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 “Can
we get control of an individual to the point where they will do our
bidding against their will and even against fundamental laws of
nature, such as self-preservation?”

- declassified CIA memo, January 1952


 Chapter
Zero

Timeless

Somewhere, Nowhere

 


 


She came alive inside a darkened room.

A man prostrated himself before her. He was
on his knees on a soft white cut of carpet, bent forward, his head
touching the floor. He was saying something - an incantation, a
prayer, a chant of some kind - in a language she could not
understand.

There were no lights in the room. There were
several tall windows, but heavy black drapes covered them. On the
polished wooden floor were lit candles - dozens of them - giving
off soft purple and red flames.

She stood inside a white circle. It appeared
to have been drawn with chalk.

Across from her was a large mirror. She
gazed at herself. She was nude, with a beautiful young body. It was
pale white, almost alabaster. Full breasts, wide hips, flat
stomach, muscular legs, arms, and shoulders - a strong body, a body
built for work, a body built for sex.

Long red hair flowed down her shoulders.

Covering her face she wore a bright white
mask - the mask of a skull. Perhaps her face was beautiful, perhaps
it was not. There was no way to tell. Pale green eyes moved inside
the skull face, watching herself, and watching the man on the
floor.

She looked at her hands, and then her feet.
Her fingernails and toenails were painted white in a pretty French
manicure. She knew what that was, without knowing how she knew.
Maybe she knew… everything.

The man raised his head, looked at her, then
pushed himself into an upright kneeling position. He wore only
white shorts. He was a tall black man, thin, well-muscled, but not
young. Even in the dark, she could tell that he was not a young man
- she was closely attuned to youth. The man’s face was also a
skull, but not a mask like hers. It was painted white to look like
a skull.

He was soaked in sweat. He breathed heavily,
as if he was finishing some great labor. He took one last deep
breath, almost a sigh. His shoulders sagged.

“You’re here,” he said. His voice was
deep.

“Yes.” She was surprised by the musical
quality of her own voice. She was a little surprised that she could
speak at all. Everything was a surprise, everything was a mystery,
and everything was an unfolding.

The man reached to the floor next to him and
picked up a half-smoked cigar. He stuck it in his mouth, held a lit
candle to it, and inhaled. Instantly the end lit up, and smoke
rose. In another moment, the cigar had caught, and he put the
candle down.

He puffed the cigar. A sweet smell rose in
the room.

“Good,” he said. “I’m glad you came.”

She noticed that his eyes were bloodshot.
She saw that they were sensitive and intelligent, and that they
drew upon long memory. She noticed gray and white hairs growing on
his head. This was a man with experience.

“But why am I here?” she said.

The man stared at her, his eyes roaming her
body, her hair, the white skull mask that hid her face. “Because I
need you.”

 



 Chapter
One

February 18

7:35 am Eastern Standard Time

Unincorporated land near the Canadian
Border

Montgomery, Vermont

 


 


“Cold morning,” Reggie Sykes said.

Captain Dennis Harlow of the Vermont State
Police glanced over at Sykes. Sykes was a young guy, and he was new
here - new in the sense that this was his second year on the force,
and he was just wading into his second winter in Vermont. He had
come from some warm weather place - North Carolina, if Harlow was
right.

The cold hadn’t seeped into Sykes’s bones
yet. He remarked on it all the time, as though it was something
unexpected. Harlow glanced at the digital thermometer on the
dashboard - it was currently eleven degrees below zero outside.

“If it ain’t cold,” Harlow said, “it’ll do
until cold gets here.”

Harlow was behind the wheel of a big
four-wheel-drive SUV. A foot of new snow had fallen the night
before. A call for a welfare check had come in during the storm - a
woman in Louisiana had been trying to reach her daughter for three
days, with no luck. The daughter had run off and joined The
Community, a hippie free love cult that had sprouted up about five
years ago.

They had 200 acres out here in the hills,
way at the end of a dirt road. They had a big sprawling main house
that was once a hotel, and any number of cabins, yurts and tents
nearby. They had a small no-name pond and a few wood-fired hot
tubs. They were off the electrical grid - whatever power they got,
came from solar power, one small wind turbine, and gas powered
generators.

The people - young people from out of state
- kept mostly to themselves. The local gossip said it was a sex
cult, run by a guy about 40-years-old, who surrounded himself with
rich young girls. The girls sometimes came into the local general
store - in the summer, they supposedly wore see-through sun dresses
and their feet were often bare.

Harlow guided the four-wheel-drive up the
snow-covered road. The snow here was deep and there were no tire
tracks in front of him - no one had been up or down this road since
before the storm, and maybe even the one before that.

