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Epilogue


Part One: Walls


Chapter One

Nathan James rose at the crack of noon, the mid-January gloom keeping the day gloomy. As he got up, he bumped his elbow against the desk that was wedged against his cot. Even when he was the only person in the house, he slept in this room, lost among the monitors, keyboards, hard drives, dedicated servers stacked against the wall, and the miles of CAT5 cables and wires that snaked throughout the entire affair like the entrails of some metastasizing, electronic beast. He stood, stretched his neglected muscles, and tried to remember the last time he’d been outside. If I was white, he thought, I’d be so pale I’d glow in the dark. Slowly, stiffly, he made the circuit of the computer equipment, pressing the necessary power buttons.

Jason had once complained about the separate power-ups. “Can’t you, you know, like, hook all this stuff up together? One button and, bing, you’re up and running?”

“Sure. If I wanted to,” Nathan had said. “And then the first time the evil computer genius working with the guys in the black helicopters breaches my security network and zaps a power spike through here, the whole system goes up in smoke.”

“But you got, like, programs and stuff to keep that from happening.”

“Yes, I do. But this is called hardware redundancy. I have everything segregated. It’s a backup for the software security. Can’t have too many backups. Redundancy is a necessary evil. Maybe so much so that it becomes a positive good.”

“Yeah, whatever. So that’s why I gotta use three different passwords before I log on to bigmellons.com?”

“That is why.”

I just hope that you’ve gone to a better place, Jason, Nathan thought. A place where you only need one password to log on to bigmellons.com. Nathan pondered that a moment longer and decided that, no, Heaven must be a place without passwords—because a place where every password was secure could only qualify as Hell.

While the system booted, he shuffled to the kitchen and started coffee brewing. Out of habit, he tried to do everything quietly. Normally, there was almost always someone asleep in the house. The life that he and his friends had chosen was not one that included neckties and nine-to-five workdays. In fact, they worked a lot of nights. That seemed to be the time when their “clients” were most active. Like cockroaches. Mulling over just how dangerous these particular cockroaches tended to be, Nathan took care of his minimal wake-up routine—coffee, piss—and then planted himself back at the computer. Still rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he cycled through a few of the mundane Web sites that he kept up with on a regular basis. The pages loaded one after another, but he paid only cursory attention to the stream of headlines and stock prices. Having been reminded of Jason so soon after waking up, Nathan was uncomfortably aware of the palpable emptiness of the house. The others, unlike Jason at least, were merely out of town, hiding out until police interest in their recent activities cooled down a bit. He’d spoken with Hetger on the phone, and they would be back before too long, probably no longer than a week or two, but still Nathan couldn’t seem to shake the sense of doom, the increasingly smothering pressure, that weighed upon him. His friends were in exile, Jason and Albert were dead, while Nathan sat safe at home.

We each bring different things to this war, he told himself. What I learn online saves lives. Some lives, not all of them. Some of the people they’d lost, Nathan didn’t even like, but he felt the sting all the same. Human lives snuffed out, with cause or needlessly, but maybe they wouldn’t have been lost if he had done a better job, if he had learned more. Answers were out there if only he could figure out where to look, if he could figure out what were the right questions to ask in the first place. Lord knew that hunter-net was an untidy work in progress. The anonymous forum was full of static, misinformation, bickering and stubborn wrongheadedness, but even so, there were pearls to be found among the swine. He just had to look harder.

No amount of self-flagellation, though, was going to bring back Jason or Albert or any of the others. In fact, in this line of work, the thought of anyone coming back was all too disturbing. Better to picture the former hunters at peace.

Eventually, Nathan worked his way around to his email. His gopher software, programmed to round up messages from a half-dozen anonymous accounts and deposit them into a tidy queue, surprisingly returned with only one new message. He recognized the user ID: “Muckraker.”

