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Nighttime NYC

Michael St. Pierre flipped the Steiner night vision monocular down over his left eye, loosened his grip on the rope, and continued his descent from the fifteenth floor. The darkened alley, now rendered green, was his landing site. He was careful not to look toward the big city lights in the distance; he couldn’t afford blindness at this moment in his life. The alley below was clear except for a few bags of garbage and a couple of rats on their nocturnal prowl. A thirty-yard jog across the street would put him over the ten-foot granite wall into the nighttime safety of Central Park. He stayed in the shadows of the buildings around him. He wasn’t worried about getting caught: the hard part was over and this particular corner of the world was deserted.

He was sixty feet from touchdown when out of his left eye—the enhanced one—he caught a glimpse of flesh. Soft, naked flesh. It was in the adjacent building, a town house, fifth floor. The dark, nobody-home, adjacent building sitting just off Fifth Avenue. He swore he could make out a breast. He averted his eye; he wasn’t a Peeping Tom. But it was a nice sight. A stone’s throw away. He never would have known, but for the night vision. He wasn’t worried, though: she couldn’t see him, of this, Michael was sure.

He continued his descent through the hot sticky night.

But, like a siren, the vision pulled him back, if only for a second. Yes, it was a breast. Two, in fact. Well proportioned above a trim waist, the whole scene bathed in green. God, he did love the view up here. The woman lay on her back. He couldn’t really make out her face but it was an exceptional body. He watched as it writhed in passion. Think of the job, he reminded himself, fighting the momentary lust.

He released his guideline, continuing his descent. He had invested too many hours to risk it all now over stolen glances at unsuspecting lovers. He would be home in no time flat if he stuck to the plan, safe in the embrace of his bride, who was far more alluring than this woman before him. Though she did possess a body like none he had ever laid eyes upon.

Without warning, as if reading his thoughts, the woman’s head snapped left toward the window. Michael froze, holding fast to the line, not a sound, not a breath. Had she seen him? Impossible. He was dressed for concealment; the area around him couldn’t be darker.

And then his insides turned to water.

She wasn’t looking at him. She couldn’t. Her eyes were covered with a dark cloth; in her mouth was a ball gag. The twisting of her body was not passion but terror. He looked harder. She was bound spread-eagled to a table and she was in pain. A sudden rage filled him as he saw a figure poised at her side; the man’s face was obscured but the gun in his hand was not. This wasn’t a game: the woman was being taken against her will. And it was all happening less than twenty feet away from him.

He looked down. Only fifty feet to go. Freedom. He felt the small pouch on his back shift its weight. Six months of planning for that pouch; it was his future. He wasn’t going to let it slip through his fingers. This was no time to be a hero.

But she was still there, the green hue of the nightscope painting her skin, her body straining against its bonds. Michael didn’t need to hear to know she was screaming behind the gag in her mouth.
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Summertime on the Upper East Side. Most had abandoned the city for the Hamptons, for Greenwich, for their little piece of what they called the country; their apartments left dark and dusty until September. The kings and queens abandoned their castles for greener pastures and fresher air, leaving behind Silicon Alley fiefdoms and Wall Street empires. It was a concentration of wealth unlike any in the world, all encased behind thirty blocks of limestone facades and hulking Irish doormen.

The imposing embassy was originally the home and offices of J. S. Vandervelde, an oil baron whose empire rivaled those of Getty, Rockefeller, and Carnegie. The Akbiquestan government bought the building in the early seventies not for her ornate beauty but for her impenetrable exterior structure: walls three feet thick, massive doors, bulletproof windowpanes. The Vanderveldes had known their place in the world: they knew their enemies better than they knew their family and so had their home designed accordingly. Johan Sebastian Vandervelde had constructed his fortress—eight floors of mansion, seven floors of office—in 1915, moving his family uptown from their Greenwich Village home on Fourth Street. Running afoul of his workers had grown commonplace with Johan Sebastian and there was a price to be paid. It just wouldn’t be paid in blood on his own doorstep.

The Akbiquestans also knew their place in the world and knew they needed a bunker more than an office building. They had upgraded Vandervelde’s former home since moving in, plumbing, electric, heating, and security. The only way in was through the front door, if you were willing to endure guards, scanners, guns, and the like.

But people tend to think in two dimensions, not three. An assault from above was never considered a threat, even when the Akbiquestan ambassador was in residence. The roof was outfitted only with standard alarms on the roof doors, windows, and skylights.

It had taken six months of planning. Michael knew every corner of the building better than its longest resident. The Landmark Preservation Commission had been extremely accommodating in providing full plans and specs on the property. When they heard he was writing a book on the history of the most famous avenue in the world, they dropped everything they were doing to assist the nice young man in the Ralph Lauren suit. Not only did they provide info on the building in question, but on each of the adjacent structures. Forbes Carlton Smyth—Michael chose the alias for its implied pedigree—assured every commissioner he would receive an acknowledgment for his assistance. The building’s American security system was easily identified and access codes were purchased from the manufacturer for a nominal fee, as U.S. sentiment didn’t run deep for the Akbiques.

Like every good businessman, Michael was thorough in his work, dotting every i and crossing every t. He was every bit the professional. No stone left unturned in his planning, no detail overlooked in his research. Every foreseeable scenario was played out and provisioned for. But unlike other businesses his was a firm of one. No R&D staff, no secretarial pool, no VP of human resources. Michael always worked alone; in an untrusting field, you can’t be the trusting kind. Always performing below-the-radar lifts: governments, criminals, the over-insured. Nothing could or would ever point to him. Always in and out in minutes, never a mistake, never a trace, never a clue, and, most importantly, never caught.

The embassy was down-staffed now that the United Nations was on hiatus. Two guards on duty per shift, a handful of daytime secretaries, and that was it. Everyone else had returned home to enjoy the mountainous desert land they represented.

The ambassador, Anwar Sri Ruskot, was a well-respected general who excelled at diplomacy, but that talent ran a distant fourth to his greatest skills. General Ruskot was well-known in the black markets as a top courier, fence, and merchant specializing in the movement of antiques, jewelry, and paintings, all the while hiding behind his diplomatic credentials. As far as the general was concerned, the diplomatic pouch was an invention greater than electricity, the light bulb, and women combined. Rumors of his activities ran rampant in law enforcement circles but the FBI and Interpol were powerless. If they shook the tree, the State Department would have a major crisis on their hands that could swiftly escalate to bloodshed between the not-exactly-friendly countries.

When General Ruskot was in town, he ran his enterprise from the fifteenth floor of the embassy, well out of reach of his guards, councilors, secretaries, and busybodies. His office was on the top floor, where only he was allowed. Ruskot claimed that it was here he conducted his country’s most sensitive dealings and that if those dealings were to be prematurely exposed, the impact would be catastrophic to world diplomacy. Nobody ever entered fifteen, under any circumstance.

