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Chapter 1



The man looked up into the night sky and saw only a dizzying blur of whiteness. Individually the snowflakes were so light and airy that a single breath made them vanish, but together they had an immense power. Like The Twelve, he thought.

The plane that was to take him to the meeting was only a dark shadow in the sea of white that swirled in the lights of the tiny airport. A smaller shadow detached itself from the mass and walked toward him. “Sorry, Mr. McAndrews,” the pilot shouted over the roar of the wind. “There’s no way, sir.”

The man the pilot called McAndrews, but whose real name was Mackay, did not speak loudly, but he knew the pilot would hear nonetheless. His voice, low and resonant, held the trace of a Scottish brogue. “I have no choice,” he said. “I must leave. Tonight.”

The pilot shook his head, giving the man a smile that indicated both sympathy for his plight and disdain for the man’s irrational insistence. “Not tonight,” he said. “And probably not tomorrow. It’s supposed to keep on like this for the next thirty-six hours. Man, you couldn’t fire a rocket through this stuff,” and he waved his hand in the snowy air.

“I must leave,” Mackay repeated. “My meeting is tomorrow evening.”

“You’re out of luck, then,” the pilot said, giving his “Sorry, you idiot” smile once more. “Roads are bad and gettin’ worse. You’d never get to New York State by tomorrow night.”

“As I said, I have no choice. You’re not willing to fly me? I’ll pay you handsomely.”

The pilot shook his head firmly. “You’d have to pay my widow,” he said. “No way, sir.”

“Then are you willing to sell your plane?”

“Sell my—?” The pilot barked a laugh.

“I’m a businessman. And I have … an extremely important agenda. It would be more than worth my while.”

“And you’d fly it?”

“I can fly.”

“Not in this. Besides, nobody’s gonna get clearance for takeoff tonight.”

In his many years of life, Mackay had learned when discussion became futile. He glanced back toward the small terminal building and saw only the haze that its lights cast through the storm. No one there could see him or the pilot.

His gloved hands slid from the warmth of his topcoat pockets, and he grasped the pilot by the shoulder and pulled him close. The heel of his other hand sharply met the pilot’s temple. The pilot gave a short groan and went slack in the man’s arms.

Mackay lowered him to the snow-covered tarmac, rolled him onto his back, and pulled the hood of the pilot’s insulated jacket up around the unconscious man’s face. He’d be all right for the few minutes it would take for Mackay to get the plane in the air.

Mackay went through the pilot’s pockets until he found the key to the plane. Then he picked up his valise and walked to the Cherokee. The light single-engine plane would not have been Mackay’s first choice to fly in a storm like this, but he had taken greater risks in his life. As he stepped onto the wing and opened the door, he knew that God would continue to be with him. Just the same, he was glad to see that a chute was lying on the small backseat. Best to stack the deck in the Lord’s favor.

He had no choice but to fly instruments-only, as he wheeled the plane onto the runway and opened the throttle. A voice began jabbering at him from the radio, so he shut it off and concentrated on getting the small plane aloft.

It rose some, but then the wind pushed it down. He kept his eyes fixed on the artificial horizon and pulled back slowly, struggling to keep it level. Then he was up, coursing through a storm that tossed his plane about like a feather, making him think of the hurricane that had struck the schooner that had first taken him to America.

When he felt confident enough to free a hand, he turned the radio back on and informed the tower that the pilot was lying out on the runway, and that they had better find him before he was buried by the falling snow and froze to death. Profanity rattled back at him, and he switched the radio off again and watched his instruments closely.

He had just crossed into Wisconsin airspace when he felt the plane stall. The altimeter spun backward, slowly at first, then more rapidly, bleeding off altitude as the craft dropped into a full dive.

A glance out the window showed him the reason. Rime ice coated the edge of the wings. He pulled back on the stick, but there was no response.

He reached into the backseat, grabbed the chute, and wrestled it on in the tight quarters, pulling the straps tight. Then he wrapped his fingers around the handle of his valise and hugged it to him. With his left hand he pulled back on the door handle and tried to kick it open, but the hinge was toward the front of the plane, and the pressure blew the door shut instantly.

Now he pushed against it with his shoulder, pressing against the air rushing up from below. At last there was room to get his head and shoulders through, and the cold air whipped at him, tearing off his hat and whirling it away into the night. He tightened his grip on the valise.

Mackay knew he would have to jump fast so that the door would not slam shut on him. He pressed his feet against the instrument panel, took a deep breath, and launched himself into the storm.

The door slapped shut, nearly crushing his right foot, and pain tore through him for a red second. Then he was lost in darkness, and the storm screamed victory in his ears, and the only thought that came to his mind as he yanked at the ripcord was that this would be the first meeting of The Twelve that he had missed in a hundred and twenty years.
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The following evening, twenty minutes before midnight, eleven men performed various tasks in a remote lodge in the heart of the Adirondack Mountains. In the small kitchen, a man named Ferguson placed a loaf of bread on a silver plate. Though he knew that vanity was a sin, he admired it for a moment.

