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  THE ORFFYREUS WHEEL


  ONE


  Rain whipped against the heavy glass panes of the windows, counter-pointing the rhythm of the crackling wood in the fire. Edgar leaned back into the deep leather of his chair. He was not a young man, and he had come to what he termed a “proper appreciation” of finer things. The desk before him was dark, polished mahogany, and in its center sat a half empty bottle of whiskey. There were two tumblers, but only his own was full. In an ashtray to one side his pipe rested, still smoldering, but nearly forgotten.


  Lightning flashed and he glanced out the window. A car turned in at the end of a winding drive, slicing the darkness with the brilliant beams of its headlights. Reflexively, Edgar reached out and grabbed his whiskey, taking a long sip. He continued to watch the window, but the lightning left him blind. As it faded, he caught a glimpse of himself, reflected in the glass. Graying at the temples, deep brown eyes – aging well. The whiskey was also well aged. It was Scotch, single malt, but he barely tasted it. As he replaced the glass on the desk, his hand shook.


  He glanced at the tray on his desk and the large folder it held. He knew the visitor was the man known to him only as Black. Edgar had been waiting for this visit for nearly an hour, watching the rain beat against the windows and thinking.


  He’d almost taken the folder lying on his desk and its carefully assembled contents and left.


  It was tempting to know, to understand what it was that was so valuable about that single sheet of onionskin paper. Edgar shook his head, as though to clear away such thoughts. Understanding was not his business. He was a seeker.


  Somewhere below, a car door slammed. Edgar waited, considered another sip of his whiskey, and then decided against it. He turned his chair slowly, rose, and left the office. The hall beyond was dark, but dim bulbs glowed behind smoked shades on the stairs, and he was used to the lack of illumination. Edgar descended slowly through the deep chimes of the doorbell; the sound masked his footsteps.


  He opened the door and stood back. Black was a tall man, and as usual he was draped in a full-length overcoat and a dark, wide-brimmed hat. Rain ran in small rivulets down the expensive cloth of the coat, and for just a moment, Edgar watched those glittering trails. It postponed the moment when he’d have to meet his visitor’s eyes. He had never liked a man less.


  Edgar was not a coward, his work precluded it, but this man standing and dripping water onto the rug in his foyer disturbed him. There was something about the coat, and the hat, the way the man’s features always seemed obscured, even when you stared directly into his eyes that wound like cold sweat through Edgar’s pores.


  “Come in, Black,” he said, reaching to take the man’s coat. The hat followed, and, once Edgar had hung them and turned back, he chanced a direct glance into the other’s eyes. They were slate gray and devoid of emotion. It was dark in the foyer, and Black’s hair curled down over his forehead. It would have been rakish on most men, but in this instance sinister was a better word.


  He carried a small leather satchel that he did not relinquish with his hat and coat.


  “Follow me,” Edgar said, turning and starting slowly back up the stairs.


  His visitor remained silent, but fell in behind without hesitation, making no sound as he walked. Edgar barely contained his desire to turn and make sure there was anyone there at all.


  The two entered the office and Edgar went straight to his desk. Once he was beyond the heavy polished wood surface, the whiskey bottle in his hand, his unease lifted slightly. This was his place. He had met a lot men and women this way, he in his large, leather chair, and they seated across from him in slightly less comfort – slightly lower to the ground; the familiarity of it gave him strength.


  He poured two fingers of the amber liquor into each tumbler, stoppered the bottle and offered the second tumbler to his guest.


  It was accepted in silence. Finally, after tasting the whiskey and nodding appreciatively, the man spoke.


  “You have it, then?” It was a statement.


  Edgar, his whiskey gripped tightly in one hand, seated himself once more in the leather chair behind his desk. It was his turn to nod in silence. Then, after a moment’s pause, he was the first to break it.


  “It was not easy. I have been to three countries in this search. I have bribed, threatened, and called in favors. I have been to every fiber-optically connected data source available.”