Michael was the first to see the ambassador’s true operation. He hung in the middle of the room on a Kevlar wire, five feet off the ground, shining a small penlight. The study was large, a cross between a gentleman’s library and an opium den. A massive masculine desk surrounded by high-back red leather chairs was positioned against the rear wall, while on the opposite end was a nomadic sitting area of thick deep pillows centered around a hookah, its stale opiate smell still clinging to the air. Among the host of Eastern antiques and master paintings, Turkish rugs and tapestries, there were ledgers, files, and computers detailing each shady transaction, each illicit payment, every underhanded deal. While most of the criminal element was discreet about record-keeping, that was a worry Ruskot would never have: the general wasn’t on American soil, this was pure Akbiquestan ground protected by the Vienna Convention.

Michael had entered the alley shortly after midnight to begin his ascent. The four-story boutique sat just off Madison Avenue, its granite-block face a climber’s dream. On his back he carried several lengths of thin kernmantle rope; at his waist, carabiners, clamps, and a tool kit—all taped to avoid jingling. From the shadowed alley he began his climb, his fingers clinging to the impossibly narrow lips between the building’s granite blocks. As if out for a stroll, he scaled the boutique in seconds, then cut across the roof and headed up the adjacent eight-story apartment house. Possessing the style and strength of a master, he moved building to building toward Fifth Avenue, rising higher in the city as he went. Michael loved climbing buildings more than rocks. They possessed a greater challenge, a greater sense of accomplishment for him. He’d gotten hooked on man-made facades back in college: the Towers dormitory was his first Mount Everest. He had worked his way up to the twenty-second floor of the dorm, slipped in and out of a student teacher’s window without so much as a sound; all for want of a test paper. The adventure didn’t have the payoff he was hoping for—the girl he stole it for had still failed the exam.

Michael descended to the Akbiquestan Embassy roof from the adjacent eighteen-story condo. The skylight, installed in ’68, was alarmed but easily defeated through a few choice splices. He removed the glass, looked about the dark room through his monocular, then lowered himself down. Hell of an apartment, hell of an art collection. Michael had studied the plans like a playbook and could easily redraw them blindfolded; he knew every inch of the place long before he set foot inside.

Through his various sources he was aware of a considerable amount of uncut diamonds on the premises and his contacts were proven correct when the six-foot-high 1908 Wells Fargo safe swung open under his knowledgeable fingers. There were diamonds, all right. He unfurled the black velvet jewelry roll and there they sat like stars against a night sky, winking and sparkling up at him. Enough to fill a cookie jar. Thirty million black market, untraceable dollars. What made the job even sweeter was no one would ever report these diamonds missing. They were surely stolen, illegally insured, their existence known to only a select few. The ambassador would never send out an alarm. Too many questions would be raised as to their origin. Under no circumstance was anyone entering the fifteenth-floor suite to inspect the scene of this crime. No police, no investigation, no problem.
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At the same moment as the safe door swung open, Cpl. Javier Samaha was growing restless at his post by the embassy door. The guards had drawn lots to see who would rotate home and Samaha had gotten the proverbial short straw. The monotony of twelve-hour shifts was making his feet throb and his head ache. It was a quiet night, a Thursday, and nothing, as usual, was happening. Besides eating, reading, and cards, there wasn’t much else to do. Despite all the fears of being a stranger in a hostile land, there had never been an incident at the embassy or against any of his countrymen. Samaha thought the ambassador’s paranoia unfounded and the man’s precautions over the top. This was the twenty-first century, the age of tolerance, and the embassy sat in the most diverse, liberal city in the world. Besides, it was the middle of the summer, all the radicals and college kids were on vacation, nobody was going to stage even a protest until at least September. Samaha turned to the desk officer and told him he was going to make his rounds early, he needed to stretch his legs and clear his head. He usually started on the second floor and worked his way up, but exercising what little authority he possessed, tonight he decided to start at the top.
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Michael closed the safe and stuffed the diamonds in the satchel, throwing it over his back. He took a brief moment to admire the artwork, confident that no one would be entering this restricted area, and noticed a jeweled cross in the corner. It was nine inches high and encrusted with a host of sapphires, rubies, and emeralds. He had come only for the diamonds, but the cross just screamed to him, he didn’t know why. It wasn’t in his plan and he hated deviating; he was always extremely fastidious in his work. He knew the key to success—which translated to not being caught—was to stick to the plan. But after all, this would be his last job.

He threw the cross in the bag and was out of there in 93 seconds.
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The elevator door opened on fifteen. Corporal Samaha knew the restrictions but tonight curiosity had gotten the better of him. No one was around to catch him, so what harm would it do? He checked the only apartment door on the floor—the only door the guards didn’t have a key for—and, confirming that it was securely locked, headed for the fire stair, a bit disappointed. Then he turned and looked back at the carved mahogany entrance to Ruskot’s sanctuary. The corporal didn’t have much respect for the paranoid diplomat, but it was his sworn duty to protect the general and to uphold the dignity of his country. Samaha resigned himself to never knowing the truth up here and turned his thoughts to coffee. He’d opened the fire door and stepped into the stairwell when he heard a sharp click in the silence. He stopped, focused his hearing. The sound came from the apartment. He heard it again. Not as loud this time but it was definitely a click, and it wasn’t natural. He retraced his steps and checked the door: locked. He placed his ear to the polished mahogany, listening intently. He was sure he heard something. He thought of the implications, of his duty to his country; he considered the general’s violent personality and he considered the general’s violent personality again.

Throwing caution to the wind, he kicked in the door. The apartment was dark but for the light pouring in from the hall and the little bit of glow coming from the skylight. The corporal noted the roomy study was finely appointed, better by far than any other room in the embassy. A palace in the sky. He took a moment looking about. Nothing appeared out of place. He took particular notice of the large safe; pondering its use, he checked the lock. Secure. He turned to leave, deciding the sound he’d heard was probably just a settling noise from the air duct. But then he noticed the wall.

It seemed like a water stain, an outline of dust. Samaha moved in for a closer look at the wall, stepping over the pillows and casting a disparaging glance at the hookah. Though the apartment was deep in shadow, there was just enough light to make out the shading. The corporal ran his fingers along it, tracing its outline. Sunlight had, over time, discolored the wall but one single area still retained the vibrant green of its original application, a small area in the shape of a cross.
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And so Michael hung fifty feet in the air with his guaranteed future in the satchel upon his back. Five stories to freedom. A tortured woman before him about to die. His bad feeling, the one in the pit of his stomach, the one that usually told him to run the other way, was almost overwhelming. But it was nothing compared to the fear he felt for the innocent victim he’d glimpsed.

He raced up the rope, hand over hand, made the hundred-foot climb in seconds, and leaped the parapet. Twenty feet away and nine floors below was the six-story town house. He scaled the adjacent condo, dug his fingers into the brick face and shimmied his way across, affixed and played out his rope, then lowered himself down.

