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  Prologue


  The house was quiet while they ate. Milton didn’t like distractions when he was at the table, so there was no annoying, midday nonsense from the radio or television and very little conversation in the dining room.


  “What time would you like to have supper?” Peggy Davis asked in a low tone. Sometimes it seemed that all they ever talked about were the schedules and contents of their meals.


  Her husband ate on in silence for a time, as if he had failed to hear her. Though it was still April, spring had come very warm here in Washington, as it had over most of the nation. A breeze drifted through the open windows and rippled along the fresh-scented curtains. Finally, Milton paused in his chewing to reply, “Late. Eight, eight-thirty.”


  Peggy sighed, though only to herself. “That’s after dark. Jimmy will be in bed.”


  Milton Davis nodded slightly, allowing her permission to feed and bathe their eighteen-month-old son and put him down before he returned from the fields.


  “What will you be doing so late?” she asked.


  Another few moments passed. “Clearing out down by the lake. With that money we got for selling Granddad’s place, we can irrigate down there and put in barley.”


  All this was news to Peggy. “I thought that we were going to use that money for a newer car.”


  Milton regarded her coolly. “Can a car put food on this table, Peg? Can you and the kid live in a car?”


  The young woman was wise enough not to reply, and the meal concluded in silence.


  As Peggy cleared away the dishes, Milton iced down a six-pack of beer in a small cooler and carried it with him as he left the house. Peggy took a moment to watch him leave, a slim, muscular figure in the unusually harsh sunlight, his blue baseball cap bobbing away from her with a jaunty air that she seldom saw in the man himself.


  He was a good man. A hard worker and a good provider. Peggy loved him, really, but he wasn’t the easiest person to live with sometimes.


  When Milton was out of sight in the overgrown field to the south of the house, she put Jimmy down for his nap, left her chores where they stood, and curled up on the couch to catch the last half of “The Young and the Restless.”


  He returned at five in the afternoon.


  Knowing Milton’s habits as well as she did, Peggy was a little shocked to see him walking slowly across the front yard so much earlier than he had told her. He was moving slowly, natural enough after hours of heavy work, but there was something more, something in the limpness of his carriage that somehow alarmed her.


  Peggy had been watching his approach from the picture window in the front room, absently wiping her damp hands with a dishcloth. Without thinking, she tossed aside the rag and rushed to the porch to meet him. Jimmy was playing at the door, and she swept him up as she went.


  “Milton?” she almost whispered as the screen door thumped closed behind her. “You’re back early. Is something wrong?”


  Typically, he said nothing. He was halfway across the yard, and his head was tilted so far forward that the bill of his cap obscured his face and neck. An icy sensation began to swell in Peggy’s stomach. Her eyes searched frantically for blood or any other indication that he’d hurt himself. Out there alone, driving the tractor or using the chainsaw …


  “Milton,” she repeated with more insistence, “what’s wrong?”


  He reached the steps and climbed them, slowly. When he looked up, she could see that there was nothing wrong with his face … at least, no injuries. But, God, his eyes, his eyes were so wide and empty.


  Peggy tried to say his name again, but nothing came out. The ice in her stomach had climbed through her chest and into her throat. Milton tromped across the wooden porch as if his feet were made of cement. He stopped only when he reached the doorway.


  For a long and unbroken moment, the two people stood there in the already fading sunlight, saying nothing, but each understanding that something had happened. Something so awful that their lives together could never be the same again.


  Now Peggy didn’t want to know.


  Jimmy squirmed in her arms, trying to slip back to his toys on the floor.


  Milton reached out and took the boy from her numb arms before he seemed to sleepwalk into the house. Once there, he sat in the overstuffed reclining rocker that was his private island in the den and hugged his son in a way that Peggy had never seen before. His eyes remained vacant and cold, but it was a coldness that appeared to come from too much emotion to express rather than too little.


  Peggy knew that she had to find her voice. “Miltie?” she asked hoarsely. “What happened, baby?”


  Her husband began rocking their child slowly. “Call the sheriff,” he whispered. “For God’s sake, call somebody.”


  The heat of the day failed to linger with the night. Though it was just a little past nine when Special Agent Russell Montgomery arrived at the crime scene, he could see his breath forming momentary cotton puffs in the luminous air that was encased by the local authorities’ portable lamps.


  The scene itself was quite ugly in its rural commonness. A lake just large enough to merit that description lay some two hundred yards from the nearest road wrapped by thin woods and heavy undergrowth. No good for fishing or other forms of recreation, it had rested in its anonymity for most of the memories of the local residents. Montgomery had seen this tableau all too many times.


  He parked on the dark, isolated highway, which drew a southern border across the Davis property as straight as a surveyor’s line. An ancient two-rut path led to the lake, and after flashing his badge for the deputy stationed there, Montgomery followed it into the night-thickened forest. He was aided a little by the battery of portable lamps, which had been set up by the sheriff and his people. The surroundings were so dark otherwise that he was within fifty feet of the lights before he caught sight of the three patrol cars, positioned like predators just beyond the intersecting cones of radiance.