“What have you got for me today?” Nathan wondered aloud. This might be something suitable to pique his interest, even just having gotten up. Besides whatever actual goodies that Muckraker sent, his messages additionally served to provide clues—sketchy or perplexing as they might be—about something else that pricked Nathan’s curiosity: Muckraker’s identity. Nathan thought of him as male, but even that convention was nothing more than supposition. In his emails, Muckraker consistently used he for a third-person indefinite pronoun, which might mean that he was male, but Nathan wasn’t willing to bet on such a tenuous guess. Questions about Muckraker more important than gender remained unanswered, however. Who was he? Who, and what? At present there was no way to know. Nathan knew his electronic correspondent only by user ID, and Muckraker knew Nathan only as “Sugardaddy.” Today’s note made Nathan wonder that much more. It began:

fyi, sugardaddy. here’s the proof! attached files gleaned from synsol server via ir coc

Proof. Nathan scoffed. His idea of proof and Muckraker’s didn’t always jibe. What little Nathan did know about Muckraker was that he was an Internet journalist who ran a little online rag called The Wake-Up Call. That was how they had gotten in touch initially. A few weeks earlier, Nathan had noticed a relatively obscure tech company named Synthetic Solutions that was showing an unusual amount of interest in Iron Rapids—an unusual amount being any. Iron Rapids, Michigan was not an up-and-coming hotbed of the new techno-economy. Quite the opposite. It was a decaying soon-to-be corpse of the old industrial economy. So when Synthetic Solutions, listed on the Nasdaq as SNSL but known in trade press as SynSol, bought up the long-vacant Hadley plant downtown, Nathan had grown curious. After a little poking around, curiosity had turned to suspicion. Nothing he could quite put his finger on, certainly nothing he could prove, but something didn’t smell right. He had compiled what he did know about SynSol and the situation in Iron Rapids and sent the information to two Web sites that would be frequented by potentially interested parties: hunter-net and The Wake-Up Call. Shortly thereafter, Muckraker had contacted him.

There was a thin line that Nathan had long prided himself on not having crossed. On the one side stood the enlightened individual who was aware of the more sinister creatures that stalked the night unbeknownst to the oblivious masses, folks Nathan referred to as “sleepers.” On the other side stood the conspiracy nut. Muckraker, it seemed, had crossed that line.

He had come on gradually enough, sussing out Nathan’s views through a series of correspondences regarding SynSol and Iron Rapids:

you may be on to something Sugardaddy. multinationals CANNOT be trusted to act in accordance with the public good!

But his emails gradually shifted from dialog to near-diatribe:

the public geist is merely another tool of intellectual and spiritual bondage! if the masses do not believe it to be true, then it cannot be (BE—in the basic, existential sense of the word)!

And soon, instead of discussing Nathan’s suspicions, Muckraker was holding forth on the collective unconscious, the nature of reality, and topics that were similarly esoteric and far-fetched—and that from Nathan’s perspective as a man who believed undeniably in the existence of vampires and ghosts.

The real problem for Nathan came when he found himself beginning to believe Muckraker.

If vampires and ghosts preyed unnoticed among the masses, why not a shadowy cabal of nefarious techno-villains attempting to short-circuit free will? Which was less believable? But Nathan had seen zombies with his own eyes; one friend had been killed by a ghost, another by a vampire. Did Muckraker know his accusations were true, or was he blowing smoke? Nathan, tongue-in-cheek and in his best Saturday matinee parlance, had replied at one point to the webzine proprietor’s emails:

and these diabolical fiends are bent on nothing short of world domination?!?!

Expecting an angry or caustic retort, Nathan was chilled by the response when it came from Muckraker, seemingly devoid of humor:

exactly

That had given Nathan pause. Another fanatic. Just what he needed. As if the hotheads on hunter-net weren’t enough, as if living with Clarence weren’t enough! Despite the misgivings, though, Muckraker dangled tantalizing bits of information, usually with the flair of a tabloid headline whether within the pages of The Wake-Up Call or in his email:

the Hadley plant was scheduled to go up for public auction as part of a creditor foreclosure but was exempted by special municipal action. coincidence? or government-corporate conspiracy? amicus briefs were filed by coc. who’s pulling the strings?!

