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  BLACK OAK #3: WINTER KNIGHT


  Previously, in Black Oak


  Ethan Proctor, to a young woman who walks with him in a lonely town in Kansas: “Do you believe in ghosts?”


  “It’s very simple,” says Taylor Blaine. “I want you, and Black Oak, to find my daughter. She’s been missing thirteen years, but I know she’s still alive. I don’t care what you have to do, who you have to see, how much money you have to spend, how many enemies you make … I have contacts, Proctor, I have all the money you’ll ever need.


  “Find her. That’s all I ask. Just find her.”


  In Atlantic City, a man named Shake Waldman is gunned down in the street. He’s a small-time gambler, Waldman is, and a source of occasional information for Black Oak and Proctor. As he lies dying on the sidewalk, rain falling into his eyes, he sees the man who killed him, standing over him and smiling.


  It’s difficult to breathe, worse to think, but there’s something wrong with his assassin, and in the time between the smile and the dying, he understands what it is—the man has one glass eye, and it looks just like a marble Waldman had as a kid.


  Tiger’s eye; it looks just like a tiger’s eye.


  Ellen Proctor sits by a window in a nursing home she’s lived in for almost seven years. Her hair is brushed, her clothes are clean, her hands lie calmly in her lap. Her face is turned slightly toward the winter sun, but there is no smile at her mouth, no smile in her eyes.


  When it’s time for meals, a nurse feeds her; when it’s time for bed, a nurse helps her; when it’s time to wash, a nurse bathes her.


  Physically she is as healthy as she can be in such a situation.


  Proctor visits her every Wednesday night, and every Wednesday night he tries to bring her back. No one knows where she is or why she’s there, but Proctor tries to bring her back.


  She hasn’t said a word in almost seven years.


  do you believe in ghosts ?


  ONE


  Night in early January, the first Sunday, and a silence that belongs only to winter, a darkness without the moon.


  The shops were closed along Battle Row, the display windows dark, no need for night-lights or spotlights or alarms.


  A few of the buildings were mock Tudor, first floors extending partway over the large-block pavement on either side of the street, with heavy casement windows and mullion panes, and window boxes now empty, not to be seeded until spring; the rest were ordinary brick and weathered stone, tonight made extraordinary by the sharp brittle air that sparkled around the streetlamps, and by the snow that fell slowly out of the dark.


  At the top of the Row was the Raven’s Loft, another Tudor but not a copy; two years before it had celebrated its three hundredth birthday. It too went dark once the land-lord, Darve Westrum, ushered Conrad Cheswick politely out the door and politely, but firmly, closed it behind him.


  Conrad stood in the cold then, shivering as he buttoned his topcoat and adjusted his scarf more snugly around his neck. A rotund man with a close-cropped white beard and thick white hair, round cheeks and bright eyes, he resembled to his constant discomfort a cartoon rendering of Father Christmas in tailored cashmere. It especially bothered him this time of year, although Christmas and Boxing Day were a long fortnight gone.


  Briskly he rubbed his gloved palms together and blew out a puff of breath, watched it expand and fade, and reckoned it was time he made his way home. Not at all drunk, but not completely sober either. A good thing, he thought, that he hadn’t driven. He had a feeling as he took his first step away from the pub that he’d probably end up in a ditch somewhere and never hear the end of it.


  He also wished he had worn his cap. The snow had already begun to catch and melt in his thick wavy hair, and by the time he reached his hearth he’d no doubt be halfway home to a miserable cold. Still, there was no sense lamenting what he didn’t have, and making dire predictions of what might be—he was here, so was the snow, and home wasn’t getting any closer.


  At least it would be a pleasant walk.


  The storm had begun not long before old Darve had ushered him away, and the flakes were still small, scarcely larger than raindrops, glittering and flashing past the street-lamps, and they hadn’t yet managed to cover the ground. Little danger of slipping, less of being blinded, because there was no wind.


  Just the snow, and his footsteps, echoing off the night.


  Once clear of the waist-high stone wall that separated the pub’s forecourt from pavement and tarmac, he glanced south, down the length of the Row, and sighed in delight. A postcard picture it was, disguising the village’s true age, giving it all a badly needed fresh coat. A handful of blocks long, with no traffic or traffic lights, and one of the few red phone boxes remaining in Britain, it was nineteenth century pure and simple.


  Soon enough there would be car horns and kids with bizarre haircuts and the stench of exhaust and the blare of those whatever-they-called-them-these-days portable tape players disturbing everyone’s peace of mind.


  For now, however, there was only the snow, and Battle Row, and the silence only snow could bring, deep and soft and comfortably cold.


  And safe.