It had risen beautifully, and the top was crisp and golden brown, the sides a buttery yellow. A delicious yeasty smell rose with the steam and made Ferguson think of a priest’s censer and burning incense. Both this bread and the incense, after all, were intended for the worship of God.

Campbell scurried into the kitchen and looked at the door that led outside, then at Ferguson. “No Mackay yet,” he said, then went back into the main room. Ferguson didn’t even think of asking if they would wait. On the few rare occasions when one of their party was absent, they had never waited, and they never would. When midnight came, the meeting would begin. That was as sure as the sun rising in the east.

Ferguson stepped to the window and looked out at the road that led to the nearest town, twenty miles away. It lay empty in the clear, cold moonlight. Mackay still had twenty minutes, and Ferguson would be surprised if he didn’t show up. Ferguson smiled to himself. They were all fanatical about attending, sure enough, and Mackay was the most single-minded of the lot. If he were alive, he would make it. Mackay would come.

Wallace came into the kitchen. He had finished setting all the glasses and now took the decanter of wine from the kitchen table. “Still no Mackay,” he said, and Ferguson nodded as Wallace returned to the main room.

Ferguson whispered a quiet prayer that Mackay had not died. It seldom happened, but it happened nonetheless. Grant had been crossing to the meeting on the Lusitania when it was sunk, and Macallan had been murdered by slaves of The One back in 1944. But for the most part, The Twelve knew how to take care of themselves. Those were the lessons that longevity taught, and the lives that faith preserved.

He glanced at his watch and saw that he had been daydreaming longer than he’d thought. That was the problem with constant youth—it made time itself seem unimportant. But tonight time had reasserted its authority once more. Ferguson took the bread knife and placed it on the silver plate next to the loaf. Then he bore it into the meeting place.

All but Mackay were there. Kerr was at the head of the table, going through the mission sheets, both those that would be reported upon, and those that would be assigned this night. Wallace was standing with Campbell, and both were eyeing the table, seeking some imperfection in their settings but finding none.

Ferguson excused himself, and Murray and Ramsay stepped aside with a murmur of admiration at the artistry of Ferguson’s baking. He set the loaf on the table at Kerr’s right hand, and the taciturn elder’s gaze remained on it long enough for Ferguson to sense his approval.

Then Ferguson went to his place, the second chair on Kerr’s left, glanced at his watch, and picked up his portfolio of papers. Seven minutes. That was enough time to pretend to refresh his memory on the past year’s missions. In actuality, everything that had happened was so deeply engraved upon his mind that he needed no review. But they continued to pretend, even after all these years, that what they did was more efficacious when committed to paper.

Ferguson looked over his reports with no little amusement. How absurd it all seemed, the ways in which humans deluded themselves and others, the methods they used to express their hatreds and insanities. The Twelve immersed themselves in such excreta like men cleaning out sewers. Ferguson sometimes felt that he had seen as much madness and human vileness in his time as God Himself, though he knew that was not true: God saw all.

Still, they had to follow every lead, track down every clue, trace every crumb of human barbarity on the off chance that The One had inspired it. And if He had, then it was up to them to end it.

“It’s time,” Kerr said, just loud enough to be heard by the others. Each went to his given seat, and Ferguson sat between Ramsay and Stewart. From across the table, young Gordon smiled at him, and Ferguson smiled back. Best to smile now, for the reports to come would bring no merriment.

“A year has passed,” said Kerr, “since we met near Brisbane. So it is time once more to report on our various missions undertaken since that time. As you can see, our brother, Andrew Mackay, is not present. We have discovered that he … commandeered a small plane last night but has not been seen since. You all know what the charter says about such occurrences. If Sir Andrew does not appear within eight weeks, he will be considered as passed over, and we will gather to choose a replacement. I pray that is not the case and urge all of you to do likewise so that our brother might be restored to us.

“Now we shall give our individual reports, which will be followed by assignments of new missions. Sir Angus?”

Even after all these years, Kerr’s deep faith in their traditional rules of order had not been compromised. The assembly always found this reassuring. Angus Reid, at Kerr’s immediate right, stood up, holding his papers in his hands, but he did not look down at them. Instead he fixed his blue eyes on the rest of the company and told the stories of the year that had passed. He spoke of a madman in Savannah who had ripped apart two women and three men. When Reid had finally found him, the man had been torturing a child he had kidnapped. “Though I interrogated him at length,” Reid said, “he spoke of nothing that would lead me to conclude that any of what he did was at the behest of The One.”

Everyone around the table nodded. Their skills were such that they knew the man could have held back nothing during Reid’s interrogation. Reid shook his head sadly. “Despite my best efforts, the child died.” None of them had to ask what Reid had done to the madman. Ferguson hoped Reid had shown no mercy, and that the madman’s death had been hard.

Reid then spoke of a dozen other matters, not all of them violent. He talked of a man who had been supposed to possess strange healing powers, but did not; of satanic symbols appearing in holy places as if by magic, until Reid had found the clever and amoral college pranksters who had done it for a lark and stopped them; of bursts of lights that were supposed to have appeared mysteriously in the sky over a small Nebraska town, but were due to hoaxers with a searchlight.

