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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I think a bit of orientation (or reorientation) might be in order.

Nightworld hasn’t happened yet. What you’re about to read takes place in the December after Ground Zero and a couple of months before Fatal Error.

The Compendium of Srem is still in Jack’s apartment; Weezy just moved out to her own place near W. 72 & Amsterdam and left the Compendium with Jack until she finishes repainting.

The Lady, still weakened and stuck in old-woman form after Ground Zero, recuperates in an apartment in Glaeken’s building.

Russ Tuit is still alive; Hank Thompson is still kicking; Ernst Drexler is still plotting.

It’s been just over a year since Jack’s dad’s death on December 7, and just under a year since his brother Tom disappeared on Christmas Eve.
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The Secret History of the World


Friday—December 19


1

Jack suppressed a groan as Edward Burkes appeared in Julio’s doorway.

Not again.

Burkes looked more like a bear than ever, but his brown hair and neat beard had gained a generous helping of salt since Jack first met him back in the early ’90s.

Burkes and Julio arrived at Jack’s table together. Julio still sported the goatee he’d started in the summer.

“Julio,” Jack said. “You remember Burkes, right?”

Julio, short and muscular, maybe half Burkes’s size, scanned him up and down. The pair of them looked like a little organ grinder and his dancing grizzly.

“Oh, yeah,” Julio said. “You used to come in here back in the day.”

“‘The day’?”

“Yeah. Right after I took over.”

“Aye. Our mutual friend here introduced me to the place.” Burkes sounded more like Sean Connery than ever. “You had John Courage on draft, as I recall, and that kept me coming back for a while.”

“Yeah. Can’t get that no more. You drinking someplace else?” Julio made it sound like a challenge.

“I frequent a proper pub further downtown. They have Guinness. You don’t.”

“Do now. Replaced the Courage.”

Burkes slapped the table. “Now you’re talking! Be a good lad and draw us a couple of pints!”

Jack held up his Yuengling. “I’m good.”

“Got Murphy’s too,” Julio said.

“Guinness it is, lad.” As Julio strutted away, Burkes glared at Jack’s glass. “What’s this pish you prefer to a free Guinness?”

“America’s oldest brewery. Want to try?”

“Wouldn’t touch a drop of it to me lips.” 

Jack liked Burkes. He had a presence that said everything was under control as long as he was here. His Scottish burr and jolly Burl Ives exterior hid a dangerous man. He’d come to see Burkes as the type who’d stand his ground when it made sense and get the hell out when it didn’t. But in retreat he’d be the last man onto the last helicopter leaving the roof.

Burkes had been chief of security for the UK’s mission to the UN when they’d met. Still was. They’d butted heads during Jack’s early years in the city, but wound up working together trying to foil what became the first Trade Center bombing. They’d failed but remained in contact.

In his position at the UK mission, Burkes sometimes came up against a situation he thought better handled by a local than a Brit. That was when he’d call on a freelancer like Jack. 

Burkes was looking around, taking in the place. “One thing I’ll say for Julio’s: It never changes. Still has those dead plants in the windows, still that eedjit sign.”

He’d never appreciated Julio’s “Free Beer Tomorrow…” sign. Similar ones had popped up all over the city the past few years, but Jack couldn’t remember seeing one before Julio’s.

“That’s its charm.”

“And he still smells bad.”

“His latest aftershave.”

“Must he marinate in it? It’s honkin’.”

“You tell him.”

“What? And risk a jab in the nose? He’s got muscles on his muscles.”

Yeah, Julio worked out a lot and liked to show off the results.

“No worry. He’s a pussycat.”

Julio returned then and placed a deep brown pint on the table.

“Guinness for Shrek.”

“Here now, laddie. Am I looking green to you?”

But Julio was already moving away.

Burkes held up the glass, admiring the perfect half inch of foam.

“Knows how to pour a stout, I’ll give him that.” He held it higher. “Slàinte mhòr agad.”

Jack clinked his glass against his. “Ditto.”

Jack waited till Burkes finished a deep quaff and wiped his mustache, then leaned forward. “I’m guessing you didn’t ask to meet because Julio’s Guinness might be better than your pub’s.”

“Nae danger. Might have some work for you.”

Burkes didn’t call on Jack often—averaged once every year or so. But this was the third time this year.

“Not interested.”

“Again?”

“Look, I barely survived the last referral I took from you.”

Burkes looked surprised. “That Indian bloke? Bahkti, wasn’t it? Wanted you to find his mother’s necklace or summat, aye?”

Right. Two and a half years ago. Sounded like an easy fix at the time but… Jack rubbed his shirt, fingering the three diagonal ridges of scar tissue across his chest where Scarlip had tried to rip him open…

“It got complicated.”

Burkes frowned. “Come to think of it, I never saw Bahkti again after that.” His eyes narrowed. “You two didn’t have a falling out, did you?”

“‘Falling out’? What are you implying?”

“Well, we both know you can be, shall we say, intemperate when provoked. And don’t y’be telling me otherwise. I’ve seen it.”

Kusum Bahkti…the late Kusum Bahkti…Jack had been forced to fry him, but Burkes didn’t need to know that.

Deflection time…

“‘Intemperate’? Am I hearing correctly? The man who introduced me to that gentle flower of a woman, La Chirurgienne, is talking about intemperate?”