  It would be nice to stay here for a while and enjoy the view, but a chill turned him left, and with hands in pockets and chin tucked into his scarf, he walked on.


  Beyond the corner of the wall were a few yards of empty lot, dotted with saplings trying to stake a claim before someone came along to build something on it. Another was across the street, a mirror image of the first, except there a few of the ladies had planted a fenced-in garden, a village beautification project that Cheswick had to admit was fairly successful.


  On this side the lot ended at a corner whose street formed a T-intersection with the Row; on the other it ended where Battle Wood began.


  Cheswick didn’t much care for the Wood.


  In daylight its trees seemed too widely spaced to be completely natural, its lowest boughs twice as high as the village’s tallest man, and so thickly intertwined that sun-light had a rough go of reaching the ground. Only a handful of bushes. Not much grass to speak of. The rest of the Wood’s floor was either bare or covered with dead pine needles and oak leaves. The ladies said that made good mulch, which they accordingly used in their garden; he only wished it would make some noise when you walked on it.


  In its own way, the Wood produced a snow-like silence, but all year round. Day or night.


  This was the part of walking home he disliked.


  It was foolish, of course. It wasn’t as if there were gangs of hooligans and thugs lurking among the trees, waiting to pounce on him or his wallet. This time of year it certainly wasn’t a place for lovers, whose antics would embarrass him if he was to stumble upon them. And the village had no homeless, just a handful of bums who panhandled during the day and mysteriously vanished each night, so there was no one to accost you as you walked by… that way, at least.


  It was foolish.


  He knew it.


  Still, he kept to the street’s west side, grateful for the houses that began to crop up on his left, even if most of them were dark. A block-long stretch of cottages with patches of front gardens, they made him feel that he had someplace to run if he needed to run.


  “You’re daft, you know,” his best friend, Willa, told him at least once a week.


  “Maybe,” he would agree. “Don’t like it anyhow.”


  She would crinkle her eyes and laugh; he’d fetch them another round; and they’d spend the rest of the evening arguing the merits of one thing or another, seldom agreeing but never arguing so heatedly that they’d have a falling out. She knew too not to push when it came to his unease about the Wood. Willa Danby knew where the lines were, and she never crossed over.


  A remarkable woman, all in all.


  If he wasn’t careful, he might actually end up in love. If he wasn’t there already.


  He shuddered as a trail of melted flakes slipped under his collar. He hunched his shoulders in an effort to close the gap, and hurried on, his gaze resolutely straight ahead. No cheating looks across the street; no sidelong glances, just in case.


  A grunt, a sigh, and as the snow fell more heavily and another chill trickled down his spine, he yanked at his collar with one hand, hoping to snug it more closely against his neck. He only had another block to go, a left turn, count up four doors, and there he would be. Safe and sound, with perhaps a small brandy to warm him before he finally went to bed.


  Actually, he should have been in bed already. He had an early day tomorrow, starting with a drive over to Beale Hall, to show Alan Morgan his latest acquisition—a marvelous old photograph album he had picked up for a song.


  Although some of the pictures were only a few years old, most showed the Hall and its surrounds at the turn of the century, before the present owners had taken possession. He suspected Morgan would pay a pretty penny for such a treasure, a prospect Conrad and his bank account anticipated with great pleasure.


  A smile and a quickened pace, then, and a look across the street; he couldn’t help it.


  The Wood ran close to a hundred yards along the Row, and was four, perhaps five times that deep. Long ago, long before Cheswick’s time, a narrow crescent had been scooped out in the middle of the run, a kind of artificial clearing, and several wood-and-iron benches had been placed there for the convenience and pleasure of those who wanted to sit in the shade on a warm summer’s day.


  Spring and summer were fine; the benches were well used.


  It was winter when no one sat on them, and it had little to do with the cold or the snow.


  Another grunt, another sigh, and he hadn’t taken a dozen steps when he stopped, frowning slightly, and reluctantly faced the trees.


  A single high streetlamp stood at either end of the crescent clearing, casting just enough light to make the benches stand out and fill in some of the darkness behind them, making the area seem like a shallow bare stage. At the back, black boles winked where light touched the flakes.


  He had heard something; he thought he had heard something.


  The faint jangle of thin metal, the stir of something large.


  Damn, he thought wearily; I’ve no time for this.


  Shading his eyes against the snowfall, he squinted as hard as he could, just in case it was the drink that made his nerves jump, that made him hear things that were not there.


  It didn’t work.


  Drink or no drink, nerves or no nerves, something was back there. Every so often he caught a glint of silver, as if whoever it was would shift closer to the light, then back away.


  What now, he wondered; what now?


