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    Prologue


    
      
    


    The assistant fastened sharp, stainless steel bolts into each side of the skull as the last of the man’s blood drained into the glass container on the tiled floor of the O.R. He withdrew the tubes from the body’s arms, first making sure every drop of Life-Preserving Exchange Medium filled the arterial and venous systems before doing so. That done he looked up to see that the doctor had already opened the vault door and began pushing the gurney toward the narrow opening.


    “Paperwork’s in order?” The doctor asked, grabbing hold of the other side of the gurney and helping to pull it up over the vault’s threshold.


    “This time they even supplied a Birth Certificate along with fingerprints and Certificate of Death,” his assistant said.


    “About time they got it right,” the doctor replied as he looked over his shoulder to get his bearings in the vast warehouse of massive glass cylinders. “We’re going to 150,” he said, looking at the number plate on the tube in front of him that read, #148. Then he gazed up to the naked body of the woman floating listlessly in the tomb above the plate. He paused there for just a moment and added, almost as an afterthought, “I have the lift set up there already.”


    He began pulling the gurney down the row, in front of the many lines of lifeless bodies floating in clear liquid in their thick glass graves.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter One


    
      
    


    New Orleans


    
      
    


    The bedroom held a lingering bouquet of Don Julio Añejo, crawfish, rémoulade sauce, and the morning breath of someone who had consumed all three in excess the night before. Mack Barton rubbed his eyes, managed to pry one open, then looked at his watch. It was 4:47 AM and dark. Too early to get up and brush the rancid taste out of his mouth.


    The patter of raindrops did little to soothe the pounding in his head. A steady pit-a-pat of rain on metal.… constant, thrumming… rain on metal… water on metal. Then suddenly metal on metal, and a subtle vibration came up through his mattress.


    Some honeymooners’ car outside pulling tin cans?


    No, the room was moving. In a flash, he was airborne–legs slamming into the headboard in a sort of crawdadding end-over end.


    Earthquake? In the Big Easy? Or was it just the tequila talking?


    Metal sounds again—a rattling of chains and the whine of hydraulics, as he struggled to his feet and braced his body in the doorway. Down the hallway, he could just make out the leaden sky through the front window, then, rising into view, he saw the back of the black truck cab pulling the flatbed that his twenty-nine-foot Winnebago was being hoisted onto.


    As the front-end whomped down on the flatbed, a tequila bottle smashed on the floor. Stepping over the glass shards, Mack held a small hand towel in front of his swaying privates and lurched to the side door to escape. He tried the handle, but the door opened only half an inch.


    Chained. He tried both front doors with the same result.


    The tequila now permeated the warm air and stung his nose.


    “Hey! What the hell?” He yelled. But realizing that his shout could not be heard, he rolled down the passenger-side window and looked out as his home began moving down the street.


    “There’s no fire hydrant!” he barked out the window. “No yellow curb, no nothin’! What the f… ?”


    He didn’t bother to finish the thought. The motor home was going at least thirty miles an hour, but the speedometer read zero. The rain, heavier now, was pouring in the window, so he closed it. They were headed toward the French Quarter, still on Magazine Street. Someone was impounding his vehicle—his home, for Chrissakes! He was not illegally parked—in fact, he’d parked on that same side street, fifty feet from Magazine, a dozen times without incident.


    No flashing blue light—so this wasn’t police business. Who then? It couldn’t be, he thought.


    “Shit.” Then he grimaced at a sharp stab in his bare big toe. Blood oozed onto the linoleum pattern of little interlocking boomerangs.


    Using the hand towel to brush the glass against the bottom of the side door, he staggered back to the bedroom, where he grabbed jeans and a T-shirt and managed to pull them on despite the rocking and swaying of a Winnebago with its center of gravity six feet higher than normal. He picked up his cell phone and slipped his feet, one sticky with congealing blood, into his sneakers, not bothering to tie them. Phone in hand, he reeled and lurched his way to the dining alcove settee, flopped down on it, and clicked on the icon for his address book. He scrolled down to “Marcello, Rudy.”


    Could be? He thought.


    Mack Barton was an arms dealer, or “ordnance consultant,” as he liked to style himself—independent, with international clients. But his line of work and his fondness for the Vegas craps tables occasionally found him not so much running guns as running from them.


    “Mornin’, Mack,” Rudy’s cheery voice greeted him.


    “You’re behind this shit!” Mack yelled.


    “I told ya, ya had till Saturday. It’s Sunday. You got fifty K in that rolling shit house?”


    “What I’ve got is a big deal in Syria in two weeks. I told you that on Tuesday? If I don’t take that trip, you don’t get your money.”


    “Not good enough. Fifty grand. I have compassion, though—I’ll take the interest next month.”


    “Dammit, Rudy!” They were now on the Pontchartrain Expressway. Traffic was sparse both directions. The rain had turned to drizzling mist.


    “I can be in Vegas in three weeks—this is an oh-seven Winnebago Aspect, and it’s paid for. Your goon better not so much as scuff a tire.”


    This brought a theatrical sigh on the other end. “We’re just gonna have to make an example outta ya, that’s all, pal. I don’t want that shit box you call a domicile. We’ll turn you and it into a pepper shaker in just a few.”


