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LOST THINGS


The world is full of lost treasures. Some of them
are better off not found.

In 1929 archaeologists began draining Lake
Nemi looking for a fabulous treasure. What they awakened had been
buried for two thousand years. For a very good reason.
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Prologue – May, 1929

The bowl of the lake
reflected nothing. On bright nights the full moon seemed magnified
by the water, as though it had come to rest in the dark pool. That
was why the Romans had called Lake Nemi Diana's Mirror.

The sounds of the massive pumps covered any
noise it might make, working night and day to drain the lake. It
was the most significant archaeological site in a generation – two
Roman ships from the reign of Caligula, resting beneath the waters
of Lake Nemi in almost pristine condition. But then It knew all
about the ships. It had known them for a very long time.

They were ruins in the mud, a few beams
exposed as the lake drained. They were gone like the Sanctuary of
Diana that had once graced the shore. But She was still here. Far
away in the woods the man heard it and stiffened – the faint baying
of hounds.

It inhabited this man. It wore him, frail
thing though he was, already weakening in Its grasp. They were
running, he and the man, his sedentary feet made fleet by fear.
They were running through the woods while briars grabbed at them,
while moonlight mistook their path before them. The hounds were
louder. They were coming. The hunters were behind. They could see
the flashes of their strange torches, incandescent in the darkness,
silver against the trees. A white hound led the pack, sharp nosed
and keen, the others following her. It was She who led.

The man's breathing was harsh. They were
being driven. Out of the trees, out of the wild wood. Now there
were shouts behind, calls from one hunter to another in strange,
bastard Latin. The hunters had seen them. The ground was muddy and
they slipped. This man was no hunter, no soldier, and he had been
run hard. He slipped and slid down the bank, one leg catching
beneath him, knee twisting. He was down. The white hound crested
the bank, beautiful and implacable.

And then She was not there. It was two brown
ones, bloodhounds, the man thought, and they stopped and set up a
cry. It was only a moment before the hunters came up. Silver lights
played over their face, and they cringed, It and this man, hiding
from the brightness.

"Poor soul," one of the hunters said, sliding
down the bank. "It's Signore Gadda all right."

They wore blue uniforms, all the hunters. A
second one climbed down, lifted this man's hands from his face.
"Signore Gadda? Can you understand me, sir? Do you know what has
happened?"

This man would reply, but It would not let
him. It could see the white hound behind the hunter, and It
screamed.

The first hunter spoke again. "I thought we'd
never find him. His wife is frantic. God help him." He moved his
hand across his chest, as though making some sign of warding.

Another man climbed down, a tall man in
middle age, wearing black rather than the blue uniforms, and the
second hunter spoke to him. "Signore Davenport, it is definitely
your man. But I do not think he understands a word."

"It is a terrible tragedy," Davenport said,
and he leaned over them. This man knew him. This was his leader,
his patron. He was afraid he would lose his job. But he could not
speak. "Vittorio? Can you hear me?"

It screamed. There was the smell of incense
on this one. He reeked of Her.

"We should take him to the hospital in Rome,"
one of the hunters said. "I will send a man to tell his wife that
we have found him but that he is very ill."

"Yes, definitely the hospital," Davenport
said. "Vittorio…."

The hunters hauled them to their feet,
dragging them from the wood, from the ships, from the wild, but It
did not resist. To Rome. That had potential.

One of the hunters shook his head to the
other. "What makes a man do this? Suddenly go mad and dash into the
woods to live like an animal?"

"Perhaps they can help him at the hospital,"
Davenport said. "Some kind of seizure or stroke, I do not know." He
looked at this man again, his face a study in concern. "Perhaps he
will know his wife when she comes."

"To Rome," they whispered. "To Rome."

 



Chapter One

Five thousand miles
away, Lewis Segura jerked awake. Not a dream of barbed wire and
trenches this time, or even the sickening lurch a plane makes when
it stalls, the nose beginning to dip down. It had been worse than
that, weirder than that. There had been a lake, and things like
snakes, like giant eels, moving through the depths, screams
underwater that wakened echoes where there couldn’t be any; a dark
wood, and shapes within it, and at the last a white hound appeared
between trees, waiting for him, her head raised, her eyes as blue
as the summer sky. His heart rang with familiar certainty: this was
coming, this was true.

He sat up, craning his neck to see the clock
on the table. Not even midnight. Alma slept next to him, burrowed
into her nest of blankets, the pale sheen of her blond hair against
the darkness. Her breathing was even and steady. Whatever had
wakened him hadn’t bothered her, and heaven knew Alma had her own
ghosts.

He hugged his knees to his chest, hoping Alma
would wake. He’d always dreamed like this, even before the war, but
since then — since then there had been more nightmares, tinged
with smoke and the sound of guns, but the true dreams had remained,
clear and distinct. If this was one of them — well, it was a
warning, surely?

He closed his eyes, trying to make sense of
the sequence of images, of the struggle under the water, the
serpent twining around a drowning man, rings of flesh and scale
like a hundred clutching hands. And then there had been the
screams, silent and mindless and horrible, bubbling with icy water.
He’d run toward the woods like a man pursued until he’d checked,
seeing the white dog. And behind her…. Behind her stood three
women, caught in moonlight, one with a bow strung and ready in her
hand, another with a poppy as scarlet as fresh blood, the thin
petals resting gently against her white-robed shoulder. Between
them stood a third woman, hands upturned, a veil covering her hair.
They were all the same, he realized, the same fine-boned face,
serene and stern at the same time; their eyes were blue,
implacable. In the water behind him something roiled beneath the
surface, and the dog bared teeth in a silent snarl.

He crossed himself like a child, but the
images were still vivid, the silent women, the snarling dog, the
thing beneath the water and the thrashing terror.

Lewis took a deep breath, trying to put the
emotion behind him. If it was a true dream, a warning, what did it
actually mean? Stay away from water? The closest lake was a good
five miles away, and he didn’t swim anyway. Beware a white dog? No,
the dog had been hunting the thing in the water, the same as the
women. They hadn’t been interested in him, just the lake and its
secret. Bow and poppy and veil, three identical women, or one woman
seen three times…. He couldn’t make sense of it, and the fear was
still heavy in his gut.