He liked a carefully thought-out plan, always had one, always had a backup, and always had a backup to his backup. Flying by the seat of his pants was something he preferred to avoid. He was running on adrenaline and now would have to rely on instinct. He reviewed what he knew: the town house was held in a corporate name, some European textile firm, it was usually occupied by a husband, wife, and a little schnauzer, and it had a cheap and ineffective alarm system. This building had been part of his planning; it was a fallback position, he had studied it well.

Thoughts raced through his head. Where was the husband? Who was the perpetrator? Was it the husband? Was this how this couple got their rocks off? No time for questions, only facts: the woman’s body language had pleaded to God for help—she was about to die.
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It really wasn’t much of a decision. Samaha explained to the desk officer that he’d heard something on fifteen and despite his orders not to enter the floor, had felt it was his sworn duty to protect his country. He explained that he checked the rest of the building and felt someone may have been prowling about the roof. Nonsense, was all the duty officer said. Samaha suggested calling the NYPD to have them do a drive-by and to keep their eyes open for anything suspicious. It was a good cover story—let the police comb the area; if the thief was still about, the cops would catch him and Samaha would be credited with quick thinking. He might even get a commendation. And if they didn’t catch anyone? General Ruskot and his wicked temper were due back in two weeks. Going AWOL in a city like New York was not that bad an alternative.

[image: image]

Michael entered the town house silently through the top floor window. He had no gun; he hated guns, never had a use for them and wouldn’t know what to do with one if he had it. But he did have his knife; he held it in his hand, the handle smooth, comforting to his touch, its blade reflecting shards of light off its deadly edge. He rolled it back and forth in his palm, saying a silent prayer he wouldn’t have to use it; its honed metal was unfamiliar with the suppleness of skin.

He flipped down his nightscope, painting the rear guest bedroom in its eerie green glow, then stepped in the hall. Subtle sounds of thrashing, naked skin screeching against a table, a low whine drumming behind it, combined to shiver his soul and strengthen his resolve. At the end of the hall, just outside the door, lay the schnauzer, motionless in a pool of blood. Michael inched his way down and peered into the room. It was a pottery studio: racks of drying clay pots lined a wooden shelf; various paints, thinners, and glazes on a desk; a large kiln in the corner, he could hear its exhaust fan venting intense internal heat. The smell was moist and earthy, mixed with an unnatural hint of jasmine. Scraps of dried clay littered the floor; wooden tools were strewn about, as if a whirlwind had whipped through the place. He saw the table where the work was done, where the clay was pounded and molded, cut into pieces and formed into art. But it wasn’t clay being worked tonight.

The woman was blonde, on the closing end of her thirties. A thin layer of sweat coated her body as her breasts heaved in fear. Even naked, you could tell she was of exceptional wealth, her body toned like an athlete, her face chiseled to perfection by a Park Avenue plastic surgeon. Her pedicured feet hung over the edge, tied to the legs of the table, her arms were secured above her head, a black scarf covered her eyes. The tearful moans coming from behind the ball gag chilled Michael’s heart, but at least they confirmed one thing: the woman was still alive.

Upon the windowsill was what could only be described as a nineteenth-century medical kit, a sawbones’s menagerie of crude antique surgeon’s tools: knives, scalpels, and bone saws.

He looked everywhere—there was no sign of the woman’s assailant. Ripping off his nightscope, Michael flipped on the light and raced to her side. Her skin was unmarred; whoever had done this had not yet started to work. He quickly began cutting her from her restraints. She kicked and let out a muffled shriek, unaware that Michael was her savior.

And that’s when the steamroller hit him square in the side of the head. Michael tumbled backward, dazed, losing all sense of time and reality. He glimpsed a shadow, its face obscured by a scarf, holding a sculptor’s mallet in its right hand and in its left a large gun. Michael’s head throbbed as he fought to hold on to consciousness. He never imagined death as an option when the night started, but now…Not a word was said as the cold barrel of a gun came to rest against his forehead. The madman thumbed back the hammer then paused, seeming to draw joy from prolonging the moment. Michael squeezed the hilt of his knife, taking comfort in the fact that it was concealed. Then, without a moment’s hesitation, he thrust his blade upward into his attacker’s wrist, buried to the hilt, the bloodied tip jutting out the back of the man’s forearm. The assailant fell backward, tumbling against the kiln. He landed shoulder-first against the twelve-hundred-degree metal as his gun skittered away. Instantly, the stench of scorched flesh filled the air.

Michael stumbled to his feet, trying to get his bearings, his head still a jumble from the brutal blow. He grabbed the table to steady himself and finally got a good look at his attacker. The man’s eyes were cold and dead as smoke rolled off his seared shoulder and blood poured from his arm, dribbling down the handle of Michael’s blade. Oblivious to the pain, the man ripped the knife from his mangled wrist and charged, jamming the knife into Michael’s shoulder, tackling him to the floor. The madman grabbed the knife handle and, like a dead pig on a hook, dragged Michael by the hilt across the room, dumping him by the kiln. With a snarl of rage, the man kicked the blade; agony shot through Michael’s body.

Teetering on the edge of blackout, a loud radio squawk startled Michael. A police monitor. It was his attacker’s. Michael could barely make out the words: “Possible robbery at the Akbiquestan Embassy, car in route.”

Michael lay there, his body heading into shock from the pain. The woman on the table shrieked a strangled scream through the gag in her mouth; she would surely be seeing death now. Michael’s thoughts ran to his wife. How would she ever understand? He pictured the police explaining his death to her; how he was found; how he was murdered. Could she please help them with their investigation? Help them to explain the stolen diamonds in the satchel on her husband’s back. Did she know the dead naked socialite? Were her husband and the woman having an affair?

Against any rational thought, Michael reached up and in one mighty pull ripped the knife free from his shoulder, the pain so intense it sucked him instantly toward darkness. He was close to blacking out when a flowing liquid shocked him back to life. The solvent ran along the floor, spreading everywhere, burning his nose, scorching his skin as it seeped into his open wound. For the first time in his life, the realization of his mortality was upon him. If he didn’t move—and now—not only would he die but so would the woman.

Standing in the doorway, the madman drew back his arm, the wick of a makeshift Molotov cocktail ablaze. Michael struggled to his feet as the man hurled the flaming bottle straight at him. The paint-thinner bomb floated through the air for what seemed an eternity before arcing downward, finally exploding on the red-hot kiln. Fire mushroomed up, racing out along the floor. The madman disappeared as the doorway burst into flame.

Michael, fighting the agony of his throbbing shoulder and what was surely a concussion, scrambled across the room through the thickening flame and smoke. From a shelf he grabbed a tarp and threw it over the stunned woman. He tore away her mask and gag. She saw the flames and shrieked, on the border of hysteria. Tying his rope to the table leg, Michael hurled a chair through the window and, immediately behind it, the rope. He clipped on his harness and grabbed the lady. She didn’t need to be told where they were going: she held on.

He hurled himself and his burden out the window as the room erupted. Together, they tumbled down through the summer air as the table skidded along the floor, finally slamming home against the window. They jolted to a halt—stories above the alley below. Flames licked out the window only yards above their heads.