At last he finished and looked at Kerr, who spoke the words they all knew: “And did you, then, find any event to be caused in any way by The One?”

Reid gave the expected answer: “No, and I thank God for the binding.”

Ramsay was next, and his report was along the same lines: killings, mutilations, stories of supposed vampires and ghosts, and unexplained lights and other phenomena. Kerr’s question was once again answered in the same way.

So it went, down the table, until young Cameron at the end spoke. “There was an occurrence,” he said, “on an airplane early in the year—March seventeenth. It was Pan Am Flight 504, from New York to London, and a man in first class went berserk.” Ferguson and the others nodded. They were kept well apprised of each other’s missions. “He had had only a single glass of wine when he took the bottle, shattered it, and rammed the broken glass into the face of the person in the next seat. It took five people to subdue him.

“I was able, several weeks later, to question him privately. He claimed to have no knowledge of what he had done, no awareness whatsoever. He was telling me the truth.” Ferguson believed Cameron implicitly. They all had the ability to ferret out lies. “I believe,” Cameron went on, “that The One was directly responsible.”

No one asked, “How so?” Their years had taught them patience and economy of language.

“The flight taking Him to his new destination on March seventeenth passed within a mile and a half of the path of Flight 504. Although it’s impossible to be certain, it seems the event occurred at the time of that close conjunction.”

Stewart said what they were all thinking: “The first time He was ever transported by air.”

“Correct.” Kerr nodded. “And the last. Too dangerous. Seems the safest place in the world up there, but let the guard down and the bolt is shot.” He didn’t congratulate Cameron on his findings; they were not in the market for self-congratulation. “This will be reported to the Council,” Kerr said. “I have no doubt but that they will change their procedures.”

Cameron sat down as Kerr stood and picked up a stack of dossiers. “It has been a relatively calm year, brothers, although with the activity of the past two decades, the Council has been concerned that His power is growing. Constant vigilance, I need not remind you, is still required on our part. We must not allow ourselves to be lulled into a false sense of security. And if perchance His power is waning, ours is not to celebrate that, but rather to ensure its perpetuity.

“So here are the missions for the coming year. Nearly all are located in the United States and Canada, since this is where The One’s influence would be felt most readily since His relocation.”

Kerr passed out the dossiers. None opened his, but each set it beside his silver plate.

“Now,” said Kerr, “let us share the bread and wine.” He leaned over the silver plate with the golden loaf of bread, broke off a small piece, and placed it into his mouth. Then he passed it to his right. The plate ran down the length of the table and then up again, and by the time it returned to Kerr, only a small piece was left. Kerr made the sign of the cross on his breast and spoke some words in Latin. The others responded in the same language.

Then Kerr slowly opened an intricately carved wooden box lined with velvet. From it he took a crude wooden cup whose lack of decoration contrasted sharply with the ornamentation of the box. The cup’s surface was black with age, though it gleamed as though polished by the oil of countless hands over the centuries.

Kerr lifted the wine decanter and opened it. He poured the ruby liquid into the dark interior of the vessel until it reached nearly the brim. Then he set the decanter down and lifted the cup. He spoke again in Latin, and the others responded. Then he brought the wine to his lips.

But instead of tilting the cup back to drink fully, Kerr suddenly stiffened. The cup slipped through his fingers and clattered onto the table, spilling the wine in a dark red wound across the surface of the white tablecloth. Kerr’s eyes went wide, his lips pressed back from his teeth in a snarl of pain, and his hands clutched his stomach.

He gasped for air as his face purpled, and he fell, his chin striking the surface of the table, his head lolling as he slipped to the floor.

Ferguson would have run to help Kerr, but by then the pain had hit him as well. A fire blazed in his stomach, and his only thought, irrational as it was, was that if he could but tear through his flesh he might be able to extinguish it.

Between then and the moment he died, never once did he, nor did any of the ten other agonized men, think of poison. They thought only of the excruciating pain, how they wanted to stop it, and finally, how they wanted to be dead. Their mission, their enemies, their god, all were obliterated from their minds. All that remained was pure agony.

In less than two minutes after Kerr had dropped the cup, the assembly was dead. They lay on the floor, across the table, or with limbs askew where they had fallen against their chairs. Each face was frozen in a rictus of torment. Every finger was hooked and clawed. Some had actually ripped through a coat or shirt and the flesh beneath. The smell of urine and feces, spilled wine and death, hung heavily in the air.

All was silent for a very long time. Had there been any living thing left inside the lodge, it would have heard only the wind wheezing outside, and the windows rattling. But if anyone had been left alive to see, he might have noticed, an hour after the last of the men had stopped twitching, a white face at the window.


Chapter 2



When the assassin looked through the pane, the expression on his gaunt face was one of incredulity, as though he could not believe that the men inside were truly dead. Then it relaxed as his finger thoughtfully traced a long, thin scar down his right sideburn to his chin. “Eternal life, my ass …” he whispered, and gave a soft chuckle.