Burkes laughed. “Forgot about that. Point taken. By the bye, I hear she’s semi-retired.”

The scariest woman Jack had ever met. A Picasso of pain. What had she called herself? Right, a nociresearcher.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Burkes said.

“I repeat: Not interested.”

“Working something else?”

“Not working anything.”

“Why not?”

Jack shrugged to hide his discomfort. “Things been slow lately.”

Burkes gave him a hard stare. “Slow and yet you keep turning me down? What’s eatin’ you, lad?”

“Nothing. I’m fine.”

“No, yer not.” His burr thickened. “Yer in some kinda funk.”

“Funk? As in ‘smell bad’?”

“No, y’eedjit. As in depressed.”

“Depressed? Me? Hell no.”

He wasn’t depressed. Other people got depressed. Not him.

He didn’t want this conversation. He was fine. Really. He simply didn’t feel like doing fixes lately. Didn’t feel like doing much of anything lately. No biggie. Nothing to get worked up about. Just sitting and watching the wheels go ’round… wheels within wheels…

“At least give me a listen and see what you think.”

Burkes wasn’t going to be put off, it seemed. Oh, hell…

“All right. Shoot.”

“There’s a good lad. Now, last night I was approached by a pair of Americans who wanted to know if I could do—or arrange—a discreet search for a missing person here in the city.”

Jack leaned back. “A pair of Americans? How weird is that?”

“I know. Locals asking a foreigner to search for a missing local. Makes nae sense.”

“Well, you’ve been in the city for a long time—longer than I have, as a matter of fact. And, let’s face it, you’ve been known to step off the reservation when the situation demands it.”

Burkes looked uncomfortable. “That’s known only in certain circles.”

“But that doesn’t explain why they don’t contact the boys in blue or a PI.”

“I think the key here is the ‘discreet’ part. They were adamant about that. Did not want local authorities involved. Did not want local police resources accessed. And let’s face it, most PIs are either ex cops or have strong cop connections.”

“So, they go to a guy who’s unconnected to local officialdom but who’s got his own police force. Makes a contorted sort of sense.”

Burkes’s personnel at the mission included some hard-ass SAS vets.

“To them, maybe. Not to me. If everything’s got to be oh-so secret, it won’t do to have my guys going around asking a lot of questions with their Glasgow burrs. It’s just asking to be noticed. And if there’s something minging on the end of their stick… well, I don’t want my guys getting the stink on them.”

Jack had to laugh. “So, you thought of good ol’ Jack.”

“Who better? I told them I know a guy who lives under the radar and hires out for this kind of thing for a living. He’s got no connection to the cops—in fact, he avoids cops at all cost—so they could count on him doing everything on the down low.”

“Missing persons aren’t exactly my forte. You know that.”

“Aye, I do. Indeed, I do. But you have found people, haven’t you?”

Yeah, he had.

“Unless you’ve got something better to do,” Burkes added.

“As a matter of fact, I do.”

“What?”

“Stuff.”

“Give me a for instance.”

“Just…stuff.”

“A funk, I tell ya. Yer in a blue funk. You need to get back in the ring and throw some punches.”

Did he?

He’d lost his sister, his brother, and his father within a six-month period last year. And then earlier this year…Emma. All gone, all senseless. Somehow, he’d fallen into a holding pattern that had lasted all through the fall, wandering in some gray, featureless limbo. He’d been turning down pretty much every fix that came his way.

Hanging with Gia and Vicky, helping Weezy set up her new apartment, visiting Glaeken and the Lady. Directionless, purposeless…

Okay, a funk.

Maybe finding this missing person would serve as a baby step out of his narrowing gyre.

And maybe not. He didn’t answer to anyone, and wasn’t about to start.

“Well?” Burkes said. “Whatta y’say? Are y’game?”

“Nah. I’ll pass.”

“Just give them a listen. They told me they’re free tonight.”

“Even if I was interested, tonight’s no good. Got a memorial service to go to this afternoon.”

“Sorry. Anyone close?”

“My father and brother.”

Burkes nearly choked on his Guinness. “Jesus! When did this happen?”

“Last December.”

“Together?”

“A few weeks apart. You remember the LaGuardia massacre?”

“Bugger! Remember? How can I forget? We were all on high alert for weeks.”

“Well, my father was one of those caught in the gunfire.”

“I’m gutted. I had no idea!”

“No way you could know.”

“Your brother too?”

“No, he just sort of…disappeared last Christmas Eve.”

“What’s that mean—’disappeared’?”

“It’s complicated.”

“You keep saying that.”

“I mean it. Explaining what I know about it—and I know only part of it—would take a good hour. And when I finished, you’d say ‘bollocks’ or ‘balderdash’ or the like.”

“I’ve never said ‘balderdash’ in me life. But I get your drift. Whatever the story, I’m sorry as all hell, Jack.”

“Yeah, me too. But I’ve had a year to adjust.”

Burkes’s hard stare had softened. “And done a brilliant job of it, too, I see. But you’ve got reason to be in a funk, I’ll grant you that.”

Burkes didn’t know the half of it. All the deaths, and how Jack had failed people like Dawn Pickering and the Lady, and then the hit and run that had left Gia and Vicky in comas.