    “An example… to who?” Mack said, but Rudy hung up the phone.


    Mack Barton was sixty-two years old—far too seasoned for these undignified escapades. That was one reason he didn’t own a house: no physical address, no permanent location or destination. He had a post office box in both Dallas and Biloxi, a bank account in New Orleans, no credit cards, and no living relatives that he knew of. He moved his home, the Winnebago Aspect, to airport parking lots when he did his munitions deals, to side streets near casinos when he was in between. Running guns four or five deals a year, and in between, just running.


    In 1984, at his twentieth high school reunion—the only one he ever attended—the boys sat up drinking one night and Donnie got the nerve to ask, “What exactly do you do for a living, anyway, Mack?”


    He never answered directly—just said that if the Middle East conflict ever went away, so would his job.


    The flatbed turned onto the causeway and started across Lake Pontchartrain. The sun was just peeking over the horizon now. He could see the driver glancing in his rearview mirror, as if to make sure his cargo hadn’t gone anywhere. A few minutes later, just before Mandeville, the driver made a cell phone call—a quick one—and the truck swung off onto a dirt road. It continued through a wooded area thick with pine and live oak. Low-lying branches festooned with Spanish moss scratched and whipped the Winnebago’s top and sides. He shuddered at what this must be doing to the paint, and dialed Rudy again. The phone rang five times and then went to voice mail.


    He hung up. This was serious, and totally unnecessary. Since when did Rudy Marcello kill over fifty K he’d otherwise have in two weeks? Mack might have been a lot of things–he wasn’t a deadbeat.


    The truck’s tires were slipping in the bog, and Mack could see the mud spitting up onto his windshield. The sudden deep horn of a tug or a shrimp boat made him jump. He caught the glimmer of water through the palmettos and smelled the rotting seaweed and decaying fish and knew this was the eastern shore of Lake Pontchartrain. The flatbed steered into a clearing of knee-high grass and reeds—and stopped.


    The driver got out, and Mack saw him—all of him—for the first time. He was indeed a goon. Tan jump suit, combat-looking work boots, sloped, hairless forehead, as if a machete had glanced off it sometime in the past—guy must have ducked just in time to keep the rest. He had a linebacker’s shoulders and looked in general like someone who could hurt you, though the Kalashnikov slung over his shoulder made that a moot point.


    Mack moved back from the front cabin of the Winnebago, from beneath the entertainment cabinet, and was now out of sight of the goon. Hearing the hydraulic noise again, he felt his body start to tumble backward, so he grabbed the bathroom door, which kept him from slapping up against the back bedroom wall for the second time in less than an hour. When his vehicle was obviously back down on flat ground, he recognized the jangle and clank of steel chains again.


    He couldn’t see Godzilla out the windshield or either front side window, so he eased back to the bedroom and crouched on the bed. Teasing the curtain aside from the right rear window, he noticed the goon, standing broadside in the tall grass about thirty feet away from the side door entrance. The guy dialed a number on his cell phone, and Mack could hear him speak but didn’t get the words. Sliding open the rear side window four inches, he pulled the Beretta out of the drawer above the headboard. Another loud tugboat horn blasted close enough to startle both men.


    The goon hung up the cell phone and dropped it in his right jumpsuit pocket. Cradling the butt of his very large machine gun against his right shoulder, he thumbed the safety lever to the off position just as Mack aimed the Beretta’s inconspicuous gray muzzle out the cracked window and fired a nine-millimeter Parabellum round into that oddly sloping forehead. Unlike the blade that had struck there once upon a time, the bullet didn’t glance off.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    
      
    


    St. Tammany Parish


    
      
    


    Mack’s hands shook. He had just killed a man—shit, he never got used to that. He couldn’t get used to shooting deer in West Texas, either. But that AK-47 would have gotten anything in the motor home that was bigger than a possum.


    Leaving the safety off, he eased the hammer down, then stuck the Beretta in the back of his jeans, next to his skin. The barrel was warm.


    He started toward the front of the motor home, stopping at the fridge to grab a beer and stick it in the freezer compartment. It was 8:22 on a Sunday morning, and only a very cold beer was allowed. He had to have something—something legal—to calm him down.


    He sat on the couch to tie his shoelaces. Rudy Marcello would kill for a lousy fifty grand. The clangers on that man—charging 10 percent a month! “You shoulda been more patient, asshole,” he muttered.


    He stood and made his way to the driver’s seat, slid in, and opened the window. He eased his legs out and had started to fall the short distance to the ground when the boat horn blasted again, closer this time—like in the back of his head. Startled, he jounced and fell the rest of the way out, scraping the fat of his back on the metal window frame. Skidding on the marshy ground, he had to put a hand down to keep his clothes from getting muddy. He limped around to the other side of the Winnebago, eyed the passing yacht, then looked to where Rudy’s goon had fallen. No movement in the high grasses except for the merest ripple from the breeze.


    The pilot on the yacht waved. Perfect—now the entire New Orleans marina could place him here.


    When the boat passed the clearing, he pulled the pistol from his jeans, thumbed back the hammer, and walked toward the water, looking for a goon cuddling the earth. He paused, sniffed the air twice, and turned.


    “You are so dated, asshole,” he murmured. “Do they even still make English Leather?”