He tried to count the bodies but could see only eight. The other four, he suspected, were hidden behind the table, where they must have fallen. He didn’t go into the lodge. He’d been told to make sure they were all dead and then report back, and that was all he was going to do.

It had been touch-and-go, and he had been afraid he wouldn’t get a chance to juice the flour at the grocery store in Malone. But the guy who’d bought it had turned at just the right moment, and he’d been able to push the cyanide capsule right through the plastic grocery bag and into the flour sack. Amazing crap the labs turned out, the plastic and paper sealing behind the capsule as sweet as anything. Then the capsule broke down to let the motion of the man carrying the flour scatter it throughout the bag. God bless the USA.

He walked around to the window at the other side and peered in, looking for the four missing bodies. Yeah, there they were … one, two, three.…

Three? He carefully looked again but came to the same conclusions: only eleven men lay dead inside the lodge. Then there must be another one somewhere.

The assassin drew an Ingram from under his nylon parka and went around to the back door. His footsteps crunching in the snow sounded painfully loud to him, and he could feel the sweat pooling in his armpits. He liked wet work best when there was little or no risk to him. His victims looked a whole lot better at the end of a telescopic sight. These sonsabitches were warriors who made the assassin look like a goddamned beginner. He had thought of them as occidental samurai.

Yet he had killed them, all of them, except for one stubborn bastard.

The assassin turned the knob of the back door but found it locked. He took a deep breath, pulled back his foot, and kicked hard where the lock met the jamb. The frame splintered with a sharp crack, and he hurled himself through, falling prone on the floor, his weapon aimed at whatever might be there.

But there was nothing. The kitchen was empty. He stood up and went into the main room, but found only the bodies. Wrinkling his nose at the sour smell, he explored the other rooms, the muzzle of his weapon nervously preceding him. No one was there.

Back in the main room, the assassin looked at the papers, the dossiers, the spilled wine, the wooden cup that lay overturned on the table. He didn’t notice the twelfth portfolio, Mackay’s, under Kerr’s, where Kerr had left it when the man hadn’t arrived.

The hell with it, he thought. He had been told to kill them, that was all. Nothing had been said about bringing back any souvenirs.

But when he was halfway to the front door, he stopped and looked back. The bread, the wine, the men around the table … it made him think of something, something religious he had learned about when he was a kid.

The Last Supper. There was a picture of it on his grandma’s bedroom wall, with Jesus and his disciples, and the bread and the wine. This was a last supper, sure enough. This bunch would never eat and drink together again.

The assassin glanced at his wristwatch and realized he would have to hustle if he was going to be at the pickup point in time. He went through the door, pulled it shut behind him, and started running down the lane in the moonlight, looking apprehensively about him.

After all, that twelfth man was still alive somewhere.
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Fifteen hours later, in bright afternoon sunshine, Andrew Mackay drove down the snow-packed lane toward the lodge. He was cut and bruised and battered, and a cane was propped on the passenger seat of his Jeep.

Three miles east of Eau Claire, Wisconsin, he had bailed out of his plane. It had crashed several miles away in a heavy patch of woods and had not yet been discovered. After he’d landed heavily in a cornfield, he had made his way to a road, where he had flagged down a snowplow driver. In Eau Claire, he’d paid cash for a four-wheel drive utility vehicle and begun the slow trip back to St. Paul, where he’d taken a train east.

The traveling had been slow everywhere, for the storm that was moving steadily west had already blanketed the States all the way back to Connecticut. It was not until the morning after the meeting of The Twelve that Mackay had finally arrived in New York’s Penn Station. There he had taken a train to Plattsburgh, where he’d bought a Jeep with cash and driven to the lodge.

Mackay knew, as he came up the long drive, that something was wrong. Their cars were still there, but they would not have waited for him. After the reports were given, the new missions distributed, and the bread and wine shared, The Twelve would have left immediately.

The first thing he suspected was some crisis that had made his brothers remain and plan through last night and today. But as he drew closer, there seemed to be no sign of life within. He could see that the interior was lit, but he could sense no movement.

He parked and took a pistol from beneath the seat, then shrugged off his topcoat to improve his mobility. He left his cane in the Jeep. He could walk without it, though the pain was greater. But if what he now feared had come true, his pain was as nothing.

He could smell death through the closed door. Neither the crisp air of the mountains nor the thick snow melting in the afternoon sun could disguise it. He knew that no one was alive in the lodge, and he lowered his weapon as he opened the door.

They were all there, all dead; and as he walked around the table, he didn’t know if he grieved more for the loss of his brothers or the threat to the world. But his eyes remained dry, for he had lost so many people he’d loved over the centuries that his tears had dried up long ago.

Still, it was harrowing to see those with whom he had worked for so many years cut down. Kerr, Douglas, Murray … all of them, the only people he’d ever been able to safely call friend. Had it not been for the storm that had nearly killed him, he would be lying here, too.

But there would be time enough for grief … and for vengeance. Now he had to determine what had happened, and how.

