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CHAPTER ONE

    Miss Dow leaned against the observation window. Her stomach revolted and she backed away. Unable to quell the nausea within her, she clamped a hand to her mouth.

    Doctor Santell gently took her arm, leading her away from the window. He helped her to a couch facing away from the observation window.

    The nausea passed. Miss Dow smiled weakly. “You did warn me,” she said.

    Doctor Santell did not return the smile. “It takes getting used to. I’m a surgeon and immune to gore, but still I find it unsettling. He’s a biological impossibility.”

    “Not even human,” Miss Dow suggested.

    “That’s what the government sent you here to decide,” said Doctor Santell.

    “Frankly, I’m glad he’s no longer my responsibility. Sometimes I think he’s an evil as big as the world, and as old.”

    “I want to look at him again.”

    Santell shrugged, lighting a cigarette. Together they walked back to the observation window. He seemed amused at her discomfort.

    Again Miss Dow peered through the window. This time it was easier.

    A young man, tall and well-muscled, stood in the middle of the room. He was naked. His uncut black hair fell to the small of his back.

    His chest was slit with a gaping wound that bled profusely, his legs and stomach were soaked with blood.

    “Why is he smiling? What is he staring at?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off the figure before her.

    “I don’t know,” said Doctor Santell. “Why don’t you ask him?”

    “Your sense of humor escapes me,” said Miss Dow through tightly closed lips.

    Doctor Santell grinned and loosened his tie. His cigarette reached the filter and went out. He tossed it into the wall disposal unit and reached for another one.

    “Doesn’t everything?” suggested Doctor Santell, trying not to laugh at his little joke. It was no secret Miss Dow was not at the top of his list.

    Miss Dow turned away from the window. Her look was sharp, withering. “Tell me about him,” she snapped, each word like ice. “How did he get... that way?”

    Santell’s amusement faded. He licked his lips nervously, nodded. “He has no name, at least no official name. We call him Joe. Sort of a nickname. We gave him that name about...”

    “Fascinating,” interrupted Miss Dow, “but I didn’t come here to be entertained by some droll little tale about his nickname.”

    “Friendly, aren’t you?” asked Doctor Santell dryly. A pity, he thought. If she knew how to smile, she might even have seemed attractive.

    “The government doesn’t pay me to be friendly. It pays me to do a job.” Her voice was cold, dispassionate. But she turned to face Doctor Santell in such a way that she would not see the bleeding man. “How long has he been like this?”

    “It’s all in my report. If you’d like to read it, I could...”

    “I’d prefer a verbal outline first. I’ll read your report later. I trust that it is a thorough one.” She eyed him sharply.

    “Yes, quite thorough, I assure you,” Doctor Santell replied, the polite edge in his voice wearing thin.

    He turned away from Miss Dow, gazed in at the bleeding man. His words became clipped, impartial. “He is approximately twenty-three years old and has been as he is now since birth.”

    “Incredible!” said Miss Dow, fascinated in spite of herself. “All of this is documented?”

    “Completely. There is no possibility of fakery. No point to do so either, for that matter.”

    “Just as you say,” echoed Miss Dow. “What have you done to try to cure it? Is it some form of stigmata?”

    Doctor Santell shook his head. “If this is stigmata, it is the most extreme case the world will ever see. Besides, it is inconceivable that a psychosomatic illness could cause such a drastic biological malfunction.”

    “But surely some sort of surgery?” began Miss Dow. “Some sort of chemical therapy with clotting agents...?”

    Dr. Santell shook his head emphatically. “We’ve tried them all in the seven years he’s been here. Psycho-chemistry, primal reconditioning, genetic modification, bio-feedback, tried singly and together; surgical attempts by the dozens, even micro laser cauterizations. None have had any effect. Skin grafts over the wound immediately split and the wound reappears as if nothing had ever happened to it.”

    “But how... how could...”

