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Prologue: April 19th
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When Jason Callaghan answered the door on that windy, rainy night in April he had no idea that death waited on the other side. 

The Callaghan family lived in Exeter, New Hampshire. Ben Callaghan, husband, father and little league coach worked in the plumbing and heating business. Peg, his wife was a full-time mother and housewife. They had two children: twelve-year-old Jason and six-year-old Ariel.

When the knocking began, the family dog, a yellow Labrador retriever named Ringo, raised his hackles and began to bark.

“Would you please see who that is?” Ben asked Jason. Survivor was on and the interruption was an irritation. 

“Sure,” Jason said, getting up off the couch and heading for the door. There were two doors, actually, an inner door that led out onto a glassed-in porch and an outer door that led to the front steps. 

When Jason opened the inner door the dog rushed past him barking frantically. This did not bother Jason much, for the dog always barked when someone came to the door. It was usually an excited, tail-wagging bark, because the Callaghan family had many friends and sometimes these friends brought treats for Ringo.

Jason switched on the outside light and saw the silhouette of a person standing beyond the glass of the outer door. Jason could not discern any features; just the vague form of someone who seemed very tall, dressed in what looked like a black raincoat with an attached hood. Outside the howling wind of a spring storm gusted sheets of rain against the door’s window. Ringo saw the silhouette too, and this only heightened his frantic baying. 

“Come on,” Jason said, taking Ringo by the collar and dragging him back into the house. The dog did not want to go. He began to yelp and yowl, pulling to get free. His teeth were bared and a ring of white foam had formed around his mouth. This was not like Ringo at all.

“Who is it?” Peg asked in irritation, looking up at her son from the program on the television.

“Don’t know yet,” Jason replied in exasperation. “But the dog’s acting really weird. Would you keep him in here?”

“Sure.”

“It’s the Collector,” Ariel said.

“What did you say?” Peg asked, looking over at her daughter in puzzlement.

Ariel sat forward in her seat staring at the door. “The Collector. He collects special souls and I’m one of the important ones.”

“What are you talking about, Ariel?”

“The Collector. I have to go with him.”

Peg Callaghan stared at her daughter, a small expression of alarm on her face. “Don’t be ridiculous, Ariel. You don’t have to go anywhere.”

“Oh yes I do.”

The dog began to howl again, long and mournful, like a wolf baying at the moon.

“Will somebody shut that dog up?” Ben Callaghan hollered, picking up the remote control to raise the volume.

Jason backed quickly out onto the porch and closed the inner door behind him, hoping to block out the dog’s incessant caterwauling. In the distance he heard his father yelling angrily at Ringo. 

“Coming!” Jason said to the caller whose tall, dark silhouette was still visible beyond the rain-smeared glass. But something made Jason hesitate. He had this strange feeling in his chest, like there was a hand around his heart giving it a squeeze. His breath had gone shallow and an eerie coldness surrounded him. For a moment he thought he might throw up. He stood for a long time looking at the door listening to the dog wailing behind him. He’d answered the door hundreds of times to dozens of friends and family and had never felt this way before. He could not understand what was happening to him. 

Open the door, Jason! A cold voice inside his head seemed to say. Open it now!

Jason obeyed the voice. Walking trance-like to the door he put his hand on the knob and pulled the door toward him. And the last thought to enter his mind before he died was, there’s something wrong with this man. 

Inside the house, the dog bayed so loudly it sounded like a scream of terror.
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Chapter 1
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The telephone call that saved their lives, and nearly destroyed them, came at five o’clock on a rainy, windy morning in April. 

Doug McArthur was having a terrible dream. 

No ... please, God. Not after all this time. I need to wake up before this gets out of hand. 

But it was already too late; he was fully immersed in the nightmare and there didn’t seem to be any way out of it. He saw the shape standing on the door stoop—tall, impossibly tall—wearing the familiar black robe, the hood covering the head, the single burning red eye bright as a miniature sun. And he saw the kid’s startled expression a split second before his body calcified—like Lot’s wife hardening into a pillar of salt for venturing a glance back at Sodom. And it was so real, like he was somehow a part of it, connected to it in some unfathomable way. Yet he knew that was impossible. He was asleep in his bed with Annie beside him.

But the dream that could not be real would not end. He knew the Collector was aware of him watching, knowing that he knew, and taking some sort of perverse pleasure in knowing. He saw the shape streak like stretching metal past the fossilized kid and move into the house.

He heard the dog’s hysterical baying halt in mid-scream, and then he again saw living human beings turn instantly to fossils, the little girl running, hiding under her bed, the red eye watching her, ancient and implacable, like a permanent rent in the fabric of space-time.

Come out, little girl. I’m not going to hurt you. 

You hurt my Mommy and Daddy, the little girl said. And you hurt my big brother.

I had to, little one. It was time for me to come for you and they would have tried to stop me.

I know I have to go with you, the little girl cried. But I don’t know why.

Because you have been chosen for a very special purpose.

What purpose?

I’m afraid you won’t know that for a very long time, love, but you can trust that it is so. Come now, I won’t hurt you, I promise. You can live with me in my House of Bones until your time comes round. 

But I don’t want to live in your House of Bones!

You must, little one; it is your destiny. Come so that I may prepare the way.

The burning red eye exploded suddenly inside Doug’s head, fragmenting his psyche and scattering it into a thousand black and flailing creatures, like pieces of living confetti. Doug sucked ragged breath into his lungs as he tumbled from the edge of a cliff and fell into an abyss. His raging howl of desperation resounded in his head even as the fluttering bits of confetti morphed into birds—hundreds, perhaps thousands of them—squawking, squealing, shrieking, trying to drive their evil noise into his brain. He was sweat-soaked and trembling with fear. His saliva tasted like acid on his tongue and his heart pounded out a brisk rhythm in his chest.

He tried to come awake, knowing somehow that he must, that his life, and probably Annie’s, depended on it. He felt himself rising slowly up out of his thick stratum of slumber, panic fighting fatigue, lunacy battling common sense.

In a sudden scene-change he was sitting upright in bed. Somehow the evil creatures—confetti birds—had broken through the windows and into the bedroom. They were streaming in by the hundreds, gathering on the mantle, the chests of drawers, perching on the bed posts. They looked to be some sort of large blackbirds, alien, a species he did not recognize; birds from hell, their bodies and heads streamlined, plumage slick like wet tar, sleek like little winged machines. Staring menacingly out of their streamlined heads were eyes the color of arterial blood. He looked over and noted, in a wholly clinical way, that Annie’s face was completely covered in the grotesque creatures. And as he watched, the loathsome things began to abandon their feast, and he saw that Annie’s eyes had been pecked out. A viscous mixture of pus-like fluid and blood poured from the blank eye-cavities and ran down the sides of her face in variegated streaks. The dreadful mixture pooled on the pillow around her matted blonde hair. Annie’s half-eaten tongue hung bloodily from her mouth.