They touched down on the sidewalk just as the town house windows exploded, flames and plumes of smoke curling up into the city sky. The interior of the town house glowed orange as the sixth floor became fully engulfed. He lay the woman down. She was whimpering incoherently as she pulled the tarp tight around her naked body, shivering and weeping.

Michael tore off his belt, throwing the tools in the bushes, and checked the diamond-filled satchel on his back. Still there. The blood poured from his shoulder, his dark shirt had gone crimson. He hoped the blood loss wasn’t fatal; he didn’t have time to deal with dying right now. He leaned over the woman. Life was returning to her eyes. She smiled, as the tears rolled down her face.

Sirens blared and within seconds three police cars screeched to a halt across the street. Michael looked across Fifth Avenue toward the wall to Central Park. He touched the pouch on his back; it was his future. Freedom was only twenty yards away.

He could still make it.
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Chapter 1

Stained glass—they don’t make it like this any more: brilliant purples, deep rose, rich gold, all melded to depict the Gates of Heaven, the centerpiece of an old-fashioned, whitewashed church. The morning sun filtered in, casting colored shadows upon the host of parishioners, some there because they wanted to be, most because they had to be. And like in any house of worship, no matter the denomination, there were the people who sat in the front pews as if their proximity to the altar made them closer to salvation. The ladies in their fine dresses, the men cologned, blazered, and adorned in their best silk ties, all thinking it was the clothes that made the saint.

Behind the pulpit stood Father Patrick Shaunessy. His close-cropped hair was pure white and in sharp contrast to his stern black eyebrows. His stubby arms, buried deep in the folds of his voluminous green cassock, moved with the Irish lilt of his voice. For years he had preached to his flock, many hours spent on his words of wisdom, but he never failed to wonder whether he had ever gotten through to a single individual. Now, just as in his youth, there was a constant rate of crime, adultery, and a general exodus from religion. People, it seemed, put their faith in technology, science, and sex, believing only in the tangible. If you can’t stroke it, don’t believe it. Not sure why, Father Shaunessy preached on with the hope that he would save at least one soul from this world gone to confusion.

The priest may have been a slight man; some would say he bordered on puny—he had had fleeting dreams of being an equestrian legend, racing for the roses at Churchill Downs—but his voice, that was his gift, for his voice was as large as his body was small. And it was this voice that now boomed out over his congregation.

“You cannot steal salvation, like a thief in the night. For it is not perfection of life on this earth for which we strive, but perfection of faith. Faith in God will provide us eternal life, faith alone is the key that will grant us eternal salvation.”

He gathered up his papers and, as if for emphasis, murmured, “If you open your missal to ‘Morning Has Broken,’ page one hundred and three.”

The congregation joined in song, and while it wasn’t Cat Stevens, it was on-key and hopeful, filling the air, echoing off the rafters.

Near the rear of the church, tucked away in the back, almost as if in hiding, sat Father Shaunessy’s greatest fan. If the woman was trying to hide, it would be a daunting task; the auburn curls spilling down her back like liquid fire made her impossible to miss. With an air of confidence and a missal in hand, she sang quietly to herself; an action that stood in stark contrast to the rest of her life. She had been hard to contain for more years than anyone could remember. Since the age of thirteen, she had been one of those contradictions—learning of the seven deadly sins at Catholic school during the day, then running around at night, trying to commit all of them. And though the years brought temperance and a sense of responsibility, she would never totally abandon her wild roots. Saturday night usually found her out dancing, but almost every Sunday, no matter the weather, no matter her health, no matter what, she could be found in the same seat at eleven a.m., her head bowed, quietly thankful for everything in her world. Although she didn’t always agree with the Church and her manner would never get her nominated for sainthood, Mary St. Pierre’s faith in God always rang true.

Beside her in the pew her husband sat silently, his lips tight in protest as he contemplated the singing congregation. A shock of unkempt brown hair framed a strong face, striking, yet worn beyond its thirty-eight years. The man fidgeted. You could see in his dark eyes that his mind was already at the exit. To date, Michael St. Pierre had never told his wife of his diminishing faith, and now was definitely not the moment to do so. They already had enough issues to deal with.
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Mary and Michael exited the church amidst the throng of parishioners all angling to shake their pastor’s hand, hoping against hope that maybe some of the priest’s holiness would rub off on their own souls.

Father Shaunessy went through the motions with a cordial nod to each, thanking them as they complimented his sermon, his slight smile hiding the question in his mind: If quizzed, could anyone of them repeat a single sentence, let alone the daily moral? But then his face lit up, for he had caught Mary St. Pierre’s eye.

“Beautiful sermon, Father,” Mary said, looking down on the little priest. It was almost as if she was talking to a child, the disparity in their heights was so extreme. Concerned her size would make him uncomfortable, she was always careful never to wear heels to church, but even in her flat shoes she pushed five feet nine.

“Thank you, Mary.” He clasped her hand in his. “I can always count on your smile when I’m at the altar.” Father Shaunessy didn’t acknowledge Michael. It was as if he wasn’t there at all. Sensing her husband’s discomfort, Mary smiled, pulling him close.

Finally, as an afterthought, not wishing to offend Mary, the priest nodded to Michael. “Mike.”

“Patrick,” Michael begrudgingly mumbled back.

The line of glad-handers behind Mary was growing long and impatient. Reluctantly, the priest released her hand. “Peace be with you, child.”

“Thank you, Father. And you.”

The St. Pierres headed down the tree-lined walk toward the parking lot as Father Shaunessy continued to greet his well-wishing flock.

[image: image]

The ’89 Ford Taurus pulled out of the church lot and headed east. Its dinged and pinged body may have been old but it was clean. Michael drove, silent, focused on the horizon, lost in thought. Mary knew Michael was hurting again. Her husband was retreating to that world where he shut out everyone to tackle his problems all alone. It was a wall she always fought to break down, and each time required a new strategy. Her eyes twinkled and she smiled, reaching out to touch him.

He glanced over. “What’s up?”

“Just brushing something off your shoulder.”

“Dandruff?”

“No. The chip.”

“What?” Michael was genuinely confused, moving as if he had a spider on him. “What chip?”

“The chip on your shoulder.”

Michael grimaced, trying to hold on to his bad mood.

“Pat is not a bad guy,” Mary said.

“He looks down on me, like I’m going to infect his congregation or something. I thought priests were supposed to be forgiving.” There was bitterness in his voice.

“It’s pretty hard for a man that short to look down on you, Michael.”

“Take a look at the world through my eyes, Mary.” Michael’s eyes never left the road.

Mary hated when he snapped. It wasn’t often, only on Sundays and generally within an hour before or after Mass. She knew it was difficult for Michael but it was only an hour out of his week. She did see the world through his eyes; it was something she was always able to do, and as far as she was concerned, he could use a little peace in his life. “Why do we have to go through this every week?” Mary rested her hand on his leg in reconciliation.