    “Scientifically, from the standpoint of human biology, he’s an utter impossibility. I’ve stated it as such in my reports, stated it in detail and ad infinitum.”

    “What is his rate of bleeding?” she asked.

    “It varies,” said Dr. Santell. “Somewhere between two and three pints an hour.”

    “But it’s not possible!” exclaimed Miss Dow. “I was appraised somewhat in advance that... but this is... no one can...”

    “He can and does,” interrupted Dr. Santell. “He doesn’t do anything normally. I can give you ten reasons why he should be dead. Don’t ask me why he isn’t.”

    Miss Dow turned her head around and stared at the silent figure standing in the center of the room. The bleeding man had not moved. The blood flowed evenly from the chest wound, gathering in a coagulating pool at his feet.

    “I’ve had enough.” She turned away from the window. “Show me to my office. I’m ready to read that report now.”

    


CHAPTER TWO

    The security inside the operating room was minimal. Just one stony-faced guard in a Hazmat suit who had no weapons. But heavily armed men blocked all the entrances and exits. Two grim-faced generals and at least five surgeons were up in the gallery, peering down through the heavy glass observation windows. Each of the surgeons had headphones. A bank of monitors that duplicated the readouts coming from the operating theatre machines blocked part of the viewing area.

    Dr. Robert Hamilton, flown in from London for this, was perspiring heavily behind his mask. A watchful surgical nurse, moving awkwardly in her Hazmat suit, dabbed at the sweat beading on his forehead. Hamilton had refused to wear the bulky Hazmat suit. He said it was impossible to operate with something so bulky covering his hands and arms. They had tried to force him to wear it but he had resisted. Finally they had conceded to his whims however dangerous they might be.

    The bleeding man lay calmly on the operating table, fully conscious in that strange, otherworldly mental state he seemed always to be in. He was alert but non-responsive.

    Hamilton was the world’s most eminent micro-laser surgeon. He had pioneered a cold-fusion surgical technique that left the world stunned. No one else had replicated his methods. He was the first and foremost practitioner of his art.

    With a bank of high-wattage energy catalyzers, he was using cold fusion in an attempt to cauterize the gaping wound in the bleeding man’s chest. The surgery was a failure. The patient’s response to the surgery was almost alien. The first sign that things weren’t to go as expected came when they tried to put him under. The anesthetics seem to have no effect. His heartbeat and the regular pulsing of blood neither slowed nor slackened. Upping the dosage evoked nothing.

    They stopped just short of what would have been a fatal dose in any other human being and still nothing came up on the screens and monitors. And so the energy catalyzers were brought to bear without any attempt at killing or lessening the pain. But it hadn’t mattered to the patient. The bleeding man’s skin simply responded as if no fusion process had even touched it. In shock and disbelief, Robert Hamilton stripped off a surgical glove and put his bare hand against the edge of the wound. His hand shook. The skin was neither hot nor even cold. It just was as it had always been.

    He spoke into the microphone. “I know you can see this on the monitors but I am reconfirming it visually. The machines I have invented have had absolutely no effect.”

    One of the generals leaned over and put his hand over the microphone that allowed them to communicate with Hamilton. He spoke tersely to all of them in the observation room in such a way that what he said could not be overheard in the operating room. Three of the surgeons shook their heads in response to what he said. The other two simply looked frightened.

    “I’m going to take it up another notch. Try it again,” said Hamilton, looking up at the men in the gallery.

    The general whose name was Maxsen took his hand off the microphone. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

    Hamilton protested. “But I’ve done nothing. Accomplished nothing! Let me take another crack at it.”

    “It’s not necessary. You’ve confirmed our suspicions. You’re done here,” said General Maxsen.