He immediately surmised that poison had been the culprit, and from the contortions of the bodies he suspected cyanide. He first thought of gas, since they all seemed to have died within minutes, but dismissed that theory when he examined the bodies more closely. The dried froth on the lips and the corpses’ hands clawing at their stomachs told him the poison had been ingested.

The level of wine in the decanter was where Mackay would have expected it to be if the wooden cup had been filled, but from the amount of dried wine on the tablecloth, he knew that they had not yet drunk when they were stricken. It had to be the bread, then.

He picked up the remaining piece and sniffed it, but smelled only the spilled wine that had saturated it. Ferguson must have baked it, as he usually did.

Mackay went into the kitchen and saw the broken door, immediately realizing that someone had kicked it in. He pushed it shut, and the room felt warmer. Then he began investigating the baking materials.

He found nothing in the box of baking soda, but when he poured the flour out onto the sideboard, he saw several very small white flakes of what might have been a gelatin residue. When he examined the flour bag, he discovered a small puckered area on its surface. If he hadn’t been looking closely for it, he never would have found it.

He smiled grimly. It was a concept so simple that it indicated extremely high-tech equipment, something no cult had access to. It must have come from higher up, a government job. But whose government? And why? Mackay would have to find out before he could take care of those responsible.

But for now there was work to be done, and quickly. Kerr had made the arrangements for the lodge, so Mackay did not know how soon anyone would come out to learn why the eleven men had neither left nor returned to town.

He limped into the main room and gathered all the papers, many stained with wine, that lay on the table. Together they made a stack nearly a foot high. He also removed all the cash from the pockets of his dead brothers, but did not bother looking for any personal identification. Like Mackay, they carried none.

He took the papers and money to the Jeep, then returned to the lodge, where he picked up the overturned wooden cup, wiped it as clean as possible with the end of the tablecloth, and replaced it in its box.

After he had stowed the box safely in the Jeep, he carefully searched the basement of the lodge and found an empty can that had once stored kerosene, and an old garden hose. He cut off a length of hose with a pair of rusted shears and took it and the can outside, where he siphoned gasoline from a car. Back inside, he splashed the gas over the bodies, up the sides of the walls, and all over the floor, repeating the siphoning until the room was saturated.

From his valise he took a battery-powered fuse box and a small charge of white phosphorous, set it on the floor beneath the table, rose, and for the last time looked at his brothers. “Rest well,” he said softly. “God knows you’ve worked hard enough for Him.”

Then he went outside, where he wiped all of the smooth surfaces of the cars, inside and out. When he felt he had obliterated all the prints and picked up any trace evidence from the seats, floors, and trunk interiors, he climbed into his Jeep and drove down the road several hundred yards. He stopped, pushed a remote button, and watched as the door and windows of the lodge burst outward from the instantaneous heat. There was no sound of an explosion, only a low, rolling rush of air and the sound of broken glass. The splintering shards sparkled like huge snowflakes in the setting sun, flames chasing them from their casements.

Sir Andrew Mackay watched the pyre as it consumed the earthly shells of his brothers, and prayed hard and long. Then he drove on. There was much to tell, and much to learn.

And there was vengeance to take.


Chapter 3



“Vengeance, death, love, jealousy, deceit, mystery, precision, order, chaos—they’re all there, Adam, you don’t hear them?”

The voice, thickly accented with the heavy tones of Scandinavia, could barely be heard over the sound of Davitt Moroney’s harpsichord, which filled the studio with Bach’s The Art of Fugue. Adam Guaraldi shouted back, “I hear a dozen cats pissing on a tin roof, that’s what I hear!”

Peder Holberg sighed in mock exasperation and waved a hand toward the CD player. “Turn it down, then,” he said. “Go ahead, I can receive inspiration at a lower volume, it’s all right.”

The two men, both stripped to the waist and wearing gym trunks, were working in Holberg’s studio. Large iron structures dominated the room, some completed, others in progress. A bare wooden floor showed hundreds of burn marks, and various lengths of iron, both hollow pipe and solid rods, lay in heavy metal troughs along the high walls.

Holberg climbed down from the stepladder on which he had been working and took two plastic bottles of Evian from a minifridge, tossing one to Guaraldi. “That was very good, by the way,” he told him. “Cats pissing on a tin roof.”

“Not original,” Guaraldi answered, twisting open the bottle and taking a long swig. “Beecham, I think.”

“Well, this Beecham didn’t know what he was talking about. Or anyway, he didn’t use it like I use it. It’s the sound of metal, you know? I like to hear it when I work. The sound of metal while I work in metal, yes?”

“Yes, yes, whatever you say, Peder—you know best.” Pretending irritation, Guaraldi grabbed a towel and began wiping the sweat from Holberg’s well-muscled shoulders.

After a few moments Holberg stopped him. “Ah, ah—that feels too good, and I have yet work to do.” He looked up at the construction of black iron towering over them, a nightmare orchard of iron, branches projecting outward from vertical trunks, some smoothly curving down, some jutting up like spears. Several curved skyward, pronged at the end like satanic phalluses. “You know what I need?” Holberg mused.