    He used his right foot to push the Kalashnikov away from his would-be executioner. A purplish line of blood ran from the hole between the man’s eyes, which gazed almost longingly at the cotton-puff clouds, as if pleading for rain to wash the blood away, along with his sins.


    For symmetry, it could have been a half-inch more to the left. Still, Mack didn’t need to check for a pulse. Squatting and heaving with both hands, he rolled the man over and fished the wallet from the jumpsuit’s zippered back pocket. He shoved the Beretta in the front of his jeans this time and put Dead Boy’s wallet in his own back pocket. Dragging the body through a narrow opening in the palmettos, he rolled it into the water and watched as the current swung it slowly sideways for a leisurely tour of Lake Pontchartrain. With a little luck, he’d make it to the Gulf. He watched the man float away, facedown, arms outstretched. Poor fucker looks like he’s skydiving, he mused. The wallet had eleven hundred thirty-five dollars. Mack was getting laid tonight.


    Mack Barton insisted that he pay for sex. It beat all the emotional attachment that accompanied the word love. There was just no percentage in spending money on women, whether you were married or not, because the baggage that came with the love-and-respect crap far outweighed the fleeting pleasure that was the whole reason for it all. And if he slept with a pro once a week, it cost him—what, fifty grand or so a year. Compare that to what a wife cost. Or even a high-maintenance girlfriend. Hell, compare it to what a divorce cost—he’d been there once, but never again.


    He shoved the bills in his left front jeans pocket and pulled the plastic cards out, then checked to see if anything else was in the wallet. Just cards. He thumbed through them quickly until he came to the driver’s license. It was from Nevada, issued to one Frederick Joseph Marcello, DOB 08-14-1960. Holy crap—must be Rudy’s brother. Great job, Mack.


    After sticking all the cards back in the wallet, he winged it sidearm, like skipping a stone, as far as he could out into the lake. Then he walked back and picked up the AK-47 and, stepping back to the shore, flung it, too, out into the gray-green water. He could still barely see Rudy Marcello’s dumber brother a hundred yards out, buoyed up by the jumpsuit’s trapped air just enough to break the surface. He went over to the flatbed and opened the toolbox behind the cab. As he expected, he found a pair of bolt cutters, which he used to remove the chains from all three doors of his home.


    Back at the truck, he climbed in the driver’s side of the cab, put on some work gloves he found on the floorboard, then turned the key and started the engine. The radio was on and blasting a rap song. The cab smelled like oil and diesel exhaust.


    He put the truck in gear and drove it toward an opening in the trees, where he forced it as deep into the woods as he could until the flatbed hung up on tree trunks on both sides.


    He returned to the Winnebago, inspected it for damage—just a few minor scratches in the paint on top—and went back in the side door, straight to the fridge, where he rescued his very cold beer from the freezer box. He drank a third of it and flopped down in the driver’s seat. Driving back to the road, he headed toward Mandeville, open container in hand.


    He would be in Biloxi tonight, either at the craps tables or getting laid—maybe both. He turned left in Mandeville and went east on I-12, which led him to I-10. Then he swung onto Highway 90 to take the beach route to one of his favorite retreats—for craps, occasionally interesting or at least educational sex, and a relaxing, head-clearing walk on the beach. Nothing like a couple of dozen boiled shrimp, three or four ice-cold Dixies, pissing in the sand, and a stroll down the beach with his old pal Don Julio Añejo tequila.


    He pulled the Winnebago into the parking lot of Treasure Bay Casino, taking a spot conspicuously close to the entrance so that any visitors to his home would be clearly recognized on the video cameras. Climbing out, he felt his belly brush against the steering wheel. Maybe time to ease back a little on the crawfish étouffée. And the beignets. And the beer. He locked his home and sauntered into the resort for some lunch.


    He needed to toss this cell phone and get yet another one, and another number, first thing in the morning. The courteous thing would be to inform Rudy that his brother was dead, and for the briefest moment he considered it.


    Nah, fuck him, he thought.


    In the casino’s Internet café, he ordered a mocha, sat in front of one of the computers, and logged on. He navigated to his e-mail account, deleted most of the messages, confirmed his appointment in Syria, and printed out some directions. This would be his second trip to Damascus in a year. Same for Maracaibo, Venezuela. The State Department was keeping track—after all, he was on their payroll, too, now and then.


    Then he noticed several e-mails from his old school pals from Abilene. He scrolled to what appeared to be the instigating message.


    
      
    


    Hey Mack,


    
      
    


    I finally got your e-mail address from Goody. The troughers are going to meet at Mandalay Bay in Vegas for a weekend reunion. No wives or girls—just us guys, to talk about old times, have a few drinks, lose a few coins. Can you join us weekend after next? Be great to see you after all these years.


    
      
    


    Ace


    
      
    


    “Ace Strain,” Mack murmured. “Yeah, I’ll bet it’d be good to get together—after I married Dinah Jean out from under your snoozin’ ass.”