    “I call the shots in my operating room. I like to say when I am done. I think I—”

    The stony-faced guard moved with amazing speed. He caught Doctor Hamilton’s arm in a steely grip and began to drag him away from the operating table. The guard had surgical gloves on and a mask. Doctor Hamilton lashed out and his ungloved hand would have struck the guard in the face but the guard moved to the side, shifted his weight forward and hit Hamilton at the base of his neck with the side of his hand. It was a savage blow and Hamilton fell backwards. Even before his body hit the floor, the guard had moved again. He delivered an intense chop to the top of Hamilton’s surgical cap, the hardened edge of his hand striking like a fleshy hammer. Hamilton collapsed as if his bones had melted.

    “It wasn’t wise for Hamilton to touch him with his bare hand. It was a mistake,” said General Maxsen, who turned to look at the other military men in the observation room. “And he’ll pay for that. He should have been more careful.”

    General Maxsen turned and looked at the doctors in the room. The expressions on their faces gave away nothing. It was unwise, they had all learned, to venture opinions so they offered none.

    “You agree Doctor Hamilton has been unwise to the point of recklessness,” insisted General Maxsen. It was obvious he was in charge. “His life is his own responsibility, what little he has left. He was warned, was he not?”

    The question hung in the air.

    No one answered him but they all looked away as if hearing something unpleasant.

    The surgeons in the observation room said nothing but then they looked at each other with a kind of secret dread. From the look on their faces, it seemed plain they all wished they were someplace else.

    When Doctor Robert Hamilton woke up, nothing had changed. The bleeding man was still there, still bleeding. But now Hamilton had a headache that wouldn’t quit.

    His guard was still there. Begrudgingly, he offered him a gloved hand and helped him to his feet.

    “Why the hell did you hit me?” complained the surgeon.

    “You refused a direct order. You don’t comply you get hit. Them’s the rules,” said the guard indifferently. “I don’t make the rules but I enforce them.”

    Doctor Hamilton was unsteady on his feet. “I ought to sue.”

    “Fat chance,” said the guard mockingly. “Try to sue this outfit and you’ll be in a world of hurt.”

    “I am already in a world of hurt,” said Doctor Hamilton, rubbing his neck.

    


CHAPTER THREE

    Two guards in Hazmat suits came into the room. They rolled the bleeding man onto a long piece of plastic. Doctor Hamilton watched the proceedings without joy. His head ached and his neck was sore from the karate chop.

    His surgical nurse left the room abruptly, following orders from the commanding general in the observation room that she leave. She looked back at the figure on the cart. Her bulky suit made her movements difficult but she said a little prayer and crossed herself. She thought that Doctor Hamilton was in a world of trouble. She was glad to get away from there.

    “I wish you’d let me finish what I started, General Maxsen. I assure you that I am fully competent to judge when...” He looked up at the observation window but found no comfort there. General Maxsen waved a hand dismissively and was already in motion. He stalked out of the room and was gone. The other general who had never been named also left the room. The surgeons in the observation room noticeably relaxed. General Maxsen was an uncomfortable terror and they were all glad to have him gone.

    Frustrated, Doctor Hamilton lost his patience and approached the body of the bleeding man. He stripped his one remaining surgical glove from his hand and ran both his bare hands again along the wound. He tried to trace it but nothing had changed. The bleeding man was as he was before. He tapped the man angrily on the shoulder, trying to get a response, to evoke some kind of reaction.

    This brought no response from the bleeding man, no immediate response, that is.

    The men in the Hazmat suits transferred the body of the bleeding man onto a cart and wheeled him away.

    “I guess I am done here, not that anybody seems to care,” Doctor Hamilton said bitterly and stripped off his green surgical gown. He wanted to report what had happened. That he had at least made a sincere effort. But the armed guards turned away from him. The observation room above the operating theater emptied of viewers. There was no one to make a report to.

    Doctor Hamilton began to feel pressure in his head, like the onset of a migraine. After the post-surgical scrubdown he lay down on a couch in the surgeon’s lounge and closed his eyes. He was jet-lagged, the long flight from England had tired him out. He thought he might take a short nap.

    He fell into a deep remorseless sleep.

