane on the outside, but what must it look like beyond those metal walls?

	It was like human nature, he thought. Outwardly, most people were bland, ordinary, quiet. But the glances Venneman always felt on him, the gazes that moved up and down his body, showed what blazed inside, the fascinating, deadly fire that would consume him if he ever dared expose himself to it. The mundane exteriors shielded him and must be maintained.

	Only he—and Jill, thank God—lacked that awful inner flame. Only with Jill was he safe.

	He wondered, though, what it would be like to have that fire blazing within him.

	
TWO

	First class, of course. What else should he have expected?

	Venneman shifted from side to side. First class seats were designed for much wider hips than his; they were designed for the hips of the rich, the kind of rich whose hips are wider than those of the poor. But there’s a kind of rich people whose hips are narrower than those of the poor, Venneman thought. People like that would slide around in these seats. They’d be knocked from side to side every time the plane hit some turbulence.

	He chuckled aloud at the image. Four free glasses of champagne made it easier to chuckle aloud. Anyway, even here in first class, there was enough noise from the engines to hide the sound of his laughter.

	No, they wouldn’t slide from side to side. They’d have all kinds of expensive doodads with them on the seat, doodads enclosed in expensive leather. They’d be using the doodads to work as they flew, to increase their wealth and power. “Must be nice,” he muttered.

	It would be even nicer if Jill were with him. That had been the plan, but the head of the history department had decreed otherwise. At the last moment, on Thursday afternoon, with their flight scheduled for Friday morning, Montfort, the chairman of the history department, had rounded up his office staff and told them that any weekend plans they had were canceled.

	“But he knew about that damned conference months ago,” Venneman had complained to Jill on Thursday evening. He was packing for the trip. Jill, looking unhappy, was unpacking what she had already packed and hanging it back in her side of the closet. “So why didn’t he prepare ahead of time?” Venneman persisted. “Why is he doing this to you now?”

	“Who knows?” Jill said. “That’s just the way he is. Why didn’t you pack your stuff ahead of time, so you wouldn’t be doing it now, the night before? Same with him.”

	“No, it’s not the same. The difference is, because I didn’t pack ahead of time, I’ll end up losing some sleep in order to get it all done in time. But I’m not screwing up someone else’s weekend. I’m only screwing myself.”

	“I wish you wouldn’t use expressions like that,” Jill said. “Anyway, it’s irrelevant, right? I’m stuck here, so you might as well go to Colorado and enjoy yourself.”

	“Enjoy myself without you? I doubt it. Why don’t you just tell Montfort to go scr—To get lost.”

	Jill’s hands dropped to her sides. She felt exhausted, physically and spiritually. “Oh, Richie. We’re not making it financially now. Let alone saving up anything for the future, for me to back to school, which we said we’d do. I can’t risk my job, especially not with the way the economy is these days, and me without any kind of marketable skill.”

	“You could be a model,” he said impulsively. “You could get rich that way.”

	Jill smiled at him. “That’s sweet of you to say, Richie. But I’m already too old to break into modeling—even if I thought I could do that sort of thing, which I never could. Can you imagine having people looking at you and taking pictures of your face and your body like that?” She grimaced. “Thanks, but I’ll stay with the job I’ve got. Montfort’s not so bad. I’ve heard about bosses who’re a lot worse.”

	“I’d rather not go without you. If you’ve got to stay here, then I should stay here, too. Just say the word.”

	“Oh, don’t be silly, Richie!” She laughed. “Just because I’ll be stuck here doesn’t mean you should be, too. I’ll feel better knowing that you’re enjoying yourself.”

	“I won’t enjoy myself at all without you,” Venneman assured her, but he felt relieved that she had rejected his offer to bypass the vacation.

	So now here he was, lolling in the luxury of a first-class seat, drinking free champagne, waiting for his lunch, and watching the snow-dusted farmland of the Midwest slide away beneath him. And doing his best to ignore the gaze of the stewardess, who kept trying to make eye contact with him.