An uncomfortable silence filled the car.
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Cars by the dozens lined the sides of the road. Music, sounding like Springsteen, blared from somewhere. The roar of the ocean was not far off; a sea breeze filled the air with that unmistakable summertime smell. Mary walked up the slate path to a weathered gray Cape Cod house with Michael an obvious five steps behind her, still silent and stiff. She rang the bell. No answer. She rang again as Michael finally caught up. Mary grabbed the handle, opened the door—

“I don’t know if I’m really in the mood for this,” Michael warned.

“What are you in the mood for?” she demanded, her patience seeming to wear thin.

Michael said nothing.

“We’ll say our hellos and good-byes within a half hour and be home before two.”

She took his hand and led him inside. The rooms were dark, suspiciously empty. Mary wound her way toward the back of the house, through a simple living room, past the dining area, muffled noise growing with every step. She came to a sliding glass door, a large curtain across it.

“Remember to smile,” Mary whispered.

She pulled back the curtain to reveal a party. Not just any party—this was a party to end all parties. A sea of people filled the back terrace, spilling out onto the beach. Three barbecues blazed, their flames licking the sky. If there was any meat on their grills, it had long since been cremated and returned to the gods. Large speakers spewed “Candy’s Room,” Springsteen’s wailing voice having a hard time competing with the festive uproar.

Mary tugged Michael’s hand and they dove into the mayhem, squeezing their way through the drunken throng. As she tugged Michael to breathing room at the back of the terrace, they spotted a huge bear of a man walking toward them. People parted, as if out of respect for royalty, nodding and slapping his enormous back as he went by. He was a heavy man, not fat but not muscled, either, just big and burly. At six feet five, he towered over everyone. His sandy blond hair reminded you of a surfer but they probably didn’t make boards big enough for him. Mary was instantly swallowed within his girth as he hugged her tight: a gentle giant caressing a dove.

“The party can now officially start,” the big man growled. He released Mary from his clutches, turned and embraced Michael, who couldn’t have been more embarrassed as the wind was crushed out of him. “As usual, you’re late,” he roared.

“Church,” Mary defended.

The giant looked right into Michael’s eyes and asked: “Bubby?”

“I was praying for that large, whiskey-pickled soul of yours.”

The big man’s eyes became stern. “Excuses, excuses.” He grabbed Michael’s head in his enormous hands and pulled him close. “They’re just like assholes—everyone’s got one and they all stink.” He planted a noisy kiss on Michael’s forehead before releasing him. “Glad you made it.”

Michael finally relaxed.

Paul Busch didn’t drink to excess except when he had a really good reason—which was rarer than rare—didn’t smoke, and drugs had always been his enemy. In fact, other than a weakness for junk food, Paul was probably one of the cleanest-living men you would ever find. Except for once a year. Once a year around this time, Busch had his Memorial Day weekend blowout. Everyone he had ever met, spoken to, beaten up, kissed, coached, hugged, or married was invited to help him kick off the summer. This was his appreciation-of-life festival and thank-you to all the living, and since he paid the freight he felt entitled to partake in everything, including the alcohol. Hence, his current clumsy, grinning state.

The sound of giggling, screaming children rose above the pounding music drifting over the crowd, the noise getting closer by the second. And suddenly they were there, as if materializing out of thin air, a boy and girl no more than six, Irish twins. Robbie—older by eleven months—and Chrissie Busch, a pair of towheaded blonds with smiles that could warm the depths of the ocean. Charging through the partygoers, they leapt into Michael’s waiting arms.

“Come on the trampoline—” Robbie shouted, pulling Michael left.

“No! Sand castles!” Chrissie tugged to the right.

“Hey, guys, how about a hello?” Busch admonished his children.

“It’s OK,” Michael said, loving the attention.

“Give the man a break, let him at least get a drink.” Busch tried to pull his kids off.

“But, Daddy…he’s the only one here that’ll play with us,” Robbie pleaded.

Busch looked his son straight in the eye. “That’s because he’s the only one here with your advanced level of maturity.”

“It’s OK,” Michael repeated, crouching down to the kids.

“Dad, please…”

Busch may have been a strong man, probably the strongest you’d ever meet, but when it came to his kids he was more than weak, he was putty. Throwing up his hands, he turned to Michael. “Suit yourself, but if they kill you, don’t come crying to me.” Busch grinned and put his arm around Mary. “Care to have some fun, beautiful lady?”

And they vanished into the crowd.

Michael and the two children sat down right in the middle of the party crowd as if they were sitting in their own private playroom, and in a magical fashion Michael raised his arms and waved both hands, showing they were empty. The two kids looked confused, exchanging glances. Then he reached behind their ears, pulling from behind each a small stuffed elephant. The smiles couldn’t have been wider.
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Sitting among a coffee-klatsch of women, Mary listened to the mile-a-minute chatter. The women had gathered, sipping umbrella drinks and gorging on chips and salsa. The conversations ran from gossip to their disappointing marriages back to gossip, none of which Mary could relate to. Next to her was a woman who had no patience for the pretentiousness of these ladies. Jeannie Busch sat back watching the diverse cross-section of her husband’s friends and their wives mingle, chat, and drink, all the while barely concealing her contempt. Jeannie hated parties. All the phony smiles and insincere gestures seemed to dissolve to truth as the alcohol washed away the carefully constructed facades. Not that she didn’t enjoy the company of her girlfriends, but this was her husband’s party and she chose to keep her friends away, not wishing to expose them to the lunacy—that is, all her friends except Mary. Mary was Jeannie’s anchor, her rock. She would help her keep her lip in check lest she pop off in her tough, take-no-prisoners fashion to one of Busch’s inebriated buddies or boss—or worse, his boss’s wife. One’s true character was usually laid bare by drink and in general Jeannie didn’t like what she saw—but she wore her smile and nursed her water every Memorial Day, because Jeannie hated parties but she loved Busch.

“How’s the new school, they treating you all right?” Her husky voice cut through the banter.

Mary nodded, her hair glowing like embers in the midday sun. “I’ve got twenty-six of the cutest kids you’ve ever seen.”

“Couldn’t take that many,” Jeannie remarked, pulling her sandy brown hair into a ponytail. “My hands are full with my two munchkins from hell.”

Mary smiled. “I’d be happy to take them off your hands.”

“Just wait until you have a set of your own, you’ll see.” Jeannie paused as she momentarily caught sight of the tops of her children’s heads before the pair vanished in the throng again. “You think they are all cute, peaches and cream, but after sundown…they’re nocturnal, you know, up all night. They come alive just when you’re ready to collapse. Oh, they may hug and kiss you but it is all just a front, it’s a big kid conspiracy. They turn on you like animals.”

Mary let out a soft laugh but her attention was waning. Her emerald green eyes were following a beachside football game. Jeannie followed Mary’s gaze to Michael. She smiled, leaned forward, and waved her hand before the younger woman’s face. “Hello? Earth to Mary…?”