    Something dark and quick and bloody seemed to touch his mind.

    Startled, he started to rise from the couch, but found he could not move. The dream unfolded in his mind. People with strange faces leered at him. They were the animal people and they walked in forests unknown. A woman leered at him and taunted him. She had burning eyes and seemed to glow with a strange intensity. She came closer and reached out to touch him. Doctor Hamilton shuddered as the wings of her hands caressed him. She said something to him, but the words melted in the air and took no form or shape. Another man, if it was even a man, came into his dream. He had elk horns sprouting from his head and his hand were sharp talons.

    He reached for Doctor Hamilton and raked his body with fire and ashes.

    Doctor Hamilton tried again to rise from the couch, to make the dream stop but he dreamed on, unable to wake. The vision had him in its grip.

    He found himself drawn into a strange vision world that seemed to foretell the coming of some dark nightbrother.

    You have reaped death, the dream seemed to say. It is coming for you.

    In the dream he saw his own death and the death of his young bride, pregnant with their first child. It seemed very real.

    He awoke covered in sweat and trembling. There was a cold spot on his stomach, in the same place where he had touched the bleeding man. It was so cold it hurt. He clutched his side and sat up abruptly. His fingers where they touched the wound were covered in frost.

    He got up angrily and rose to make a complaint but there were only two armed military men standing beside him.

    “What the hell happened? Who’s been playing at me?” he said and confronted the armed men who watched him.

    “Time for you to go,” said one of the men. He was wary. He had his orders. He had been told not to touch the man but to simply escort him out.

    “Not until I find out who is bloody responsible for this mess. Look, I’ve been wounded in some way. I’ve got frost on my fingers. And my guts feel like they have been frozen,” said Doctor Hamilton.

    The two armed men exchanged a look.

    An official from the Pentagon named Peterson came into the room. He had on a bright yellow, military-issue Hazmat suit. He surveyed the scene with a steady unflinching eye. His attitude was one that tolerated no deviation from his orders. He had been given clear instructions.

    “We have a jet ready for you. You are to go straight home. You are not to discuss anything you have seen or heard,” said Peterson. In a tone that brooked no further discussion, he added, “I have been sent to escort you to the plane.”

    “Not bloody likely,” said Doctor Hamilton. “I want some answers as to just what happened here. I am not used to be treated like some kind of...”

    Peterson interrupted him.

    “I’m sorry. I am not authorized to discuss what has happened. You must leave now,” said Peterson. He had no give in him. He had his orders.

    “Listen you...”

    “Guards!” snapped Peterson.

    Both armed guards raised their weapons and pointed them at the British surgeon.

    “If necessary, you can go back to England as a corpse,” said Peterson with a small insincere smile. “I hope that won’t be necessary.”

    “Bloody military! I should have known not to trust you,” raged Doctor Hamilton.

    “May I assume that I have at least been paid for my time?”

    “Your money has been transferred to your account. You have been more than adequately paid for your services. But you have completed your contractual obligations to us and we have no further need of you at this time,” assured Peterson blandly.

    “Cheeky bastards,” cursed Doctor Hamilton. “Alright, take me to the damned plane!”

    He got up and began to walk out of the room. The guards did not lower their weapons.

    He was marched at gun point to a waiting jeep and got into the back seat. His hands were numb with the cold and his stomach still felt strange as if an ice block had been resting on bare skin. He lifted his shirt and saw that there was a red spot on his skin where something very cold had touched him.

    He was seething with anger at the way he had been treated. He would have complained loudly and bitterly but the sight of an ever-present aimed gun kept him silent.

    Bloody Christ, did they really intend to shoot him?

    Well, it was the military mind. Who knew what they bloody thought?

    It had been a fool’s errand to come here. Doctor Hamilton saw that plain enough.

    Still, they had paid him a whopping fortune so at least there was that.

    But that dream. He wondered if it meant anything.

    It had seemed so real.