	Dinsmuir wouldn’t ignore her, Venneman thought. Dinsmuir would jump at the chance. Dinsmuir would maybe even grab the pretty young woman and see if these first-class seats were wide enough to hold two. Hell, Dinsmuir would probably grab the pretty young man from the coach class, too. Venneman chuckled again. Dinsmuir would...

	Maybe Dinsmuir would drink less of the free champagne and keep his wits about him. And maybe Venneman should do the same.

	He sat up straight and put his champagne glass on the fold-out tray in front of him. It was still about a quarter full, and Venneman was determined to leave it that way.

	The stewardess took his gesture as a request for more champagne, or perhaps simply as an opportunity to approach him. She came down the aisle with the open bottle. “A refill, sir?”

	What a lovely smile she has, Venneman thought. She is very pretty. Not quite so pretty as Jill, but that left considerable leeway for prettiness. And she was trying very hard to be friendly. Venneman smiled back. “No, thanks, Miss. I’ve had more than enough. Lunch is coming, isn’t it?”

	“Oh, yes, sir. It’s heating right now. It should be ready in less than a minute. Traveling alone, are you?”

	No, it wasn’t a lovely smile; it was a frightening one. The lips wanted to touch him, the tongue to suck, the teeth to nibble and tease. Venneman shriveled within and drew back, shutting himself off, donning his armor. “Only to Denver,” he told her. “My fiancée is meeting me there.” A lie was surely forgivable in such circumstances as these.

	The stewardess nodded. “I see. She lives there?”

	“No, we’re meeting there. We’re spending the weekend in Steamboat Springs.”

	“That’s a nice town. Hope you enjoy yourselves.” She paused. “I have a layover in Denver this weekend, and I was kinda thinking of going to Steamboat myself. Maybe I’ll see you there. My name’s Karen, by the way.”

	Venneman smiled and nodded but said nothing. It was unlikely that she would see him in Steamboat Springs, since he would not be there. His weekend reservations were for another resort town entirely. He had seen the name Steamboat Springs on the map of Colorado he had been looking at before leaving on this trip. The name had appealed to him, and it had come in handy to mislead this particular predator.

	A few hours later, when Venneman was wandering around helplessly in the winter-vacation madness of Stapleton Airport, he bumped into Karen again. Or she bumped into him.

	She was pulling a small suitcase behind her on a wheeled metal frame. Amid the colorfully garbed skiers with their bulky jackets, she looked trim and appealing in her dark, form-fitting uniform. “Hi!” she said. “Fiancée didn’t show up?”

	“Oh, ah, no. Minor change in plans. We’re going to meet in Steamboat Springs, instead. If I can find the airline that flies there, that is.”

	“If you don’t, I could put you up for the weekend here in town.”

	“It’s called Rocky Mountain Ski Transport,” Venneman said, pretending he hadn’t heard her. “But I don’t see any signs for it.”

	“Oh, I know where that is. Come on.” She took his arm and steered him through the crowd.

	Her hand was small, but her grip was strong. Venneman, despite himself, found that exciting. The feeling frightened him. At last he saw a sign for Rocky Mountain Ski Transport ahead of him, above the heads of the crowd. “There it is!” he said, relieved. “I’m okay now. I can find my way. Thank you, Karen.”

	She smiled that lovely, predatory smile at him again. “At least you remembered my name. I remember yours: Richard Venneman. Thank you for flying with us, Mr. Venneman. Climb aboard any time.”

	Venneman mumbled something and pushed his way through the crowd toward the Rocky Mountain Ski Transport ticket counter, thankful when the mass of people closed again behind him and hid Karen from him. He realized that he was sweating. She could not have realized, of course, how she had terrified him. He told himself that, excusing her.

	He verified his reservation and then headed for the appropriate gate. He had little time to spare. The small prop-jet would be leaving soon.

	After Venneman had disappeared, Karen approached the desk and asked the young man behind the counter what Venneman’s destination was. The agent grinned at her. “Better taste than usual, Karen.” He told her what she wanted to know.

	“I bet it tastes very good,” she told him. “And I intend to find out.”

	This was another world, and Venneman wasn’t sure if it was one he cared for.