Alma was still asleep, her back to him,
curled around her pillow. He thought for a second about nudging her
awake and pretending he’d done it by mistake, but she’d had a busy
day, taking a charter to Grand Junction and back. It wasn’t a long
flight, but it meant threading the passes, and for a guy who didn’t
like letting a woman fly him even when she did own the company.
Lewis didn't want to wake her.

Instead he turned over carefully, listening
to the faint strains of the radio coming up from downstairs. Jerry
was awake, or maybe it was Mitch. Jerry had lived there for years,
maybe since the operation that had taken part of his right leg
after the war, and Mitch lived over the garage until he could get a
place of his own, which Lewis figured would happen about the same
time that Jerry went back to teaching, which was to say never. But
his bosses' living arrangements were none of his business,
especially since Mitch was part owner in Gilchrist Aviation and he
was just a hired pilot. Even if he shared Alma's bed.

Lewis turned over. Alma's soft breathing was
slow and soothing. Sometimes the dreams were all right, like the
one that had led him to Alma. It had been a good dream, too: a
plane that he’d never flown, shaped like one of the Stahltaubes
he’d seen before the War, but every bit as maneuverable as the bird
it mimicked, so that he had swirled and spun, not in defense but in
sheer joy of flight. Below him stretched Long Beach, the airfield
and its lines of planes, the crowd with their heads tipped back to
see him dance.

The flare had gone up to call him in, and
he’d taken the plane up toward the cloud deck, which made no sense
in retrospect, but at the time had seemed the most reasonable thing
in the world. He’d risen through the clouds into sunlight and blue
sky and a sweet green runway stretching straight and clear before
him, the windsock barely twitching on its stake beside a hanger
like a young cathedral. He’d brought the bird-plane down, felt
wheels kiss the sod, brought it gently to a stop beside the hanger,
and a fair woman in a blue dress turned away from a scarlet
biplane. It was for him, he thought, his plane, his freedom, and
the woman smiled. Our Lady, the Queen of Heaven, and he’d awakened
with the joy still sounding in his bones.

At the time he'd been out of work three weeks
and was starting to think he knew how a dope fiend felt when he
couldn’t get his fix. He still might not have gone to the airshow
except that at the Legion meeting Frankie Onslow had said that he’d
heard that a guy named Peters, who belonged to a Post up-state, had
a crop-dusting service and might be looking for a pilot. The
combination of the news and the dream seemed to be telling him
something, so he’d taken a couple of dollars from his last pay
packet and ridden the trolley out to the show.

Of course, Peters hadn’t been hiring, but
he’d mentioned a man named Stalkey who’d taken Lewis’s name and the
phone number of the boarding house, and mentioned another guy named
Wiggins. Wiggins was equally non-committal, but said he’d heard
that Jeff Forrest had a new mail contract, and wrote the name and
hanger number on a scrap of paper.

“But he’s got a couple of planes in the stunt
show,” Wiggins said. “I wouldn’t go over there till after.”

That made good sense, and anyway Lewis was
hungry by then, and his feet were getting sore, so he found himself
a spot in the grandstand to unwrap his sandwiches. Bologna wasn’t
his favorite, but it was cheap and ok with a lot of mustard. He ate
both of them and folded the waxed paper into a triangle, watching
the stunt plane swirl and dive. With the right plane he could do
pretty much everything he was seeing. He could do better than most
of the pilots — if it were a combat situation, he could take them
all.

That way lay danger. He fished in his pocket
for a nickel instead, bought a Coke, and climbed out of the stands
to watch the rest of the show. The white Jenny just finishing its
loop was Forrest’s, and if that was his best pilot, Lewis figured
he stood a chance at any jobs that were going.

He wouldn’t go over there yet, though, would
wait until the crowds cleared out a little. He shaded his eyes,
squinting, found the next plane as it dropped down out of the high
blue, lining up on the runway. The loudspeaker crackled, the whine
of the plane’s engine already swallowing the words.

“— Al Gilchrist — Cherry —”

Weird name for a plane, Lewis thought. A
girlfriend, maybe? It dropped lower, another Jenny, coming in low
and tight. It was cherry red, red as lipstick, red as the plane in
his dream — it was the plane in his dream, every detail just as
he’d seen it, down to the blue and white roundel on its tail. As it
passed the first pylon, it rolled, wings tipping up and over, kept
rolling, maintaining height, maintaining a perfect line as it
rotated around its own center, around the pilot himself in his
cockpit. Lewis’s muscles tensed, feeling in imagination the aileron
hard over, the world spinning around him: not the hardest maneuver
in the world, but hard to do well. And this was done well.
Gilchrist finished the last roll just before the end of the course,
snapped level to flash upright past the pylon. The crowd cheered —
at least some of them knew what they were seeing — and a stranger
in a shabby jacket leaned close to shout something.

“Nice,” Lewis shouted back. “Real nice.”

The red Jenny was circling back to land,
coming in almost sedately. She bounced once, twice, then settled
and slowed, trundling toward the hangers. He should follow, he
knew. That was what the dream had meant, he was sure of it
— maybe Gilchrist needed another pilot, maybe he was hiring —
but that was too good to be true. He couldn’t rely on dreams when
he had real leads to follow up. He pulled the slip of paper out of
his pocket instead, checked Forrest’s hanger number.

He should have known when he got there that
it was a bad idea. Forrest’s planes were all white, decked with red
and blue stripes like bunting, and the Legion flag hung from the
rafters, limp in the heat. A couple of boys in what looked like old
uniforms were sitting just inside the door; they pointed him to
Forrest, a big man who’d put on his khakis for the occasion.

“Mr. Forrest?” Lewis put on his best smile.
“Ham Wiggins said you might be looking for a pilot with military
experience.”

The big man turned, pushing his doughboy’s
hat onto the back of his head. “I might be,” he said.

“I put in four years regular Army, three of
that with the Air Service,” Lewis said. “And I’ve been flying as a
civilian ever since I got out.”

“Barnstorming,” Forrest said.

“Some. I worked a couple of years for a guy
who had a mail contract. Then I did some charter work. I’ve dusted
crops, and I’ve given lessons.”

Forrest was starting to look interested in
spite of himself. “Huh. What’s your name, son?”