Doug moaned loudly and came awake with his heart in his mouth. He had to grasp the edge of the mattress to keep from tumbling off the bed. His breath burst from his lungs in a painful gasp as sweat trickled down the sides of his face. Oh, dear God, he thought, such terrible dreams. 

“Annie!” he cried out, still not entirely certain of his consciousness. But he could see now that she was okay. Her eyes were closed in sleep but decidedly intact, as were the windows. There were no alien birds in the room, no pieces of living confetti, but somehow he still felt their menacing presence, as though they had been there and they’d left some sort of bitter residue at the center of his psyche. A phrase suddenly surfaced in his mind, more a plea than anything else: Please, mister, my name is Ariel. I’m lost and forgotten. You need to find me.

Oh, God no, Doug thought. This can’t be happening again. I can’t do this. 

But the voice reiterated: Please, you have to find me.

“Where are you, Ariel?” Doug whispered, knowing even as he acknowledged the plea what the answer would be, and that it was futile to begin with; he could not help the child. He had tried to help other children years ago but had failed miserably.

I’m trapped in the House of Bones and I can’t get out. You’re the only one who can help me!

Doug put his hands over his ears, trying to block out the voice. “No!” he moaned. “I can’t help you. I don’t know how. This can’t be happening. I won’t accept it. I won’t listen.”

But he knew it was already too late. He suspected what the morning headline would look like:

FAMILY MYSTERIOUSLY MURDERED IN THEIR HOME! LITTLE GIRL GONE MISSING!

Doug had this ... connection. He couldn’t explain what it was, why he had it, or from where it had come. Nobody could. Not the greatest psychiatrists, the smartest scientists or the most gifted policemen. And oh how he hated himself for having it. 

But he couldn’t think about that now. Something was terribly wrong, something other than the knowledge of the dead family and the missing child. He felt it in every fiber of his being. Awake now, he looked toward the window. The pale light of an uncertain dawn had begun to steal its way into the bedroom.  

“Phone,” Annie said stirring, her voice muffled by the pillow.

“What?”

“Phone’s ringing.”

It was then that Doug realized that Annie was right; the phone was ringing. It probably had been for several minutes. “Christ,” he said, leaning over and clumsily grabbing it up. 

It was odd, later, when his mind would come back to the events of that morning—as it did often in those terrible days that followed—how he always remembered the sound of the phone, and how it had somehow become a part of the dream, interwoven with the cries and shrieks of the alien birds.

“Hello?” he asked, his voice oddly tentative.

“Douglas, this is your father-in-law.”

Doug stiffened. He was dimly aware of holding the phone receiver too tight. He turned to his wife. “Here, you can talk to your daughter.”

“No, Douglas! I don’t care how much you hate me! Listen to what I have to say!” 

“Screw you!”

“Get Annie out of the house, now!”

“What the hell—?”

“—Just shut up and listen to me for a moment! Someone is going to try and take her and they will kill you if you try to stop them. Am I getting through to you, Douglas? They killed my wife and they will kill you.”

“Oh, Christ, Ed, when?”

“Last night.”

Annie stretched over and switched on her bedside lamp. She was sitting up now, staring fixedly at Doug, her face pale, like chalk.

“Go!” the man on the end of the line insisted. “Get Annie out of the house now before it’s too late. They want her and they’ll do anything to get her.”

“You set this up—”

“Just do as I say, Douglas, or I promise you, you will be dead. Don’t take time to pack and don’t speak of where you’re going out loud. Annie has my secure number. Have her call me when you’re in a safe location.” The phone went dead in Doug’s hand. He stared at it, unable to loosen his numb fingers.

Annie was still staring at him, but now her eyes were glassy with grief. Wetness stained her cheeks. Doug threw the phone away, jumped out of bed and began dressing hastily.

“Is there something wrong with Mama?” Annie said.

“Jesus, Annie, I’m so sorry.”

“What happened?”

“Get dressed! There’s no time—”

“Tell me!”

“We’re in danger. Please, let’s get out of here!”

A noise somewhere—not loud or particularly alarming, just unusual—brought Annie to her senses. She moved quickly and quietly out of bed, slipped into jeans and a T-shirt. Doug slid open the drawer of his bedside stand and grabbed the automatic. He pulled the magazine back and chambered a round. He knew how to use the gun. Actually he was somewhat of an expert after years of shooting and training under the expert tutelage of Portland Police Lieutenant, Rick Jennings, the man who had helped raise him to adulthood.

“Come on,” he whispered.

In the dim light of dawn he took Annie by the hand and began making his way toward the door, but stopped suddenly, thinking better of it. He could hear the raucous noise of a hundred migrating birds outside in the leafless trees, shrieking in his brain like fingernails on a blackboard.

“Oh, Jesus,” Annie said, her hand tightening in Doug’s. “Is that what I think it is?” 

“Birds,” Doug said. 

“No, the smell. It’s gas!”

“Shit,” Doug said, turning back toward the window. He let go of Annie’s hand and pushed the window up. Outside rain gusted in sheets. Beneath the window there was a small landing with a narrow and steep set of stairs attached along the side of the house. Doug had added it when they’d finished building the place five years ago. Nothing fancy, but protection enough in case of fire.

He went out first, and as he did so, a flock of startled blackbirds took noisy wing from the balcony railing, their shrieking flight causing Doug’s heart to hammer wildly in his chest. Doug stood frozen. On the railing perched a lone straggler, its head cocked as it stared coldly at Doug with one small, but very bright, red eye. The second eye appeared to be missing; a milky and membranous film covered it. Doug almost stopped breathing. The Collector, he thought, as a series of unwanted memories began flooding into his mind. But he could not think about that now. He never wanted to think about it again. He had to get Annie to safety. He swiped the grotesque creature from the railing with the hand that held the gun. The bird flew into the gloom, cawing loudly as it did so. Its neck was craned to the side and it appeared to be glaring back at Doug with that one terrible red jewel-of-an-eye. Doug aimed the nine millimeter at the retreating creature and almost pulled the trigger. But something would not allow him to do so. He shivered as a dark and ethereal fluttering in his head tried to paralyze him. No way, he thought. You’re not doing this to me. Not here. Not now. But the sensation would not go away; it was sludgy in his head, like cold motor oil.

Doug briskly shook his head. Come on, you need to be alert. You can’t think about this now. He surveyed the back yard, guessing it looked okay. Hard to tell with the rain sheeting across the lawn the way it was. He took Annie’s hand and helped her out onto the landing. The driving torrents caused her to quake with cold shivers.