  He fell silent and glanced at the computer console in the corner. The monitor was dark, but several lights blinked in a random sequence.


  “I am not interested in your methods, Mr. Kline,” the man replied. Then he took another sip of the whiskey. “If we did not believe you had the capability to supply what we needed, I would be seated in another office, in another city.”


  Edgar knew it was true. The man owed him no explanation, nor did he truly want one. It was the situation that grated on his nerves. The melodrama. Late-night solitary meetings, names that were so obviously false that he’d not even bothered running routine background checks. And then there was the object of the search. He caught himself before he could glance at the folder on the far corner of his desk. He glanced, instead, at the satchel his visitor carried.


  “You have the money?”


  Without answering, Black stepped forward. He placed the case on the desktop and undid the clasp with a sparsity of motion that was eerie in its precision. He moved like a machine.


  Edgar watched as Black spread the satchel open and lifted free stacks of tightly bound bills. Hundreds. Edgar’s mind calculated as Black’s hands deftly stacked the bills. It was all there; $100,000 for the search, and another $50,000 for his silence. For the questions he would never ask that would itch at the back of his mind for the rest of his life. Bought, and paid for, his father would have said. Edgar stared at the money a moment longer, then smiled thinly and finished his drink.


  He reached to a small wooden tray on the corner of his desk and pulled out a wide manila folder. In that instant, he thought he saw the first flicker of animation dance across Black’s face, but it was gone in the space of a single breath. Edgar slid the folder across the desk.


  Black opened it and stared at the contents in rapt concentration. His brow was furrowed, and Edgar watched in silence, wanting to pour himself another drink, but unwilling to break the tension of the moment.


  Edgar knew what the other man saw, but was left with all the burning questions. What was it? Why did it matter? Why would anyone pay such an exorbitant amount of money to possess it, and to insure no one was aware that they did?


  “Is all in order?” Edgar asked at last. He stood slowly, chancing a glance over the folder to where Black’s finger traced down the document inside. He was able to make out the single word at the top – ORFFYREUS. The rest was a meaningless jumble of symbols and phrases. Black closed the folder with a snap and tucked it under his arm.


  “I believe so,” he said curtly. “Where is the original located? This is a very good likeness, perfect to our needs, but . . . “


  ”I do not know,” Edgar answered with a shrug. “I purchased the secret, just as you are purchasing it, and I’ll tell you this; the man who sold it feared for his life. I do not think he would have told me the location of the grave if his life were forfeit in the bargain.”


  “You have done well,” Black said after a short hesitation, “amazingly well, and more quickly than we had dared hope. You may be certain that if we require such a service again, you will be the one we call.”


  “I appreciate that,” Edgar replied, making a conscious effort not to grab the money and start stuffing it in a drawer, or to go for the loaded Beretta in his desk. “I don’t suppose,” He added, “that I will ever know whom you refer to by ‘we’”.


  “The Americans have a saying,” Black smiled coldly. “Such things are on a ‘need-to-know’ basis. I’m afraid you have no such need.”


  Edgar chuckled nervously, and this time he did reach for the whiskey.


  “One for the road?” he asked, proffering the bottle to his guest.


  “I don’t think so,” Black replied. “It is not a good night for driving under the best of circumstances. I would hate to be involved in an – incident.”


  Edgar nodded, and refilled his own glass. “I won’t be venturing out, myself,” he said, raising his glass to toast the storm beyond the windows. “I know when I’m overmatched.”


  “That is a very commendable trait,” Black said softly. “Very commendable. I would guess it could be well-applied to most of life.”


  Edgar glanced at the man, but saw no hint of imminent danger in the ice-chips Black called eyes.


  “Safe trip, then,” Edgar said. He took a sip of the whiskey, placed the tumbler back on the desk, and stepped around toward the door. He waved his hand, gesturing that Black should precede him down the stairs. He doubted the man was likely to push him, but you never knew. A man with no more life in his eyes than Mr. Black, whoever he really was, might be capable of just about any treason.