    In high school, the five boys—Mack, Ace, Goody, Willie, and Donnie—rarely dated a girl more than six months. When they broke up, they usually just traded with each other, so that by graduation in 1964, they had each gone steady with, and slept with, each other’s girl—except Ace’s girlfriend, Dinah Jean Strotbeck. Ace watched her like a Swiss Guard on the pope’s detail. Ace and Dinah Jean had stayed together in college at the University of Texas and planned to get married as soon as Ace got back from Vietnam. But two nights after he shipped out, Mack and Dinah Jean did the wild thing on a patchwork quilt on the front lawn of the state capitol, and got married at the courthouse in Tyler a week later. They were divorced within six months—long story for such a short marriage—before Ace got back from his first tour of duty. Two months after the divorce, Dinah Jean married a rich cantaloupe farmer from Pecos, and none of the boys ever heard from her again. Rumor had it she had one kid, a daughter.


    He’d only seen Ace on a few occasions since. And though he knew there had to be some hard feelings there, Ace didn’t let on, though he had seemed a bit rough around the edges when they'd both seen Willie last. Willie had always been a great athlete, while Ace had been… well, Ace was the intellectual. Maybe Willie let him know it too much; maybe they all did.


    Mack pecked out a reply to Ace and copied the other three former friends, Willie, Donnie, and Goody.


    
      
    


    I’ll be out of the country during your reunion, and I’ve worn out my welcome for a while in Vegas. Let me know how it goes. It’d be good to see all you troughers. Have fun!


    
      
    


    Mack


    
      
    


    He finished checking his e-mail, then checked his voice mail. There was one message, from Rudy Marcello. Mack didn’t let it play past the introduction before deleting it. Fuck him.


    He left the café and wandered to a craps game, where he had two straight-up tequilas while losing six hundred dollars in twenty minutes. He left the tables and moved to the adjacent long bar.


    “Whaddya say, Mack,” the bartender said.


    “Straight up Don Julio Añejo. How’s things, Brenda?”


    “Seen better times in the eye of Katrina,” Brenda said.


    “Pete hitting you again?”


    “I had it comin’.”


    “How so?”


    “One of the girls got the clap—I gave it to him.”


    “How’d you manage that?” Mack asked.


    “Spare you the details. I didn’t catch it—just transferred it from her to him—he squealed like a girl for two days until I got him to a doctor. I had it coming.… I’m gonna kill him someday.”


    “Please speak into the microphone.” Mack held out the face of his wristwatch.


    “I don’t give a shit. I’d just as soon have prison companions as any more of his abuse and bullshit.” She set the tequila and a shot glass of lime wedges in front of him.


    Mack sipped, and Don Julio started a brain massage. “Nicole available tonight?”


    “I can check.” Brenda smiled. “Want me instead? I feel like cheating and getting real nasty.”


    “Thanks, but you know I don’t screw people I like—check on Nicole.”


    “I was just seeing if you’d changed your mind. She’s available.” Brenda refilled his shot glass, on the house.


    He downed the tequila, left some bills on the bar, patted Brenda on the arm and blew her a kiss, and went to register at the front desk.


    “Nicole’s room, please.”


    “Yes sir, Mr. Barton,” the desk clerk said. “Welcome back.” He handed him a key card to Nicole’s room.


    Mack Barton never brought women into his own home.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    
      
    


    Las Vegas


    
      
    


    Their suite was a spacious three-room, two-and-a-half-bath corner apartment on the back side of the colossal Mandalay Bay Resort, which entwined with the Four Seasons. Ace had agreed to take the fold-down sofa, giving the bedrooms to his three friends, who were mightily impressed with the way the picture windows intensified the colors of the swimming pool and the hair and swimsuits on the women below—it was like wearing expensive polarized sunglasses. Four sets of sixty-plus-year-old eyes gazed down at the splendid palette of well-oiled flesh tones poolside, taking in every minute detail and inventing yet others.


    The comfy living/bikini-watching area was flanked by a small breakfast room, where the four men eventually settled down to look at photos of wives, exes, children, and pets. Donnie, Goody, and Willie drank Miller Lite; Ace, a glass of white Burgundy.


    “You guys ever think about the Pig?” Donnie asked. “Can anyone remember the last time we were there together?”


    Of course Ace remembered the Dixie Pig. Built in 1931 on the corner of South Fourteenth and Butternut Streets in Abilene, Texas, in the early days of the great depression and long before the days of the fast-food franchise, the Dixie Pig Restaurant thrived right through the bust and boom and still today held pride of place in the city’s historical register. “Restaurant” was stretching things a bit—it was a diner really, with a lunch counter and stools, wall booths, and chrome-and-Formica tables that seemed retro even back in the day.


    The junior high school stood three blocks from the restaurant, and every three weeks or so, Ace, Donnie, Willie, Mack, and Goody pooled what funds they had saved from their daily lunch money, and walked to the Pig for lunch. The number of chicken-fried steak orders depended on how much money they had after setting aside enough for a pig trough each. The pig trough was a banana split, spread on waxed paper in the bottom of a miniature wooden trough like those used for slopping hogs.


    “It was twenty-five cents,” Ace recalled.


    “Yeah,” Willie said, “then they raised it to thirty-five and nobody complained.”


    Ace remembered the location and even the exact day he met each of his four friends. They had arrived at the junior high school from three different elementary schools and very different backgrounds. Willie was the son of schoolteachers, though little of their academic rigor seemed to have rubbed off on him. He had a low opinion of education and was always quick to let Ace know it. He did become one of the most successful running backs in Texas high school football, and if not for a knee injury in his last year playing college ball, he no doubt would have had a stellar pro career. Tough luck.