“I have a hunch.”

“Later, baby. Now I need you to cut more of those feathers.” He pointed to a series of small curled and twisted iron pieces that ran the length of one of the trunks. “You do for me?”

“Whatever,” Guaraldi said, shrugging. He tossed back the rest of the Evian and went to a trough. “Shit … we’re out of three-quarter.”

“So, you go get some, huh?”

“Peder, that’s thirty blocks downtown—you know what the traffic is like right now?”

“So walk, do you good. Go on, Adam, I really need this now.”

“Oh, hell …” Guaraldi said, but he picked up his blue chambray shirt from a wall hook and put it on. Then he slipped on a pair of jeans and a down-filled jacket. Holberg draped a scarf around his neck and gave him a short kiss on the cheek. Guaraldi looked at him suspiciously. “You gonna be here when I get back?”

For a moment Holberg looked uncomfortable, but then he smiled. “Of course.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time you disappeared. I can’t leave you alone anymore.”

“Baby, you could never leave me alone. Now go, yes?”
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Guaraldi had been right: the streets of Manhattan were in what looked like a state of permanent stasis, so he began to walk briskly down the street, enjoying the sight of his breath puffing out in front of him. He was glad to get out of the warm studio. Peder liked it that way, keeping it heated to at least eighty degrees. The acetylene torches they used made it even hotter. “If you had lived in Norway all your life,” he had told Guaraldi when he’d complained, “you’d like to feel like a hothouse flower, too!”

He just hoped he wouldn’t disappear again. Guaraldi had been with Peder for nearly two years, first as an assistant, doing the basic cutting for Peder’s assembly, and then as his companion. Guaraldi loved the lifestyle the relationship had allowed him to enjoy, but he also loved Peder, a feeling he feared was not entirely mutual. Peder’s brief disappearances over the past few months had only added to his suspicions.

Often Guaraldi had awakened in the middle of the night only to find that Peder was neither in the apartment nor working in the studio that adjoined it. At other times the disappearances took place in broad daylight. Once he and Peder had been shopping at Barney’s, and when Guaraldi turned back from the neckties he’d been looking at, Peder had vanished.

At last he’d found a clerk who’d seen Peder walk out of the store, but Guaraldi couldn’t find him on the street, and Peder had not returned until the following morning, tired and haggard looking. As before, he’d sworn to Guaraldi that he didn’t know where he’d been, that in fact he remembered nothing since he’d been with Guaraldi in Barney’s.

At first Guaraldi hadn’t believed him. How could you lose up to twelve hours of your life and not know what had happened to them? He had thought it was a lame excuse to cover up a liaison with another lover, and it infuriated him; he’d been faithful to Peder ever since they’d been together.

But he’d finally concluded that Peder’s concern and confusion were too sincere to be feigned. Besides, Peder had never lied to him before, and there was no reason for him to start now. As frightening as it was to consider, it seemed Peder really was undergoing experiences he couldn’t remember.

Guaraldi had tried to follow him several times, but Peder had always lost him. Once, when Guaraldi had actually accosted him as he was walking out into the street at three in the morning, Peder had acted as though he’d just woken up from a dream, and been astounded to find himself outside at such a time. He’d never walked in his sleep before, Peder claimed, at least that he could remember.

Ever since his arrival in America and his quick success, Peder Holberg had had a certain mystique about him. It was true that he was eccentric in both his work and his private life, and he made what Guaraldi felt was a huge mistake with the art press when, in an interview with Art and Artist, he had mentioned his mysterious blackouts:

PH: There are times, you see, when I don’t know what I’m doing.

AA: In the sense, then, that you’re a conduit for an inner artistic voice?

PH: No, no, I disappear for hours at a time—don’t know where I go, what I do.

AA: Do you mean, as though you are in a fugue state?

That was the first Guaraldi had ever heard the term, and from Peder’s blank look, he was sure he’d never heard of it either. To the interviewer’s annoyance, Guaraldi had jumped in and changed the subject. Peder was wise enough to sense he should speak about it no further, and would not.

But after the interview appeared, the topic, touched upon only briefly, was the talk of the New York art circle. Many of its members and hangers-on already considered Peder somewhat disturbed, for his work frequently represented crucifixions, impalements, and other unpleasantries. And now it was even whispered that Peder Holberg, during his pretended blackouts, attended orgies, black masses, and even ritual killings.

It was utter bullshit, Guaraldi knew. In his personal life, Peder was no more violent than a newborn kitten. But Guaraldi would have given much to know where his lover went during those dark hours.

At the supply house, Guaraldi bought a dozen of the small iron pieces Peder wanted, and ordered a delivery of another gross for the next day. By then the uptown traffic had slackened surprisingly, so Guaraldi hailed a cab to transport his burden.

It was 4:30 by the time he arrived back at the studio. He fumbled with the keys, juggling the armful of iron, and kicked the heavy door open. “I’m back!” he called as he went in.