The early morning sun glinted off the
endless white expanses. To their right, a forest of evergreens
swayed in the cold wind, dropping snow showers to the ground.

“You think there’ll be trouble up here?”
Sykes said.

Harlow shrugged. “I’ve been saying all along
these people were going to be trouble. Hopefully, this ain’t the
start of it.”

Up ahead, a tall iron gate crossed the road.
Across the top the words LOVE LAND were etched in white letters two
feet high. The gate itself was closed, with an electronic lockbox
at its center. There didn’t seem to be any kind of call box or
button to press. The gate was simply closed and locked. Even so, a
footpath went around it to the right.

“I guess we walk from here,” Harlow
said.

“Should I bring the cannon?” Sykes said,
indicating the shotgun bolted to the dashboard.

Harlow glanced at it. In nearly 30 years as
a cop in Vermont, first in Burlington, and for the past 18 years on
the state police, he had never once fired a gun in anger. But every
day was a new day, and the scoreboard was wiped clean.

He nodded. “Bring it.”

The two men trudged in their heavy boots
uphill through deep snow toward the house. It wasn’t far from the
gate. It loomed above them, a strange, sprawling old mansion from
the previous century, the roof weighted with snow. It didn’t look
like the cult had done much work on it - the paint on the sidings
had peeled down nearly to bare wood. It was hard to even guess what
color the house might have been.

Half a dozen cars were parked in the
driveway circle in front of the place, all of them snowed under.
The driveway was not plowed. The wide steps to the front porch of
the house were not shoveled. The snowdrift was three feet deep
against the door.

“Those cars haven’t moved in weeks,” Sykes
said. His voice was loud in the stillness of the morning.

“Sure looks that way,” Harlow said.

“I have a bad feeling about this.”

Harlow nodded. “You’re not the only
one.”

They climbed the steps to the front door.
Harlow didn’t even bother to knock. He simply turned the knob and
pushed it open. Somehow he knew it wouldn’t be locked. The snow
drifted in with them.

The house was like a freezer.

The first room was a great room, with a
large stone fireplace. The fireplace was blackened as if there had
been many fires, but none in a while. There was no furniture in the
room, just multi-colored blankets and pillows thrown on the
threadbare carpeting.

Two bodies lay near the fireplace, both
women.

“Oh, God,” Sykes said.

The women were completely naked, and their
bodies were still intact - the cold air had kept them from
decomposing. Dennis Harlow reflected that this was a good thing. He
had seen and smelled a few ripe bodies in his time.

“Ready with that cannon,” Harlow said, just
above a whisper. A white plume of breath arose from his mouth.

Sykes pumped the shotgun, chambering a
round.

“Hello?” Harlow shouted at the empty
house.

Nothing but the echo of his own voice came
back to him.

“Hello!” he shouted again.

He waited a long moment, but there no
response - just the silence of a big house from a long time ago.
Picturing all those upstairs rooms brought goosebumps up on
Harlow’s skin.

“Nobody home,” he said.

They moved through the great room into a
bright, open kitchen. Another body was here - a man this time. He
was also nude. He was sprawled below a round breakfast table. He
appeared to have died while sitting there, then slid off his seat
onto the floor.

On the table where he had been sitting was a
red plastic cup. Harlow picked it up and glanced inside - there was
a bright yellow liquid in there, frozen solid.

Sykes had moved on to the wide bay window
that looked out over the property.

“Captain,” he said in a weak voice. “You
better see this.”

Harlow went to the window. Directly outside
the kitchen was a large deck, covered in snow. Embedded in the deck
was a step down hot tub, a big one - it looked like it could fit 20
people. Harlow stared at it. For a few seconds, he thought he might
be looking at store mannequins. But they weren’t mannequins.

“How many?” he said.

“Nine, by my count,” Sykes said.

Nine frozen corpses sat in the hot tub,
which had long ago gone cold. Some of the bodies were slumped over
sideways, some were leaning back against the wall of the tub. One
woman was leaning so far, her head was tilted all the way back, her
mouth hanging wide open. Her bare breasts were small mounds,
nipples pointing rudely into the sky.

A few of the people were covered in snow,
but on most of the bodies the snow had blown off. All were nude, at
least from the wait up. Below the waist, their bodies were encased
in ice. All but one were young women.

A shiver went through Dennis Harlow’s body.
He had seen a lot, but he had never seen anything like this.

“Captain,” Sykes said. “Weren’t there
supposed to be over a hundred people living in this place?”

Harlow gazed out over the frozen grounds.
Then he looked up at the ceiling of the big country kitchen, and
thought of all those upstairs bedrooms, the hallways, the
bathrooms. Then he thought of the cellar below his feet.