“Lewis Segura. Lieutenant —”

But the interest had died. Forrest shook his
head. “Sorry. I only hire American.”

I am American, damn it. Lewis had been
down this road often enough to know there was no point in arguing.
“Suit yourself,” he said, and turned away. He could feel the boys
smirking as he left the hanger, wished he’d kept the Coke bottle so
that he could smash it. It wouldn’t take much, they’d been too
young to have served, despite the cocky uniform — wouldn’t
even take a gun to kill them – even a broken bottle would do, the
jagged edge sharp as any blade. There was no good thinking like
that. Lewis kept walking, dust in his mouth and the odor of
gasoline and oil filling his lungs. It smelled like France, or like
the France he’d known best, the hangers and the rickety houses
where the squadrons lived. Where he’d learned to fly, where a dozen
friends had died —

He shoved that thought back into the box
where it belonged, jammed his hands into his pockets. There would
be work, somewhere, even if the barnstorming tours seemed to be
dying away. A flash of red caught his eye — Gilchrist’s red Jenny,
half out of its hanger, the paint seeming even brighter in the
sunset light. It was unmistakably the plane he’d dreamed about, and
in spite of himself he drew a little closer. It was just to check
the design on the tail, he told himself, but the dream-memory had
him in its clutches: this plane was for him, was going to take him
back to the skies.

The design was exactly what it had been in
the dream, too, a circle and cross that looked military, but when
you got up close was probably meant to be a stylized compass. There
was writing underneath it, too, Ps. 22:16-17, and as he frowned,
trying to remember, a woman stepped out of the hanger. She had been
in the dream, too, tall, tanned, with bobbed blonde hair held back
in a blue kerchief that matched her eyes, and the joy he had felt
then crashed over him like a wave. He controlled it sharply,
knowing she’d only find it unnerving, blurted out the first thing
that came to his lips.

“Are you the mechanic?” He blushed as red as
the Jenny.

She smiled, amused and friendly and not at
all a dream. “And the pilot, too.” She held out her hand. “I’m Al
Gilchrist.”

She’d needed someone to ferry a new plane
back to Gilchrist’s base in Colorado, and he’d jumped at the
chance. She’d had a run of work then, joking he’d brought her good
luck, and after it slacked off she’d offered him a job on salary.
And a room in her house until he found someplace permanent, but by
then she’d also welcomed him to her bed. That was worth
remembering, a dream that had brought him something good. He
couldn’t convince himself that this latest one would end the same
way.

Alma rolled over and propped up on one elbow,
her eyes wide open. "Can't sleep?"

Lewis shrugged. "Just edgy. It feels like a
Santa Ana, but we don't get those here. Like a change in the
wind."

"I know what you mean," Al said. She turned
on her side and drew him in, his head against her shoulder, against
the soft warm skin of her upper arm, her hand curling around his
back. The music curled up from downstairs, teasing at him, not
quite clear enough to hear all the notes but never going away.
"Jerry's got that up awful loud," Alma said. "I guess he can't
sleep either."

"I don't mind," Lewis said. The music was
almost like another touch. It was a strange magic, how radio could
reach out across the miles, connecting people who had never seen
each other, connecting people listening at the same time, swing and
dip, on the wings of sound.

"Ok," Al said. She bent her face to his brow,
lips brushing sleepily across his hair. "I don't either."

There was something he'd meant to say,
something he'd meant to ask her or maybe tell her about the dream,
but it was fading now. He'd tell her about it in the morning, Lewis
thought, but the music twined around him like Alma's arms, drawing
him down into silence.

 



Chapter Two

Lewis rinsed out the
shaving brush under cold water, and ran his hand over his newly
smooth chin. Some guys could do two days between shaves, but not
him. By the middle of the afternoon he’d look like he hadn’t
bothered, something that used to be a point of contention in the
Air Corps. “Somebody get that Segura to shave,” the CO would say,
six hours after he had. Fortunately, most of the time they’d had
more things to worry about than the state of his chin. Or maybe
that was unfortunately.

He’d managed to get more sleep than he’d
expected, and actually felt almost human as he headed down the hall
toward the kitchen. He could hear the coffee perking, smelled it
and the hot grease in the frying pan. He was kind of hoping it
would be Alma at the stove, even if that meant grounds in the
coffee and taking over the eggs so nothing burned too badly, but
instead it was Jerry, leaning hard on his cane, spatula in the
other hand as he stared at the pan: Lewis took a breath and a step,
the floorboards creaking underfoot, and Jerry pivoted on the cane
and his good leg.

“Oh. Good morning.”

“Morning,” Lewis said. Jerry’s hair was damp,
and he had the pinched look that meant he’d been putting up with
being handled. Mitch had probably helped him get into the bath
before Lewis was awake, which was always kind of a sore subject,
even though Jerry and Mitch were old friends.

“Coffee’s ready, I think,” he said.

Lewis nodded, and went to the cabinet to
fetch a cup for each of them. He was careful not to touch the
blue-banded lusterware that stood in neat forlorn stacks next to
the chipped everyday plates. That had been Gil and Alma’s, a
wedding present, if he’d put the clues together right, and like the
big armchair in the living room, it hadn’t been used since Gil
died. It was mustard gas that killed him, gas and TB: a bad way to
die, and from the few things Al had said, she hadn’t been spared
any of it.

Jerry had turned the gas under the coffee
down to a bare simmer. For a second, Lewis thought he was going to
insist on pouring, but then he gave a wry smile, and turned his
attention back to the frying pan. The bacon was smoking, Lewis saw
without surprise — unlike Alma, Jerry could actually cook, but
could rarely be brought to give it his full attention — and Jerry
swore and snatched it off the fire.

Lewis controlled the desire to help, and the
back door swung open. Mitchell Sorley was tall, good-looking, built
like an athlete, the sort who made all-State and maybe
all-American; he’d been a junior lieutenant at the start of the
war, made Captain by the end, and walked away from the Army anyway.
It would have been easy to be jealous, Lewis thought, except the
man was basically such a good guy. A good guy with seven confirmed
kills….

“So,” Mitch said, coming in and putting the
newspaper on the table. “What the hell was so important that you
got me up early?”