  Of course, by then his attention was fixed on the large blue van captured by the lights.


  Montgomery sighed. The pieces were beginning to slip into place. It was going to be a bad night.


  There seemed to be a dozen or more uniformed officers in and around the van, but the pungent smell that was emanating from the vehicle told Montgomery he would find what he expected within it. He thought he could hear someone retching in the darkness.


  One of the deputies spotted his approach and jogged from the van to intercept him. “Hold on, sir. There’s an investigation underway—”


  Montgomery flipped the badge again, a little surprised that the lookout on the highway hadn’t radioed his presence.


  The deputy, a tall guy who looked very young and pale in the stark lighting, nodded shortly. “Uh, you’re the Fed Shelby called about?”


  “Yeah,” Montgomery answered with a private grin. There were all kinds of Feds. “Who’s in charge here?” The deputy took a short breath and then grimaced, as if actually tasting the vile smell. “That’d be the sheriff, Sheriff Page.”


  “I’d like to speak with him, please.”


  The young man nodded again and trotted back to the van.


  Page proved to be a gray-haired man who carried a little too much gut for his uniform. As he stepped gingerly from the rear of the vehicle, his expression read not much more composed than had those of his men. This was probably the worst thing he’d encountered in this quiet back yard of a generally quiet state. At least he wasn’t vomiting in the dark.


  “Page, Carl Page,” the big man said, extending his hand.


  Montgomery accepted the handshake. “Special Agent Russell Montgomery, Federal Serial Incident Taskforce. Glad to meet you, Sheriff.”


  Page removed his hat and used a forearm to wipe away the chilled sweat on his brow. “You sure got here fast, Agent Montgomery.”


  “Russ.”


  “Russ. ‘Serial Incident.’ That sounds like you might have investigated Tyson’s butt-grabbing sometime back.”


  Montgomery smiled. “We tend to concentrate on matters a little more serious than that.” As if to end the forced casualness of the moment, an owl called loudly from a nearby tree. Both men started and then grinned with embarrassment, before Montgomery asked, “What’s the situation here, Sheriff?”


  Page took a heavy breath before replying. “Bad as anything I’ve seen since the Army. Inside of that van’s a goddamned slaughterhouse. Three, maybe four bodies, a couple of them little girls. Torture and dismemberment.”


  “How young?”


  “Hard to say. Late teens, early twenties.”


  “Locals?”


  “Can’t be sure, yet. It ain’t going to be easy to identify what’s left. Nobody in that age range has been reported missing lately, and from the looks of them, I’d say these kids have been dead for several days, anyway.” He shook his head. “The son of a bitch left all of the doors open, so the bugs and vermin could get at them.”


  “Forensics been here?”


  That sparked a brief flicker of offended pride in the older man. “The report came in at five-thirty this afternoon, Montgomery; we’ve got all of the pictures and prints you’ll ever need.”


  Montgomery raised a hand in an appeasing fashion. “I certainly don’t mean to insult you or question the competency of your department, Sheriff, and I’m sorry if it sounded that way. But I’m going to have to ask that you leave the scene as nearly untouched as possible until the Taskforce can fly a team in. I’m sure your people have been thorough, but with our special equipment—”


  Page waved him quiet. “Sure, Russ, I understand. Don’t worry about stepping on any toes. The inside of the van is pretty much as we found it.”


  “Good. Mind if I have a look?”


  As the two men moved through the blazing light toward the rear of the van, Page noted again, “You sure got here damned quick, Russ.”


  “I was in California when the call came in. Santa Rosa.”


  “Checking another serial report?”


  Montgomery shrugged noncommittally.


  “Goddamned freak assholes are springing up like weeds.”


  “Amen, brother.”


  The situation was everything Montgomery had expected and feared. The local authorities had established that the van had been stolen a week before in upstate Washington, and the outfitting that had taken place within it was sickeningly familiar.


  Chains and cuffs had been expertly spot-welded to the floor, walls, and ceiling, and a number of instruments as commonplace as a tire iron and as esoteric as a surgical clamp lay scattered throughout it. The body of one girl lay spread-eagle on the floor, while the second sat, almost lifelike, by the right side of the first’s head. What remained of the boy dangled above them.


  Montgomery knew this. He knew that these kids had died slowly over a long period of time. He knew that the animal who had done this was entirely capable of sudden and brief episodes of violence when it suited his purpose, just as he was instinctively required to periodically give himself over to these intervals of studied, sadistic, and drawn-out horror.


  Following each “interval” the creature invariably left behind the bodies, the vehicle, and the tools. Montgomery knew these things, though he once had been sure that he’d never have to acknowledge them again.


  The atmosphere inside the van wouldn’t allow an extended examination, so Montgomery and Page backed out after less than half a minute. They walked well away from the spot before pausing. Page lit a cigarette and offered one to the Fed.


  “Thanks, no,” Montgomery responded.