  He heard the sound again, quicker this time, sharper, and the figure moved a small step forward.


  Resignation made him check up and down the street, then a glance over both shoulders, before he crossed over, slipping once on a patch of ice hidden beneath the snow. Swallowing hard, sniffing, touching at his scarf and coat as if appearances were important.


  The figure backed away.


  The soft sounds of metal clinking, old leather creaking.


  At the edge of the crescent he checked again to be sure no one watched him, and rolled his eyes when he realized he wouldn’t be able to tell anyway. Behind a curtain, standing at the corner of a building … with the dark and the snow he’d never know, so why bother.


  Setting his shoulders, straightening his spine, he moved slowly into the clearing, rounded a bench whose back he brushed with a finger.


  The figure retreated again, moving deeper into the dark.


  The light, pale and weak, slipped over Conrad’s shoulders, but it didn’t reach the figure … or the second shape that stood patiently behind it.


  “Good evening,” Cheswick said. Cleared his throat. Took a deep breath.


  Silver winking, polished metal flaring.


  The muffled shift of heavy hooves.


  “Have you done it?” the figure asked. A man, his voice rumbling like the last echo of thunder.


  “Tomorrow, sir,” Cheswick said.


  “You were to have done it last week.”


  “I was poorly, sir.”


  “You were drunk and with that woman.”


  Conrad bridled. “I do not get drunk. And that woman, if she’ll have me, will be my wife before the year’s out.” He blinked his abrupt astonishment, grinned at his boldness and the decision abruptly made, then wiped the grin away with the hasty pass of a glove. “I was slightly ill, he had business, and so we canceled. The soonest was tomorrow.”


  He wasn’t sure he could see the man’s eyes, wasn’t sure he wanted to. Something glittered back there, however; something too much like fire.


  Swift movement, then—metal, leather, the clear sound of a bridle jangling—and the man looked down at him from his saddle, shape and shadow shifting beneath the trees.


  “Don’t fail me, Cheswick.”


  A simple statement gently given, and it made Conrad tremble.


  “I haven’t yet,” he answered, more strongly than he felt. “You know that.”


  “No. You haven’t, that’s true enough.” Horse and rider moved deeper into the Wood, but the voice sounded as if it were whispering in Conrad’s ear: “See me when you’re finished. I’ll have something for you.”


  Cheswick didn’t answer. He nodded, turned, and walked quickly away, blinking hard against the snow, not daring to think, not daring to turn around, scarcely daring to breathe until he reached his home, unlocked the door, and nearly fell over the threshold in his haste to escape the storm, and the night.


  He didn’t bother to turn on any lights; he made straight for the kitchen, opened the cupboard over the sink, and pulled out a small bottle of cheap brandy. Uncorked it. Drank, but not deeply. Sagged against the counter and drank again.


  All this time, he thought, watching his hand shake, feeling his legs tremble; all this time, you’d think I’d get used to talking to him.


  As if, he added silently, anyone could ever get used to talking to a man who never stirred from the depths of Battle Wood.


  TWO


  After a long day’s gloom, the storm had finally opened up midway between midnight and dawn, lightly at first, small flakes ticking against windowpanes, hissing through dead grass. Not much of a wind, just enough here and there to trace white patterns in black air. The heavy flakes, the wet flakes, and a stronger wind arrived when Monday morning turned grey, and for the next three hours there were white-out conditions on highways and bridges; schools closed, businesses scaled back, and snowplows with whirling amber eyes rumbled slowly through neighborhoods where children waited to play.


  By noon there was a lull, no wind, just the cold, with three inches on the ground and the forecast of three more before the day was done.


  Ethan Proctor was home, and he was in trouble.


  He stood in the driveway near the front fender of a Jeep whose patches of rust made it resemble a sickly leopard. He was outnumbered, outgunned, and through no fault of his own, outflanked. This wasn’t going to be pretty. He had walked right into the trap.


  “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” he warned.


  Immediately, he winced. Wrong; definitely the wrong thing to say. It was a dare, and he should have known better, considering the nature of the small army that faced him.


  In line behind the Jeep was a sedan, another behind that. At the foot of the drive stood a tall young man in black leather, his long, wavy hair solid black against the white backdrop. Grinning evilly, one hand behind his back.


  In front of the Jeep, nose almost touching the pitched-roof ranch house where Proctor lived and worked, was a third car, as expensive as all the others combined. It sat at the foot of a short brick walk that led to a small porch out-side the kitchen door. There a woman waited, her hair as black as the young man’s, but perfectly straight. She too grinned, and shifted side to side eagerly. Directly in front of him, in the center of the large backyard, two more women, bundled against the cold, watched him carefully.