  They descended the stairs in silence, and Black grabbed his hat and coat before Edgar could offer. In a dark whirl, Black returned himself to shadows. Not even the glint of those eyes penetrated the gloom.


  Edgar opened the door, just as another flash of lightning split the sky. It was much closer, and the crash of thunder made him wince. In that second he saw Black’s face very clearly. The man watched him in the manner of a snake, waiting to strike, and Edgar took a half step back before he caught himself.


  Black turned in that instant and started down the stairs to his car. The rain obscured Edgar’s vision, reducing the other to a dim shadow, then to nothing. The car door slammed, and Edgar turned away, closing and locking the door carefully.


  Though he was alone, the short climb back to his office drew another shiver up Edgar’s spine. He couldn’t shake the sensation that though departed; Black was watching him and waiting for something.


  He returned to his seat and his whiskey. He glanced briefly at the money, stacked so neatly and precisely on the mahogany surface, but he gave it little thought. There would be time to deal with it in the morning, shuffling the cash through various accounts and business acquaintances until it dissolved into his other assets without a trace.


  He wished he had something new to investigate. He’s spent a long time on this one, too many hours and too little sleep, and he found that he couldn’t shake the image of that single sheet of paper and the boldly scripted word - ORFFYREUS. Symbols danced before his eyes. He growled and reached for his pipe. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the stacks of lovely green bills on his desk, and the continued departure of the twin red taillights winding out toward the end of his drive.


  Black drove slowly. He had hesitated only long enough to secure the folder in a black leather briefcase on the seat beside him, then to lock it. He took special care not to let any of the water dripping from the brim of his hat contact the paper. It had taken too long to acquire it.


  Now, as he turned from the driveway and onto the quiet road beyond, he chanced a glance in his rear-view mirror, a last sight of Kline’s home. He saw that the light was still on in the office, overlooking the drive, and he imagined the man sitting there, watching out the window and drinking.


  Black reached under the front seat of his car and pulled out a slim, plastic control. In the center was a single button, gray in the dim interior of the old Cadillac. Black depressed the button, slipped the control back under his seat, and drove on.


  Moments later, as he turned off a side street three blocks away and hit the entrance ramp to the freeway, the sky lit with another flash. Not lightning. This time there was flame, and the thunder that followed was a deafening crash. Black floored it and merged with traffic as Edgar Kline’s home exploded, raining dust, debris, and hundred dollar bills on an unsuspecting city.


  Not looking back, Black pressed play on the CD player in his dash. Mozart filled his thoughts, and at last, he smiled.


  “Good evening, Mr. Kline,” he whispered. “It was a pleasure.”


  TWO


  The lawn stretched for what seemed a mile beyond the huge draped window. Elly gazed out over the huge expanse to avoid staring at her surroundings. If the grounds beyond the window were extravagant, the office in which she stood was an embarrassment of wealth. The floors were gleaming hardwood; the shelves were lined with row after row of books with raised, ribbed leather spines. Though they were obviously old, they seemed untouched, and the glistened as if they'd been polished along with the furniture. Nothing was out of place.


  In her knee-length skirt and plain blouse, Elly felt out of place, and the sensation irked her. She knew it shouldn’t matter, but it did. She wished she were wearing a floor length gown, heels, and had her hair coiffed like a queen. She also wished she knew why she was standing; looking out a window at a lawn she’d never seen before, waiting for a lawyer she’d heard of only in the news.


  Elly Kassel was a simple woman. She lived alone, had no children or lovers, no family that she was in contact with. She made a comfortable living as a clerk in the offices of one of London’s lesser-known solicitors, and she kept to herself. When the large, officious envelope arrived at her home, she’d thought it a mistake. She’d been ready to call out and bring the mail carrier back to her door, when her eyes slid past the glossy seal on the envelope and her gaze locked onto her own name. She’d never seen it printed in such a fashion, and the sight of it had shocked her to silence.


  Ratliffe and Brownridge, Solicitors.