And then his own situation. He’d spent most of his adult life trying to get to this place—a ghost within the machine. Dodging the system had been an end as well as a means. The cat-and-mouse game of staying one step ahead of officialdom had been a rush when he’d started, but the system had grown taller and wider and thicker, making the country a grim place. One by one it had plucked the good cards from Jack’s hand, leaving him with junk. Staying under the radar had progressed beyond high maintenance into an unending daily grind. With the city’s ubiquitous camera networks, Big Brother was indeed watching. He was beginning to weary of the upkeep. Was it worth it? Especially with Armageddon around the corner?

Yeah, even if Jack had wanted to, how could he explain to Burkes how human civilization was rolling toward the precipice of a new kind of hell and Jack was mired in the thick of it? Despite all he’d seen, he still had trouble grasping it himself.

“Get back in the field,” Burkes said. “That’s the cure.”

He could tell Burkes wouldn’t stop until Jack made some sort of concession.

“You could be right. Let me think on it, okay?”

“You’re not just putting me off, are you?”

“Who me? Never.”

They small-talked while Burkes finished his Guinness and parted with let’s-get-together promises they both knew were bogus. Jack stayed at the table, nursing the dregs of his beer. He’d developed a premonitory sense over the past few years, and it was stirring now, as if the old witch were whispering in his ear.

By the pricking of my thumb, something wicked this way comes…


2

Tier Hill had just crossed Central Park West when he heard the tone. He’d been noticing it off and on for years, but faintly. Never this loud.

The sound began shortly after he’d moved to the city, usually a low-pitched hum. He had a history of ringing in his ears related to acoustic trauma from an incident in Afghanistan—high-pitched noises singing in his head after being too close to an IED when it went off. He’d been shielded from the shrapnel but not the boom. The doctors had called it tinnitus. But that had been high pitched, like crickets on a summer night. And temporary. It had cleared up and never bothered him again until he’d moved into his father’s apartment uptown.

He did private investigations and was late for a meeting with his latest client, but he felt compelled to slow and listen.

So, what was this—another form of tinnitus? Maybe. But if memory served, his tinnitus had always been non-directional. The new sound seemed to be coming from somewhere. He lived in the West Seventies and the low-pitched hum, when it occurred, always seemed to emanate from southeast of the apartment.

The occurrences were random and more of a curiosity than an annoyance or distraction. They didn’t last long so he hadn’t worried about it. He’d never been able to figure out what triggered it. Like now. Just strolling down Broadway, hanging a left on Sixty-sixth. This was supposedly the last relatively mild day before the arrival of a cold front—an Arctic Express, as the weatherfolk were calling it—so he’d decided to hoof it instead of take a cab or Lyft. Tier had been raised in the Mohawk tribal homelands along the New York-Canadian border, so his idea of cold differed substantially from his neighbors’.

He’d been strolling east on Sixty-sixth, thinking about finding a use for his word of the day: immure—to enclose within walls, imprison. He’d been thinking about Han Solo immured in carbonite, but his rule demanded the use be related to something he encountered that day. So, he was still on the hunt when the sound struck him.

He stopped at the entrance to the park’s Sixty-fifth Street Transverse and looked around, listening, trying to locate the direction of the sound. So damn loud now—a low-pitched hum that rumbled through his head and vibrated within his chest. He remembered as a kid going to this Montreal club where the band was playing so loud he had to cover his ears. That had worked for the higher tones, but the bass notes had vibrated through his whole body. Just like now.

He couldn’t escape this sound. Covering his ears had no effect, just like with the bass player that night. He checked out his fellow pedestrians but none of them seemed bothered in the least. Was this some sort of regular occurrence here?

The sound came from somewhere ahead and to the left. A path led in that direction and so he took it, following it past the Tavern on the Green and across West Drive, the sound growing louder with every step. He stopped on the edge of the grassy field known as the Sheep Meadow.

Here…the sound originated here. Deafening, nauseatingly loud. He felt his gorge rise but swallowed it back. He had to find the source, had to stop it. So, he pressed on, forcing himself forward toward the center of the field. He began to stagger as the sound grew even louder. And yet all around him people were strolling by as if nothing was wrong.

He approached a young couple ambling hand in hand.

“Doesn’t it bother you?”

The sound drowned out her reply, but he could read her lips and puzzled expression: “What?”

“You’re joking, right? Don’t you hear it?”

“Hear what?”

Her boyfriend looked pissed and mouthed, “Stop shouting and get lost!”

Tier backed off. They didn’t hear it. Nobody around seemed to hear it. Was he going crazy?

Whatever, he had to get away from here. The sound seemed to emanate from the center of the Sheep Meadow so he broke into a staggering run toward the volleyball courts beyond it. And gradually the sound lessened. By the time he reached the Balto statue it became bearable. He slowed to get his bearings. He’d been headed for Fifth Avenue and—

The sound stopped. Like pulling the plug on a giant speaker system, it cut off. The sounds of the city rushed back in. He wandered back to the Sheep Meadow—the silent Sheep Meadow.

What had just happened? What was wrong with the Sheep Meadow? Or rather, what was wrong with him?
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“I’m sorry this turned out to be so pathetic,” Gia said.