On the horizon dawn punched eerie pink light into an otherwise dead eastern sky.

“Oh, God, my paintings!” Annie said, pulling away from him and trying to get back into the house. 

Doug grabbed her wrist. “Sorry, Annie, there’s no time.”

“But—”

“No buts. Your life is more important than those paintings.”

He gingerly led the way down the treacherous steps, gun held out before him, amazed that no one was there to greet them. Something didn’t add up. But there wasn’t time to think about that either. His instincts told him to move. They hit the ground, running across the spacious back lawn toward the woods beyond. 

Behind them the house exploded in a hive of sound and light. They were both blown forward onto their hands and knees, their backs nearly flash-fried. They were up and running again in an instant. Gunfire exploded behind them, several weapons of the automatic variety, followed by the sharp commands of an authoritative voice. They did not stop, or turn to fight, but kept running. A hundred yards or so into the woods Annie halted, doubling over. 

“The baby!” she said. 

Doug tenderly touched her belly. She hadn’t yet begun to show. Only three months along. It would be their first. Now someone wanted Annie. But Doug knew what they really wanted. Long ago he’d been warned, but he’d refused to accept it. Now he was being forced to reassess his thinking. If what he’d been told was true Annie would be safe but a prisoner, until the delivery. Then God knows what would happen to her, God knows what would happen to him, or anyone else who knew, for that matter. And that son of a bitch father of hers, who’d made some sort of sick deal with the devil, would have the child. Their child. For what purpose he could not even venture a vague guess.

Doug propped Annie up, looking worriedly back the way they’d come. “We can’t stop now. They’re too close.”

“Maybe I’m losing it,” she cried. 

“No freaking way!” Doug said. “That’s our kid and you’re not losing it!” He tucked the automatic into his waistband. “Here, I’ll carry you.”

“No, I’m too heavy.”

Ignoring her protests he scooped her up in his arms and continued his run through the woods toward the distant highway.
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Chapter 2
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Doug had been right. Their pursuers were close. Dawn was almost up when they reached the highway. Morning commuters sped past, whirring tires shooting rooster-tails of rainwater at them. Gunshots blasted behind them. The bullets missed but struck a passing car. The vehicle fishtailed wildly before slamming violently into guardrails. Sparks erupted into a column of orange flame. Behind it braking tires howled on pavement and cars skidded to avoid colliding. Doug, still carrying Annie, ran out into the busy northbound lanes. He just managed to dodge a speeding SUV when more gunfire erupted somewhere behind them. He heard bullets striking metal.

Collisions. 

A concussive explosion.

He dropped Annie as gently as he could and they both tumbled down the slight incline of the grassy median. At the bottom he froze as that black, ethereal fluttering in his head tried to paralyze him again. And along with it, the plea, clear and bright, and so terribly desperate: Please, mister, my name is Ariel and I need your help! I’m trapped in the House of Bones and I can’t get out. 

Who are you, Ariel, and why are you in my head?

I’m God’s lion and you need to save me.

God’s lion? What the hell did that mean? Doug shook his head, trying to lose the interference. He did not have time for this, damn it! He needed to think clearly.

From behind them came the sounds of more skidding automobiles. 

Horns.

Metal shrieking against metal. 

More horns. 

More explosions. 

The pink alien sky, now aglow with orange flame, cast their shadows forward in cinematic over-exaggeration. Annie was up, spinning around, eyes wild. “Look out!” she screamed. Doug, springing back into action, pulled the automatic out of his waistband and whirled. There were three of them. Three that he could see anyway. The bastards. Probably a little army of them. He raised the automatic and dropped two of them in their tracks. He was just about to drop the third one when gunfire erupted from another direction. The guy dropped like a rock. Doug whirled, trying to see who had fired the third killing round. But there was no time, there was too much confusion, and more men were sprinting across the median toward them, guns drawn. He grabbed Annie’s hand and made for the southbound lanes pulling her along. But she was having trouble again, bending over, belly clenching with cramps. 

Maybe nobody would have the kid. 

He jumped the guardrail, lifting Annie over it. Behind them the northbound lanes were alive with the sounds of chaos. He could see at least four more hunters and they were beating feet like hungry dogs.

“Oh, God,” Annie said. “I can’t make it.” She was on her knees breathing in spasms. Doug ran back, lifted her to her feet and dragged her to the far side of the highway. He ran out into the middle of the south-bound lanes and tried to flag a car. 

And was nearly killed. 

He jumped out of the way of a speeding sports car just in time.

The hunters were closing the gap quickly, sprinting across the median. More gunfire erupted, and two of them collapsed like sacks of dirty laundry. The other two stopped and whirled in confusion, weapons pointed. Doug was just as confused, but grateful that a guardian angel was looking out for them. What the hell is going on? He prayed that the diversion would give him the time he needed to get Annie out of this situation. He turned around and was horrified to see that Annie was up and staggering back toward all the danger.

“No, Annie!” he screamed. “Stay there!” She wasn’t listening. Tires howled and cars careened to avoid her. Traffic began to slow. Doug frantically waved his arms. Annie went to her knees. Several vehicles contacted farther up the line. Doug heard metal slamming against metal. He kept waving frantically, screaming for Annie to stay back. In the distance he thought he heard more gunfire, but he couldn’t be sure. There was so much noise, so much confusion. Cars careened around them, horns blaring. One skidded sideways and almost struck them before coming to a lurching halt. Others coming behind that one skidded off the road with terrible sounding impacts. Doug ripped the driver’s door open and yanked the man out. 

“Don’t hurt me!” the man screamed, his hands high above his head, eyes wild with terror.

Annie struggled to her feet and opened the passenger-side door. “Sorry,” Doug said, dimly aware of the fact that he was still holding the automatic. “Lady needs to get to a hospital.” The man eyed the gun warily then looked over at Annie. “We need to borrow your car.” Bullets pinged on metal. Annie fell into the car. The man took off for the ditch. Doug jumped in, his foot punching the gas pedal. A hail of bullets thumped into the car’s trunk.

The rear window exploded.

“You okay?” Doug asked. In the rearview he could see that two of the hunters were commandeering a vehicle.

“I don’t know,” Annie replied, panting, holding onto her midriff.

“Want me to get you to a hospital?”

“No! Jesus! They’ll find us. I want to know what’s going on.”

“I don’t know, Annie, Christ. You’re okay, then?”

“Better.” Her head was back. She was white. She was puffing like she was in labor.

Doug was already doing ninety, weaving in and around traffic. The exit ahead said South Portland. He took it at speeds well above sane limits. He skidded left at the light and wound through morning rush-hour traffic, constantly glancing in his rearview.