    He tried not to think about it on the silent jeep ride to the plane but fragments of the dream kept coming back to him.

    He must call from the plane, see if his very pregnant wife Sheila was alright. He was sure she would be just fine but the dream had terrified him. A call would reassure him.

    A load of bloody nonsense, is what he wanted to believe but the dream had scared him nonetheless.

    The bastards were relentless.

    Two more military policemen with drawn guns were there to escort him on the plane. Peterson had followed them in another jeep. He seemed reluctant to get too close to him. Peterson stood up and did not get out of the jeep. His eyes studied the doctor with caution.

    As Doctor Hamilton exited the jeep, Peterson was moved to comment.

    “On behalf of the Pentagon, we thank you for your service. You have signed all necessary documents and know full well the penalty for any disclosure as to what has transpired here,” said Peterson. “You at not to discuss this with anyone. You understand that this is not negotiable.”

    Doctor Hamilton turned and looked at him. He was livid.

    “Can I get on the bloody plane now?” snarled Doctor Hamilton who had had his fill of the military.

    “By all means,” said Peterson who was certain that the doctor would not live very long.

    Doctor Hamilton mock-saluted the two armed military policemen who stood beside the jet ramp with pointed weapons.

    He trotted up the ramp into the jet and turned in the doorway to look back at the armed men and Peterson in his jeep.

    He gave them the middle finger and went inside. But they had all turned away and did not see his final act of defiance.

    Doctor Robert Hamilton strapped himself in and wondered where the stewardess was.

    He was the only passenger on the plane.

    There was no stewardess. There was no food or drink provided. There was also no phone.

    Bloody fucking military, he thought as the plane lifted off.

    


CHAPTER FOUR

    Peterson got off the phone with the Pentagon. He waited and then the expected callback came.

    His phone had lit up almost immediately and he answered it.

    “Yes general. It went as expected. Thank you for calling back. Yes, the British surgeon is on his way home. Doctor Hamilton did touch the body and tried high-energy laser microsurgery. Yes, based on his fusion process. To no effect except of course, he touched the body of the bleeding man. We advised against that. Yes, Hamilton is probably dead by now.”

    He listened for a few minutes and obviously was distressed with what he was hearing. He rolled his eyes.

    “Ok then,” he said curtly and hung up.

    General Thorton Maxsen looked at him inquisitively.

    “And they said?”

    Peterson said, “I guess we continue to play it the same way for now.”

    “Doctor Santell and that damn woman, Miss Dow, are they to be kept in the dark?” asked the general. “General Gene Talbot knows, of course. He is nominally in charge of the base. He makes it possible to run our little side experiments. It gripes my ass that we have to put up with her. She’s a clueless government hack. That damn Dow woman is too efficiently busy by half!”

    “Sure,” said Peterson smoothly. “Cloning. She thinks that’s what we are interested in. The Dow woman has no idea what is going on so she’s the perfect cover. Our operations are still to be carried out without her knowledge, that doesn’t change.”

    “And where does that leave us?”

    “The Army Naval Intelligence Group still has the same suspicion. They just have no proof. DARPA comes up negative. But nobody has any better idea. I mean, he has double the amount of DNA but it’s the same DNA, just cloned. The bleeding man isn’t an alien. I guess you could call it a double double Helix, if that is even a word. It’s just somehow replicated itself. We have no idea why but it is human DNA. That’s one thing we are sure of. He is human.”

    Peterson shrugged. They were chasing their tails with this one. It probably would never be solved, he thought, but he kept it to himself.

    “Contamination or contact with an alien race. That’s some asshole’s idea of a theory. I expect we’ll be classed with the other UFO nuts if this gets out,” said the general with a look of real anguish. He ran his hand over his shaved skull as if it actually hurt. He was plainly troubled.

    General Maxsen searched in his pockets for a cigarette. He had a headache that only a cigarette would cure. He found none.