Jerry leaned his cane against the stove and
scraped burnt eggs and bacon onto a plate. “You said you were going
to be back. I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

“I was,” Mitch said. “And it wasn’t. What are
you up to, Jerry?”

“I’m not up to anything.”

“The hell,” Mitch began, and Alma spoke from
the hall door.

“Jerry.”

“I….” Jerry made a face. “There might be a
phone call for me. That’s all.”

And if that was all, he wouldn’t be making a
fuss about it. “I’ll cook,” he said, and Alma gave him a quick
smile. It was thanks enough, and he busied himself with the eggs
and the slab of bacon, got the pan filled again while Jerry limped
back to the table.

“It may not come to anything — he may
not even call. I just don’t know.”

“Is this about Henry’s translation?” Alma
asked, and Jerry sighed.

“Yes.”

“I thought you said you weren’t going to take
the job,” Mitch said.

“He offered me two hundred and fifty
dollars,” Jerry said.

“Well, Henry’s got it,” Alma said. “But I
thought you said he didn’t need you.”

“Well, he oughtn’t. Not from what he said in
his first letter. But —” Jerry added sugar to his coffee, avoiding
her eyes. “I told him I had to see the original to do it.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Mitch began, and the
telephone’s bell cut him short.

For a second, everyone stood frozen, and then
Alma moved, caught the phone out of its niche and lifted the
receiver to her ear. “Hillcrest 6-2912. Hi, Maggie. Yes, he’s
here.”

Lewis looked up from the stove, caught a
glimpse of an unexpected eagerness on Jerry’s face. It was gone in
an instant, ruthlessly controlled, and Mitch shook his head.

“This is Henry we’re talking about —”

“It’s for you,” Alma said, and set the
telephone in front of Jerry, who shoved his plate out of the way to
make room. The cord was stretched tight, so that he had to lean
forward a little to reach the stick. “Long distance from Los
Angeles.”

“Thanks,” Jerry said. “This is Ballard.”

There was a moment of stillness, the bacon
loud in the pan. Jerry had the receiver cupped to his ear, the
other hand curled around the candlestick base. His long face was
suddenly alive, intent, as though he were listening with his entire
being. Behind him, Mitch’s face was set in stone, and Lewis
wondered what ever made him think the man was easy-going. He looked
at Alma, trying to read what was going on, and was startled by her
worried frown.

“I need to see the original,” Jerry said.
“You know that. The difference between a chip in the tablet and a
worn letter — it’s all in how you look at the object. Well, the
original or a good set of photographs — and I mean good
photographs, you’ll need to get someone who’s used to photographing
artifacts.”

Mitch breathed a curse, and Lewis glanced
hastily back at the pan, swung it away just in time to keep the
bacon from turning black.

“Then, really, I have to work from the
original,” Jerry said again. “And if you can’t get photos, I’ll
have to come there.”

“Oh, goddammit,” Mitch said. Alma waved a
hand at him, made shushing noises.

“Yes,” Jerry said. “All right. I’ll be there
tomorrow — noon? Good. Thank you.” He set the receiver back on its
hook, looked around the kitchen. “So. Would one of you be willing
to fly me to Los Angeles today?”

“God damn,” Mitch said, more in disbelief
than anger. “You’re kidding, right?”

“Not at all,” Jerry said.

“Jerry,” Alma said, but he wouldn’t look at
her, and added another spoonful of sugar to his already
treacle-sweet coffee.

Lewis looked from her to Mitch and back
again, and decided to keep his mouth shut.

“What exactly does Henry want?” Alma asked,
and this time Jerry darted a glance at her.

“I told you. He wants me to translate the
inscription on what sounds like a curse tablet. He doesn’t want to
give me a transcription, why I don’t know — though, really, I do
need to see the tablet, you can’t be sure of a transcription unless
you’ve done it yourself or you know the person —”

“What’s wrong with it?” Alma said.

Jerry grimaced. “I don’t know. Maybe
nothing.”

“Jerry….”

“It may, and I stress may, have some issues
of provenance,” Jerry said stiffly.

Mitch laughed. “Of course it does.”

“Look,” Jerry said, and shoved his glasses
further up onto his nose. “This is what I do, damn it. All I want
is to be in Los Angeles tomorrow for this meeting. I’m willing to
pay —”

“Don’t you dare say that,” Alma said. For the
first time, she sounded angry. “We’ll fly you there. You’ve agreed
to it, so we’re committed. Fine. But don’t you dare offer to pay
me.”

Jerry ducked his head a little. “It’s a lot
of money, Al. Two hundred fifty.”

“Too much,” Mitch muttered. He shook his
head. “Joey’s already said he’d handle the Allen job, and I think
that’s the only thing on the books. I’ll get the Terrier checked
out for you, Al, and if I can clear the books, I’ll come along. If
you don’t mind.”

“Thanks,” Alma said. “If you can’t, Lewis can
take it.”

Mitch looked sideways at him. “Are you
sure?”

Lewis scowled, and Alma shook her head.
“It’ll be fine, Mitch.”

“All right.” Mitch paused, staring at Jerry
as though he wanted to say something else, but then he shrugged,
and pushed his way out the back door again.

“We need to pack,” Jerry said, and shoved himself to
his feet. The kitchen door swung closed behind him.

It didn’t take long to pull together
underwear and some clean shirts and, after a moment’s thought, his
one good suit. Lewis was knotting his tie in front of the dresser
mirror when he saw Alma appear in the doorway behind him. She’d
changed for the flight, slacks and a white shirt buttoned like a
man’s, her bobbed blonde hair sleek and smooth. She gave him a
tentative smile, and, when he smiled back, came to stand behind
him. “So,” she said. “Are you up for Los Angeles in the
Terrier?”

“You checked me out on her yourself,” Lewis
said. “But if you’d rather Mitch took the job — well, you’re the
boss.”

“It’s a long flight, and I’d rather have both
of you along,” Alma answered. “Mitch —”

She paused, groping for words, and Lewis made
himself smile in turn. “Mitch doesn’t want me on the flight. And I
don’t want to be a problem.”

“It’s nothing to do with you,” Alma said.
“Not you personally. It’s this job of Jerry’s he doesn’t like.”

“You don’t sound real happy either.”