    Goody, from staunch no-drinking, no-dancing Church of Christ family—hence the nickname—was the best basketball guard the school had ever seen, but his poor eyesight kept him from playing beyond his freshman year in college. Tough luck again.


    Donnie had a future in politics. His father was mayor of Abilene for two terms and probably could have been governor had he not been so involved in coaching both sons in baseball. In college, Donnie chose baseball over politics. Wrong choice.


    But the one who most surprised his coaches was Mack. A natural athlete in every sport offered in the early sixties, he would have none of it. His parents lived on a small ranch on the outskirts of town, where they raised rodeo stock. Mack began wrestling steers when he was thirteen and was on the circuit in high school. He thought about going pro, but a back injury sidelined him from a future in rodeo—and from Vietnam. Then he had stolen Dinah Jean away from Ace. Ace had heard that Mack’s parents, both big drinkers, got divorced while he was in college, and that both—perhaps not all that surprisingly—were killed in separate car wrecks before Mack was twenty-five.


    Ace laid down the hand of photos of his pals’ kids and exes and coon hounds and confessed, “There was nothing remotely athletic about me. I was too scrawny, too slow, and just a little too damn breakable for any sport other than maybe chess. But I was pretty good at debate, and it helped get me to college.”


    “So modest!” Goody said. “You were the smartest guy we knew—we admired you. And, of course, you did help us with our homework.”


    After killing two six-packs and a bottle of white wine, they moved their drinking endeavor out of the hotel room and down to a stone alcove a few yards from one of the pools, where they could more easily appraise the bikinis.


    “So, ‘troughers,’ as Goody calls us,” Ace said. “Slays me when I get this e-mail salutation ‘troughers’—I suppose it’s just as well that women don’t get it—what the hell’s everybody been doing since our twentieth high school reunion?”


    “I’ll be straight with you,” Willie said, his eyes laser-locked on a pair of double-D implants held back by a B-cup bikini top. “Donnie and Goody know this, so I’ll make it quick. I’m an alcoholic and I haven’t had a drink in two years—that makes me real thirsty. And I’m on something of a roll from our warm-up back in the room. So whattya say we order a drink before we spill our guts?”


    Ace summoned a poolside waitress, and they ordered beer.


    “Would you look at that!” Goody said as the waitress walked back toward the bar, her neon pink bikini a mere afterthought.


    “I gotta ask you something, Goody,” Donnie said. “You still got a pecker that’s curved like a banana from all that jerking off?”


    “Still got it, brother. Tried changing hands to see if I could reverse the damage, but I couldn’t seem to get the strokes coordinated. Had to go back to right-handed.”


    “Ace,” Willie said, “you’re about as mysterious as Mack. We all knew you were brilliant and would be successful, and I know you’re a doctor—head shrinker as I recall—”


    Ace interrupted him. “I have a degree in psychiatry, but although I’m a doctor, I don’t have a private practice anymore.”


    The drinks arrived, and he signed the check and told the waitress to go ahead and work on another round. All four lifted their glasses skyward, and Ace noticed the tattoos but didn’t say anything. Willie, especially, seemed to be enjoying himself. The alcohol deprivation had been his third wife’s ultimatum.


    Willie asked, “So what kind of work do you do, then, Ace?”


    Ace drank his beer down, belched with his hand over his mouth like a car muffler, and said, “I kill people.”


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    
      
    


    Golden, Colorado


    
      
    


    A smiling administrative assistant led the five men into the boardroom of Exodus Cryonics, Inc. Her name badge, which read “Jodi,” was pinned to a low-cut see-through beige blouse that did little more than emphasize the bright red lace bra and hint at the wonders beneath. The tight cowboy-Italian jeans and spike heels riveted every eye on the lovely, beckoning backside walking just a few feet ahead.


    Two weeks earlier, in Las Vegas, Ace had shocked all of them except the absentee Mack with a terse summary of his occupation: freezing humans for future resuscitation. It was bizarre enough that not only did the three of them accept Ace’s invitation to show them around the whole weird business of cryonics, but Goody even managed to persuade Mack to join them. He'd tried to call Mack’s cell phone, but the number was disconnected, so he'd sent an e-mail and gotten a reply three days later.


    “We missed you in Vegas,” Ace said as they entered the boardroom behind Jodi.


    “I’m sure Vegas didn’t miss me,” Mack said.


    Then Jodi, who was maybe twenty-five, motioned to the four men to take a seat at the near end of a long mahogany table flanked by eighteen overstuffed tangerine armchairs on casters. “Gentlemen,” she purred, “we have Coors and Fat Tire.”


    She opened a hardwood-paneled refrigerator and began handing out bottles of beer to Ace, the last man standing, who set the bottles on a white linen tablecloth next to a bowl of fruit and small packets of corn chips. Then she turned and smiled at her boss and left the room, while all looked on appreciatively.


    “You gotta be pokin’ her,” Donnie said as Ace closed the door, and his three companions hoisted their right elbows toward the ceiling in salute.


    “Your favorite food minus the chili con carne,” Ace said. “Jeez, you guys still got those tats? I had mine lasered off when I was just out of med school. Left a nasty scar—pretty primitive technology back then.”