He sighed. “Better get a forensics team up
here.”
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Two

February 19

10:45 pm Central Standard Time

Algiers Point

New Orleans, Louisiana

 


 


Fear gripped her as she walked toward the
house.

No. It was terror.

She could hear the sounds of Mardi Gras
revelry echoing across the Mississippi River, and she imagined the
smells of the masses were still upon her. She normally avoided the
French Quarter this time of year. But tonight, she had done as she
was instructed - she allowed herself to become lost in the teeming,
madding crowds for more than two hours, wandering, alone.

It was a surrealist nightmare - a voyage of
the damned. Painted faces swirled out of the darkness, thousands of
people pressing together in the narrow streets, deafening noise,
naked flesh, people groping, people screaming, people pissing,
people vomiting.

And everyone seemed to stop and stare as she
passed. They all knew. They knew what had happened. They knew where
she was going. That’s what her mind told her. It was impossible, of
course, but that didn’t matter.

It had been a great relief to board the
ferry and get away. The relief had ended when the boat ride did.
Here, the streets were dark and quiet, the trees casting strange
shadows. Invisible eyes watched her from darkened windows. She
didn’t know which was worse - the walk to the house, or her
eventual arrival.

Then she found herself standing in front of
it. It was a typical two-story New Orleans townhouse, 19th century,
front porch right above the sidewalk, three openings across, a door
and two large windows. The house was light purple with dark purple
trim. The front door was black. The house number stood out in white
next to the door: 66. There didn’t seem to be any lights on in the
house - perhaps a candle was flickering in an upstairs room.

She went up the steps, and hesitated for a
long minute. She hadn’t touched the doorbell - she could still turn
around and leave. And if she did that, Isabella would still be
gone. And the police would still say there was nothing they do. And
there would still be no answers. Of course, there might not be any
answers here, either. But she was desperate. This man might be her
only hope.

She took a deep breath and pressed the
button. It did not seem to make a sound.

She glanced at her watch in the gloom. It
was getting late. What if this was the wrong door?

“Who is it?” a deep, masculine voice said.
The voice sounded impatient, irritated.

It came from a speaker mounted to the right
of the door. She noticed now that a camera was mounted there as
well.

“It’s Geri,” she said. “Geri Crandal. Uh, I
spoke with you yesterday. I have a problem. You said to come
tonight.”

“How did you get here?”

“I took the ferry, the way you
described.”

“Did anyone follow you?”

“No. I walked through the French Quarter for
two hours. When I came across the river, I walked through this
neighborhood for another half hour. No one followed me. No one is
around.”

There was a long pause. For a moment, she
thought he wasn’t going to speak again.

“Okay. The door is open.”

The door made a clicking sound, and popped
open the slightest amount. She pulled the handle and slipped
inside.

It was dark inside. Ahead, the shape of a
man moved away from her and began to climb a flight of stairs. From
the back, it was difficult to see him - he wore dark clothes. About
all Geri could see was a white walking stick he carried, which
thumped heavily on the stairs.

“Follow,” he said.

Geri did not like this place. She did not
like coming here alone. It was against her better judgment, and now
she began to see how foolish it had been. She hadn’t told anyone
where she was going. She didn’t know this man, except by
reputation. She could be murdered here, and no one would ever find
the body. No one would even know where to begin looking.

Her shoulders slumped and she sighed
heavily. She climbed the narrow stairs. The man was already gone.
On her left was a dimly lit room, the light inside flickering.

“In here,” his voice said.

She stepped to the doorway and gasped.

The room was lit by dozens of candles,
mostly purple, but also red ones and black ones. They were on the
bare wood floor, densely packed on a small circular table, and in a
line on a decorative shelf that ran the length of the room.

The candles were the least shocking thing
about the room.

The man sat in a chair across from her. He
was a tall, very dark, black man. He wore the black pants, suit
jacket and vest of a three-piece suit, like a man might wear to a
funeral. He wore a black top hat. He was smoking a cigar. His face
was painted bright white except around the nose and eyes, giving it
the effect of a human skull.

Standing near him was a young white woman,
completely undressed. She had long red hair and a beautiful,
voluptuous body. Her pink nipples seemed to point at Geri
accusingly. As Geri watched, the woman affixed a skull mask to her
face. Now, two white skulls stared across the darkened room at her.
The woman’s eyes were intense - they seemed to glow bright
green.

“Come in,” the man said. “Don’t be shy.”

Geri stepped tentatively into the room.
There was nowhere for her to sit. She stood and stared at the
floorboards. She didn’t know where else to look. The woman’s nudity
embarrassed her. The skull faces frightened her. What was the point
of all this? To prove that it was real voodoo? If it was real, why
bother with the act?

“Are you the houngan?” she said,
using the traditional word for a voodoo priest. “Are you Baron
Samedi?”