Jack slipped an arm around her waist and hugged her close, hip to hip.

She’d put on a black-and-white print dress for the occasion that made her short, naturally blond hair and sharp blue eyes look blonder and bluer. She’d added a black cardigan against the chill. Eight Sutton Square might occupy a choice spot in one of Manhattan’s toniest neighborhoods, but the place was old and drafty, and its heating system no match for a windy December afternoon like today’s.

Gia lived here but neither owned nor rented it. Eventually it would belong to her daughter Vicky, but that day remained many years off. Three years ago, it had belonged to Vicky’s aunts, Nellie and Grace Westphalen, both of whom had abruptly and mysteriously disappeared. Not a mystery to Jack and Gia and Vicky, but they weren’t talking because no one would believe the truth. Nellie and Grace’s wills left Vicky a nice piece of change, but everything else had gone to Vicky’s father and Gia’s ex-husband, Richard Westphalen, who had disappeared in England a year before the aunts, under equally abrupt and mysterious circumstances.

But Vicky’s nice piece of change remained untouchable. She was the sole survivor of the Westphalen line and heir to the family fortune, but not officially. Not yet. Not until her aunts and her father were declared legally dead.

The executor, however, had thought it wise to let the future owner live in the house and maintain the property.

“‘Pathetic’?” Jack said. “Not even close. You’re doing a good thing.”

“I thought so at the time, but…four people?”

“Well, seven counting you, me, and Vicks.”

Gia had wanted to hold a memorial service for Jack’s older brother Tom who had disappeared—quite literally—last Christmas Eve. Was he alive, dead, in suspended animation? No one could say. Only the Lilitongue of Gefreda knew, and it had disappeared with him. All Jack could say for certain was that Tom was gone and his return doubtful in the extreme.

Gia hadn’t dressed up the living room for the occasion much beyond framing a photo of Tom she’d found online in a Philadelphia newspaper. Jack had seen the clipping before she’d cropped it—the lede had mentioned Tom being charged in a string of briberies and kickbacks. He’d confessed to Jack that the charges were mostly true and that he’d been “the finest Judge money could buy.”

My brother the crook.

“You couldn’t really expect his two exes to show,” Jack said.

He didn’t know their names because Tom had referred to them only as “the Skanks from Hell.” And as for wife number three, he hadn’t been on speaking terms with her nor any of his kids before his disappearance. Most likely they all assumed he was on the lam.

Here and there along the lurching course of his life, Tom had managed to burn just about every bridge he’d ever crossed.

Gia sighed. “I suppose not. Especially considering the awkwardness of the invitation.”

Yeah, that had been a challenge because, like Nellie, Grace, and Vickie’s dad, Tom wasn’t legally dead—wouldn’t be for years to come.

“At least Weezy and Eddie showed up,” he said.

The Connell sibs had been Jack’s childhood friends; they’d grown up knowing his brother and dad and had only recently re-entered Jack’s life.

“Showed up separately,” she said. “And they’ve stayed that way. They don’t seem to be speaking to each other—not even looking at each other. What’s up between them?”

Jack bit back the it’s-complicated reply. He was saying that too often. But it was complicated, damn it.

“A temporary falling out.”

At least he hoped it was temporary.

“And then our huge turnout is rounded out by Abe and Julio, neither of whom ever even met your brother.”

“They’re here for me. And the food.”

That earned a smile from Gia. He loved her smile and was glad he could brighten her down mood, however briefly.

Jack had added a photo of his father next to Tom’s on the piano. Dad had been laid to rest next to Jack’s mother last December, but no service had been held. The old soldier had fallen out of touch with his Jersey friends when he moved to Florida, and Jack had no idea who he’d hung with down south. It felt right somehow to include him in the mix today.

Gia squeezed his arm. “We should get this rolling. Do you want to speak first?”

He shook his head. “I’ve changed my mind. You go ahead.”

“But you promised.”

“I didn’t exactly promise…”

“You said you’d speak at the memorial.”

“Well, I meant it then, but I…I’m empty. Sorry.”

He hadn’t been able to come up with anything to say about Tom. They’d never gotten along. His deep love for his sister Kate had been matched by his antipathy for his brother.

And damn, he should have Kate’s photo up there too. And Mom’s as well. Mother, father, sister, brother—all taken from the world before their time. No natural causes, all by violence… all part of a plan.

A squeeze from Gia. “Come on. You can do it.”

“You know I’m not one for speeches.” He pointed to the two bottles of Balvenie Doublewood on the piano—one fresh and one missing a few drams—and the stack of six shot glasses beside them. “I’ll start pouring after you speak.”

His plan was to go around and pour each of the adults a shot so they could all drink a silent toast to Tom. That was the best he could do where his brother was concerned.

“Sure?”

“Very. I’m still processing what he did.”

Jack had been slated to disappear via the Lilitongue—to die, most likely. For some unfathomable reason, totally out of character, Tom had stepped in and taken his place. Was it a way out of the legal troubles closing in from every side? Or maybe a mad, heroic impulse to undo the danger he’d brought into their lives, first threatening Vicky, and then Gia, and finally Jack. Tom’s reckless desperation to evade prosecution had put all their lives in jeopardy and Jack had yet to forgive him for that.

“Okay,” Gia said. “Here goes.”