  She’d heard the names. She’d read them in the papers. She’d even handled briefs and paperwork for clients who were associated with them. She’d never expected to see one of them in person, let alone speak to them, and yet here she was. She had their letter, folded carefully and tucked into her handbag. She’d shown it to her few friends, Connie at work and old Marge who lived in the apartment across from her own. They’d been no help at all, oohing and ahing over the letterhead and not really taking in the scope of the letter’s contents.


  “Ms. Kassel,


  It is our duty to inform you of the passing of your grandmother, Eleanor Lillian Kassel. Our firm has been employed in the execution of Ms. Kassel’s last will and testament, and you have been named as sole beneficiary. We would be pleased to speak with you at your convenience.


  Sincerely,


  Dorian Brownridge.”


  The letter was short, but it had opened floodgates of questions and memories. Elly knew little or nothing of her family. She’d never met her grandmother, and she had no idea what to expect when she phoned the solicitor’s office. The secretary had taken her name, put her on hold, and then returned in a hushed flurry of words that left Elly breathless. If it was no trouble, the woman said, Elly was to come in that very day. Important papers were to be signed, and there was an inheritance involved. No, she could divulge nothing over the phone. No, she knew nothing of the deceased. No, it was not a mistake.


  The door behind Elly opened and she started, whirling as if caught stealing something. She blushed, and the man who entered, short, balding, perhaps in his late forties, or early fifties, smiled.


  “I did not mean to startle you Ms. Kassel. May I call you Elizabeth?”


  “Elly,” she blurted, wishing in the instant she could retract it and stick with the more elegant Elizabeth.


  “Elly,” the man said, still smiling. “Very pretty.” He adjusted his glasses, and then stepped closer, extending his hand. “I am Dorian Brownridge. I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. We have a rather tricky case pending – I was forced to oversee the final preparations.”


  “Oh,” Elly said. “It’s no trouble. I was just admiring your view. It’s – lovely.”


  Brownridge glanced out the window, his pleasure at her compliment obvious.


  “The first office I considered was nearer to the front of the building,” he explained. “The view was of the drive, and the road beyond. I’m fonder of nature, so I moved back here. I have never regretted the choice.”


  Elly didn’t know what to say, so she smiled and waited. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she blushed again when she realized she was bouncing nervously on the balls of her feet. At 5'2" tall and only a hair more than a hundred pounds, she knew she probably looked like a schoolgirl waiting for a piece of candy.


  Brownridge didn’t seem to notice her discomfiture. He moved behind his desk and shuffled some papers. He tossed aside the first two folders that came to his hand, then glanced down at the third, and smiled again.


  “Here we are,” he said. “I knew I had it here somewhere. Sometimes I believe that I’ll end up before a justice one day, the wrong file in my hand, defending someone poor man’s life with the details of a paternity suit.”


  Elly smiled in spite of her nervousness. He was a very pleasant man, and if it had not been for the thick file in his hand, and the tips of papers leaking out around its edges, she might have enjoyed his company. As it was, it was impossible.


  Brownridge must have noted her nervousness, because he fell silent for a moment, adjusted his glasses absently, and peered down at the folder in his hand.


  “If you’ll be seated, Elly, I’ll bring you up to date on what we know of your grandmother, and of the estate. Don’t let the file fool you; it’s a very short and straightforward bequest. Your grandmother was a client for a very long time; all of our dealings with her are listed in this file.”


  Elly nodded. She was familiar with such files from her own work, though she found herself curious about what sort of dealings a member of her family would have with such a firm as this, and what it could mean to her.


  “Your letter said I was the sole beneficiary?” she blurted. Again, she regretted her impertinence. It must have sounded as if she was greedy, and that was not the case. Elly was very happy with her life, just as it was. It was this interruption that was the problem.


  Brownridge glanced up from the file, caught her flush of embarrassment, and again, he smiled.