    “The navy has released their files. There’s nothing in them as far as I can see. They have a whole lot of unexplained sightings. Possible UFO sightings that may or may not be alien, that have never been satisfactorily explained. But how they relate to the bleeding man is anybody’s guess,” said Peterson curtly. “But still, we have the perfect front. Our sacrificial lamb when the shit hits the fan. The indomitable Miss Dow. She’s been fed the lie that his blood is harmless and that we are feeding it to prisoners. She doesn’t have a fucking clue. She’s leading the wild goose chase so nobody is going to be pointing a finger at us if it goes south.”

    “Well it is harmless, isn’t it? We’ve sampled his blood. It’s just human blood. We tested the hell out of it,” said General Maxsen.

    “Yeah, but you touch his body and you die,” said Peterson. “That much we know.”

    “So how come the blood doesn’t affect anyone? I mean, in theory, we really could use it for a transfusion. Injected it doesn’t really seem to harm anyone,” protested Peterson.

    “You can bet your ass, but I am not standing in line to volunteer. I don’t want that freak for a blood donor. I don’t think anybody does,” said General Maxsen. “It’s just more of the same mysterious shit that we just can’t figure out.”

    Peterson threw his hands up in the air. “Again, I got no clue. It’s a shit sandwich and it’s biting us all in the ass!”

    “Which leaves us where?”

    Peterson shrugged and looked away before he answered. “In the fucking dark, still looking for answers which are in short supply. Even the Pentagon is getting antsy about this one.”

    “I think there is something we are just not seeing, or maybe we see it but don’t understand it,” suggested General Maxsen. He looked despairingly at Peterson. “Who the fuck knows?”

    “Tell me about it,” said Peterson. “Maybe we should just lock the bleeding man up and call it a day? Consider it a total write off.”

    “Yeah, that would be so fucking swell except there are too many people already looking at this. I would like to write it off as some lunatic Indian mumbo jumbo but my ass is already full of fucking arrows over this thing! Why the hell did they bring it to us? Better to have left the bleeding man in the damned carnival freak show! Now that we caught this damn thing, we can’t let go of it,” said General Maxsen bitterly. “Do you have a cigarette?”

    “Sorry, no. I don’t smoke.” Peterson looked at his hands as if thinking of something. He stared off into space as if there were answers out there somewhere.

    “Who the fuck does anymore?” complained the general.

    Peterson just shrugged.

    “Embrace the mystery of the Native Americans,” said Peterson suddenly with a bitter laugh. “Many moons have come in the land of the white eyes, and we are like...”

    “Tell me your not going to finish that sentence or I’ll puke!” snapped the general.

    “Ok, you win. Just explain to me how this is an alien contact?” said Peterson calmly. He was enjoying the look of dismay on the general’s face.

    “Go fuck yourself.”

    It was all the general could think to say.

    


CHAPTER FIVE

    Two hours later, the last page of Dr. Santell’s report slipped from Miss Dow’s nerveless fingers. The bleeding man lay outside the parameters of human biology. By all rights he should have been dead, indeed, could never have lived. Her hands were a little unsteady as she punched in Dr. Santell’s office on the scanner phone. His face appeared on the screen... and it was flushed.

    “Report to me immediately,” Miss Dow snapped.

    “I doubt it, sweetheart,” said Dr. Santell grinning. “I’m off the case, remember?” He drank something out of a dark tumbler.

    “You’re drinking!” snapped Miss Dow.

    “Now that you mention it,” admitted Dr. Santell agreeably. He gave her a lopsided grin. “Perhaps you would care to join me?”

    “I find your behavior disgusting, undisciplined and thoroughly unprofessional! I should like to remind you that you are still responsible to me. You may be discharged from this case in your professional capacity, but your standing orders are to cooperate with me in any way possible.”

    “So I’m cooperating,” muttered Dr. Santell. “I stay out of your way, you stay out of mine.”

    “I won’t tolerate this!” she raged. “Do you realize to whom you are talking?”