    After the senior prom, the five boys had driven half the night, from Abilene to Dallas, where they arrived still drunk enough to have matching tattoos inked under the right arm, almost in the pit, so that they could be read by another only with the elbow raised heavenward in a vaguely Teutonic, thoroughly sophomoric gesture of martial solidarity. It read “Phuck yeah” and still served, half a lifetime later, as the only acceptable response when they were all together and the situation demanded an answer that was affirmative, heartfelt, and unanimous.


    “Have you met all these movie stars?” Mack asked, popping the cap off a Coors Lite. “Looks like they should be in the boardroom of Paramount or MGM.” He pointed to the wall behind him: rich mahogany paneling gone to waste beneath scores of framed color and black-and-white photos—some head shots, many in costume or uniform, a few boudoir shots, and one or two basically nude.


    “These are photos of many of Exodus Cryonics’ clients,” Ace said, walking to the opposite end of the long room. “A lot of them famous, but plenty of unknowns, too. We have film stars, politicians, several doctors, the CEO of Ford …”


    As everybody reached for bags of chips at the same time, reminding Ace of kids at a summer camp dining hall, he pointed at an eight-by-ten color shot of a baseball player.


    “Remember him?” he said. “He was back in our day.… Hey, those Fritos smell good—pitch me one.”


    “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Mack said. “Whitey’s here? Frozen?”


    “I shit thee not,” Ace said. “Waiting on a cure for his advanced Parkinson’s.”


    Goody popped a second microbrew, pushed back the garish yellow-orange wing chair, got up, and ambled along the wall toward Ace, favoring the recent right hip replacement, pausing in front of some of the photographs. “So, as I see it, brother, these good folks have two important things in common. Doesn’t matter if they were black or white; atheist, Jew, or born-again Bible thumper; straight or bent; famous or a nobody—they all had money, and they’re all dead as Elvis.”


    Ace walked to the head of the table, pausing to kick a golf ball with the toe of his shoe. It missed the practice hole, banked off the baseboard, and continued rolling along the green artificial turf.


    “You always were a good athlete,” Willie kidded as the ball rolled toward a little rack of putters in the corner of the room. But Ace pretended to ignore him and instead sat down and addressed what Goody had just said.


    “A little wrong and a little right, on both counts.” He popped open a Fat Tire, took a swig and then, in a gesture that would have looked affected on anyone else in the room, wiped the corners of his mouth with a cocktail napkin. He picked up some Fritos but didn’t put them in his mouth yet. “They still have a lot of what they had. Their money—or a great deal of it, anyway—is in an escrow account that pays Exodus monthly. Automatic withdrawal. They, or their estate, pay a good chunk up front for what we in the trade call the vitrification. When they return, the remainder of the money in escrow is theirs again.”


    “And if they don’t return… ?” Willie, having devoured two beers and three bags of chips, entered the conversation for the second time.


    Ace gave them each a concerned smile. “We don’t talk about that here at Exodus, guys, and over the next few days I want you to contemplate this: anything is possible… anything.” He put the chips in his mouth, crunched them loudly, swallowed, and wiped his fingers before taking another drink of his beer. “And as for death, it depends on your definition. How many here had old Miz Harkins for English? I mean, she might as well have been dead. She walked, she talked, but no personality, nary a grin, no sex—not with a living human being, anyway.”


    “So your, uh, clients are not… ” Donnie said.


    “Just resting,” Ace inserted. “Resting and waiting. In limbo for now, but just as alive as that old sourpuss Harkins.”


    “Zombies or ghosts—or just corpses?” Mack said.


    “I’m catching the faint whiff of horse manure,” Goody said. “But now’s you mention it, I had her, Miss Harkins, in eighth grade. I think that’s where I caught my depression, brother—it just took another fifteen years to fester to the surface.”


    Ace pulled out the center drawer of the sideboard and took several company brochures, which he passed out to his friends. The glossy full-color bifolds explained the procedures for enrolling at Exodus, the vast differences in technique between it and lesser cryonics organizations, and the steps involved in preserving the body for future reintroduction to healthy, active life. He finished his beer.


    Goody opened the high school yearbook that he had brought with him from home: 1964, the year they graduated. They passed it around and belly laughed at photos of themselves, teachers, and old girlfriends with beehive hairdos, cat-eye glasses, and those conical eye-hazard bras. They each had another beer, and Mack belched, which, of course, started a chain reaction, with each in turn trying to top the last in volume and inventiveness. Then the conversation drifted predictably into talk about old girlfriends, who got laid, when, and by whom.


    Ace stood up, and everyone followed, propelled by idle curiosity. He was smiling but serious.


    “Guys, we’ve always meant a lot to each other,” he said. “We haven’t kept in the closest touch for the last forty years, but that doesn’t mean we wouldn’t be there for each other if needed—right?”


    Amid shouts and whistles and laughter, five right elbows rose ceilingward in unison.


    “Just please, seriously, over the next couple of days, be open to what you hear and see. It could change your life—all our lives.”
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    In his office bathroom, Ace showered and dressed. He admired the way he looked in his clothes. Sure, he had never been an athlete back in Abilene, but all he had ever wanted was to be a doctor.


    Besides, he’d had asthma back then.