  “No need to be embarrassed,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m sure this business is quite out of the ordinary for you. Yes, you are sole beneficiary. There were other relatives, but it seems your grandmother, Eleanor, was somewhat of a recluse, and none of them wanted anything to do with her. I wonder,” he mused, glancing back at the file, “if they would have felt the same had they known the full extent of her holdings.”


  Elly’s heart pounded. “Holdings?”


  Brownridge chuckled again. “Oh yes. As I said, we have been dealing with Eleanor for many years. She gave one the impression of being somewhat of an odd duck. She never went in for expensive clothing, or extravagant possessions. At least,” he smiled, “when visiting here in London. I gather that most of your family considered her a crazy old lady, and I suspect that is the impression she intended to give.”


  Elly’s confusion must have shown, because Brownridge set aside the folder and watched her carefully.


  “This must be a bit difficult for you to take in,” he said. “Eleanor spoke of you often, but I know she never spoke to you, and that was something she and I argued over regularly. She didn’t want to spoil this particular surprise, and there were a good number of reasons for her to keep her life private. You’ll learn most of those reasons before you are done, I suspect, but it isn’t my place to speculate. Shall we get on with it?”


  Elly bit her lip, but she nodded. Brownridge shuffled the papers again, extracted a single sheet, and scanned it quickly before glancing up at her once again.


  “Your inheritance may seem a bit odd to you,” Brownridge explained. He slipped an old, yellowed envelope from the file in his hand and slid it across the desk to her. Next, he opened a second, smaller envelope and handed her an ornate key.


  “But what,” she started, staring at the key in consternation, “what is it to?”


  Brownridge rose and beckoned for her to follow him. In the outer office, his secretary, a middle-aged, gray-haired woman, clattered away at a computer keyboard. Brownridge led her to one corner, where a wooden case the size of a steamer trunk rested on the soft carpet. It was banded in iron, and padlocked. Elly glanced down at the key, then caught Brownridge’s eye. He nodded.


  “But what is it?” she asked.


  The old solicitor adjusted his glasses once again, the smiled at her. “I only wish I knew,” he said. “It has been kept in one of the vaults at our bank for decades. The key, and that envelope you are holding, were kept under equally secure circumstances in a bank in America. Your grandmother was a careful woman.”


  “But why?” Elly blurted. “Why me? Why can’t you just tell me what it is?”


  “I don’t know what it is,” Brownridge answered with a shrug. “It has never been opened in my presence. All that your grandmother told us of it was that it was a secret better locked away than in the wrong hands.”


  Elly stared down at the key in her hand, and then glanced at the envelope. She moved as if to open it, and Brownridge stepped closer to her, quickly, placing one pudgy hand on her own.


  “Not yet,” he said softly. “There is more to the inheritance, and if you open that too soon, you could forfeit it all.”


  She glanced at the key, then at the trunk. Brownridge shook his head.


  “Let’s go back into my office for a bit,” he said, placing one hand on her shoulder and guiding her gently. “There’s a bit more to tell, and I’m a little pressed for time.”


  Elly hurried into the office and took her seat, chastising herself for dawdling when Mr. Brownridge had already explained how tight his schedule was. Her head was spinning, and the key in her hand seemed to burn into her flesh as she held it, begging to be inserted into the chest in the next room and discharge its secret.


  “There are a few more things,” Brownridge continued, taking his own seat and grabbing the file in a no-nonsense manner. “There is the manner of this ticket,” he slid another small pouch of papers across to Elly, who scooped it up quickly, not bothering to look at it as she listened. “It is an airline ticket, one way, to America,” he explained. “Your grandmother arranged for people to pick you up at the airport in New York City. Your flight leaves in two days.”


  “But my job,” Elly blurted. “I have to work. I can’t just take off with only two days notice . . . they’d let me go for certain.”


  Brownridge looked up at her over the rim of his glasses, his eyes twinkling. “I don’t believe you will find that to be a problem. I am not at liberty to discuss details, beyond the ticket, the chest, and the envelope, but let me say this. Your grandmother was well off, Elly. Very well off. Now the same can be said of you. Take the ticket, and take the trip. You will never regret it.”