As she stepped toward the piano, Jack spotted Vicky standing next to Abe. Over the years those two had bonded into an unlikely duo. Whenever Abe was around, Vicky gravitated to his side and never left. Gia called them the Odd Couple.

He waved and she grinned and waved back. The newly ten-year old’s dark hair was woven into its customary French braid.

“I’ll be brief,” Gia said and conversation died. “Jack’s brother Tom is gone. We don’t know where. He disappeared from this very house a year ago Christmas Eve. I spent his last minutes here with him and, while I can’t remember his parting words verbatim, I remember the gist of them. I will always remember what he told me.

“He said going in Jack’s place was the best thing he’d ever done in his life. He said he was so tired of living the way he had and needed a clean break. He was hoping he wouldn’t die but go on to a different life, and that maybe because he’d done this one right thing here, he’d have a better life there—be a better man there.

“He said he hoped that at least one person in this world would remember him and speak well of him after he was gone. So, that’s why I asked you here today. Because I guess I am that one person, and that is what I’m doing now. Tom led a troubled life and told me at the end how he regretted his many bad choices. And from what I hear, he made a slew of them. But for me none of that matters. Because at the end he stepped up and—”

Her voice caught and her lower lip trembled. Jack felt his own throat tighten.

“Because,” she went on, “in the end he saved one of the two people in this world who make my life worth living. And for that his name will always have a prominent place in my book of heroes.”

A tear ran down her cheek as she said, “Thanks for listening.”

Jack stepped up and wrapped his arms around her. She sobbed once against his shoulder, then said, “I’m okay.”

“You were great.”

“I wanted so bad to get through that without blubbering.” She tightened her arms around him. “I know you two never got along, and I know he was as crooked as they come, but never forget: You’re here today because of him.”

Gia had never known the Tom Jack had known, and so she had a soft spot in her heart for him. Jack could have said that if not for Tom’s reckless treasure hunt, the Lilitongue of Gefreda would have remained on the ocean floor where it couldn’t threaten anyone’s life, and no heroics would have been necessary.

But he kept that to himself.

Gia lifted her head and raised her voice. “And now, everyone, Jack has a few words to say.”

“You rat,” he whispered.

“Just holding you to your earlier promise.”

“I hate you.”

“No, you love me.”

“True, true,” he said. “With all my heart for all my life.”

She smiled. “There you go.” She pointed to the piano. “And there you go.”

Well, he had promised. Sort of.

Jack released her and stepped to the piano where he held up the used Balvenie bottle.

“This belonged to Tom. It sat between us during our last moments together.”

Last because Tom had dosed it with a roofie and fed Jack a couple of snorts to put him to sleep. Later on, it hadn’t felt right to toss out the bottle, so he’d used Krazy Glue on the cork to make sure no one could sample it by mistake.

Jack lowered Tom’s bottle and raised the fresh one.

“Even if you don’t like Scotch—and you should know this is an especially tasty single malt—I think you can tolerate a wee dram for a toast.”

He passed the jiggers around, then uncorked the bottle and poured everyone a shot while Gia handed Vicky a jigger of apple juice.

Jack raised his glass. “To Brother Tom. Wherever you may be.”

Restless, Jack wandered the first floor.

Julio and Weezy stood in a corner in animated conversation as they munched the sandwiches Gia had made. And Eddie was…where was Eddie? Furthermore, where was Vicky?

He ran into Gia in the hall and asked.

“With Abe, of course. He brought cookies.”

Jack laughed. “Of course he did. Let’s go see.”

“Look, Mom!” Vicky said, holding up a crescent pastry as Jack and Gia entered the antiquated kitchen. “Rugalah!”

She and Abe sat at the round oak table with a tray of chocolatey cookies between them. Abe’s ample belly pressed against the rim of the table. Crumbs speckled his perpetual half-sleeve white shirt.

“Rugelach,” Abe said. “End it like you’ve got a sesame seed from a bagel in your throat and you’re clearing it.”

“Rugelach!” she said, in perfect imitation, then took another bite. “Mmmmm, so good. I’m gonna learn to make these. Abe, you gotta give me the recipe.”

Maybe she didn’t realize Abe’s expertise with food preparation was limited to ordering take-out. He’d undoubtedly bought these at a bakery on his way over.

Abe looked up at Gia. “For a mother, this little one’s got a Midwestern Italian Catholic; for a father, a British WASP. So, how’d she wind up such a yentaleh?”

“She’s a changeling, what else?” Gia said, not missing a beat as she dropped into Abe’s accent. “Nu? Cookies you bring to my house? What, my dessert’s not good enough for you?”

“Ah hah!” Abe said. “You’ve just answered my yenta question. And not to worry. Whatever dessert you have planned, I’ll eat as well.”

No doubt about that, Jack thought as he stepped over to where Eddie leaned against the wall under the old Regulator clock. He held a beer in one hand, a turkey sandwich in the other. A trim, athletic-looking guy with longish sandy hair, wearing a herringbone sport coat. He’d been fairly chunky as a kid when he and Jack had spent hours playing Pole Position on his Atari 5200 back in Johnson, NJ.

“Thanks again for coming, Eddie.”

He swallowed and said, “Wouldn’t miss it. Sorry about Tom. I don’t remember him that well.”