Some such claims Nathan had been able to confirm independently. Muckraker sprinkled enough fact to string him along, but how much was fiction? And to what end? Was Muckraker trying to sucker Nathan in? There had been a few instances on hunter-net of individuals who were part of the problem—monsters, inhuman creatures—trying to pass themselves off as hunters, disseminating misleading information, getting people killed. Could this be that same sort of case? Or, Nathan wondered, if the mysterious journalist wasn’t one of them, could he be one of us?

Nathan responded with care, dropping the occasional subtle clue as to what he was, what he had become: imbued, a hunter.

there are so few who see things the way that we do. really SEE things.

If Muckraker understood, he didn’t let on. Either his responses to Nathan’s emails were his version of an online poker face, or he was completely wrapped up in his epistemological quest for truth and freedom. Nathan expressed enough interest to keep the exchange going, but after weeks he still was left with no proof of vast technological conspiracies other than the impassioned treatises of an anonymous online pen pal—which meant no proof at all.

Until today.

fyi, sugardaddy. here’s the proof! attached files gleaned from synsol server via ir coc

Nathan scanned the shorthand without a second thought: ir coc, Iron Rapids Chamber of Commerce. His eyes raced back and forth as he scrolled down the screen. This was it. This was where Muckraker took all of his abstract paranoia and Nathan’s concerns about Iron Rapids and tied them together. The shadowy cabal—that was who Muckraker claimed was behind everything, and the files he’d sent would prove it. Nathan skimmed over the rest of the message then opened the first file, which his virus scan cleared.

His eyes narrowed. What he was looking at seemed authentic—which didn’t mean that it was, he kept reminding himself. Much of the document was a formal business plan by which Synthetic Solutions proposed to establish a corporate presence in Iron Rapids, tame stuff, courting local political leaders and influential industrialists. Interspersed with business plan material, though, were what appeared to be lines of code, access or security encryption of some type. Following the coded insertions came sections of a different sort: instructions and explanations that Nathan didn’t completely understand, all about protocols and medical or psychological procedures to be performed on the various business leaders mentioned in the earlier sections. Definitely not part of a normal business lobbying strategy. It didn’t even seem like an outright plan of graft. The individuals involved weren’t being bribed so much as maybe hypnotized or… As the thought crossed Nathan’s mind, he involuntarily envisioned how Muckraker would have conveyed the same idea a bit more sensationally on his web page: REPROGRAMMED!!!

Nathan cursed under his breath. “Man, what the hell did you send me?” If this stuff is on the level… if Muckraker didn’t doctor it up to serve his purposes…

That was as far as he’d gotten when the screen went haywire. The words and images suddenly scrambled, flying through unintelligible sequences like a slot machine gone crazy. Beside the monitor, the hard drives began whirring and sputtering. Nathan’s homegrown security software, Sector-Rite, kicked into high gear, attempting to track the relevant IP address.

Surely Muckraker had scanned the files for problems too, but they’d both missed something—something not quite like anything Nathan had seen before. Or else, Nathan thought angrily, he set me up!

The hard drives’ whirring grew faster, faster, now making unhealthy grating sounds as well. No comprehensible text was visible on the screen any longer, only flashing lines of code streaming across by the nanosecond. Error boxes blinked on and off. Nathan caught brief glimpses of unwelcome phrases—illegal operation… program terminated… not responding—fleeting warnings, there and gone before he could even attempt to address the problems they proclaimed with such urgency. Then the keyboard and mouse stopped responding.

“Oh, hell.”

Nathan spun his roller chair to another terminal and punched in the code to give him access to the afflicted drive. That keyboard froze as well. The mouse still worked for moving the pointer, but clicking did nothing. He rolled to a third terminal, killed the operating system, and hurriedly fed in DOS commands to shut down the entire system. If he could contain whatever rogue code had ridden in on Muckraker’s attachments…

No response. He typed commands to check the software firewall. It was gone.