There was no answer. He looked everywhere in the studio, and through all the rooms of the apartment they shared, but Peder Holberg was gone.
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When Adam Guaraldi went downtown to fetch the iron pieces Peder Holberg required, Holberg worked for a few minutes more. But then his movements slowed, as though he were a machine winding down. His features relaxed, his expression grew dull, and he stared straight ahead of him.

Then he went through the door to his apartment, where he changed his clothes, dressing warmly. He went out into the street and walked to the subway, glancing behind him frequently and mechanically. When the IRT Lexington Avenue local pulled in, he got on and took it north to the end of the line, just over the Third Avenue bridge in the Bronx. As he rode, he stared ahead fixedly, not even looking up when three men stopped in front of him and demanded money.

“He’s a tough guy, ain’t he?” said one. “Hey, tough guy, I’m talkin’ to you.” The man reached a hand out toward Holberg, but the appearance of a transit authority cop prevented any trouble.

Holberg walked off the train unharmed, and wound his way through the maze of streets until he was standing in front of a massive building—one story, it seemed, but a thirty-five-foot-high story—whose few windows were boarded up. There was a large door in the center of the wider wall, and a smaller door around the corner. It was to this door that Holberg went. He took a ring with several keys out of his coat pocket and proceeded to unlock the two locks. Then he pushed the door open and entered. Only when the door was closed and locked behind him did he walk across a small anteroom in the darkness and flick a switch that turned on the dozens of overhead lights in the huge room.

The place smelled of rust and mildew. Red puddles dotted the wide wooden floor, and the cement walls oozed moisture. In and among the puddles lay various lengths of iron rods. At one end of the huge warehouse sat a dozen large tanks of acetylene, and several acetylene torches.

In the center of the floor, taking up nearly the entire warehouse, was an iron sculpture, thirty yards wide and fifty long. In some places it nearly touched the three-story-high ceiling, and in others it hugged the floor, dipping down into the scattered puddles and through the floor, as though descending into the earth.

The red scale of rust was creeping up the bottom of the rods, but Peder Holberg ignored what would have driven him into paroxysms of rage in his studio. He shed his coat, letting it fall onto the dirty floor, then took an acetylene torch and ignited it so that it spat a blue–white tongue of fire. Then he raised his head, as if listening.

He grabbed a two-foot length of iron and climbed one of half a dozen sets of portable stairs that provided access to the higher reaches of the structure. He worked dumbly, obediently, fusing metal to metal, descending from time to time to go to a long table and scribble lines and numbers on large sheets of paper, writing down the design whose lines and spaces were whispered to him—not into his ears, but into his brain.

Far back in that brain there was enough left of the consciousness of Peder Holberg to ask the question, “What am I doing?”

And that brain felt terror at this intrusion. As the man worked on, the mind screamed, “Why?”

There was no answer but commands.
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The intelligence that gave those commands was not far away. As he spoke to Holberg he dreamed of light, recalling, eons ago, the fires of the Andromeda Galaxy as he drifted through it, or the cradles where stars were born, statues of flame hundreds of light-years high; the subtle glow of what they called the Pleiades, the light of its stars scattered by the gases around them.

He thought of freedom, the vastness of space, the day when he had first looked down and seen the face of Earth.

With one part of his mind he relived the agony, and with the other, greater part he guided the hands of the man, using the light of the flame to burn open his prison of darkness.


Chapter 4



Laika Harris shifted in her seat, trying to get comfortable.

It was no small trick. 757s were cramped during the shortest flights, and a six-hour trek across the ocean was miserable, especially for a woman whose 5’10”, much of it long brown legs, exceeded the comfort level prescribed by whatever boneheads had designed the seats. It would have been nice if the Company had sprung for first class on overseas flights, but the lower-costs bug had bitten every government agency, and the CIA wasn’t immune.

She bent her knees, trying to wriggle her feet back underneath her seat for a while. Achieving a brief respite from paralysis, she adjusted her own headphones, not the cheesy foam and plastic jobs British Air provided gratis, and tried to lose herself in the Solti Traviata playing on her Discman. She wanted to hear it a few more times before making up her mind whether Gheorghiu deserved all the plaudits she was getting or was just another pretty face. From what she’d heard, Laika agreed with the deserving faction, but she wanted to make sure she wasn’t getting suckered the way she had with Te Kanawa.

The first disc ended, and she took it out, catching a glimpse of her reflection in its silvered surface. She looked tired, she thought. Her eyes, looking back at her from skin the color of coffee with cream, were slightly puffy, and she thought if she had any sense she would try and get some sleep. But her mind was too full.

She looked at the sleeping woman in the next seat, and then, unobserved, continued to look at her own face. The angle made her chin look too full, and she brought up her head and the silver disc and looked at herself straight on.

That was better. Her face looked thin again—a model’s face, with high cheekbones and big eyes, full lips, and a thin, straight nose that spoke of the white blood in her veins. “There’s a white boy in the woodpile in yo’ background, baby,” James had told her, and he was right. Her maternal grandfather had been a white man, but not her grandma’s husband.