  “But . . .” the rest of her retort died on her lips.


  Mr. Brownridge rose and placed his hands on his desk, watching her. It was obvious he considered the meeting to be ended, but it took her a second to catch up with him. Her hands were still shaking, but she held tightly to the key, and the envelope.


  “The trunk,” she said. Her words trailed off.


  Brownridge was moving again, his hand comfortingly on her shoulder. “Don’t you worry about a thing,” he said. “We will make sure the case is on the plane when you arrive. A car will arrive to drive you to the airport. It has all been pre-arranged.”


  Elly didn’t try another ‘but’ because she sensed how it would end. Brownridge escorted her through the opulent outer-office and into the hall beyond. At that point, a young man with thick glasses and a friendly smile appeared as if by magic to escort her to the front of the building.


  Elly mumbled something as she stumbled through the front doors and found herself standing, alone, on the top step of a very long stair of gleaming white stone. She didn’t know which way to turn. Her car was below, and she would have to go home, but....


  Then she remembered the envelope, still clutched tightly in her hand. She held it up in the sunlight where she could read the front of it. It bore only a single word – or name – she couldn’t be certain. It said ORFFYREUS.


  THREE


  Elly’s flight left her nearly breathless with excitement. She had flown before, but never such a long flight, and certainly never First Class. The deep, cushioned seats and eager flight attendants lent an eerie quality to the journey. Elly was a simple woman. She had a small home, simple clothing, and simple tastes. Everything she owned she’d worked and saved for. She knew where every item came from, how much it had cost, and why it had been purchased.


  The treatment she’d received from the airline was alien and nerve-wracking. Above her in the luggage rack she had a small overnight bag. She’d packed enough in her one other suitcase for about a week, though every time she’d called Mr. Brownridge to worry over it, he’d chuckled and assured her that it would be no problem, she could purchase what she needed when she arrived. She didn’t like the sensation of being swept along without a say in what happened around her, and she would have felt a lot more comfortable if she’d been in the rear of the jet, stuffed in between two other passengers who didn’t wear clothing that appeared to be painted on, or flash diamonds that glittered across the cabin when they waved their hands.


  It was a relief when the seat belt light flashed off. Elly rose and grabbed her bag. She smiled bleakly at the flight attendant in passing, and was walking so quickly by the time she hit the end of the departure ramp that she nearly tripped as she entered the airport.


  Her relief was short lived. JFK International was a haze of rushing people, loud voices, intercom messages, and turmoil. Elly stood, feeling very lost, and very alone, her overnight bag clutched tightly in both hands. Then she turned, and she saw the man with the sign. It was a plain white sign with the words Elizabeth Kassel written in sharp, black letters across the front. The man was dressed in a dark uniform, and he did not smile. Elly stepped closer to him, raised her arm tentatively, and he caught her gaze.


  Stepping closer, the man held out a hand. “I’m Jonathan,” he said. “I’ve been sent to escort you. Please follow me.”


  Without another word, he turned and started off down the concourse to her right, winding his way quickly through the teeming crowds. Elly stumbled along in his wake, trying keep up, and nearly crashing into several other travelers as something in one store or another caught her eye. More than once, Jonathan turned to observe her progress impatiently, but each time, as Elly neared him and started to speak, he turned again and hurried off.


  As they reached the turnstiles leading to the baggage area, Elly heard a commotion behind them. There was shouting, and the sound of something large crashing. She stopped to listen, but at that moment, Jonathan grabbed her by her arm and dragged her toward the doors.


  “But,” she said, struggling against his pull, “my baggage.”


  “It has been taken care of,” Jonathan assured her. “I don’t mean to seem impatient, but we are nearly late.”


  “For what,” she asked, growing suddenly irritated. “If I’m the one who is inheriting things, shouldn’t they be waiting for me?”