“I’m not. I’ve known Henry Kershaw for years,
and if he’s found something he needs Jerry to look at, when he can
afford any expert at the University in Los Angeles — there’s
probably something fishy somewhere.”

“You mean like art theft?” Lewis asked.

“We should be so lucky,” Alma said. “Henry —
Henry’s a big man, and he likes to play around with big things, and
sometimes they’re even too big for him. I don’t want to get
involved with any of his schemes. I sincerely hope this is nothing
more than a stolen artifact that Henry doesn’t think he can get
translated through more official channels. It could be. He buys
antiquities on the black market sometimes.”

“Expensive hobby,” Lewis began, and then the
name hit him. “Henry Kershaw? The owner of Republic?”

“Yes. That Henry Kershaw.” Alma smiled
thinly. “Henry knew Gil before the war, and right after the war Gil
did some test piloting for him.” Before he was too sick. The words
hung in the air between them.

“He’s a big fish,” Lewis said. Republic was
one of the largest aviation companies in the country; they had a
dozen mail routes and a regular passenger service. Republic also
built planes — the Terrier was a Kershaw design — and just this
month they were supposed to launch a zeppelin-style airship built
for the New York to Paris route. Henry Kershaw was smart and lucky
and rich, one of the few men who’d managed to make millions off
airplanes.

“I hope it’s just that he’s got something
stolen from the Vatican Museum or something,” Alma said. “I hope.”
She pursed her lips.

“Ok,” Lewis said. There was something wrong
here, something more than met the eye. After all, they didn't know
the thing was stolen, and even if it was, it was hardly their
fault. Lewis met her eyes in the mirror. “What’s going on around
here? Something’s not normal.”

Alma smiled ruefully. “Does it have to
be?”

“No.” To his own surprise, he meant that.
“What’s normal, anyway?”

“That depends on where you’re standing.”

“I’m trying to stand with you,” Lewis said.
That was a little too honest, and he winced. He hadn’t meant to be.
They hadn’t said things like that, not even in passion. Too soon
for both of them, he thought. Gil had only been dead two years, and
Victoria…. Victoria was another story.

Alma lifted her head, her expression oddly
naked. “Lewis.”

“I’m sorry,” he said in turn. “This isn’t the
time.”

“It’s just that it’s complicated,” Alma said.
“And I’m not sure you’ll believe me. Or that you won’t be
frightened.”

“I’m not that easy to scare,” he said, and
managed a smile. “You know, I did survive the Western Front.”

To his relief, she smiled back. “I know. And
I promise I’ll tell you. But it’s a long story, and we have to take
Jerry to Los Angeles. That’s going to take all day.”

He nodded, turned his attention to finishing
his tie. Alma came closer, rested her chin on his shoulder. It was
different being with a woman tall enough to do that, but Lewis had
decided he liked it. Lewis tucked the ends of his tie between the
buttons of his shirt and turned to face her, his hands going to her
waist. “Everything feels wrong today. I had a really weird dream
last night."

Alma waited, warm and solid under his touch,
and the words spilled out of him, the water and the creature and
the dog in the woods, and the women who waited with it. “Three of
her. Three identical women, or the same one three times, all in
white. One was carrying a bow, and one had a poppy, and the third
one had a long scarf over her hair.” Alma was frowning, and he
shook his head. “In Flanders’ fields the poppies grow…. I don’t
know.”

“All the same age?” Alma asked, and he
blinked. “Not different ages?”

“All the same age,” Lewis said. “Like in a
three-way mirror at a tailor’s shop, you know, the ones so you can
see how the suit looks from the back, but if you stand right in
front you see yourself three times? Like that. Only one had a bow,
and one had a poppy, and the third one a veil —”

“The middle one?”

“Yes.” Lewis frowned. There was something
about Alma in that moment that reminded him of the dream-women, for
all that they had been a decade younger, and more beautiful than
she had ever been, a keenness, an intensity in her gaze. “Why?”

“Let me show you something.” Alma pulled
away, crossing the hall to her bedroom, and he trailed behind.

Her room was cool and quiet, the bed neatly
made, or at least the covers were pulled up decently to the
pillows. Her suitcase stood ready, closed and latched at the foot
of the bed. Alma opened the top drawer of the chest, releasing a
whiff of verbena. Two pairs of rolled silk stockings, a couple of
big men’s handkerchiefs that must have been Gil’s, and an old
striped blue tie. Some boxes, one of them the blue velvet box that
assuredly had held Alma’s wedding ring. But that was the one she
picked up, and turned to face him.

“Like this?” She lifted the lid.

Propped up on the oyster satin was a gold
coin about the size of a silver dollar, but there the resemblance
stopped. Instead of walking Liberty there were three figures, three
young women together, the lines of their dresses blurred but still
present, the craftsmanship true over the centuries. The surface was
worn, but nothing could hide its beauty, or the symbols in the
women’s hands. One held a bow, another a poppy, and the third
looked straight ahead, her hair covered by a veil.

“Like that,” Lewis said, swallowing. He
reached a tentative finger toward it. “May I?”

“Of course.”

He lifted it out, feeling its heft. Solid
gold. It was old. Very, very old. And magnificent still. “What is
it? Where did you get it?” And why did I dream about it, about
them? But that was a question he couldn’t ask, not even of Alma. It
required too many explanations, begged too many more questions that
he couldn’t answer.

“It’s a denarius minted in Rome in 43 BC,”
Alma said. She kept her eyes fixed on the coin. “Gil found it
during the war and brought it home. The image is a commemoration of
the shrine at Aricia to Diana Nemorensis.”

Lewis touched the woman on the left, the one
with the bow, trying to remember the stories. “Diana. That’s the
huntress.”

“That’s one of her aspects,” Alma said. She
took the coin, replaced it in its box, then, after a moment’s
hesitation, slipped the box into her pocket. “We’ll talk more, I
promise. But —”

Lewis nodded. “Los Angeles.”

He rode down to the
field in the back of Alma’s Ford, crammed in with the suitcases,
their corners jabbing him on the turns, and he was glad when they
pulled to a stop beside the Gilchrist hanger. The big doors were
already open, the Terrier drawn out into the sun, Mitch on a ladder
under the port wing fiddling with one of the cylinders of the
radial engines.