    He took the rear stairs down to the main floor of Exodus Cryonics, passing Ethan in the lobby.


    “Your show in the morning,” Ace said.


    “Are your old buddies receptive?” Ethan asked.


    “I have some doubts, but we’ll see.”


    “Have you told any of them about me, about our revelation?” Ethan asked, with a worried look.


    Ace opened the front door and started through it. “I’ll broach the subject at dinner,” he said, “but I’ll let you tell the story. It’s your experience; it’ll be better coming from you. Will you lock up?”


    He smiled at Ethan with his odd little crooked smile, the left side of his mouth curling upward while the right side sagged—a nerve injury from an ill-placed obstetrical forceps during his difficult entry into this world. That classic trademark he learned to live with—a little oddity that left new acquaintances wondering whether Ace was about to laugh or was just unsure of himself. This seemingly insignificant quirk had, over the years, imprinted a crease shaped like a capital “A” in the left corner of his mouth, and at age nine, Matthew James Strain became forevermore known as Ace.


    He clicked open the lock on the door of his platinum- Porsche and climbed in. The car was a perfect fit for his five foot seven inch frame—lean and vigorous now from years of racquetball and squash—and the wind when the top was down didn’t muss his hair, which age had partially removed. The car still smelled new, and this, along with the clear mountain air and the scent of early evening lilacs in bloom, reminded him that he could breathe, even in the mile-high city, and that he had left behind the asthma that dogged him in his youth. He untied his silver metallic tie and laid it on the passenger seat, pleased at how it matched the car’s color scheme.


    He crossed the southwest side of Golden and hit I-70 eastbound, getting off thirteen minutes later on Speer Boulevard. At the Westin Hotel, he parked two floors down in the garage, took the elevator up to the Palm restaurant, and found his four old school chums waiting for him at the bar.


    “You guys shit-faced already?” Ace asked, with that odd little smile.


    “Willie is,” Mack said. “He’s off the wagon again—wasn’t in training, and the earlier beers and two martinis did him in.”


    “Those have got to be hallucinogenic olives,” Goody said. “Table’s ready. Let’s eat. None of us has ever been in a Palm restaurant—well, except you, Ace.”


    “It’s not the Dixie Pig,” Ace said, “and they don’t do chicken-fried steak—more’s the pity—but it’ll do in a pinch.”


    The waiter escorted the five men across the dark hardwood floor, past the hundreds of caricatures painted on the angled walls, to the rear of the restaurant. The rich smells of charbroiling steaks and burnt butter permeated the air, along with just a hint of sweet cigar smoke, as if to flout the recent smoking ban in Denver restaurants. Ace recognized several of the same photos displayed in his boardroom, transformed here on the walls of the Palm as cartoons, their features overemphasized, distorted, convoluted, accentuating emotions they had felt long before entering the doors of Exodus Cryonics.


    After the five were seated, a small platoon of waiters brought out creamed spinach, asparagus, and salads that Ace had ordered from his cell phone on the drive into Denver. Then they each ordered a filet mignon, though Mack prefaced his with a three-pound Maine lobster appetizer. As they ate like condemned prisoners addressing their last meal, Ace soaked it all in, bemused by how much effort his friends put into enjoying their food.


    “How are your rooms?” Ace asked.


    “Huge, brother,” Goody said.


    “Yeah, and a great rate,” Donnie said.


    Willie raised his chin off his collarbone as if waking from a dream, then raised his glass of red wine and slurred, “Here’s to Ace!”


    The other three raised their glasses and clinked them in Willie’s direction. Ace refrained from toasting himself. The clinking and general loudness attracted looks from nearby patrons—well-dressed executives and perhaps a politician or two. Ace noticed how they glanced down at his friends’ blue jeans. Then he raised his wineglass.


    “To troughers!” he said loudly enough to bring back the disapproving stares from anyone within earshot and wearing a suit.


    “To troughers!” the other four repeated. They drank, set their glasses down, and then, as if rehearsed, each pointed their right elbow at the cut-glass chandelier.


    In less than an hour they finished their dinner. Ace guessed correctly that Mack would order two pieces of cheesecake with five forks and would then consume most of it, his guilt assuaged by the extra forks. Their tired faces were by now drooping like candle wax. Understandable—Donnie and Goody had flown in from Texas this morning, Willie from his home in North Carolina, and Mack had driven a Winnebago all the way from New Orleans. All had drunk heroically since they arrived. They had spent a brain-teasing afternoon at Exodus trying to figure out what, exactly, Ace really did and just which celebrities were hanging deep-frozen at the Cryonics building. They must have decided he was some sort of glorified funeral director.


    “I know you fellows must be exhausted,” he said. “Let’s finish up, and I’ll have the driver back here for you at nine in the morning. There’ll be juice, coffee, and pastries in the limo.”


    “Have you got women waiting in our rooms?” Donnie asked.


    “No, but I bet Mack would share,” Ace said and laughed awkwardly. “You bring the harem, Mack?”


    Mack couldn’t talk, his mouth was so stuffed with cheesecake, but he nodded his head and managed a smile. Still chewing, he pulled out his wallet and fanned out some worn and crinkled color nude photos of professionals. They passed them around the table as neighboring diners made a show of indignation.