  He stared at her for a moment, as if sifting her words through some complex filter in his mind for the right answer. “It is just that we have been waiting a very long time to meet you,” he said at last. “I have strict instructions to meet you and bring you along with all haste. I’m sorry if I seemed short.” He hesitated only a second for his words to sink in. “Shall we go?” he asked.


  Elly caught him glancing back the way they’d come, but the tumult had died out, and only the normal sounds of crowds and electronically enhanced voices could be heard. Elly pursed her lips, and then nodded, allowing Jonathan to take her arm again and lead her toward the front of the building.


  People hustled all about them, carts of luggage, overnight bags, golf clubs - even a large sky kennel with a napping Doberman rolled past. There were several counters for information of various sorts, hotels, rental cars, a confusion of color and sound. Jonathan wound through it all to the doors and escorted her out to the walk beyond. They crossed one lane, then another. Moments later, he was opening the back door of a sleek, black limousine. Elly slid inside.


  There was a window between the rear of the limo and the driver. Elly saw the back of Jonathan’s head, but she couldn’t speak with him. Or at least, it didn’t seem as if she could. There was no indication of an intercom, though she thought there probably was one. She glanced around the opulent interior of the car, taking in the bar, a small television and stereo setup with a DVD player and a small selection of movies.


  There was a card on the seat beside her with her name on the front. Elly picked it up and read the contents quickly.


  “Enjoy the drive. There are refreshments if you should want them, soft drinks, wine, beer, spirits, and please feel free to use the stereo, or enjoy a movie. It will take a little while to get out of the city. Please relax, and I will explain all I know about what is going on when you arrive.”


  The card was signed Max. Elly knew no one named Max, nor had Mr. Brownridge mentioned anyone by that name. She had a number she was to have called, and the name Cynthia Lyons as a contact, if she was not met at the airport.


  Elly sat back. She eyed the DVD player for a moment, but the silence, after the flight and the craziness of the airport, was too pleasant. She turned and flipped on the stereo. The station that it was tuned to was playing modern rock, and she began pressing the preset buttons quickly. She settled on a light jazz station, turned the volume down low, and leaned back in her seat. It wasn’t long before the smooth, comfortable roll of the limo and the equally smooth rippling notes of the music caused her to drift, and then doze.


  When the limo finally pulled to a stop, Elly was startled to wakefulness, not by any sudden motion, but by the sudden lack of it. It was still light out, and she glanced quickly out the window. The city was gone. She had a quick moment of vertigo as her mind caught up with reality.


  They were parked just outside the doors of a garage that was easily large enough to house a dozen vehicles. Jonathan opened her door for her without a word, and then closed it behind her. He didn’t offer to take her overnight bag, for which she was grateful. There was something about the way the man acted that bothered her. Something not quite right. She’d met plenty of servants and footmen in her time, though she’d never been on the receiving end of their attentions. None of them had such an attitude. She supposed she was being paranoid, but she was happy to have her possessions close by her side. She wished she had her luggage, as well.


  She turned and stared up at the huge old building beside the garage. It resembled nothing so much as a European castle, complete with ramparts and stone columns. It would have been imposing in any urban setting, but here, in the middle of nowhere, as far as she could tell, it was brooding and ominous.


  Jonathan turned and strode off toward a side entrance to the building, and Elly called out after him.


  “What about my other bag?”


  He slowed, turned, and replied almost impatiently. “As I said, it is being taken care of, Ms. Kassel. Please, follow me. All of your questions will soon be answered.”


  Then he mounted the steps, and, just as she had in the airport, Elly was forced to hurry after him to avoid being left behind. She gritted her teeth and promised herself that, as soon as she found someone in charge and ascertained her place in this madness, she would find a moment to put Jonathan back on the right track. Then, laughing to herself, she hurried up the stone steps and into the building.


  Listen to yourself, she thought. You already sound as if you’re rich.


  Then she was inside. If the outer expanse of the building had been impressive, the interior was awe-inspiring. There was a foyer large enough to be a ballroom in most large homes. A huge, winding stairway spiraled up into the shadows, lit dimly here and there by wall sconces and topped by a
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