	There was snow everywhere up here in the mountains. And it wasn’t dirty from traffic like the snow at home. Colored lights draped the buildings and the coniferous trees along the streets, as though the whole town were already decorated for Christmas. There were people in a party mood everywhere, the same gaudily dressed skiers he had encountered at the airport, and all in frantic pursuit of fun. For the most part, they went in pairs, happy couples bent on enjoying the slopes, the restaurants, and each other. As he watched them, Venneman’s mild missing of Jill became less mild.

	The biggest difference between this world and the one he knew was the prices. Everything cost two or three times as much as he was used to. It became clear to him suddenly just how generous Dinsmuir’s gift really was. The seasonal room rates listed behind the receptionist’s desk at the hotel took Venneman’s breath away. Dinsmuir, however, had telephoned ahead and made sure that the room cost was covered and that Venneman would be able to eat in the hotel’s coffee shop and charge his meals to his room—which meant to Dinsmuir’s charge card. If not for that arrangement, Venneman realized, looking at the prices on the menu, he would have had to manage with one meal a day for the whole weekend. If this was what he would have to pay for simple food in a coffee shop, what would he be charged in one of the town’s fancier restaurants? He would never find out, obviously.

	Well, it would be a very simple vacation. He would spend a couple of days wandering around, watching other people having fun. He would eat only in the coffee shop at the hotel. He might window shop, but he would not be able to buy anything. And then he would go back to the small airport and begin his trip back home. It would not be an escape and it would not even be fun; he could already foresee that.

	It was still only Friday evening. He had a long, lonely weekend ahead of him.

	I think, Venneman told himself, that I will splurge on a lonely drink in some sleazy bar.

	It seemed an appropriate way to kill what was left of his first evening alone in this town dedicated to skiing and sex. He showered with the hotel’s fragrant soap, dried himself off with the thick towel, and put on layers of clothing. He had brought with him the warmest clothes he had, but it was scarcely enough, as he had already discovered from his stroll around town in the late afternoon. Now, with the sun long down, it was bound to be even colder. His woolen cap should be adequate, but he wasn’t sure about his gloves. He looked at himself in the mirror, contrasting his bulky, drab appearance with the brilliant peacocks he had seen earlier roaming around the town. He felt poor and out of place.

	You are poor and out of place, he told himself. So, all the more reason for a drink.

	One drink would probably be all he could afford. He hoped Jill would understand his spending the money. He would tell her how lonely he had been and how silly he had felt for coming here. She would be sympathetic, he knew.

	Venneman need not have worried about his colorless clothes. The revelers on the sidewalks ignored him. They were far more interested in each other.

	He walked past the bars the peacocks seemed to be frequenting and kept on going. Eventually he should reach a part of town where the streetlights were further apart and there were no colored lights on the buildings. Even in a town like this, there must be an area frequented by those with less money. There, perhaps, he would find a bar where he could afford to buy a drink. Or maybe even two.

	One of the peacocks blocked his path.

	“Well, hi, fancy meeting you here! Another change in plans, right?”

	It was Karen. She took his arm as she had in the airport in Denver and held on. “Going for a walk?” she asked. “I’ll go with you.”

	“Uh, no, I was just going to head back to my hotel room.”

	“‘My’ hotel room? No fiancée?”

	“A delay. She’ll be here tomorrow. Well, ’bye.”

	But Karen held tight to his arm. “In that case, come on in here and let me buy you a drink.”

	Weakly, Venneman let her lead him into one of the bars he had shunned earlier. Inside, the place was a bewildering riot of color and noise and the smells of cigarette smoke, alcohol fumes, and something pungent that Venneman didn’t recognize. Karen seemed to know everyone there. They exchanged cryptic greetings with her, and twisted their faces, and it all seemed to be a secret language, communicating whole volumes that were closed to Venneman.

	She pushed him onto a bar stool and climbed onto the one next to him. “There, now. What do you want?”

	“I shouldn’t let you—”

	“Of course you should. Hey, Stan, margarita. Okay, Rich, what?”

	“Uh, just a beer.” The bartender was looking at him with raised eyebrows. “Miller Lite, if you’ve got it.”