“Everything Ok?” Alma called, pulling past
him into the hanger. Mitch lifted a hand in answer, and she hauled
up on the parking brake and shut off the engine.

“Just checking the magneto.” Mitch brought
the ladder back into the hanger, leaned it against the wall. “I
talked to Joey, and he said he’d take care of the Allens and
anything else that comes up while we’re gone.”

Lewis turned his attention to the luggage.
Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Jerry hauling himself
out of the front seat, the wooden leg slipping on the grass, but he
knew better than to offer to help. Instead, he carried the bags out
to the plane, Alma’s pretty blue case and his own battered satchel,
Mitch’s plain brown suitcase with his initials in brass beside the
handle and patches where he’d scraped the stickers off after each
trip. Jerry’s suitcase had the faded remains of a dozen steamer
tags, and frayed stitching in one corner. It was as heavy as if
he’d stuffed it with rocks, and Lewis gave him an annoyed
glance.

“What’s in here, cement?”

“Books.” Jerry was carefully, even elegantly
dressed, his neat blue suit perfectly pressed, scarlet tie in an
impeccable Windsor knot, his hat brushed, the brim curled just so.
Lewis’s smart answer died unspoken. Alma heard, though, and glanced
over.

“Jerry, are you sure you need all of
that?”

“Of course I’m sure,” Jerry said. “There are
references I’m going to want that I know Henry won’t have.”

“I heard there were some pretty good
libraries in California,” Mitch said, dropping down off the
ladder.

“Apparently Henry’s not talking to the
DeChance people these days,” Jerry said.

Lewis tugged open the Terrier’s rear hatch.
It was a compromise of a machine, designed to carry mail or
passengers or both, but as compromises went, it was pretty elegant.
The rear bulkhead could be moved, offering seating for six at its
furthest extent, or it could be shifted forward, and the space
filled with mail bags or other cargo. Or a spare fuel tank, he
remembered, but there was no need for that on this run. Nets and
straps lay ready; he secured the suitcases, Jerry’s in the center,
along the plane’s midline, and backed out of the tail, latching the
hatch behind him. The others were standing at the base of the
Terrier’s stairs, but as he approached, Jerry tucked his cane under
his arm and began dragging himself up the metal steps.

“The weather’s supposed to be good all the
way,” Alma said briskly. “We’ll have high clouds to start, then
clearing toward the coast.”

“Ok.” Lewis couldn’t help looking at Mitch.
He’d thought the Terrier was Mitch’s baby. The other man shrugged.
“I thought you might like to ride shotgun, at least the first
leg.”

“Yeah,” Lewis said. “Thanks.”

Alma smiled, and in spite of all the
weirdness and undercurrents, Lewis felt his spirits lift. “I figure
we’ll refuel at Gray and then Las Vegas, and that should get us
into Grand Central around seven-thirty or so. It shouldn’t quite be
dark, and they’re set up for night landings anyway.”

“Ok,” Lewis said again. He glanced
automatically at the sky, the thin high clouds, and the pale blue
between. “We might get a bit of a headwind there at the end.”

Alma nodded. “That’s why I thought we’d stop
in Las Vegas, which should give us a decent cushion.”

“Be a good time for those supplemental tanks
Gil was talking about,” Mitch said. “Did Jerry tell you where
Henry’s put him?”

Alma gave him a wary look. “No.”

“The Roosevelt,” Mitch said. “Henry’s paying
for him, mind you, but not us.”

“That’s Henry all over,” Alma said. “Well,
we’ll just have to hope there are some cheap rooms —”

“I’ve stayed there,” Mitch said. “We can
pretty much afford one room. And one of us ought to share with
Jerry anyway.”

“Well,” Alma said. For the first time since
he’d known her, Lewis thought she looked a little flustered.

“Look,” Mitch said, with a fair assumption of
man-of-the-world insouciance. “It’s Mrs. Ballard or Mrs. Segura,
Al. I know which one I’d rather be.”

“Thanks a lot,” Lewis said.

Alma smiled at that, her expression
lightening. “Of the choices, I’d rather be Mrs. Segura. But, Lewis,
this is a company expense —”

“No, no, I’ll pay —” Lewis stopped,
embarrassed. Alma’s cheeks were pink, but she managed to breathe a
laugh.

“You pay, and I’ll pay you back half. It’s
only fair.”

“And I get to be Mrs. Ballard,” Mitch said,
with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Ready, Al?”

“Whenever you are,” Alma said, and swung
herself aboard.

 



Chapter Three

Mitch had left the
cabin set for four, two pairs of wicker basket seats screwed to the
decking facing each other, and a reasonably generous aisle between
them leading to the cockpit. Jerry had already settled himself into
a back seat so he could face forward, and he’d pulled up the
varnished folding table, too, sat with his leg outstretched and
book in hand, a cigarette tucked in the corner of his mouth. Mitch
grabbed the cushions from an empty chair and dropped them into the
seat across the aisle from Jerry. There was a picnic basket and a
thermos in the seat facing him, and Alma gave him a nod.

“Good thinking.”

“There’s not much at Gray,” Mitch answered.
“And it’s a long way to Las Vegas.”

“Yep,” Alma said, and tugged open the cockpit
door. She folded it back, latching it open, and took her place in
the pilot’s seat. Lewis joined her, fastening his belts, and
followed her instructions to get the engines started. There was no
tower here, and not much traffic, and Alma advanced the throttle,
easing the big plane out onto the grassy strip.

“Clear,” Lewis said, raising his voice to be
heard over the engines, and Alma nodded. The windsock at the end of
the field was nearly motionless; she kicked the rudder, adjusting
their line, and opened the throttle. The Terrier rumbled forward,
tail popping up almost at once, the three engines howling, and even
as Lewis felt the plane go light, Alma hauled back on the yoke,
lifting the Terrier into the air. It rose smoothly, delicate for
such a big bird, and Lewis could feel his own fingers tingling just
a little, anticipating the plane’s motion.

She leveled out at 8500 feet, and put the
plane into a gentle turn, straightening once the sun was at their
backs. Mitch had filled in a flight plan, Lewis saw, even though he
and Al had made this trip a hundred times. He collected the
clipboard, glancing at the flimsy with the weather report, and
folded it back to check the landmarks. A long day, he thought, but
not a bad one, as long as the weather held. And there was a lot to
learn about the Terrier.