“I think we lost them,” he said.

“Doug, damn you, tell me!” Annie was staring helplessly at him. Tears slid down her cheeks.

“I don’t know anything.”

“Yes you do. What happened to my mother?”

“Your father can explain.”

“She’s dead, isn’t she?”

Doug said nothing.

Annie put her face in her hands sobbing. “What’ll we do now?”

“Head north into the wilderness. Where we should have gone a long time ago.”

“They’ll be looking for the car.”

Doug swung the wheel hard right and turned down a side street. “We’re not keeping it.”

He swung into a parking lot. They got out. Doug wiped the steering wheel and the door handles clean. 

“Sure you’re okay?”

“No! My mother’s dead!”

“I’m so sorry, Annie.”

Sirens warbled in the distance.

Dawn was all the way up now, dismal as it was. The rain had diminished to wind-driven mist, sheets of it cutting across the lot. They went back out into the main street. A minute later Doug flagged a cab. He told the driver to take them to a motel on the edge of town. He had ten bucks in his pocket, gave it to the driver. Luckily his wallet was in his jeans. He was out of cash so he gave the motel guy a credit card, knowing it was a mistake. But it was their only choice. Maybe it could buy them an hour or two.

In the room Annie picked up the phone and dialed. Her lips trembled. Wetness streaked her white face. Doug watched her, feeling like shit.

Annie listened but did not speak. “Okay, Daddy,” she said finally. “Yes, we’ll be there.” After hanging up she collapsed on the bed in sobs. Doug stood, fists clenched at his sides, rage needing an outlet, but there wasn’t one. He calmed himself, knowing that he had to, vowing that he would kill Édouard De Roché with his bare hands.

Annie didn’t say a word about her mother, just cried for a long time. Doug watched her, his anger receding.

He sat down on the bed beside her, taking one of her paint-stained hands in his, caressing it tenderly. Annie was an artist, but not your regular kind. She had this insane way of painting where she put her whole body into it. She never used a brush. Claimed she didn’t know how. She would glob huge amounts of multi-colored acrylic paint onto giant canvases with her bare hands and swirl and twist like a graceful dancer until the vision in her mind began to take form. Annie put everything she had into her painting, and as a result her works were both beautiful and disturbing. She’d sold quite a few in recent years and her reputation was growing. The stuff she’d been working on for the past year or so was scheduled to be shown in New York, a coming out for the artist entitled, The Beautiful Madness of Her Creations. Luckily some of the paintings had already been moved from the house to the gallery, but a lot more had been destroyed in the explosion. 

After Annie stopped crying they showered together and dried their clothes on the radiator. Neither of them spoke. Doug turned on the TV. A major pileup on both sides of the interstate was the number one item on the news. Several people were dead. Coincidentally a house nearby had exploded at about the same time as the pileup. And something else. Witnesses reported seeing a man and woman running from a group of men with guns. Several of the pursuers had been shot but it was unclear as to who they were or who had done the shooting. The speculation was that it was some sort of gang war over drugs, but the police hadn’t yet issued a statement. They would do so later, after everything had been sorted out.

Doug called a cab. Annie sat beside him as they rode, head back, staring fixedly out the window. Doug told the driver to find an ATM. He got cash. Then they headed north toward the airport.

Two miles out Doug told the driver to keep going north on 95.

“What are you doing?” Annie asked, turning swollen eyes on him. “Daddy’s sending the jet.”

“I think we’d be safer if we just headed north into the mountains. No one knows about Rick’s cabin. We’ll be safe there for a while.”

“I said Daddy’s sending the jet!”

“I heard you, Annie! Screw your father!”

“My mother’s dead!”

“I know. That’s what bothers me.”

“You think he did it?”

“I think he’d do anything to get you back.”

“Don’t be an asshole, Doug!”

“Jesus Christ, Annie. Look what just happened.”

“You think he set that up?”

“If not him, then who? He called. He told me to get you out of the house! Be honest with yourself, Annie. For Christ’s sake, you know him better than I do.”

Annie was silent searching her husband’s face. But Doug knew that she was really searching inside herself, attempting to excavate the fossils of her history with her father. There were things that happened back in Annie’s other life that Doug had no knowledge of. Things he wasn’t sure he ever wanted to know about. He’d glimpsed bits and pieces of Annie’s reluctant excavations occasionally in the dead of night when she’d come awake covered in sweat, her breath rasping raggedly in her throat, her eyes dim and haunted. Ten years gone and it had taken an enormous amount of work on both their parts to get Annie on an even keel. And now she was actually considering going back to that bastard.

“I don’t know,” Annie said. “What I do know is, he’ll find us if he wants to, no matter where we go, or how far we run. And if he doesn’t, those bastards, whoever they are, will. We’ll be safer with him. Trust me.”

“Those bastards and your father are the same thing, Annie.”

“Stop it, Doug.”

Doug stopped. He watched his exotically beautiful wife carefully for a long silent moment. He did not want to give in. He was stubborn and independent and his instincts told him that going back into the world of Édouard De Roché would be the biggest mistake of their lives. But what if he was wrong about De Roché? What if he was just jealous of the hold he’d once had on Annie? Yes, that was true. He was jealous. And no, he wasn’t wrong about De Roché. The man had tremendous power. Unlimited resources at his disposal. 

Doug thought back to the day he’d found out that De Roché had made some sort of sick deal for Annie’s first born. He’d gone nuts and threatened to kill the bastard. 

“It’s just one child, Doug,” De Roché had said in that maddeningly patronizing tone of his, as if deals like this were made every day. And perhaps they were in De Roché’s world, not in Doug’s. In Doug’s world you worked hard all day, came home and made love to your wife, and on weekends you watched the game while your wife went to the mall. What a joke that Doug had thought life with Annie could ever be this simple. “You’ll have more children,” De Roché said. “You and Annie are both young.”

“Never going to happen,” Doug insisted. “And you’re crazy if you think Annie and I are just going to give you our child. What kind of sick bastard are you, anyway?”

De Roché’s rage simmered just beneath the surface as he stared Doug down. Doug sensed that hiding inside the man’s refined demeanor lived a dangerous and desperate predator.

“I’ll take her away from you,” Doug said, staring directly into De Roché’s handsome, hateful eyes with defiance. She’ll forget about you. You’ll no longer know your daughter, and you’ll never know your grandchildren. Is that what you want?”

“Come now, Douglas,” De Roché patronized. “Do you actually believe that you and Annie can have a life that’s free of my influence? If you do, you’re a bigger fool than I take you for. When and if you two decide to have a child, and you will, I have ways of finding these things out. Make no mistake.”