  He could always back up, move quickly across a smaller yard and follow the drive’s extension to the garage at the south end of the extra-long house, but he knew he’d be nailed before he took a single step.


  The ambush was perfect.


  No safe way to get inside, no way for him to get ammunition of his own in time, and the huge thick evergreens that ran along three sides of the three-acre plot effectively cut him off from the rest of the world.


  What he needed was something drastic.


  “Give it up,” the young man said with a movie-villain snarl. “You can’t win.”


  Proctor stared at him over the Jeep’s roof; then, desperately inspired, he reached into the brown paper bag cradled in his left arm and pulled out a short cylinder wrapped in thin colorful paper. He held it over his head, arm cocked to throw it into the street.


  “One more step,” he warned, “and the tuna gets it.”


  “Sorry,” said Paul Tazaretti, “I hate tuna,” and threw the snowball he’d been hiding in his right hand.


  It was the signal for the onslaught, and Proctor didn’t have a chance.


  By the time it was over, amid shouts and delighted shrieks and not a few curses, he was square on his rump on the driveway, covered with snow that melted down his cheeks and collar. His secretary, RJ, had retrieved the lunch he’d gone for an hour earlier and was already inside, unable to stop giggling. On the porch, Lana Kelaleha laughed so hard she had to lean against the railing to keep from falling over. The third woman stood over him, hands in the pockets of her long leather coat.


  “Pathetic,” she said, lips twitching against a smile. “You look like Frosty on a really, really bad day.”


  He shook his head in dismay. “You know, the CEO of General Motors doesn’t have to worry about stuff like this.”


  He held out a hand, and she grabbed it, hauled him effortlessly to his feet, then stood back while he slapped as much snow from his coat and hair as he could. “This was your idea, wasn’t it?”


  Vivian Chambers shrugged. “You’ll never know, Proctor. You’ll never know.” A wink, and she headed for the porch, paused at the foot of the stairs, and looked over her shoulder. “Watch your back, Proctor. Watch your back, it’s only January.” She did laugh then, a high witch-like cackle, and didn’t stop until the kitchen door closed behind her.


  When Taz finally came up to him, it was all he could do not to laugh at the distress on the young man’s face. All this time, and Taz still wasn’t sure Proctor wouldn’t bite.


  “They made me do it, boss,” Taz said nervously as they walked to the porch. “I mean, it was a pretty cool idea, I think, but they made me do it.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Lana. It was Lana’s idea.”


  “You, of course, fought it.”


  Taz grinned, blinked, and wiped the grin away. “Well…”


  “It’s okay.” He pushed the younger man up the steps ahead of him. “Don’t worry about it.”


  Relieved, Taz nodded, opened the door, and waited for Proctor to join him.


  Proctor, however, shook his head, gestured him on. “Go ahead. I’ll be in in a minute.” But before the door closed, he added, “Taz?”


  Taz stuck his head out.


  “Don’t call me boss.”


  “Oh. Sure. Sorry. I forgot.”


  “And one more thing.”


  Taz waited, uncertain.


  “I don’t get mad. I get even.”


  At which point he turned away quickly and covered his mouth with a hand, wishing he had a camera for the horrified expression on Tazaretti’s face. Too easy, he thought; sometimes it’s just too damn easy with that kid.


  A gloved hand absently swept snow from the railing as he looked out over the yard. Beyond the near solid wall of towering blue spruce he could hear neighborhood kids laughing and shouting as they took full advantage of this Tuesday off from school. The welcome rough scrape of sleds drawn across snow; a car passing tires wrapped in chains, the chains sounding like tin bells; on another block, the grumbling of a plow; an errant flake drifting out of the low cloud cover.


  The snow in the yard was trampled where RJ and Vivian had scrambled to make their ammunition, a few tufts of grass poking through, almost green. If the forecast held true, it wouldn’t be long before the snow was smooth once again, erasing all signs of the brief rebellion.


  Lana. Of course it would be her. Working hard every day since the beginning of December, taking a few days off at Christmas and New Year’s, then back to work again— tempers had been short, and she had known the best way to defuse them. Without, he suspected, a single word of apology for the notion that beating up on the boss was good for morale.


  Another flake, larger, soon joined by a dozen more.


  A small smile despite the chill of melted snow that tightened his shoulders and tracked down his spine.


  When asked that morning after everyone had arrived, he had claimed somewhat grouchily, and loudly, that snow only meant tempting a heart attack while shoveling the driveway, then watching helplessly when a town plow threw most of it back. It meant listening to the damn stuff rumbling off the roof in the middle of the night; it meant possible frozen pipes and stalled cars and black-flecked grey slush packed in all the streets’ gutters.