	The bartender shook his head, but it must have been in disapproval rather than negation, for he opened a cabinet beneath the bar and took out a bottle of Miller Lite beer, opened it, and put it and an empty mug on the bar in front of Venneman. “You gotta watch those things,” the bartender said. “Two or three of them, and you’re flyin’.” He winked at Karen.

	“Stan,” she said, “you’re a killer. Where’s my margarita?”

	Stan held his hands up, palms out. “Comin’, darlin’.”

	“Stan left his g’s behind when he moved out here from Boston,” Karen told Venneman. “But if you can get him drunk, he finds them again.”

	Venneman grabbed his beer with relief and drank a large part of it, from the bottle, without pause. He decided that as soon as he finished it, he would be justified in leaving the bar and Karen and this whole repellent subculture and heading back to his hotel room.

	In the dim light of the bar, Karen looked even prettier and younger than she had on the plane. She surely couldn’t be spending much of her time in this sort of unhealthy, smoke-filled atmosphere. How old is she? Venneman wondered. A kid, for Heaven’s sake! What am I doing here, feeling lonely, out of place, with a girl hardly out of high school buying me drinks? I should be at home with Jill.

	For the first time, Venneman noticed another woman, seated around the curve of the bar and watching him with interest. She reminded Venneman vaguely of Jill. She was blonde, like Jill, and although her face was only moderately pretty, there was something about the bone structure and the eyes that resembled Jill’s. She wasn’t as pretty as Karen, either, he decided, after a longer examination. And her clothes were less colorful and flamboyant than those of Karen and most of the others in the bar. But more expensive, he decided, after a closer look. Through all of this, Karen was talking to Venneman, trying unsuccessfully to draw words from him. She was already on her second margarita.

	The woman across the bar smiled at Venneman. It was a smile that lit up her face, transforming her from pretty to beautiful. It was also a conspiratorial smile, as if she were expressing her sympathy for his awkward situation.

	But behind all of that, Venneman knew, was something else, something old, something he knew too well and hated with all of his heart. He finished his beer quickly.

	“Gee, don’t drink so fast,” Karen told him. “You’ll get nonfunctional. Alcohol affects you a lot more at this altitude. Less oxygen in the air. I think that’s the reason. Stan, another one for Rich.”

	“No, really, Karen, no more for me.”

	“Hell, yes, Rich. Just accept what you’re offered, okay? Now, I’ve got to go pee. Will you just stay here and sip your beer and wait for me? Really, just sip it. Okay?”

	Venneman sighed. Perhaps this was marginally better than a lonely hotel room. “Okay, I’ll wait. Go on.”

	Karen left. This time Venneman poured his beer into the mug. He sipped at the beer and then stared into it. He told himself that he had not felt so foolish and out of place since adolescence.

	Someone slid onto Karen’s barstool. It was the woman whom Venneman had been watching earlier.

	“I’m Elizabeth,” she said. Her voice was low, strong, and pleasant.

	“Good grief,” Venneman muttered. No one had any shame or self-restraint in this place.

	“I said, I’m Elizabeth,” the woman repeated. She had raised her voice, and now it was not quite so pleasant to Venneman’s ear. She seemed demanding, and she reminded Venneman momentarily of Harold Dinsmuir.

	“You’re Elizabeth, and I’m leaving,” Venneman said. Karen would have no trouble finding someone else to fill her evening, he was sure. He finished his beer in a few gulps, then slid off the bar stool. “Good night.”

	To his surprise, Elizabeth laughed. “Whoa.” She grabbed Venneman’s coat sleeve and kept him from leaving. With her free hand, she picked up Karen’s margarita and swallowed what was left of it. “Wait for me.”

	They left the bar side by side, Elizabeth keeping a firm grip on Venneman’s coat. Outside, she finally let go of him, and he turned to face her. He put his hands in his pockets for warmth. His gloves were in there, but he felt more protected this way, with his hands inside his clothing. Elizabeth stood there without gloves, without even a coat. For the moment, at least, she seemed unbothered by the cold.

	She was taller than he had realized. She was quite a bit taller than Jill—almost as tall as he, in fact
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