They’d been flying for just over two hours
when Alma leaned across, raising her voice to be heard over the
engines. “Want to take her for a bit?”

“Sure,” Lewis shouted back, and there was the
usual shuffle while they swapped control. He concentrated on
getting the feel of yoke and rudder, keeping everything steady,
making sure he had a sense of how the machine would react before he
tried a couple of smooth, gentle turns. He’d only flown a trimotor
a handful of times before, and most of that had been in Fords. The
Terrier was smaller, lighter, with what felt like just as much
power at his fingertips. That made it tricksy, for a big plane, the
same barely-leashed feeling he’d had with the rotary engine
fighters, the sense that one wrong move would flip the machine out
of his control.

“She’s not as touchy as you think,” Alma
shouted, and he gave her a wry smile. He supposed he should resent
that he was learning from her and not from Mitch — that he was
working for her even while he shared her bed — but the time for
that had passed a long time ago. Victoria would have hated teaching
him anything, needed him to be all-knowing, always in charge, and
at the same time she’d seemed angry when he did try to manage
things for her. Splitting with her was probably the smartest thing
he’d ever done.

Alma took the controls back for the descent
into Gray, and he watched the way she handled the landing,
impressed once again by her strength. The Terrier pulled like a
bigger plane, but she kept it neatly in line, and brought it to an
easy stop on the edge of the tarmac. They all climbed out to
stretch and grab a smoke, even Jerry, while Mitch paid for the gas
and supervised the lanky kid who drove the fuel truck. There wasn’t
much at the field, just hangers and an office and the fuel trucks,
but Alma walked across to check the latest weather reports, and
came back with a shrug and a smile.

“No change. Want to take this leg,
Lewis?”

He hesitated, wanting to say yes. It wasn’t
just that she was beautiful — and she wasn’t, really, not like
a movie star, anyway. She was certainly pretty, even in the mannish
slacks and the camp shirt that showed the sweat under her armpits,
but it wasn’t just her looks that made him want to show off. It was
the competence, the strength and the strong common sense, too, and
that was what made him shake his head. Screwing up was not going to
impress her. “I’m not ready to land her, not in Vegas,” he
said.

Alma smiled then, tapped his shoulder
lightly, as much affection as she ever showed in public. “Fair
enough. How about you get us mostly there, and Mitch or I will take
the landing?”

“I’d like that,” Lewis said. The fuel truck
pulled slowly away, gears grinding, and Mitch came around the tail
to join them.

“You want me to take this leg, Al?”

“Lewis’ll do it,” Alma answered. “And you can
take us into Grand Central.”

Mitch’s nod was absurdly gratifying. “Ok.
Want a sandwich before we take off?”

Alma glanced at her watch. “I’ll eat in the
cockpit. We’ll be cutting it a little close at the end anyway.”

Lewis ground out the last of his cigarette,
and climbed into the plane. Alma had already taken the co-pilot’s
seat, was fastening her belts. Lewis settled himself into the
pilot’s seat, and began running down the checklists again. Mitch
appeared in the cockpit door, handed a pair of sandwiches over
Alma’s shoulder, and disappeared again. Lewis thumbed the ignition
switches one after the other, and the engines rumbled to life,
propellers blurring to invisibility. He taxied slowly onto the
runway, scanning the sky for traffic, then checked the windsock a
final time and opened the throttle. The Terrier lurched forward,
not as smoothly as under Alma’s hands, but then he felt the tail
lift, the plane steadying under his touch. The airspeed was good;
he tugged the yoke back, and the Terrier rose sluggishly, then
faster, rising into the wind. Lewis grinned — there was nothing in
the world like flying — and banked to settle the Terrier on course
before beginning the climb to cruising altitude.

The weather was still good, the few wisps of
cloud below him barely thick enough to obscure the ground. There
was nothing to do but hold the Terrier steady, learn the feel of
her in his hands and feet. After a while, Alma poked him, held out
a sandwich wrapped in waxed paper.

“I’ll take her for a bit, if you’re
hungry.”

He was, he realized, and nodded.
“Thanks.”

He wolfed the ham and cheese, feeling how
Alma’s touch differed on the controls, then took over again. The
landmarks unreeled below them: highways, a river, a big white
building in the middle of a green field. Mitch came forward with
the thermos, and they shared a cup of the coffee, thick and sweet,
before Alma took the controls back and began the descent to Las
Vegas. It was an impressive sight, Lewis thought, an unexpected
splotch of green in the middle of the desert. The field was well on
the outskirts, though, and Alma brought them down in a swirl of
dust, bouncing across the concrete in the sudden crosswind. The
controller waved his flags, signaling them to get off the runway,
and Alma brought the Terrier to a gentle stop between two hangers.
She’d left plenty of room for the fuel truck, Lewis saw, peeling
himself out of the pilot’s chair.

The heat was like a blow. Lewis checked in
the doorway, and Mitch squinted up at him from the shade of the
wing. “Lovely, huh? Let’s hope we can get fueled up quick and get
out of here.”

He had to raise his voice to be heard over
the sound of a biplane revving its engine, and another plane was
circling the field, waiting for the controller to wave it down.
Lewis made a face. At this rate, they’d be on the ground at least
an hour, and the cabin was going to be an oven.

Alma handled the refueling this time, and
somehow charmed the fuel truck operator into servicing them first,
but even so it was almost forty minutes before they could get the
engines started again. Being a passenger was something to be
endured, even when he trusted the other pilot. He stretched out in
the wicker seat, trying not to pay attention to every shift and
jostle as the Terrier made its way onto the runway. He could see
the flagman as Mitch turned for take-off, the go-flag held up and
out, and then the engines picked up speed and the Terrier rumbled
forward. He felt the tail lift, and then the ride evened out as the
plane left the ground. He glanced out the window, watching the
ground drop away, then made himself slump further in his chair and
close his eyes. Might as well try to rest, he told himself, and
didn’t expect to manage it.