Mary snapped back to the moment, smirked in embarrassment, and rejoined reality. “Sorry,” she said, as she stole another look at her husband.

“Honey, never apologize for lust.”
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A football game was in full swing, bare feet cutting through the hot white sand. The tipsy athletes were over-the-hill wannabes reliving past revelries and triumphs from their youths. But to Michael, they all looked like they were about to explode, heaving for breath, faces on fire. Of course, they were real men, so pain was not a factor, at least not in front of friends.

Michael took the snap, faded back, and threw deep, the ball gliding through the clear blue sky. Paul Busch may have been a large man but his size certainly didn’t weigh him down as he sailed across the sand for the goal line, leaving his pursuers in the dust. The ball arced inward, picture perfect, landing right in his palms. Touchdown. Busch danced in the end zone, spiking the ball and thumping his chest. He charged back to the huddle slamming high fives as if the score just put them ahead at the Superbowl.

“Way to go, Peaches!” Michael called, tickled with their teamwork.

One of the guys on the other team, hearing Busch’s nickname, threw a look at Busch.

“Don’t ask.” Busch glared as he brushed his straw-colored hair out of his eyes.

They lined up six on six as Michael kicked off, sending the ball tumbling end over end into the end zone: touch back. They slowly huddled up, chatted about the latest greatest beer commercial and, clapping in unison, they broke. Busch crouched down, knuckles in the sand, looked left then right, and finally at his opposing man. Jason was half his size, the top of his bald head burned and beginning to blister, but the pain was mercifully dulled by his beer intake. He looked Busch in the eye and in a mocking tone crooned, “Peaches? What’s up with that?”

The blood rushed to Busch’s face. Time seemed to slow as the big man snorted like a bull, deep and rhythmic. And the ball was snapped. Busch, a taunted raging beast, violently plowed the smaller man over, burying Jason halfway in the sand. He triumphantly stood over his dazed and confused opponent. “Sorry,” he crooned back, gleefully.
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The sun had set hours ago, taking the warmth of the late spring day with it. The party was finally breaking up. Empty beer bottles were strewn everywhere; the last wisps of smoke floated up from the grills. Most of the crowd had long since passed out or been carried home. The kids were the only ones left with energy, still charging from room to room.

Michael draped has blue sport jacket over Mary’s shoulders. She pulled it tightly around herself to ward off the evening chill. They gathered up their things and headed for Jeannie, who manned the front door. “I have to grab some stuff from the shop,” Michael told Mary.

“At this hour?” Mary just wanted to get home to bed.

Before Michael had a chance to answer, Jeannie leaned in, kissing Mary’s cheek. “Thanks for coming, guys.”

“Thanks for having us,” Mary replied warmly.

“Leftovers, take ’em.” Jeannie handed Mary two bags. “They’ll last you at least till Thursday, and you’ll be helping me stay in my size sixes through the summer.”

“Mike?!” Busch’s slurred voice echoed from some other room. Michael headed to the kitchen, leaving the two women by the door.

“Lunch Tuesday?” Jeannie asked.

“Ooh, doctor’s appointment,” Mary said. “Wednesday?”

“Mulligan’s?”

“Twelve o’clock,” they agreed simultaneously.
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Busch, a little more than drunk, slumped over his kitchen counter and pulled out some papers. “Just need your Johnson Hancockowitz.”

Michael took the pen. “Thank for everything. It means a lot.”

“You’d do the same for me.” Busch nursed a Scotch.

“The kids don’t know about me, I mean, do they?” Of all people, Michael would be devastated if Busch’s children were to find out the truth.

“No way. And they never will.”

Michael continued flipping the legal-looking pages, signing as he went, ignoring the document’s content; he already knew its purpose. Coming to the last page he gathered them all up, stacked them neatly, and pushed them toward Busch. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything,” Bush said, pouring himself another drink.

Michael thought on this a moment. “Any others here tonight?”

“Man, I told you, I invited you here for you, not this.” Busch pointed at the papers. “Our friendship isn’t a ploy. It’s usually the kiss of death but hey, what’s life without risk? Pat Garrett was friends with Billy the Kid. Besides, who else would want to be your friend?” He emptied the entire glass of Scotch. “But I do have to be honest with you—you’re cute, but I think Mary has a much more fantastically splendid derriere.” Busch grinned and burped. Getting out of his chair, he threw his tree trunk of an arm around Michael and led him out of the kitchen.

Tomorrow, as he had done for the last twenty-four months, Busch will file the forms Michael has just signed: one copy for the courts, one copy for his commanding officer, and one copy for his files. They were official, the state emblem along the top. In big bold letters the heading read: PAROLE BOARD STATE OF NEW YORK.
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Chapter 2

Michael dug through a desk in the repair area of his anally organized security-and-alarm shop. Safe and Sound was fastidiously arranged. Electronic components lined the Peg-Board wall; security monitors, switches, and control panels filled the shelves. Several empty desks lined the back wall—provisions for future success. For now, Michael was pretty much on his own. Out front was a state-of-the-art showroom, gadgets for every imaginable security need: miniature cameras, bulletproof vests, bugging devices, special watches, lie detectors, hidden safes. Most went unsold; it was really the security installation systems that drove his business, and that was where his talent lay. Michael felt at home here. It wasn’t much, but he had built it from the ground up; while they still counted on Mary’s weekly paycheck, he was determined that someday he would make enough money that she could stop working to raise a family.

Unbeknownst to Michael, a man stepped through the doorway. The newcomer was handsome, in his mid-sixties. His long white hair was pulled back in a ponytail; dark eyebrows framed his earthen-brown eyes. Wearing a long dark raincoat over a fine European suit, he smelled rich.

As Michael straightened, he caught sight of the man and nearly jumped out of his skin. “Jesus Christ!”

The man let out a soft laugh. “No.” His voice had a hint of a German accent. “Hardly. But thank you for the comparison. I didn’t mean to startle you.” The stranger’s warm smile exuded confidence and charm. He was definitely the charisma king.

“We’re closed.” There was an uncomfortable pause.

“I’m terribly sorry to bother you—”

Michael, searching the top drawer, pulled out a set of blueprints. “I’m in kind of a rush.”

“I’ll be brief.” The stranger handed Michael a business card. “I think we could help each other.” He walked about the office, looking, assessing. “I could help you solve your problems and you could help me solve mine.”

“Problems? I’m sorry, Mr.”—Michael glanced at the card—“Finster.” He stuffed the card in his pocket. From a cabinet he grabbed an envelope marked Proposal and tossed it, along with the blueprints, in a briefcase. Clipping his keys on his belt, he looked directly at the man. “I don’t have any problems,” he said tersely and led the way out of his shop.

Michael set the alarm, pulled down the security cage, locked up tight, and started walking through the minimall parking lot. Finster fell in step beside him.

They were silent for about ten paces until, “I could compensate you very—”

Michael put up his hands and stopped. He knew exactly where this conversation was going. “What, did you read it in the paper? You some kind of groupie?” He shook his head. “I’m on to a different career now.”