    Dr. Santell thought that over slowly. His face tightened. He did realize who she was. It sobered him a little. He took another drink from the tumbler to compensate.

    “Are you sober enough to answer a few questions?”

    He thought that over for a while too. “I’m drunk enough to answer any questions you have. I don’t think I could answer them sober,” he said.

    “I am trying to be understanding,” said Miss Dow, a note of conciliation in her voice. “I realize it is quite natural for you to resent me. After all, I am responsible for your termination at this installation.”

    Dr. Santell shrugged it off. “You think I wanted to stay on this project? Christ! You did me a goddamn favor! I haven’t had a good night’s sleep without nightmares since I started this project. I was told I was being taken on temporarily when Dr. Shugaart died under rather mysterious circumstances here. I begged for a transfer. But I seemed to have some calming effect on our subject and they kept me on long after I wanted to quit. It wasn’t so bad when Jameson was with me, Shugaart’s senior assistant. But I’ve had the shakes ever since Jameson went off the deep end and killed himself.”

    “We’re both professionals, Dr. Santell,” reasoned Miss Dow. “We can’t let emotional considerations enter into this. There is no place for emotions here. Our goals must be...”

    “Hell! That’s easy for you to say!” growled Dr. Santell. “You don’t have any!”

    “That’s quite enough, thank you!” said Miss Dow, pressing her lips together in a tight, angry line.

    “No, it’s not enough...!” started Dr. Santell. “You can’t...”

    “The subject is closed!” she shouted.

    There was an uneasy silence.

    Miss Dow broke it by changing the subject. “What about his parents?” she asked.

    “Didn’t you read my report?”

    “It said they committed suicide. It did not specify or go into any details. I have to know more than that. Your report was supposed to be thorough. You didn’t list your sources of information on his early life, for one thing. I need to know...”

    “All covered in Shugaart’s files. Not that there’s much in them on that. I didn’t feel it necessary to duplicate the information. If you’re really curious, ask Nahtari. He can tell you everything,” he said. He shrugged as if to say it was out of his hands.

    “Who?”

    “Nahtari. His uncle. He comes every week to visit his nephew. Nahtari used to exhibit him at the carnival until we discovered him and brought him here. If you’ll turn to the financial report near the back, you’ll see that we pay Nahtari a small gratuity for the privileges of studying his nephew. We pay him by the week and he stops in to pick up his check and talk to his relative.”

    “Did you say ‘talk to his relative’?”

    “Yeah. In a manner of speaking that is. It’s pretty strange. Nahtari talks to Joe every week for an hour. I don’t know if Joe understands anything that is said to him or even if Nahtari cares if he understands. I’ve never heard Joe respond in any way, not in the seven years I’ve been here.”

    “When does this Nahtari make his weekly visit?”

    “He’s here now, in my office. He brings me a pint of whiskey every week. Makes it himself. Tastes like hell but seems to do the job. Just the sort of thing you need to loosen your...”

    Miss Dow hit the dial-out button viciously, cutting him off in mid-sentence.

    She marched down the corridor with an angry stride. She noted the name on the door with grim satisfaction.

    She pushed the door open to Dr. Santell’s office. She hadn’t bothered to knock. Dr. Santell had his feet propped up on the edge of his desk. He held a drink in one hand and a deck of cards in the other. Across the desk from him sat a gray-headed old Indian, dressed in faded blue jeans, cracked leather boots and a tattered flannel shirt.

    “I’ll see your dime and raise you a dime,” said Dr. Santell, slamming a dime onto the pile of change on the desk between them.

    “Are you Nahtari?” demanded Miss Dow, coming into the room. The two studiously ignored her.

    “It depends,” said the old Indian, not looking up from his cards. “I’ll meet your dime and raise you a quarter.”

    Dr. Santell bit his lip. “You’re bluffing! I know you don’t have that other ace!”

    Miss Dow marched up to the desk
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