He drifted off to sleep after a bit, an
uneasy doze that broke every time the Terrier dropped a few feet.
The air was choppier now, probably because they were over the
Sierras, but he refused to look. He hadn’t been a passenger since —
well, since right after the War, and he’d realized right away that
it was a bad idea. That was the end of 1918, or maybe the beginning
of 1919, and the details were a blur, just the panic remaining. He
turned his mind firmly away, shifted to a more comfortable position
against the thin cushions. He must remember to tell Alma to replace
them before they carried passengers, he thought, and drifted off
again.

He dreamed he was back in France, back in the
air, crouched in the back cockpit of the Salmson 2 as they circled
over the German lines. He knew what was coming, and he pounded on
the fuselage behind Robbie’s cockpit, trying to get his attention,
banging and pointing to the gun the size of a house that was
slowly, inexorably lining up on them. They were so low he could see
the Germans frantically turning their aiming wheels, could see the
blue-striped shell that they were manhandling into the breech.
Machine gunners had seen them, too, were standing up in their holes
to fire at them. He tried to return fire, but he couldn’t depress
the Lewis gun far enough, and wasted ammunition firing at nothing.
And still Robbie flew slowly on, while the giant gun tracked them,
mouth open to swallow them —

He jerked awake, aware in an instant of his
surroundings, and that the Terrier was steady in flight. The light
had changed: they were chasing the sun now, flying into evening,
and he glanced surreptitiously at Jerry, hoping he hadn’t noticed.
The other man seemed to be drowsing, too, his book face down on the
fold-out table, and Lewis leaned back again. The sound of the
engines was like a drug, dragging him back into sleep.

This time, he was back in the shattered wood
behind the German lines. It was probably the only scrap of
unshelled land for miles, barely enough to land in, surrounded by
trees that had been blasted in some earlier offensive. A few of
them were starting to send up green shoots, and a part of him knew
that was wrong, just as it was wrong for it to be night, without
moon or stars to light his way.

There was something out there, he knew
suddenly, something hungry, and he rummaged in the cockpit until he
found a signal flare. He lit it, and the stark light cast a
sputtering circle around the damaged plane. Robbie was unconscious
in the forward cockpit, and he knew he needed to get him out, drag
him into the back so that he could fly them home, but the thing
that circled outside the light was just waiting for its chance. He
drew his revolver with the other hand, put his back against the
fuselage, but the thing came around again, so that he turned,
gasping, only to see empty air. Something moved at the edge of his
vision, a shadow crawling like gas; he flung himself around,
revolver ready, but the thing had moved, was behind him again.

And then a dog barked, high and distant, and
then another and another, baying now like hounds in a pack. The
moon broke through the clouds, and he snapped awake, gasping for
breath.

Jerry looked at him, one hand in his pocket.
“You all right?”

“Yeah.” Lewis shook himself, shaking away the
residue of the dream. It was just a nightmare, nothing to do with
the other dreams. It was just a lesson: never fall asleep while
flying. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

Mitch brought the
Terrier into Grand Central in the thickening dusk, just before the
moment where the tower might have waved them off while they got the
field lighted up. They taxied up to the brand new terminal, stucco
so white it almost seemed to glow, tower jutting against the purple
sky, and Mitch insisted on unloading them before he took the plane
to the rented hanger space. Alma wasn’t sorry to have the chance to
freshen up — a movie star could arrive at the Roosevelt grubby and
sweating, but not an ordinary mortal — and she wasn’t surprised to
find that the Ladies’ Lounge had a dressing room. She left Jerry
and Lewis at the coffee shop and lugged her suitcase up to the
second floor. The attendant didn’t seem surprised to see her, just
shuffled off and came back with a damp washcloth and a towel that
actually looked as though it would do some good. Alma washed her
face and hands gratefully, and ran her wrists under the cold water
until she felt almost human again.

The attendant pointed her to a changing room,
and she dug her blue frock out of the suitcase and stripped out of
shirt and pants. She stood for a moment in her bare feet and
combinations, savoring the cooling air, then hastily pulled on
stockings and pumps and slid the dress over her head. The matching
cloche was dented; she pressed it out, and settled it to hide her
untidy hair. Powder was pointless, with her complexion. Instead,
she craned to see that her seams were straight, then clicked the
suitcase closed, left a nickel in the attendant’s dish, and headed
back down to the main lobby.

The men were waiting for her under one of the
arches that gave onto the field, where the lights were strongest.
Jerry tipped his hat at her approach, and Lewis put his hand to his
cap in something like a salute, his glance appreciative. Mitch
lifted his hat as well, set it onto the back of his head. He had
his jacket over his arm

“We got lucky, Al. Nomie Jones is still
running the rentals here.”

That was good news on all counts — Nomie had
served with Gil, gave them a break on the hanger fee — and Alma
nodded. “That’s good news.” There was an orchestra tuning
somewhere, she realized, looked up the stairs to see lights and
movement, and shook her head as she realized there was a restaurant
there, apparently with a dance floor.

Lewis grinned. “Feels too much like work,
doesn’t it?”

Alma nodded, and Jerry laughed. “Oh, come
now, don’t you know this is where you go to see the stars? The ones
who fly, anyway.”

“It’s still too much like work,” Alma
answered.

 



Chapter Four

Mitch leaned back
against the pillows and closed his eyes, while Jerry hunted around.
He’d long since learned to tune out things that didn’t concern him,
and Jerry’s search through his reference books was out of his
league. Mitch was pretty cheerful about that. He’d never had any
pretensions to academic brilliance.

Yes, he had a degree, and he'd earned it, but
it was more the result of concerted effort than natural talent, a
lot like some other things in his life. Mitch had learned a long
time ago that everybody gets one good, golden talent if they're
lucky, to make of what they can. All the rest of life is hard
work.

His talent was airplanes. The first day he'd
been up he'd understood what to do, felt it all suddenly make sense
in a way that nothing else before ever had. This was it. This was
the thing, the beautiful thing that Mitchell Sorley was born to do.
No more kind of sort of getting it, trudging along in the middle of
the pack laboring to do what others did with rare grace. In the air
he was reborn.

Gil had seen it. Lt. Colonel Gilchrist had
given him the chance to shine.

Gil was pretty much the epitome of everything
he was supposed to be, cool, laconic, and remorseless, meaning
without remorse. You got the feeling there wasn't anything that
could throw him, anything that could possibly be bad enough to
ruffle his
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