“Why are you doing this?” Doug asked, totally frustrated by this terrible man and his terrible perversions. “Why in God’s name do you want Annie’s child?”

“Let me tell you something, Douglas,” De Roché said in that same colorless and patronizing way he always spoke to Doug. “Painful as it might be to you, Annie is too good for you, she always has been, and she always will be. You don’t understand who she is or where she came from. Our family is a very old one, and very special. It goes back to the dim recesses of the human race. There’s royalty and ... immortality in our blood, and something else you can never understand ...” 

De Roché hesitated as if there was something in this confession that pained him. Doug waited, his rage still simmering, but a little intrigued at the idea that De Roché might actually be attempting to fabricate some sort of fiction in hopes of further degrading Doug’s status and elevating Annie’s worthiness. The man had uttered the word immortality. There could be no mistake. What the hell was that supposed to mean? Could De Roché think Doug stupid enough to believe such an absurdity? Or worse, did he himself believe it? Was the man that delusional? 

Doug did not have to be reminded that Annie was too good for him. He’d known it from the day they’d met. In the real world a beautiful heiress with a name like Antoinette De Roché would never have given the likes of him a second glance. Whatever stars had been in alignment on the day they’d met might never again align. Doug was no fool. Annie was a goddess, and he was a mere mortal. But goddess or not, Annie belonged to him now, and she would remain his until she, and only she decided differently. 

“Never mind,” De Roché said, flapping his hand in contempt. “You wouldn’t believe it if I told you, and even if you did believe, you certainly wouldn’t understand. Suffice it to say, promises must be kept. Deals are made, and when the collector calls, bills must be paid.”

“Bills?” Doug said, as if the word tasted foul on his tongue. “This is about paying bills?” 

De Roché’s handsome blue eyes narrowed to seething pinpricks. There was something in them that made Doug’s blood run cold, some unspoken mystery or terrible knowledge. Suddenly Doug was quite certain that De Roché did have a secret, something sacred, perhaps evil, and in his moment of frustration, was on the verge of revealing it. Down deep Doug was hoping the man would keep his secret forever, for he suspected the knowledge might alter him in some incontrovertible way. It was not the first time he’d suspected there was something more to the De Roché dynasty than met the eye, something more than power or influence or money. In the first year or so of his acquaintance with the family, before he had taken Annie away from them, he’d glimpsed things that had disturbed him, overheard nuances that had baffled him. Nothing concrete, nothing he could lay his finger on exactly, but enough strangeness to make him happy to be away from their influence.

“There are things in this life that defy common logic, Douglas,” De Roché said, dashing Doug’s hopes. “Things that you do not and never will have the capacity to grasp.” De Roché’s eyes fell unfocused, as though he’d suddenly heard a distant voice. “There are worlds beyond ours,” De Roché said. “Worlds you would not believe. Vast and complex and teeming with strange intelligence. I’ve glimpsed some of these places, and the possibilities, oh the possibilities. One only needs the key to tap into them. The key is now within my grasp and I will not rest until it is mine. But you’ll never understand, will you? You’re too compliant, too deferential, too ... ordinary to see beyond your shallow little existence. The universe contains wonders and horrors you could never hope to fathom. The days ahead will bear this out and then you will surely see what I have known from the beginning.”

Doug stared at the man not knowing how to react to his strange rhetoric, but being suddenly sure of one thing: De Roché was insane.

“And besides,” De Roché said dismissively, “this is between Annie and me and her firstborn. This is not about you. As it is I have to deal with the fact that she has chosen the likes of you to be its father.”

That’s when Doug had done the thing he would always regret. Not for his sake but for Annie’s. Rage had replaced all semblance of rationality and the fist was at De Roché’s face before the man saw it coming. Although in that moment Doug believed De Roché deserved what he got, it was the wrong thing to do under any circumstance. 

De Roché recovered nobly from the blow, however, picking himself up off the floor and wiping the blood from his mouth. He opened the liquor cabinet, poured himself a shot of some expensive amber liquor and downed it in a single swallow, his sharp, canny eyes never leaving Doug’s. Doug stood like a statue, fists clenched at his sides. He could not even bring himself to feel pity for De Roché, just more rage and frustration that such an unfeeling creature could be possessed with such maddening influence. 

“By the way, Douglas,” De Roché said unflinching. “Annie’s not to know of our little ... deal.”

“Deal?” Doug said with incredulity. “I’ve made no deals, you sick bastard, and I never will. Especially when it comes to my children.”

“I thought I’d made it clear that this is not about you, Douglas. Annie will bear a child. This is not debatable. And it does not matter with whom. You are only a minor player in this little drama that exists between Annie and her father. Just remember, if Annie learns of our conversation today, I will kill you. Regardless of Annie’s feelings, I will squash you like a bug. Annie’s playing the part now with her newfound freedom, abandoning her privileged life here, being the rebel and all, the tortured artist. I tolerate her behavior, although I don’t understand it. But make no mistake. Annie is my girl. She always has been and she always will be. She has a responsibility to this family that she’s too blinded to see right now, but she will eventually, trust me, she will, they always do. I believe this thing she has for you and the bohemian lifestyle you two have chosen is just a temporary distraction, and if it turns out that it’s not, that I’m wrong, well, the world is not large enough for you to hide her from me. I will find you and I can promise you, when I do, you’ll beg for mercy before you die.” 

That’s when Doug had taken Annie away from De Roché, away from all the money and privilege. Away from the sickness that infected De Roché and all that he surveyed. And Doug had remained defiant right up until the final moment. His defiance, however, could not drive away the fact that Annie was De Roché’s daughter and that he would always have to deal with the reality of it. De Roché was not a man to be fooled with, Doug knew. He might be power mad, he might even be insane, but it was of little consequence, for the man had the clout to accomplish nearly any task. Doug was maddeningly sure of that simple fact.

Nonetheless Doug had heeded De Roché’s admonition; he had never told Annie of the conversation he’d had with her father concerning their future child. It wasn’t because he was afraid of De Roché. He wasn’t, despite the fact that De Roché had threatened his life. He was more concerned with Annie’s stability. How in the world would she have been able to handle such knowledge? Although Annie possessed great intelligence, enormous strength of character and undeniable talent, there was something hidden inside her complexities that baffled him, even frightened him. Sometimes he saw things in her eyes; a dark and fluttering presence that in a very real sense mirrored Doug’s own inner demons. Coincidence or something else? He never wanted to think about that. When Annie was up and on an even keel her strength could lift the earth but when she was down she brought the world down with her. Doug suspected that her emotional highs and lows had everything to do with her former life as Édouard De Roché’s only child. Now he was afraid he’d waited too long, and that disclosing her father’s desire to possess her firstborn might destroy her. But the true heart of Doug’s fear was that his years of silence would bear evidence to some sort of complicity between him and her father. But isn’t that what De Roché had been banking on all along? The man might be insane. He was by no means stupid.