No memories of Tom. Jack understood. Tom had been ten years older, already in law school when they were entering high school, with nothing but disdain for Jack and his “little friends.”

“I remember your father, though. Great guy.”

“Yeah, he was.”

“Did he introduce you to that Scotch? I want to take a picture of the label and find me a bottle.”

“No, that was Uncle Stu. Say, um, are you and Weezy still on the outs?”

“I’m fine. She’s on the outs with me. Kind of afraid to be in the same room with her. Afraid she’ll go off on me again.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

Mediating wasn’t exactly Jack’s thing, but he’d known these two so long…

Julio entered the kitchen then, saying he had to get back to the bar. He said his good-byes and Jack walked him to the door. Then he approached Weezy, still in the living room.

His best friend during his pre-teen and early teen years, Weezy Connell had disappeared from his life for decades, only to reappear last summer. She’d gained weight in the interim, going from the skinny Goth kid from the Jersey Pinelands to a chubby nerd in baggy sweat suits. She’d slimmed down again in the ensuing months, now all Christmasy in a white sweater and red-and-green kilt, wearing her dark hair longer than he’d ever seen it. No makeup. She’d long ago ditched the heavy eyeliner that had been her trademark as a teen.

“You still ticked at Eddie?”

“He joined the Septimus Order. Of course I’m still ticked at him. I’ll be ticked at him forever.”

“You’ve got to get over this, Weez. He had no idea what they’re up to. He thought it was like the Elks or Linked-In, or the Royal Order of Raccoons.”

He saw a smile struggle to break through and fail.

“Don’t make light of it, Jack. They were out to kill me.”

“But Eddie wasn’t.”

“He let them brand him!”

Jack could see he wasn’t getting anywhere on this tack. He spotted his father’s picture on the piano.

“See that guy there,” he said, pointing. “I spent years and years avoiding him as much as I could.” Jack had been sure his father would never understand or accept his lifestyle—“urban mercenary” was how someone had put it. How do you explain that to a straight-laced accountant? “And then we reconnected and I found out we could have an adult relationship—you know, as equals, something beyond the father-son dynamic. We bonded in Florida, and I enjoyed being with him down there. So last December I invited him up for the Christmas season.”

Jack paused and swallowed.

“You okay?” Weezy said.

He’d been playing the if-only game ever since it happened: If only he hadn’t invited Dad, he wouldn’t have been in the line of fire at the airport… still be alive. He put the thought aside. His life already had a long-enough string of if-only moments.

He cleared his throat. “Yeah, fine. Anyway, I was looking forward to spending more time with him. And then”—he snapped his fingers—“gone. And now my greatest regret is all the time I wasted avoiding him.”

She looked away. “I hear you. I know what you’re saying and I appreciate it. But I’m still just too… pissed.”

“You found out this summer. It’ll be winter in a couple of days. When—?”

She held up a hand. “Don’t push, Jack. Okay? You ought to know I don’t let things go very easily.”

He had to smile. “If at all.”

Part of her bipolar thing, he guessed. She’d always been like that.

“I’ll get past this. I’m just not there yet. Just like you’re not there yet with your own brother.”

Ouch. Was it so obvious?

“Touché.”

“Gotta go.”

Jack followed her into the foyer where she grabbed her coat off its hook and shrugged into it.

“Weez…”

“Tell Gia I’m sorry but I had to leave suddenly.”

And then she was out the door.

Jeez, could that have gone worse? His future as a mediator was not looking bright.


4

Tier Hill stood in a closet and observed the confrontation through a crack in the door. His client, Roland Apfel, had stipulated this when he called him over: You will see and not be seen. Observe and nothing more.

Tier understood. The woman was his quarry and it would complicate his job if she knew what he looked like.

Had to concentrate…usually no problem, but after that episode in Central Park on his way over…that sound. Though it no longer rang in his ears, it continued to boom in his mind. What did it mean? Some sort of PTSD from Afghanistan? A brain tumor? A—

Stop. You’re on the job. Do it.

He focused through the door crack.

The woman he was to follow—for he earned his living following people—stood slim and straight before Roland, almost haughty in her demeanor. Her hair was as black as that of Tier’s Mohawk kin, yet her eyes were pale amber. She seemed about his age—mid-thirties, he guessed—and he found her quite attractive. Attractive and yet…untouchable. He couldn’t explain that last, but something within warned that he’d be wise to keep this woman at arm’s length.

Roland cleared his throat, a rough, phlegmy sound, and spoke in a gravelly voice. “Madame de Medici…” Another throat clearing, brief this time; he tended to do it after every sentence. “We meet again.”

“Bonham’s, wasn’t it?” She, on the other hand, spoke in a clear, calm, oddly accented voice. “You outbid me, I believe.”

A throat clearing. “But not until after you’d bid up the price to an extraordinary level.”

She shrugged. “I wanted it as a companion to another piece in my collection, but not that badly. C’est la guerre. But let’s get to the point, shall we? I agreed to this meeting only because I wish personally to impress upon you that I do not have the Bagaq and to implore you to stop harassing me about it.”

Tier weighed her words. The content was a plea, but her tone was defiant. Almost a warning. And he had not the slightest doubt she was lying. An excellent liar, no question there, but he could tell.