“Circumstances change,” Finster suggested.

“Not mine.” Michael couldn’t be clearer on this point as he walked away.

“Call me if they do. That’s all I ask.” Finster watched Michael stride toward his car. Seeing Mary sitting in the front seat and watching their exchange, he smiled at her. “Please don’t lose that card,” he called cheerfully.

“Don’t wait for my call,” Michael shot back, not bothering to turn his head.

Mary looked at Michael and then curiously at Finster. She smiled and nodded at the white-haired stranger.

Finster returned the gesture as the St. Pierres drove off.
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The door opened to a nice, modest apartment. Nothing fancy in this two-bedroom, but Mary had made it cozy and warm. The third floor of a middle-class apartment building suited them just fine. As Michael and Mary entered, a huge drooling Bernese Mountain Dog came galumphing into Michael’s arms. “Hey, Hawk! Keep them bad guys out?” Michael collapsed to the floor, rolling around with the black, brown, and white dog, two kids at play, neither sure of who the master really was, neither really caring.

“I gotta walk him,” Michael told his wife.

“Coming to bed?” she said hopefully.

“Little while. I just have some things to take care of.” Michael didn’t even look at his wife as he grabbed the leash off the foyer table.

“Not too late, OK?” But she knew her words were falling on deaf ears.
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Michael was back in fifteen, the walk doing them both good.

“Michael?” Mary called from the bedroom.

“Yeah?”

No response.

“Mare?”

Michael stepped into the darkened room; he couldn’t see his hand in front of his face. He looked around. It was too quiet. “Mary?” He tried the light switch—no good, the light must have blown. “Come on, Mare, quit screwing around.”

He checked the bathroom, nothing. Tried the light switch one more time, still no good. “All right, this isn’t funny.”

The bedroom door slammed shut.

Michael reflexively crouched: if he wasn’t on guard before, he was now. Instinct took over. It had been over five years, but the muscle memory was still there, his hyper-keen senses intact. He moved back one step and was immediately jumped. His heart leapt and he moved to strike but he instinctively pulled the punch. The figure spun him around, threw him on the bed, dove on top of him…And ripped open his shirt, the buttons flying everywhere.

Michael’s shock was wearing off as Mary whispered, “You forgot to kiss me.”
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Mary, lying in a sea of pillows, the sheets in disarray, stroked her cat, CJ, as Michael pulled on a pair of shorts. It was the moment after, and you could see it in their eyes: despite the earlier tension, these two were still in love—as much as they had been six and a half years ago when they’d met.

She’d been twenty-four, just finishing her master’s degree in education. She had been offered a teaching position at the upscale Wilby School in Greenwich, Connecticut, one of the finest elementary schools in the country. Although Michael was eight years her senior, from the moment they set eyes on each other, there were undeniable sparks.

It was a fluke meeting. Mary had backed her car into Michael’s, and the fireworks instantly flew. It was passionate. However, it certainly was not romantic. They’d argued for twenty minutes about whose fault it was, trading verbal jabs and punches, both refusing to back down, neither willing to admit defeat. There really wasn’t any damage to either car, but that wasn’t the point. It was the principle. The funny thing was neither could remember fighting like that with anyone in twenty years. They were both known pacifists, the settlers of others’ arguments. But not this day. This was war. Even the policeman who stopped by gave up after threatening them both with arrest. The cop was actually the first one to know it: these two people were made for each other. The fight was at a full-tilt pitch when out of exasperation Michael declared he would only give in under one condition. Of course, that sparked another argument, but after five minutes Mary surrendered. Dinner. Michael couldn’t for the life of him imagine why he had asked, it was just one of those spur-of-the-moment impulses. And to this day, Mary couldn’t imagine why she had said yes. No one had ever gotten her Irish up like this man.

After a two-month courtship, they eloped to the U.S. Virgin Islands where, barefoot in the sand with the sunset at their backs, they were married by a local priest. There was no need for flowers, friends, or the “Bridal March.” As far as either of them was concerned it was the perfect ceremony, for they each had found their perfect match. The witnesses who stood in as matron of honor and best man were an eighty-year-old couple they had met on the flight down. Neither bridegroom nor bride had family they wanted to include in the celebration and the only one to express annoyance at the happy news was Jeannie Busch—Mary hadn’t even introduced Michael to her until they returned with rings on their fingers. But after Jeannie popped off, flipped Mary the bird, and stormed out of the house, she returned with an armful of wedding gifts, a smile, and a big hug for Michael, welcoming him to their world.

They settled into Michael’s summer house in Bedford, which Mary promptly transformed into a home. Accustomed to eating out for most of his life, Michael was initially uncomfortable without a dinner reservation, but that soon changed. Mary loved to cook. Michael was quickly spoiled by her culinary talent and soon had to add an additional mile to his daily runs to ward off the extra calories. And Mary discovered Michael’s talent with his hands, immediately enlisting him in her never-ending remodeling schemes. He had a way of looking at problems—physical, mechanical, even emotional—and making them disappear. They looked at the world a bit differently than everyone else and because of that, they had an even greater appreciation for each other. While most people spent their dating years falling in love and then, once married, watched their love slowly decay, Michael and Mary turned the premise on its head: every day they discovered something new about each other. They not only fell deeper in love but they became even closer friends.
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Chapter 3

It’s silent. The air is musty and stale. Suddenly, a grate swings down from a ceiling, swaying on its hinges. A figure in black drops from the opening, landing panther-like on the floor of an old-world museum. Vast, stretching out for what seems like miles. High ceilings, marble floors, and columns as far as the eye can see. Room after room filled with paintings next to sculptures next to ancient artifacts. Every period from the early ascension of man to present-day computer art is represented; a time capsule of history itself. In daylight, this would be a magnificent palace to man’s accomplishments, but daylight has long since passed. What little glow filters through the medieval-style windows creates a surreal effect, thrusting everything into shadow.

The figure in black moves with pure grace, down corridor after corridor. In his hand he twirls a knife, more out of nervous energy than deadly purpose. The carved ivory handle is wrapped in leather, its blade reflecting intermittent beams through the darkness. The figure clutches the knife as if it is a talisman warding off spirits or, at the very least, curious, unseen security guards.

He glides through the armor exhibit passing battlewear from every nation and from every time period. Each piece mounted in a fighting pose or upon horseback as if the souls of their owners never had the frame of mind to vacate and were still waiting for the order to be given. Past the Anasazi Indian display, fragile bones unearthed from cliff dwellings, small identification cards informing on the correct location of an ancient tibia or mandible. Egyptian sarcophagi line a wall; mummies lie in vacuum-sealed glass tombs awaiting an afterworld that has eluded them for three millennia, their golden jewelry, gifts to appease the gods, never delivered. Each artifact—armor, flesh, bone—the possession of someone long since dead, radiating an aura that seems to permeate the enormous rooms and long cold hallways. This is a celebration of the dead, of lives invaded, of eternal rest violated. These were items not meant to be disturbed yet they were pillaged, stolen, dug up for fortune, glory, or vanity. We can’t help wondering what was dug up with them and brought to this museum, for although there is not a soul in sight, the sense of an angry presence is everywhere.