After marrying Doug, Annie had been ready and willing to leave De Roché’s lair for good. She was eager to be free of her father and his influence. Or so she’d said. The old man had gone nearly mad with grief on the day his daughter had left his fold as the wife of Douglas McArthur, jockeying and positioning, trying everything within his enormous power spectrum to win her back. And Doug had taken a perverse kind of pleasure in seeing it; ever aware that his world could come tumbling down at any moment and the last laugh might very well be at his expense. Annie had been adamant, however, repeatedly insisting that nothing her father could do or say would change her mind; she was, after all, in love with Douglas McArthur and that was a place she was quite happy to be in.

“But he’s a carpenter!” De Roché railed with equal amounts of fury and loathing. “And you’re going to live in the woods in a half completed wood-frame house!” Doug had been working on the house prior to their marriage and that’s where he and Annie intended to settle down, at least for the time being. 

“Jesus was a carpenter,” Annie reminded her father. “It’s a noble profession. Besides, I like it in the woods. Doug and I will be happy there.”

“Happy?” De Roché said as if the word tasted foul on his tongue. “Living like common trailer park trash? What makes you think that happiness is an inalienable right? You’ll change your tune,” he admonished his daughter. “You’ll come crawling back when you realize you have nothing, when you need a fix of what only Daddy can provide.”

But Annie hadn’t changed her tune. It had been almost ten years since that terrible day and Doug was as amazed as De Roché that he and Annie were still together and vital. There was some part of Doug that had always expected Annie would someday come to her senses and go back to her sheltered and privileged life. And now, it had taken the death of her mother to accomplish the deed. Poor Rachael, she’s the one who’d suffered because of her husband’s perversions, hadn’t she? 

Loyal wife, keeper of terrible secrets. 

Now she was dead and De Roché was calling in all his debts.

Annie was being forced back into De Roché’s sick world. And Doug knew why, and he was almost crazy with grief over it. As he’d said would happen, De Roché had somehow found out about Annie’s pregnancy and he’d sent those assholes to root them out, to frighten them into going back. Doug was trying to convince himself that at least Annie would be safe behind the walls of De Roché Manor. No harm would come to her until after the baby came. He was reasonably sure of that. He wasn’t quite so sure, however, about his own chances for survival. What he should do is deliver Annie, then get away as quickly as possible, disappear, begin looking into De Roché’s life, his past, find out everything he could about the man and his associations. From where he stood right now, there didn’t seem to be any other choice. He should have been doing it all along instead of blissfully loving Annie and ignoring De Roché’s admonitions. Now he was sorry he’d become so complacent. Annie was an heiress to one of the largest financial dynasties in the history of the United States. How did he think that their lives could ever be normal? The years had almost made him forget De Roché’s threats. Big mistake. Now Doug needed to remember if he was going to survive. If he got moving now perhaps there would be time enough before the baby came to figure out what the hell was going on and rectify the problem.
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In a room beneath an ancient cathedral, a telephone rang. The Jesuit priest in the simple black robe and Roman collar turned away from the altar at which he had been praying and stared at the ringing telephone as if it were something not of this world. Carefully he tucked the object which he had been clutching tightly in his praying fists into the side pocket of his robe. This was only the third time in as many years that this particular phone had rung. The telephone number was unpublished and there were only a dozen people in the world who knew it. After the third ring, the priest got to his feet and picked it up. 

“Yes?” he asked.

“I apologize for breaking protocol,” the voice on the line said, “but we have an emergency situation and I thought it important that I speak to you directly.” The caller was female and she sounded winded and overwrought.

The Jesuit hesitated for a moment before replying. “What is the code?” he asked. He would never acknowledge his identity unless the code was repeated exactly as he knew it; exactly as they all knew it. To do so would be to violate the most sacred of all oaths. 

The woman on the line recited a seven digit code. It was merely a series of numbers, like those on a lottery ticket. There was no deep or hidden significance to the sequence. The odds were one hundred and thirty-five million to one that the number could be randomly selected. Although the priest did not recognize the voice, he was not surprised. For security purposes, the Order met infrequently, usually only if there was an emergency, and their meetings were always held in the greatest secrecy and in the most remote places. As priests swear oaths of celibacy, so these members had sworn a long ago pledge against amity, understanding that any collusion, however casual, could mean the Brotherhood’s destruction. It had been more than a year since the priest had spoken to another member of the organization.

Finally he said, “Yes, the number is correct. To whom am I speaking?”

“Lucy,” the voice replied. The name was a pseudonym, of course. All members of the Order used pseudonyms.

“Ah, yes, Lucy,” the Jesuit said. “Tell me, what is this emergency situation you spoke of a moment ago? What is so important that you needed to break security protocol?”

“The chosen ones are in danger.”

The priest’s heart began to race. “Tell me exactly what you mean by this? Be very specific.”

“This morning their home was destroyed. They were driven out and pursued by men with guns.”

“I want to know how this could have happened—”

“Sir, I believe the attack was organized from within the Brotherhood. The attackers had information that could only have come from protected sources.”

“These are very serious allegations, young woman.”

“Several of the attackers were killed. The police presence was so strong that we could not get close enough to identify them without raising suspicion. Their bodies were taken to the city morgue. But a source has informed me that the bodies have already been removed by federal agents. It is likely that they were hired professionals and most likely unidentifiable.”

There was a long silence on the line before the priest spoke again. His hand on the telephone was slick with sweat and trembling slightly. “Federal agents?” he said. “I do not understand why federal agents are involved.”

“We need to talk, sir. Face to face.”

“Dear God, we cannot afford to lose control of this situation. Are you aware of the traitor’s identity?”

“I have an idea, but I think we should meet privately to discuss details.”

“Yes, of course, you will arrange a flight for this very afternoon.”

“It has already been taken care of.”

“Have you talked to anyone else?”

“No.”

“It is vital that you do not.”

“I understand. But there is something else.”

“Yes?”

“The Collector has resurfaced.”

There was a long silence on the line before the priest replied. “Dear God.”

“Last night a family in coastal New Hampshire died in a very mysterious way,” the woman explained. “Again federal agents were heavily involved and details are sketchy. No statements have been issued. But my sources are reliable.”

“You are certain of the Collector’s presence?”

“There is no mistake. He left his calling card.”

“Written in the ancient language?”

“Yes.”

“Was there anyone ...?”

“Taken? Yes. A six-year old girl.” 