  No one questioned him.


  And he suspected that only Doc knew what the snow really meant.


  Inside, he told himself; inside before someone steals your lunch.


  Yet he couldn’t help one last look at the yard as the afternoon darkened and the wind abruptly rose and, before he reached the door, the world turned whirling white.


  He changed into a dry shirt and jeans, bullied his dark sandy hair into something resembling order, and hurried back into the north side of the house, the area where Black Oak Investigations did most of its business. The others were already in the dining room, seated at the square table that easily held eight. He took his place at the table’s head, his back to the long window that looked out over the yard, and snarled as he scooped his sandwich and accepted a cup of hot chocolate from Taz.


  To his left was Doc Falcon, a slender man never seen without an elegant tailored suit, a deep wine handkerchief in the breast pocket, and a perfectly knotted club tie. He was bald, his nose eagle-hooked, and his eyes set deeply enough to make his face appear more thin than it was. Before him, in careful array, were his plate, his cup of coffee, silverware, a cloth napkin, and a folder thick with paper.


  “You weren’t out there,” Proctor complained sourly. “How come?”


  “I assumed,” Doc answered blandly, “you could take care of yourself.”


  Taz, on Proctor’s right, snorted, spilled his hot chocolate, and excused himself sheepishly while RJ, on his right, rolled her eyes and used her napkin to mop up the spill. At the same time, Lana had arranged salt and pepper shakers, a fork, and a glass of water in an attempt to illustrate for Vivian the area of Hawaii where she and her husband used to live.


  Chatter and quiet laughter, office rules forbidding shop-talk during lunch under the hanging brass lamp that was the room’s only light.


  Until at last Proctor nodded at the table and said, “Taz, if you will,” and Taz immediately began to scoop up paper and plates, glasses and utensils, to carry into the kitchen. RJ took out a steno pad for notes. Lana leaned back, one hand fussing absently with the bangs that covered her brow. Vivian, at the foot of the table, made to stand and leave, but Proctor nodded her back into her seat.


  “All right,” he said when he had their attention. “A couple of things before you get on with the regular stuff. Vivian, are you guys ready?”


  She nodded. “We leave tomorrow afternoon, we’ll be in Cleveland before dinner.”


  One of the problems he had with searching for Taylor Blaine’s daughter was the uncomfortable fact that the old man, despite protests to the contrary, had given short shrift to the two young women who had vanished with her. Taz, on his first case of this sort, had been assigned to visit the one family who had agreed to be interviewed. Vivian would accompany him for moral and information support. Among other reasons.


  “You okay, Taz?”


  Taz nodded. “Sure.” Clearly nervous, however; fully aware of the responsibility he’d been given. “It’ll be okay, boss.” He winced. “I mean, Proctor.”


  “Good.” He rubbed a finger alongside his nose; this next thing would be hard. “Lana, we have to find… Doc has to be in Boston for a week, maybe more, to close out his current case. That leaves you and me to handle everything else.” He shook his head, refused to look at the others. “We, uh… we have to find someone new.”


  No one spoke.


  What he meant was, and what he couldn’t say aloud was, it was time to find a replacement for Sloan Delany, one of Black Oak’s original investigators, murdered late last summer. The move was long overdue, but Proctor hadn’t been able to bring himself to do it. Delany had been too good a friend.


  He cleared his throat, the matter was closed, unspoken instructions given.


  “And,” he said, flashing one of his one-sided smiles, “we’ll need to do something about the times when RJ isn’t here.”


  “Forget it, that’s impossible,” Taz protested gallantly. “We’ll just have to close down, that’s all there is to it.”


  “Oh, shut up,” RJ said, slapping his arm. Her face was momentarily veiled by a ripple of long dark blond hair parted in the center and draped over her shoulders, but not quickly enough for them to miss her blushing.


  Last week Rita Jane had announced that she was going to start night classes down at Rutgers, half the state away.


  She was, she had told Proctor, determined to finish her college degree, maybe go on to get her Master’s. Flushed, rightfully proud of herself, she had evidently believed he would put up a fight, because it meant leaving the office early a couple of times a week. Sometimes maybe not being able to show up at all.


  All he had said was, “Why?”


  She hadn’t hesitated: “Because you people make me feel stupid sometimes, all the things you know, and I don’t like to feel stupid.”


  That had thrown him, and he’d muttered, “Come on, RJ, you’re not stupid, and no one here thinks you are.”


  A little ditzy sometimes, he thought, and exasperating in her constant boyfriend crises, but never stupid.


  “It doesn’t matter. It’s what I think that counts. Isn’t that what you always say? There might not be
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