His interest stirred.

Nine years now as a private investigator and he’d found himself more than ready to hang it up and try something else. Tracking was his specialty, and he was sick of exposing tawdry trysts between people who, first off, should know better, and who, even worse, were unbearably clumsy at hiding their movements. Challenges had all but disappeared. He was running on empty and operating by rote.

He regretted sleeping through high school, he regretted joining the Army and his tours in Afghanistan. But his life experiences had gained him entry to John Jay and he was starting there in the spring semester, aiming for a criminal justice degree. No more sneaking around with a camera. No more hiding in closets and… wait: No more being immured in closets.

Got it!

Back to the matter at hand: At least this client was proving different from most. Roland Apfel wanted a woman tracked, yes, but not to reveal an infidelity. Instead, he wanted to learn where she’d hidden an ancient artifact he coveted and claimed she’d stolen. Something known as the Bagaq, whatever that was.

Judging from Roland’s living room, he’d spent most of his life coveting artifacts—and acquiring them. The space was packed floor to ceiling with a dizzying array of antiquities from all over the world. “Diverse” might describe it, if one were in a generous mood. Tier thought “fucking mess” fit it better. He had little doubt the rest of the mansion was crammed to the same degree.

Yes, mansion. Tier didn’t know how else to describe the five-story limestone monstrosity with a green copper top floor just a stone’s throw east of Fifth Avenue and Central Park.

He didn’t know how Roland planned to take possession of this Bagaq after Tier located it. Better not to know, better not to concern himself with those things. He’d agreed only to find it. His buck stopped there.

Tier could see that Roland was not a well man. He didn’t know what ailed him, but he was totally bald and emaciated. He slumped with his skinny ass perched on a thronelike chair while an IV ran into his left arm. The nurses who usually hovered about like moths around a flame had been dismissed for this tête-à-tête.

The fourth person in the room—“person” being loosely applied but Tier was feeling generous—was Roland’s right-hand gopher, a vicious little thug named Albert Poncia standing off to the side in a shadowed corner. Tier had met him once before and had disliked him on sight; then Poncia had opened his mouth and dislike had graduated to despise.

Roland cleared his throat at length again. “Madame de Medici, why must we do this dance? I know you have it. You know that I know that you stole it. But I’ll let that pass. All I want to do is borrow it. I’ve made that quite clear, haven’t I? I don’t want to steal it back from you. I simply want to borrow it for one day, and then you can have it. After that, it’s yours for as long as you want it. That’s all I ask. Why can’t you understand that?”

Wait…what was this? One day? What was he going to do with whatever it was for one day?

Interesting. Tier had known Roland was rich and eccentric, but this made no sense.

“I understand you perfectly, Mister Apfel. Why do you not understand me? I. Do. Not. Have. The. Bagaq.”

“Let me handle the lying bitch,” Poncia said through a snarl.

He stood about five-ten and had a penguin body. His plaid suit only emphasized the peculiarity of his shape.

Roland held up a hand. “Be calm, Albert. Madame is here at our invitation. We must be polite.”

Spoken like a parent to an unruly child. Tier still hadn’t determined Poncia’s place in the household. Gopher, yes. Perhaps pit bull too?

Roland leaned toward Madame de Medici. “And you, Madame, should not take me for a fool. I purchased the Bagaq in a lot in Teheran. I know it arrived by freighter from Iran last Tuesday. I know exactly what container and what warehouse it landed in. Security footage shows a turbaned man entering and leaving that warehouse on the night the shipment arrived. He carried something to a car and drove off. In the morning the crate was opened and the Bagaq was gone. Closer inspection revealed tampering.”

She appeared unfazed. “I am sorry for your loss, Mister Apfel, but I assure you that whomever you saw on this footage has no connection to me.”

“The man on the video wore a Sikh turban, exactly like your driver. The car he drove was a black Maybach S-650, with a curtained rear compartment. Exactly like the one you own.”

Damning evidence, even if circumstantial. But the lady appeared unperturbed.

“Certainly, in this city of so many millionaires and billionaires, there is another such car.”

“Not belonging to one possessed of such a ravenous appetite for antiquities as you.”

She lifted her chin. “I must say I am insulted at your implication that I would be involved in the theft of a rare antiquity.”

Hardly an implication, lady, Tier thought. Sounded more like a flat-out accusation.

And what was up with arriving at a robbery in a Maybach and sending a Sikh in to do the deed? She had to know the area was monitored—the whole damn city was under surveillance. Had she been taunting Roland? Purposely getting in his face? Sure looked that way.

“And further insulted,” she added, looking Tier’s way, “by the fact that you have someone spying on me from that closet.”

Tier quickly stepped back from the crack in the door. How could she know? He’d hidden himself in here well before her arrival.

“Your paranoia is unwarranted,” Roland said, his voice slowly rising toward a hoarse scream. “And as for the Bagaq, it is not merely rare, Madame, it is one of a kind and priceless! Especially to someone such as I with pancreatic cancer! But you know all that!”

So, that was his problem.

Tier made a mental note to get paid in advance.

“I do know all that,” she said. “I even know the meaning of the word bagaq. Do you?”

“No, I do not. But not for not trying. The meaning seems lost in the mists of time. Would you care to enlighten me?”