The priest was suddenly speechless. His heart began to race and his tongue seemed to swell in his mouth. “What was her name?”

“Ariel.”

“Lion of God.” The priest expelled the words like a breath. “Could this be the one we have been waiting for?”

“Perhaps this next bit of information will lend a clue,” replied the woman.

“Yes, please go on.”

“Along with his signature he left the image of a symbol.”

“A symbol?”

“Burned onto the wall beneath the words.”

“Dear God, it’s true.” The priest did not have to ask what the symbol was. He put his hand in the pocket of his robe and felt the object there. It was vibrating, and although the sensation was slightly uncomfortable he did not remove his hand. “The prophecy is coming to pass,” he said. “This is the beginning.”

“Yes, sir. I believe it is.”

The Jesuit heaved a heavy sigh. “Things will move quickly from here on out. Understand me, we must not let the chosen ones fall into the wrong hands. It could be the end of ... everything. The time of darkness has never been closer.”

“Action has already been taken. Their progress is being monitored as we speak.”

“Progress?”

“They are in motion.”

“And their destination?”

“I think you can guess.”

“Exactly what I was afraid of.”

“No harm will come to them there. She is his daughter. He believes his future depends on the child’s survival.”

“I am aware of that,” said the priest. “It is not the mother and child I’m afraid for.”

“Yes, I share your concerns about the young man. But at the moment I don’t think we have a choice.”

“He is special,” said the priest. “There is a reason he sees the Collector. There is a reason he was chosen to be the child’s father. Hear me well, he must survive. I have seen two visions of the future, and the one without the child’s father is the one we do not wish to face. I can assure you of that.”

“Yes, sir.”

“We will speak of these issues in depth when you arrive, Lucy. Please, be extra cautious.”

“I will not fly commercial. I have arranged my travel through alternate channels.”

“Just as soon as I can reach the members I will call an emergency meeting,” said the priest. “It is time we made some harsh decisions.”

“But where, sir? There is no time to plan such a meeting.”

“We will meet here.”

“I am worried about the dangers.”

“There is no time to plan anything more elaborate. I will explain the situation and give the brothers a choice. Either they agree to come here or I will make the decision on my own. They will come.”

“Yes, of course,” Lucy said. “They will come.”

“Godspeed,” the priest said and the line went dead. He let the handset drop to the level of his shoulder, as if it had grown very heavy. After a moment he put it back in the cradle. He picked the object out of his robe’s pocket staring at it. Finally he clutched it tightly and painfully in his fists. As he did so blood dripped from his closed hands and splashed onto the parquet floor at his feet. The pain was nearly unbearable. Even so, he did not loosen his grip on the object. He understood what had to be done, and soon. In his mind’s eye he glimpsed one possible future and he knew that he could not allow such a fate to visit itself upon the earth. He would do everything in his power to stop it.

The object was showing him the way just as it had shown another old Jesuit the way so many years ago. He would follow the path, regardless of all the skepticism and objections that were to come, regardless of all possible consequences. A cold film of sweat covered his body as he clutched the object tightly in his fists. He tried to ignore the pain it was causing as he knelt back down at the base of the shrine to resume his prayers.
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The large business jet was waiting when they arrived at the airport. The small crew was cordial but businesslike. The flight left the ground within five minutes of boarding. An attendant, a smartly dressed woman in her late forties named Greta with a pretty but smug face and shifty eyes handed Annie a phone.

“Daddy?” Annie said, her voice breaking, sounding oddly like that of a child’s. “Tell me what happened. Yes, I’m okay. I want to know how my mother died.” Annie kept the phone to her ear for a long time, occasionally exclaiming in awe or grief. “Oh no. My God, no. Daddy ... I know. Yes, I love you too, Daddy.”

Slowly, as if in a trance, Annie put the phone down. Doug wanted to puke. He was pitting his love for Annie against his hatred for her father and in the process he was totally ignoring the fact that her mother was dead and that she was hurting. But he couldn’t help it. This was all wrong. They’d vowed never to go back there. Now they were being forced to do so; De Roché was manipulating Annie’s emotions like a talented maestro conducting an orchestra.

Annie fixed Doug with a vacant, helpless stare. “Oh ... God, Doug,” she said, and the words were choked in an odd way, as though she was trying to swallow them.

Doug reached over and touched her trembling hand. “Jesus, Annie, I’m so sorry.”

“Daddy ... heard ... her ... get out of bed around midnight. He drifted back to sleep and woke up to the sound of gunfire. He went ... looking for her and found her on the bathroom floor with a ... bullet through her heart.”

“Annie, that place is a fortress. How could a gunman get through security?”

“I don’t know.”

“Has anyone ever gotten through before?”

“I don’t know. Why are you asking me this now?”

“You know damned well why.”

She glared at him. “I think you’re wrong. And I think you’re a bastard for insinuating that my father was involved in my mother’s death!”

“Then who were those guys this morning, Annie? Tell me! They blew our house up! They tried to kill us.”

“I don’t know who they were. My father would never do anything to hurt me.”

“Of course not! He knew I’d get you out. That’s why he called, for Christ’s sake. He set the whole thing up to trick you into going back there. Don’t you see?” 

“No, I don’t see. He called to tell me my mother was dead. I would have come home anyway. He didn’t need to blow the house up. He didn’t need to send gunmen after us.”

“Annie, my God, he told me to get you out of the house; he said that someone was going to try and take you. Tell me how he knew that?”

“I don’t know.”

“And obviously you don’t want to know.”

Annie did not reply.

“Why would someone kidnap you to begin with?” Doug asked.

“I don’t know that either. Maybe for the same reason they killed my mother. My father has a lot of money, and power. He has enemies. Maybe they want to ransom me. Maybe they want to get back at Daddy for some other reason. Years ago when I went off to college he warned me that something like this might happen. He said the rich and powerful need to be more careful than ordinary citizens, that enemies are a given, that’s why we needed to be constantly on guard. He tried to assign a security force to watch my every move but I refused to allow it. I called him paranoid. Now I’m not so sure anymore.” 

“Annie—”

“No, Doug. This is about you and your jealousy. My mother’s dead and you’re freaking out because you hate my father.” Annie burst into tearful sobs.

Doug felt like killing something. He knew that Annie had a point and he suddenly realized just how ingenious De Roché’s plan had been. Annie didn’t know about her father’s desire to possess her baby so therefore she would never suspect his real motives. Yes, it was pure genius. Doug should have suspected something like this from the start. How could he have been so stupid? De Roché was not the kind of man who would do anything on a sane level. Guns blazing and houses exploding. Yes, that was De Roché’s style to the letter. 