He nodded and let out a long exhale of cigar
smoke.

“Of course.”

There was a small table at his elbow, with a
drink on it. He picked up the drink and took a sip. Ice tinkled in
his glass. The man didn’t mention the nude woman next to him or in
any way acknowledge her presence.

“Why did you come here?” he said.

“I told you over the…”

“Tell me again.”

Geri’s body was trembling. For a moment, she
wasn’t sure if she could tell the story again. She had already told
it a dozen times, to three different police forces, to the FBI, to
local reporters. Even to this strange man, who seemed to have
already forgotten. Telling the story never seemed to get her
anywhere.

“My daughter is missing,” she said. She
didn’t like the sound of trembling in her own voice, but she
plunged on anyway. “She left home two years ago and joined a cult.
She never called it that, but I knew right away what it was. She
called it a community. You heard of the Love Land suicides? It’s
been national news the past two days. I told you all this. Please
don’t make me go through it again.”

It was too horrible to repeat. Isabella, who
had given them so much trouble as a teenager, had run away to the
Love Land commune in Vermont. It was run by a mysterious man the
members called The Teacher. Her daughter called him this! He was
just a man, a snake oil salesman running a sex cult. Geri didn’t
care about the sex, she just wanted her daughter back. But now…

Now…

The police had found a dozen dead people
there. They drank a combination of Gatorade, whiskey, cyanide and
chloral hydrate. There were no signs of a struggle - they had
apparently done this willingly. The mix of whiskey and chloral
hydrate had put them to sleep, and then the cyanide had killed
them. Isabella was not among the dead. She was just gone, along
with at least a hundred others.

“Yes, I know the story,” the man said now.
“And you are looking for your daughter. I sense that she is alive.
If this is true, we will find her. Does this comfort you?”

Geri nodded. She wasn’t sure. She didn’t
know what to believe. Certainly, she had no reason to trust this
man.

“Yes,” she said. “Very much so.”

The man smiled, his face a rictus of death.
“You aren’t a good liar.”

He paused, and took a puff from his cigar.
He took another sip of his drink.

“Geri Crandal,” he said. “You were a fashion
model when you were younger.” It wasn’t a question. “Then you
married an older, very wealthy man. You were a trophy wife, one
might say, and still are, even now. To you, the marriage has been
more of a business arrangement than a love relationship. And yet it
gave you Isabella, your only child, whom you love very deeply.”

“Yes,” Geri said. It was true, all of
it.

“And the amount we discussed…”

“The amount is fine,” Geri said. “A million
dollars, half upfront, half when you find Isabella and bring her
back. The money is not a problem.”

The man seemed thoughtful. He puffed deeply
on his cigar.

“Because a million dollars is nothing to
you.”

“Nothing compared to the life of my
daughter.”

The black man nodded. Already Geri was
getting used to looking at his skull face.

“Take off your clothes,” he said.

“What?” Geri said. “I will not.” But she
didn’t move. She remained standing there.

A tiny electric charge went up her
spine.

“I want to see you,” the man said. “I want
to see who you really are. Money is no object to you, so I want to
see what you’re really willing to give for Isabella’s life.”

Geri stared at them. The nude woman in the
skull mask watched her curiously. Geri was 43 years old. She was
proud of the way she looked. She enjoyed her own nudity. But this
request, in front of this man, in this place…

“Get lost, buddy,” she said. “I’m not taking
off my clothes.”

“It’s your daughter who is lost,” the man
said. “Do what I ask, or go away and stop bothering me. Either one
is fine.”

She stood, facing the two strange, faceless
people.

“Go home, Geri Crandal. I can’t help
you.”

She would do it. She had come this far. When
she was young, she had posed nude or nearly nude many times.
Pretend it’s a photo shoot. Slowly, Geri unbuttoned and
removed her shirt. Then she undid the button and zipper on her
slacks, and let them slide to the floor. She stood in front of them
now, in bra, panties and sneakers - she had walked a long distance
tonight.

“All of it, yes,” the man said. “I want you
to reveal yourself to me.”

An image of Walter came to her mind. He had
barely left his study in the past two days. He was 74 years old.
The loss of Isabella seemed to have broken him. He was not paying
attention to anything. He didn’t even know where Geri was right
now.

She slid her panties off her thighs, down to
her ankles, and stepped out of them. She removed her bra, and let
it fall to the floor. She stepped out of her sneakers - now all she
wore were tiny ankle socks.

She decided she didn’t care about this. She
just wanted her daughter.

The two skulls stared at her. As Geri
watched, the young woman’s hand moved between her legs and very
slowly, gently, her fingers began to stroke herself there.

“Very good,” the man said. “Did
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