“Not under these circumstances. But I will say it’s from the Old Tongue. Pray you do not have the misfortune of learning the meaning first hand.”

Roland’s laugh degenerated into a cough. “You must take me for an idiot. The Old Tongue is a myth. And as for any ‘misfortune’ attached to the Bagaq, I’ll take that risk. But first I must acquire it.”

“I am afraid I can’t help you there, since I do not know where it is. I—” Her attention seemed drawn to her left. “What have we here?”

She approached a six-inch metal tumbler on a pedestal and examined it closely, her face only inches from its rim.

“Bronze,” Roland said. “From—”

“The valley of Gohar Rud. I recognize it. How much to part with it?”

“Why do you want it?”

“Sentimental value.” She pointed to the rim. “See that dent there? That’s because of me.”

Roland’s voice rose an octave. “What?”

“It belonged to a local chieftain with delusions of grandeur. He declared me his ‘queen,’ which meant he could rape me any time he pleased. When the opportunity presented itself, I poisoned him. When he realized it he threw the cup at me. He missed, and thus the dent.” She smiled. “He died horribly.”

After a long pause, Roland said, “You realize, don’t you, that that cup is three thousand years old.”

Three thousand? She had to be putting him on. Yet she spoke so off-handedly.

“Seems like yesterday. How much?”

“It’s not for sale.”

A sly look. “Would you trade it for the Bagaq?”

Roland raised a fist. “I knew you had it! The cup for the Bagaq? Done!”

“Except I don’t have the Bagaq.”

“Then why—?”

“Well, if you’re willing to trade, that means the cup is for sale. Now we can start negotiating.”

His voice rose to a scream. “You try my patience, Madame! I’ve tried reason. Must I resort to extreme methods?”

“So, you’re threatening me?”

“Take that any way you wish. But rest assured that I will have the Bagaq.”

“I can only take that as a threat.” She started to turn away. “So, on that note—”

Poncia leaped forward and grabbed her arm. “No, you don’t, bitch!”

She reacted quickly and—more importantly—decisively, grabbing Poncia’s little finger and using it to lever his hand off her arm.

Tier reflexively reached for the doorknob to go out there and pull Poncia off her but she glanced his way again—this time with a quick, hard look that stopped him cold. He wasn’t sure if it said Don’t even think about it or I’ve got this or a combo of both. Whatever. He held back.

All this occurred in the heartbeat before she gave Poncia’s finger a vicious twist. He cried out and dropped to a knee as the tendons and ligaments popped. When he tried to rise, she gave it another twist. He stayed on his knees and whimpered.

“Do not ever touch me,” she said in the same calm, even tone as before. “Not. Ever.”

She released him and strode from the room.

Wow, Tier thought as he stepped from the closet and approached Roland. I think I’m in love.

“Thanks for the help, Hill,” Poncia said, still on his knees, his face gone all pasty and sweaty.

“You seemed to have the matter in hand.”

“Oh, fine.” He struggled to his feet. “He’s a comedian now.”

“You want serious?” Tier said. “Okay: I don’t manhandle women. Neither should you and—judging by what we all just witnessed—especially not that one.”

“She took me by surprise!”

“Enough!” Roland said. He motioned Tier closer. “Follow her. Follow her night and day, Mister Hill.”

His was a one-man operation, so that wasn’t going to happen, but he had options.

“You didn’t tell me she was crazy.”

“What do you mean?”

“That story about the cup. Does she really think she’s three thousand years old?”

“She made that up to taunt me.”

“Pretty convincing ad lib.”

“Just follow her, Mister Hill.”

“Might help to know a little about her.”

“I’ve no doubt you have resources for that. I can tell you that she has a midtown apartment, but that’s just one of her addresses. I’m sure she keeps her treasures elsewhere. I know beyond a doubt that she stole the Bagaq. Now it’s just a matter of finding where she’s keeping it.”

“Might also help if I knew what this thing looked like.”

Roland had a tablet on his lap. He lit it up and started swiping at the screen. After half a minute or so he turned it toward Tier.

“That’s what you’re looking for. The seller photographed it in Iran just before he packed it for shipment.”

“You’re sure he packed it?”

“Absolutely. I’ve had many dealings with him—a decades-long relationship. He’s not going to jeopardize that. Especially since I have enough on him to get him in deep trouble with his government.”

“But you did say it was priceless.”

“Only to the rare person who knows its history. I happen to be one of them. Madame de Medici is another.”

The photo showed a wrinkled metallic ovoid—bronze, judging by its color—running five inches along its long axis according to the ruler next to it. A bronzed avocado.

All this angst over a wrinkly lump of metal? Tier wondered if the tumor had spread to Roland’s brain and made him crazy.

“Doesn’t look like much.”

“It and its six kin rarely do.”

“There’s seven of them? I thought you said it was one of a kind. If there’s six more like this—”

He shook his head. “Seven related objects, no two looking the same, all with different purposes.”

“And what’s this one’s purpose?”

Roland turned off the tablet. “Not your concern. Your only concern is to locate it.”

Tier had a few more questions











OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
= LAST CHRISTMAS

A REPAITRMAN JACK NOVEL

THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING SERIES

F. PAUL WILSON






OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