Greta, the shifty-eyed attendant approached them. “I have something that might calm you, Mrs. McArthur,” she said, glancing reproachfully at Doug. 

“What is it?” Doug said crossly.

The woman ignored Doug and looked directly at Annie. “It’s Valium,” she said. “Your father told me that sometimes you ... have a need for it.”

“She hasn’t had a need for it since she left that bastard,” Doug said.

Greta shot Doug a look of poisonous hate.

“Yes, thanks, I’ll take one,” Annie said. “How strong are they?”

“Ten milligrams.”

“Give me two.”

“Awe, God, Annie, the baby!”

Annie nodded at the woman, ignoring Doug’s objections. The attendant marched down the aisle and in a moment she was back with a bottle of water and two tablets. Annie swallowed them both, put her seat back and stared out the window, ignoring Doug. In a few short moments she was snoring softly.

Doug wanted to scream. He wanted to tell Annie that her father, for whatever sick reason, wanted her first born and that she was playing right into his hands. But he couldn’t say a word. If he did she’d accuse him of making it up, of being insecure, of hating her father. She’d be right on two of those counts.

Doug picked up the phone Annie had used to talk to her father and dialed a number. It rang three times before an answering machine picked up. “This is Rick Jennings” a familiar and friendly voice said. “I’m not in right now but please leave a message. If it’s an emergency dial the station, or try my cell phone at 207-893-6210.” Doug put his thumb on the off button and dialed the cell phone number but the call went immediately to voice mail. He did not leave a message and he did not call the station. He hung up and dialed a third number. Seth Baxter, his crew foreman picked up.

“Seth, this is Doug.

“Doug, what the hell’s going on?” Seth gushed. “Man, what a relief hearing your voice. I thought you and Annie were dead.”

“We’re both okay, so don’t worry. Listen, I’m going to be out of town for a few days. I’m counting on you to keep the crew going while I’m away.”

“Sure, Doug,” Seth replied. “You know you can count on me. But where are you? What happened?”

“It’s a long story.”

“You know the cops are looking for you.”

“Yeah, I figured. Listen, Seth, I can’t talk now, but I want you to do me a favor.”

“Anything, man. I’m just glad you’re alive.”

“Get in touch with ... my friend at the police station. You know who I mean. Tell him we’re all right and that I’ll be in touch as soon as possible. But don’t call the station.”

“Why not?”

“Just do as I say, Seth, okay? I’ll give you his cell phone number.” Doug gave Seth the number. “And don’t talk to anyone but him, understand?”

“Sure, Doug. Jesus, this is weird. You know they’re combing the wreckage of your house right now. I tried to go in but they wouldn’t let me near the place. What the hell happened?”

“Somebody turned the gas on and lit a match.”

“Are you saying ...?”

“Yes. I think somebody tried to kill us.”

“Oh ... my ... God. Why?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”

Greta was eyeballing him from her position at the front of the cabin. “Listen, I’ve got to go.”

“Be careful, Doug.”

“Sure, Seth. You too.”

After making the call, Doug sipped his coffee, trying to calm his rage, thinking about the circumstances that had brought Annie and him together in the first place. Suddenly nothing felt right. The world seemed skewed slightly off-center. His house, and all they’d worked for was gone, they’d barely escaped with their lives. Just like that their world had been torn to shreds, and here they were, winging headlong toward an uncertain future. 
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“I am an artist,” Annie had proclaimed without conceit on the very day she and Doug had met. It was almost the first thing she had said to him, as though she were setting ground rules around which the two could establish a relationship. 

Doug had been left with little doubt that art was Annie’s calling. Regardless of her position in life as sole heiress of a financial dynasty and the responsibilities that must go along with that position, Annie considered herself first and foremost an artist. They’d met at the University of Maine in Orono. It was their first day of classes, freshman year when Annie had made her proclamation.

“Very cool,” Doug had replied. “What sort of artist are you?”

“I paint pictures,” she said.

“Pictures? Lots of artists do that. What kind of pictures?”

“Whatever comes to mind,” she said with a broad and beautiful smile, her mysterious eyes twinkling. Doug was lost in them almost immediately. 

The University of Maine was the only school Doug could afford, and he was grateful to be there. Annie could have afforded anything, but that’s where she’d decided to go. Doug had been skeptical at first, little rich bitch slumming with the commoners, but the better he’d gotten to know her, the more he believed she was sincere. She was bright, and so filled with life. Like she was tasting freedom for the first time. 

Little did he know.

And she was indeed an artist. As he would later discover, her work was both beautiful and strangely unnerving. She’d told Doug that she’d been painting since the age of two, much to her father’s chagrin. He had wanted her to become a lawyer, a diplomat, a statesman, a scientist, anything but an artist. Artists didn’t change the world, he’d told her. They were merely mute observers, albeit, documenters, of the changes wrought by the world’s true movers and shakers.

She’d begged to differ, however, reminding her father that artists such as Michelangelo, Rembrandt, Bach and Beethoven, Shakespeare, Hemingway, Dylan and the Beatles had indeed been more than observers and documenters. They had shaped events, probably in more profound ways than any politician or businessman ever had.

“Not the sort of difference I want my daughter to make,” he’d told her, and went about the task of doing everything in his power to discourage Annie’s artistic pursuits.

To no avail. She would be an artist at all costs and the only way to accomplish it, at least in her way of thinking, was to abandon her life of privilege and live among ordinary people. Annie could have lived anywhere, yet she claimed to actually like living in the dorm, sharing her space with dozens of other young people. Doug had later learned that her growing up years had been so sheltered and lonely that by the time she escaped her father’s influence she’d been literally starved for the companionship of other human beings. And something he didn’t find out until years later; the close proximity of other people, “sane and normal people” is how she’d put it, helped in some small way to keep her demons at bay. Doug could only guess what terrible baggage lay at her core. Back then she rarely talked about her childhood. Whenever Doug broached the subject she’d tell him that it had no relevance to the person she was now. And Doug hadn’t pressed her, even though he sensed she wasn’t being totally truthful.

Annie liked bicycle riding on campus. Doug knew this because he would ride with her for hours, talking and dreaming, feeling the cool, clean New England air in their faces. She grew to love the great outdoors, hiking and backpacking—experiences which were totally new for her. Doug remembered sitting on the edge of a wilderness lake with Annie in the gathering dusk listening to the call of wild loons. She was like a kid caught up in the miracle of discovery. She carried within her the grace and refinement of money and breeding, yet she had the sensibility and compassion of an ordinary person. But Antoinette De Roché was far from an ordinary person. Doug had sensed this from the beginning, and he had been in love almost from the moment they’d met.

From what Doug had been able to glean, Annie had grown up in a whirlwind
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