“No. No! No!”

The hard drives’ manic whirring had evolved into high-pitched whines. The first monitor reverted to a test pattern then went black. Nathan tried several more code shortcuts to regain control of his systems, but now the computers were not recognizing his passwords. Cold sweat trickled down the side of his face. The DOS interface vanished, replaced by a scan program Nathan had never seen before.

Reformatting hard drives, it told him matter-of-factly, as the blue bar inched across the screen.

CTRL-ALT-DELETE. CTRL-ALT-DELETE. CTRL-ALT-DELETE. Nothing. The screen went completely blue, then flashed: General Protection Fault.

“Damn it! What the hell?”

Smoke began pouring from the hard drive casings, accompanied by loud pop pop-pop sounds. Nathan spun and reached to cut the power. Before he reached the surge protector, the primary CPU exploded. Fragments of plastic casing and melted RAM sprayed across the room. The server vibrated, while various printers spewed paper onto the floor. Other pieces of equipment powered up of their own accord, and nothing showed the least interest in responding or even acknowledging Nathan’s commands. He started yanking cables out of machines, trying to physically preserve whatever he could from the foreign code that was racing rampant through his system. Twice power cables that he jerked from the wall shocked him. He felt his eyes rolling up into his head but resisted the lure of unconsciousness.

By the time it was over, he stood in the midst of a jumble of electronic slag, video cards and motherboards scattered among blackened plastic and other computer carrion. Acrid smoke assaulted him, coating his nose and throat, burning his eyes. Nathan stared blankly through the haze at the aftermath. “My baby,” he muttered, shaking his head weakly in disbelief, a tear finding its way down across his smudged face. “My baby.”

Muckraker was going to hear about this. Of that, he could be damn sure.


Chapter Two

“Please, be seated,” said Marion Adrock, prince of all Michigan.

Laurence Maxwell did as he was bid. It was that very tendency which explained his long service as sheriff to Adrock. Maxwell’s predecessor had labored, briefly, under the misconception that the prince desired a counselor and confidant. Adrock confided in no one and sought no Kindred’s counsel. Maxwell sat stiffly, formally, perched upon the edge of the seat rather than settled in to it. Following the manner of his prince, Maxwell wore a tailored suit, though one more contemporary in style and cut than Adrock’s, one less likely to attract notice among the mortal population. The sheriff’s duties required that he mix with the kine on occasion, a situation to which Adrock seldom subjected himself any more.

The prince sat behind a large wooden desk. Maxwell’s desk. The sheriff had taken over this office suite—at Adrock’s direction, of course—after the lamentable exile of Calvin Bainbridge, former seneschal to Prince Adrock. Officially, Bainbridge, like his co-conspirators against the prince, were now the vanguard of what some night would be a glorious incursion by those Kindred faithful to the prince into the Sabbat controlled territory of Detroit. Theoretically, Bainbridge was building a network of contacts, laying the groundwork for that triumphant invasion. Unofficially, realistically, he had been banished, sentenced to ignominious destruction at the hands of the barbarous hordes of the Sabbat. Considering all that, Maxwell had no qualm with the prince appropriating the desk, this office. Adrock owned the Gideon Building, after all. The city itself was his, seat of his influence. And an astute sheriff’s duty was to serve, not to find fault with those of higher station—or at least not to comment on those faults. Eventually, Adrock would slip. His grasp of power would fail him. Whether that happened this century or one of the next few, an observant, loyal Kindred close at hand might well reap the benefit. Timing was the difficulty. Bainbridge had thought he’d smelled weakness too, after all.

“What have you learned?” Adrock asked. A single desk lamp cast deep shadows upon his hawkish face.

“I have spoken with Theodore at length,” Maxwell said. “His clansman, Finian, is indeed destroyed.”

“The explosion in the sewers.”

“Theodore does not believe that the explosion itself destroyed his clansman, but that it is related.”

The prince considered that for several minutes as silence grew heavy. “What do you believe?” he eventually asked.