Laika loaded the second disc and tried to shake off the past. But it was hard to concentrate on Verdi’s music when she had so many other things to think about. If it had been just her mission on her mind, it wouldn’t have been so bad. After all, her mission was what was supposed to preoccupy her time and attention. And God knew there were enough questions about this one.

First, why the hell was she flying to Glasgow? She had never had an assignment in Scotland before. There had been rumors that some of the Scottish nationalists were starting to consider violence as a tactic, but most of those had been planted by Tories, to turn public opinion against the nationals. Besides, that was England’s problem, not America’s.

And as far as she knew, there were no undercover activities being carried out in Scotland by America’s enemies. Drugs, yes. More than a few South American and Middle Eastern cartels had a finger in the active heroin trade that was a part of every large city, Edinburgh and Glasgow included, she was sure. But bringing in the CIA on something like that didn’t make any sense. Besides, she had little experience in drug operations.

Laika Harris’s specialty was running covert ops. In the ten years she had been with the Company, she had handled operations in Turkey, Morocco, and, most recently, Thailand. There she had infiltrated a Chinese spy cell with three other operatives, sending back briefings to her superiors until the cover of one of the three was blown. Laika had had to kill two people then, but she’d had the comfort of knowing that they’d have killed her if they’d had the chance.

The operation had been aborted and she’d returned to the United States for a commendation and two months of R&R. She needed it. She had found Thailand a beautiful country, and most of the people kind and hospitable, but there had been exceptions.

Most obvious, of course, were the people who had wanted her dead once they’d discovered who she was. But that was to be expected anywhere there were enemies. What bothered her most about Thailand, and what would not let her go, was the market in flesh that flourished there.

Whores were everywhere and AIDS was endemic, but what had horrified Laika was the trade in children. Prostituted children were a viable commodity, readily available to those who knew where to look, and a great many did. Child molesters from Japan, Germany, the States—hell, all over the world—flocked to Bangkok to satisfy their dark and unholy tastes, and as far as Laika could see, the government did little to stop it.

It saddened and appalled her, and when she got back to the United States, she learned that a boycott of Thai goods was under way to force the government to take more stringent steps toward stamping out the problem. She had seen several people wearing “Don’t Buy Thai—Ask Me Why!” T-shirts, and would have worn one herself but for her need to remain as invisible as possible. Still, she supported the boycott and told as many people as she could about it.

Most had been sympathetic, but some, like James, had been cynical. She’d told him that she’d been in Thailand opening up a branch office of the fictitious import–export company that was her cover. That much had been a lie, but the stories of the children had been true. “Listen, baby,” he had said, when she’d finished, “they gonna be whores sooner or later, right? So what’s the difference if it’s sooner?”

“The difference is that they have no choice, James. And they have no childhood.”

“So you think kids growin’ up in this country in the projects have a childhood? You make me laugh—I didn’t have no childhood.” He said the word with a sneer.

“No, but you had a choice,” Laika answered. They had been having breakfast in her apartment after spending the night together for the first time since her return from Thailand. “And you chose to make something of yourself. You think that would’ve happened if you’d had to turn tricks when you were ten?”

“Shit, I sold dope when I was ten.”

“Selling dope didn’t give you AIDS,” Laika shot back.

James gave a hiss of disgust, and Laika knew the wiser path would be to change the subject. But she was not used to backing off in the rest of her life, and she didn’t back off from James.

“You don’t know whut the hell you talkin’ ’bout, bitch,” he growled.

“Why do you always do that?” she asked quietly.

“Do whut?”

“Whenever you get angry, you start talking like Dolemite, calling me a bitch. You know I hate that.”

“You act like a bitch, thass whut I call you!” He slammed his coffee mug back onto the table, making the liquid slop over the sides.

“James,” she said in a low, dangerous voice, “you graduated from City College, you’ve been with a brokerage firm for the past eight years. I’ve been to parties where you’ve conversed pleasantly and intelligently. Now why, whenever we disagree, do you act and talk like some stupid ghetto bully?”

He stood up and slapped her. It was so unexpected, so totally shocking, that she didn’t react at all. She only stood there, with her cheek reddening, feeling hot blood rising in her face, and looked at him. “Donchu ever diss me, bitch!” he yelled. “You diss me and I’ll whup you, you won’t siddown for a week! You get that?”

She swallowed hard, trying to hold back the anger, knowing that if she wanted to, she could kill him in a matter of seconds, or at least incapacitate him so that he’d never dare raise a hand to her again.

But she didn’t. She only stood there, her hand to her aching cheek, feeling herself shake worse than she ever had in her life.

“You get that?” James asked again.

“Yes,” she said softly. “I got that.”

She did not know, then or now, why she’d put up with it. Maybe, she thought, she felt sorry for James Winston. He’d had a rough childhood, but hard work had bought him an easier adulthood. He was well-off enough to have a nice apartment on the East Side and drive a vintage Jag that he kept garaged most of the time. When she’d first met him, he’d seemed cultured and polite, a younger version of Harry Belafonte, and his voice
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