The figure pays no mind to the riches in his midst as he races up a grand staircase, across a balcony, to arrive finally at a circular room. In its center stands a large glass case. A single ray of light shines down on its contents. The figure cautiously approaches the case, circling it as if in reverence. He spins his knife in his palm, twirling it through his fingers. He waves his hands over the case as if stroking the air, testing its will. As he steps back, we finally see within. Resting upon midnight-blue velvet are diamonds. Old, stunning, priceless. Jewels for which love was promised, battles were fought, empires laid ruin. Undoubtedly the riches of a long-lost kingdom, for no individual could possibly have possessed diamonds of this size.

Again the figure moves toward the case, obscuring it. Motionless, he stands, his hands remaining at his sides, his breathing imperceptible. Waiting. Seconds, then minutes, tick by. He remains steadfast. The air still, dead. Silence permeates the halls. Finally he steps back, and…

The case is empty.
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The figure effortlessly climbs a thin nylon rope back up through the grating into the air duct. It’s a tight fit as he shimmies through the tin can, the dim light through the grates bathing him in an eerie glow. If the halls below seemed endless, these ducts are downright interminable. But he is comforted by the fact that the difficult part is behind him; he can now breathe a little easier, for his prize is safely tucked into his pouch.

Suddenly, there is a noise somewhere behind him. It’s distant but it’s approaching. His confines are tight, he can’t turn to see what is back there, so he continues on through the duct…a little quicker. It’s probably just the expansion and contraction of the tin duct as it cools after a hard day’s work, he reasons. Nothing to be concerned about, his mind settles down, he’ll be home soon.

Again, he hears the sound. This time louder, definitely closer, and it’s not the contraction of the duct. It’s not a sound you would expect to hear in an air-conditioning shaft, nor is it a sound you would expect to hear in a vacant museum. It continues to move closer. No, it’s definitely not a man-made sound, it’s animal-like, guttural, vicious. His heart starts to pound in his ears, a cold sweat creeps up his spine as he quickens his pace. The sound continues its approach, rumbling louder like a distant storm. He can now feel the mass of his pursuer pounding in the shaft, its weight flexing the tin. By the sheer volume, he knows: whatever’s coming, it’s huge.

Every contingency was planned for: the guards, the alarms, the lights; every foreseeable variable anticipated. Timing was laid out to the second: even in the event of little glitches, this was to be a job by the book—and he wrote the book.

The deep growling grows more distinct: it’s not far off now. Whatever it is, it is moving faster, breathing hard, its weight thundering the metal; it’s beyond deafening. The whole building feels like it’s shaking.

It’s a race against hope through a cacophony of ear-shattering sounds. Passing over another grate, Michael’s face finally catches the light. His eyes focused and determined, sweat pouring down his brow. He’s flying through the air duct now like a gerbil in a Habitrail. His flight would almost be comical to an outside observer but there is nothing comical about impending death. This isn’t about the jewels, and it’s not the latest gadget against crime. Whatever is in this duct with Michael shouldn’t be here, it shouldn’t be anywhere.

Wishing he could just pick up and run, Michael grows more scared and frustrated, his muscles aching as his sweaty palms slip on the two-foot wide surface. The pain is crippling his joints and muscles; his eardrums are ready to burst from the train-like roar of the approaching beast. It’s like being trapped within a drum, with a musician relentlessly pounding out a death march.

And then there is nothing. Pure silence. He stops. Listens. Nothing. His mind racing, wondering if his pursuer is coiling up, waiting to spring its attack—or did the creature miraculously fall through one of the grates? His ears strain; he thought the noise was bad, but the silence is excruciating, leaving a question mark on the next few moments of his life. Claustrophobia sets in. Fear locks up his body. Maybe the beast has lost his scent, his direction. A single breath could tip it off. What is it, where is it, how can he possibly defend himself in this cramped box? His thoughts whirl back to Mr. Buffington’s biology class, fight or flee, survival of the fittest.

He takes off. Never did he think his body could move this fast. Desperate, all his efforts going into escape, into survival. Better to die from a heart attack than in the jaws of his pursuer. Oblivious of his bloodied hands, his bruised legs, he would welcome a year of pain if he could get out of this duct, out of this building.

And now with a vengeance the sound returns, roaring down the shaft, growling, throbbing, the mass of its approaching body forcing a clammy death-like gale to rush past Michael. Worst of all, Michael can now smell it. Vile, putrid, like rotting flesh, it violates his senses. His eyes water from its stench.

Then he sees salvation, up ahead, fifty yards: hope. The proverbial light at the end of the tunnel: the shaft exit. With every resource he can muster he hurls his body toward the light. Twenty-five yards. Soon relief will be in his grasp and as if sensing this, the ugly sound of the beast stops completely, like it was never there at all. The sound, the smell—all vanish into the ether.

Twenty yards from freedom, Michael stops: the beast is gone. It’s the light. Slithering back to its shadow world, away from the light, that’s the only explanation. But before that sigh of relief comes, the light up ahead is obscured. Michael’s racing heart stops as he realizes: There is more than one. Now, in front of him, a pair of predatory eyes glow. Feral eyes, the eyes of something utterly evil. They narrow as if contemplating an attack.

And once again, from behind, he hears the growl of his pursuer, its















For Virginia,
 My best friend
 I love you with all my heart.

There is a comfort to love that only those that truly know it feel. It is warm and secure, free of anger and jealousy. It is euphoric and renders one immune to life’s cruelty. It is filled with never-ending hope, undying appreciation, and true selflessness. It is the rarest of gifts.



Acknowledgments

It is my distinct pleasure to thank the following people:

Gene and Wanda Sgarlata, without whose friendship and assistance you wouldn’t be reading these words; Irwyn Applebaum, for opening the door and giving me this opportunity; Nita Taublib, for closing the deal and making my dream a reality; Kate Miciak, for your unending patience, guidance, and confidence; Joel Gotler, for doing the impossible; Maria Faillace and everyone at Fox 2000, for creating the initial excitement.

And above all, Cynthia Manson. Thank you for your innovative thinking, unending faith in the face of adversity, and true friendship.

Thank you to my family: Richard for your curiosity, wit, and strength; Marguerite for your humor, your heart, and your beauty; Isabelle for your smile, your laugh, and your innocence. Most important, thank you, Virginia, for putting up with my 3:00 a.m. workaholic ways. You are my inspiration, my laughter, my joy; you are the reason for everything good in my life.

Finally, to you, the reader, thank you for taking the time to read The Thieves of Heaven. In this day and age where people choose their entertainment in two-hour movies, half-hour sitcoms, and three-minute videos it is nice to know there are still individuals who choose to read and let the story play out in their imagination.

Richard
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