“I believe,” Maxwell said, “that Theodore has sufficient reason to be cooperative in this matter. I informed him, as you allowed, that should he prove able to answer certain questions definitively that I would not feel compelled to probe into others matters—namely whether he had knowledge that a certain clansman of his was hunting in territory reserved exclusively for the prince. Theodore seemed receptive to the suggestion, and has proved quite helpful.”

“As well a loyal subject should.”

Maxwell nodded. “I explained to him our concern, that the destruction of a Kindred is no trifling matter, and that the public spectacle involved in this particular case creates other difficulties, such as potential threat to the Masquerade itself.”

“Which cannot and will not be tolerated,” Adrock said gravely.

Again, Maxwell nodded assent. He debated how much more to disclose. Secrets could work to his advantage, but if discovered, the fact of his withholding could cast doubt upon his loyalty. “Apparently,” the sheriff said, “Finian had spoken to Theodore of a certain mortal who had been something of an annoyance.”

“An annoyance?” The prince’s eyebrow raised the slightest bit.

“Yes, my prince. This mortal… as Theodore tells it, somehow perceived Finian despite Finian’s desire to the contrary. Finian was no rank neonate and should have been able to conceal himself from any mortal. Theodore believes also that Finian went so far as to confront the mortal, though Finian would not speak directly about that.”

“For fear of having killed a mortal in my domain, or from embarrassment at having been bested by a kine, do you think?”

“Something about this mortal unnerved Finian, and now Finian is destroyed.” Maxwell shrugged. “But surely that is coincidence.”

Adrock considered that for several minutes. Maxwell waited patiently. It was not unusual for the prince to consider matters for hours or nights on end. Yet a potential threat to the Masquerade and to the local Kindred themselves required a response that might seem rushed to the point of haste in other instances. “What else?” the prince asked.

“Once kine interest in the sewers dwindled, Theodore conducted his own investigation at my behest. He discovered several locations that Finian appeared to have frequented, one of which, an apartment building toward the edge of the city, is adjacent to another apartment building in which a violent incident occurred earlier on the same night as the explosion in the sewers. Theodore found signs that Finian had been interested in the particular apartment to which the police were summoned.”

“Signs?”

“Claw marks on the side of the building. Finian was evidently something of the voyeur.”

“Not surprising. The entire clan…” Adrock waved a hand dismissively and let the subject drop. “And?”

“I have the address of the apartment and the name of the young woman who lives there. I intend to investigate the matter further,” Maxwell said.

The prince nodded, satisfied. “Finian was little better than a trained animal—and a poorly trained one, at that. But this matter of a troublesome kine, as you say, it bears further investigation.” In the shadows, Adrock smoothed nonexistent wrinkles from his tie. “Proceed with all deliberate speed. Enlist whatever aid you require, from Theodore or from others, but do not spread word of this unusual mortal otherwise. Treat the matter with some delicacy.”

“Yes, my prince.”

After a long pause, Adrock added, “We may need to curb the activities of our more flamboyant subjects, but first we must learn more.”

Sitting before his own desk, Maxwell listened impassively, but to do so was a struggle, for the prince’s words struck him to the heart. Our more flamboyant subjects. Who could Adrock be implying other than Maxwell’s own childe? The prince had spoken the comment as if an afterthought, but Maxwell had served long enough to know that with Adrock there was no such thing.

Yes, of course the Masquerade must be safeguarded above all else, but this veiled threat against Lionel… Was it simply that, a cautionary word to be passed along, a shot across the bow of a fledgling who was not content to fade away from the mortal world? Lionel maintained a degree of contact with kine that was not altogether unusual among the younger generations of Kindred, but which still made his sire uncomfortable on occasion. And if an exceptional mortal had become aware of the superior element hidden away amidst the mass of humanity, then maintaining the Masquerade became that much more vital. Adrock would not allow a decadent neonate to endanger his own situation.

Lionel must be warned, Maxwell thought. But he was not blind to another possible meaning layered among Adrock’s words.