    Ace asked for the check, and when the waiter returned, he gave him a credit card without looking at the damage. Aware that he had everyone’s attention, he cleared his throat and said, “So… anybody here believe in reincarnation?”
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    Ace had the limo arrive at the Westin just before nine a.m. It was going to be a hot day, with thunderstorms likely along the Front Range by late afternoon, but dawn had come with the transparent, crisp blueness of Bombay Sapphire, suggesting a quick three-mile jog in the park. Of course, decades of biscuits and gravy, pork chops, and Mexican food vetoed that option for the four now wedged into the seven-passenger Town Car stretch.


    The limo glided down the interstate, past the sprawling burbs of Arvada and Wheat Ridge, to Golden, where it pulled into the parking lot of Exodus Cryonics, just beyond the Coors brewery. Ace got a call from his driver when the limo passed Colorado School of Mines, so that when the four men climbed out of the limo and looked up at the white limestone building, there he was, right out front and holding the door open.


    He led them down a corridor and then left to a long hallway done in lime green ceramic tile. At the end of the hall, the slate flooring turned to sound-dampening cork as it curved toward a door labeled Surgery. Ace unlocked the door with a key on a metal coil that he wore just above his wristwatch.


    “Enter, gentlemen,” he said, swinging open the stainless steel door. “The O.R. is on the right, just past the scrub sinks. Just keep walking.”


    He let the door close behind Donnie and listened for the latch to lock, then walked in double time to regain the lead.


    “What kind of surgery you do in there?” Willie asked, pointing with his thumb over his right shoulder, like a hitchhiker.


    “Mostly just shunts, like the ones for kidney dialysis patients,” Ace said. “We drain the blood out of a vein at the same time we’re replacing it with LPEM in an artery.”


    “What’s LPEM?” Mack asked, out of breath from the brisk walk at a mile above sea level.


    Ace turned and kept walking, beckoning his friends forward and hoping they took the hint that no more questions would be entertained at the moment. Turning into a small foyer, he approached a stainless steel bank-vault door as tall as a truck. He spun the combination lock to four numbers and, removing one of the keys from the spiral key chain, inserted it into a lock, turned it ninety degrees right, and left the key in place. Next, he rotated the stainless steel wheel counterclockwise six times around and then pushed a large red button on the left wall.


    The huge door crept open, and everybody stepped back out of its way. A waft of cool air greeted them.


    “You guys get goose bumps just then?” Goody said.


    “Watch your step over this threshold,” Ace said. “We put a ramp over it when we’re bringing supplies and clients in, but that takes a few minutes.” He flipped up a large brass lever on the wall, and dozens of lights illuminated the cavernous, stark white-tiled room, blinking on row by row from where they stood to the rear of the room.


    “Shit!” Mack said. “This is bigger’n the damn Cowboys Stadium!”


    Ace swept his left arm to the side in a grand gesture worthy of a ringmaster. “Gentlemen, may I present the heart of Exodus.”


    Goody started at the sound of the vault door closing and locking behind him with a sequence of clicks and whirs. “Scared the crap outta me!” he said.


    Donnie laughed. “Getting a little goosey in your old age, my man.”


    They all shuffled forward, Ace grinning at their astonishment. “C’mon,” he said, leading them to the center of the immense repository.


    “Well, I’ll be dipped in shit,” Mack said. “You sure this is even legal?”


    Rather than answer, Ace just let his friends gaze about in disbelief. The room was, in fact, almost a hundred yards long and some forty yards wide, with a twenty-foot gap down the middle. Flanking this center pathway were rows of big glass cylinders, hundreds of them, each ten feet tall, with a wall thick enough to hold back a great white shark. The see-through cylinders stood on stainless steel bases with matching lids, sealed with a paraffin-like substance. Fewer than half the cylinders were empty; the rest were filled with a colorless, clear liquid, and hanging from each lid, suspended in this quiescent fluid habitat, was a naked human body.


    “A few brief specs,” Ace said. “The air in here is always precisely fifty-five degrees Fahrenheit.”


    “Like a wine cellar,” Mack said.


    “That’s just to help the liquid coolers be a little more efficient. Each cylinder is individually cooled and filled with LPEM, the same substance that has replaced the blood in each body’s circulatory system. Life-Preserving Exchange Medium—which I hold the patent on—has a freezing point of ten below zero, so we keep it in the cylinders at ten above zero—or twenty-two degrees below the freezing point of water.


    “And this is the big difference in cryopreservation at Exodus compared to the competition,” Ace explained. “My patented cryoprotectant, which soothes every cell and tissue from both inside and out, obviates the dangerously low temperatures of other cryoprotectants. Some require temps as low as minus three hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit.”


    Donnie stepped toward the closest cylinder but tripped when the rubber sole of his sneaker grabbed the granite floor. Reaching out with both hands, he steadied himself against the occupied cylinder. The cylinder wobbled slightly, and the woman inside floated a degree or so backward and then forward, and her hair slowly rose and fell as though drawn by a current. Donnie quickly stepped away from her.


    “I know it’s hard to believe,” Ace said, “but all the cells in that gorgeous woman’s body will remain alive but asleep, sort of like fish in a frozen pond.”


    “Brother, this is probably stupid,” Goody asked, “but why do
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