Did the prince intend the warning for Maxwell himself? As if to say, all that I have allowed you, I can take away as well. Do not imagine yourself my equal.

“That is all,” said the prince.

“It will be done,” Maxwell said. “With your leave?” Adrock nodded. Maxwell stood, bowed respectfully, then excused himself.


Chapter Three

The three operatives strode along the sanitary corridor in step, polished wingtips clicking in unison, heel-to-toe, heel-to-toe. Their black suits seemed to swallow the fluorescent light. Dark sunglasses shaded their eyes. Together they stopped before a single door. The third reached for the doorknob, but it turned a moment before he grasped it, and the door opened inward.

“Right on time,” said a rather short man in a suit. His glasses were corrective, his hair beginning to recede. “I heard you fellows were punctual. Glad to see it’s true. Come on in.” They followed him into the office. He sat behind a desk, while they stood, each before one of three chairs arranged before the desk. The man made a quick notation on a pad of paper. The only other items on the desk were three lightweight pairs of headphones. “You’ve received your orders from your superiors, correct?”

“That is correct,” said Three.

“Good,” said the man, satisfied. “So, you know that I speak for Control now. Anybody have a problem with that?” They remained silent. “Good. I didn’t think so. I’ve looked forward to working with you fellows for quite a while. Heard a lot about you. Mostly good,” he added. His gums showed when he smiled. “So, no more of this showboating in the field. No more loose canons. I’ve got to tell you, I’m not sure how you messed this one up so badly. The Iteration boys are awfully unhappy. That’s why they’ve called us in, me in particular. I’m here to clean up your mess. Personally, between you and me, I’m not a big fan of these techno-prosthetic-thingamajigs that the Iteration boys are so hot for, but, hey, I’m here to do a job. I take pride in my work. That’s what I want to see from you fellows. Any questions so far?”

The three stood attentively, facing forward.

“No? Good. So, first thing, this Adrian Cross fellow that you’ve been hounding—he’s off limits. His immediate family too, the wife and kid. Whatever went wrong out there, your associate, your field commander, former field commander that is, exercised poor judgement. Contingency plans are in place for a reason. Something goes wrong with the original protocol and then with the contingency plan too, you return to base. You don’t go grandstanding. It’s like stealing third with two outs: great play if you make it, stupid play if you get thrown out. Just don’t do it. Am I clear?”

The three nodded.

“Good. So, like I said, your previous associate exercised poor judgement, and you all got dragged along for the ride. He has been reassigned elsewhere. It’s just you fellows and me now, and you’re strictly security from here on out. Got it? Good. I’m going to utilize our other contact in the area. I think he’ll maintain—how should I put it?—a lower profile than you fellows managed. Strictly business. No cutting off people’s legs, no pile-ups on the freeway. Everything nice and easy, below the radar. And before you know it,” he smiled again, showing more gum, “the Iteration boys have what they want, large-scale manufacture of their devices up and running, and everybody’s happy. Myself included, because I’ve done my job and, like I said, I take pride in my work. And when I’m happy…”

Three looked at Two. Two looked at One, who in turn looked back to Three. “We’re happy,” said Three studiously.

The man leaned back in his chair with his hands behind his head. “You got it. I knew you fellows were more than just snazzy dressers. And, oh, I almost forgot.” From the desktop, he picked up one of the headsets and handed it to Three. “This is from your superiors.”

Three regarded the headset for a moment, then put it on. He stiffened for a second, but then his arms came back down to his side. He looked absolutely relaxed, except for the fact that his lips were moving without making any sound. Like an infant mouthing words while reading. Very slowly, One and Two turned their heads to glance at him briefly before returning their attention straight ahead.

“Your former field commander exercised poor judgment, but this associate’s transgression,” the man said, gesturing toward Three, “was far more serious. He questioned a superior in the field and compromised the operational integrity of your unit.”

Three continued to mouth unseen lessons.

“His reeducation may take some time. In the meantime you two have been reassigned.” He reached for the other two headsets on the desk and offered them. “From your superiors.”

One and Two hesitated only briefly, then reached out with their right hands, took the headsets, and put them on. Almost at once, an audible buzz filled the office. Two placed a hand to his ear as if he were trying to hear more clearly. He and One exchanged curious glances, then they both flickered and were gone, leaving no sign that they had ever been present.

“Computer security,” said the man. “Did I mention it was for computer security that I needed you?” He shifted his attention to Three’s inert, seated form. “Any questions? No? Good.”


Chapter Four

“Douglas, our appointment is in an hour. You haven’t forgotten, have you?” Faye opened the door just enough to stick her head into the room. That was as far as she ever seemed to want to venture in since they had changed the guest bedroom to a weight room.

Douglas, on his back on the bench, slowly lowered the barbell to his chest. “No. I haven’t forgotten.”

Faye waited, as if expecting him to say more, but when he instead resumed his bench presses, she withdrew from the room and left him alone.

An hour was more than enough time. “No. I haven’t forgotten, damn it,” Sands said to no one. He finished that set of presses, did another set of ten reps, then sat silently on the bench for a few minutes.

After a quick shower, he poured himself a can of Nutri-Drink. The sickeningly sweet and syrupy beverage left him grimacing, but he’d already lost ten pounds over the couple of months he’d been back in town, since January. Life was all about sacrifice. At least now it was.

Ten minutes later, he and Faye were in the car, neither of them speaking. She turned on National Public Radio so she could pretend to listen to that. As he drove, Douglas watched suspiciously as the world passed by. Were the other drivers what they seemed, normal people out and about, doing whatever it was normal people did with their lives? He studied them. He wanted to learn how they did it. He had lived one of those normal lives before, but now it seemed foreign to him, like someone speaking a language he was supposed to understand, but he could make out only a few words, a phrase here and there, never enough to piece together the meaning of what was being said. The other cars on the highway all carried these foreign-speakers, every house and storefront concealed them. It was better than the alternative, though. In his observations, Douglas shied away from anyone who even remotely did not fit that mold of ignorant normality. He purposefully did not notice anyone who was the slightest bit out of the ordinary, atypical, abnormal. To notice them would be to risk them noticing him. If he blended in with the crowd, he’d be fine. Faye would be fine.

David Boxer’s office was in a staid professional complex. It was one of a series of homey brick buildings meant to appear residential, with a maze-like string of over-filled parking lots, the whole affair landscaped to within an inch of its life. By the time Douglas did manage to find a parking space, and he and Faye had walked half a mile, and then settled into the cramped but thankfully empty waiting room, they were exactly on time. No, I didn’t forget, Douglas thought. Not that he expected the slightest recognition for having remembered—nothing like the endless abuse that would have been heaped upon him had he, God forbid, happened to have forgotten.

“Faye, Douglas, good to see you,” Boxer said cheerfully when he emerged from his office proper and ushered them inside.

He better damn well be cheerful, Sands thought, for $150 an hour. He and Faye both took the same chairs as last time, and Boxer as well, beside his desk, not behind it. Nothing so authoritarian. His office was set up to put clients at ease: a couch and matching chair by a coffee table, if they’d desired something more informal; pictures of his family on the shelves; on the walls, matted paintings of ducks and the matching postage stamp for which each picture had been chosen.

“Well…how are you both today?” Boxer asked.

“Just fine,” Faye said, sounding as if she thought she were trying to sell this guy a house. “And you?”

“Fine, thanks. Douglas?”

Douglas forced his lips into a smile. “Fine. I guess we’re all just fine.” That’s why we’re paying you a fortune for counseling. Because we’re… “Fine.”

“Okay,” Boxer said, reaching for a note pad and pen on his desk. “Now, you two have had some time apart, several weeks, which you said was the longest you’d been separated since you were married. I asked you last time to think about that time apart….” He paused, significantly. Boxer was overflowing with significant pauses. “About how you spent it… how you felt about the separation… whether the time alone
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