  Page took a few drags. “Pretty bad, ain’t it?”


  “Bad enough.” Montgomery’s voice was almost inaudible even in the quiet night.


  “But I suppose you’ve seen worse. In your work, I mean.”


  Montgomery answered with another slight shrug.


  The sheriff didn’t press the issue and silently concentrated on his cigarette. After finishing less than a third of it, however, he dropped the glowing butt to the ground and crushed it with a heavy boot. “Russ,” he said slowly, “I know you’re the expert here, but I think maybe I have an idea about this son of a bitch.” Montgomery was a master of maintaining a working rapport with the local authorities in all of his cases. “Glad to hear any new perspectives on the problem.” Page licked his lips slowly. “Well, taking into account all of the evidence…” He coughed and snorted through his nose, as if attempting to cleanse himself of the stink from the van. “… everything, I’m reminded of that crazy bastard they supposedly tracked down and killed two or three years back, the guy who called himself ‘the Prince of Darkness.’”


  If Montgomery were an expert in departmental relations, he was just as much the captain of his own emotions. There was not a flicker of concern in his expression when he said, “Calvin Bryant. He was about the sickest animal I’ve ever encountered, and God knows I’ve seen just about anything you can imagine in this business. But there’s a problem with that theory. Bryant’s dead.”


  “That’s what they tell us.”


  Montgomery smiled slightly. “You don’t buy it?”


  “Russ, when that asshole was slaughtering people, the federal cops were getting their butts roasted every damned day. They had to kill somebody and hand his head over to the public. Sometimes it’s best to believe only what you see with your own eyes, and then just half of that.”


  “Then I know Bryant’s dead.”


  Page had a deceptively quick and incisive mind. “You saw them kill him?”


  Montgomery’s smile became a laugh. “Shit, man, I personally blew his spine through his breastbone.”


  The two men fell silent. Page lit a second cigarette and glanced back at the brilliantly illuminated van before finally saying, “This guy must be one sick mother of a copycat, then. You really shot him in the back?” Montgomery winked. “Damned straight.”


  The night was even colder by the time Montgomery made his way back to the highway and his car. He knew that it would get hotter, though. By sunrise, with the local and state boys, the media ghouls, and the inevitable civilians buzzing around the pathetic corpses like flies, this area would be frying.


  He caught the up-link to D.C. and filed his report. It wasn’t an encouraging one.


  “No, it’s Wallula, Washington, not Walla Walla. This is due west, forty-fifty miles. Right. Yes … the signs are classic,” he stated into the receiver, “mouths sewn shut, ritual slashes on the buttocks, no preliminary evidence of semen … a load of markers that weren’t released to the public. The kills are at least thirty-six hours old.”


  He looked back into the dark forest and the miniature aurora of police lights that marked the van’s location. He sighed.


  “Don’t blame the messenger, but all of the signs say that the Prince is back at work.”


  Chapter One


  “It’s almost like there was no life before the accident.”


  The center of the large room floated in darkness isolating it from the May sunshine that seeped through the blinds covering the windows. It was a warm and protective darkness that existed for the benefit of the eight people assembled there.


  “Would you like to elaborate on that, Jessica?” asked Harrison Stafford quietly. He leaned forward in the cool leatherette chair that formed one-eighth of the injured circle; the doctor felt it to be important that his patients be able to see the concern and support in his expression even in the helpful darkness.


  Jessica Simpson sighed, immediately sorry that she’d found the courage to speak up. Her thin body seemed to radiate tension. “Well… I didn’t mean that… um, I mean, sometimes when my family is together, talking about something that happened before the accident—like a birthday or a holiday or anything—it feels like…”


  “Like they’re talking about someone else entirely,” Wally Gaithers said. He knew the sensation intimately.


  “Exactly,” Jessica said, nodding. “It seems like your parents are remembering something that happened before you were born. But when it’s your own kids, it’s like that’s another lifetime, another person, and you were born when the car wrecked and the first ‘you’ died.”


  Several sympathetic voices responded to the woman’s admission. In this group, it was not an uncommon feeling.


  “Perhaps that is part of the solution,” Dr. Stafford ventured, “regarding the point of injury not as an event that took something away from you but as an opening to a new phase of life, an opportunity to be reborn.”


  “For Christ’s sake, I’m thirty-seven years old,” Jessica responded. “I’m a mother and I can’t even remember giving birth.”


  This once, Stafford was glad that his patient couldn’t see the full extent of his own reactions. At least she was talking.


  Wally Gaithers, ever the peacemaker, quietly came to the rescue again. “Jessica, you know that no one here doubts the depths of your pain and your sense of loss— how could we? It’s been much the same for many of us; that’s the purpose of our sessions together, isn’t it?” He glanced at his own thin, slightly twisted legs. His accident had left him a paraplegic. “But actually, sometimes it can be best not to recall the old days.”


  A sailor of the psychic seas, Dr. Stafford thought, what I spent a fortune and a decade of life to learn, you grasp intuitively.


  And a second after, his assistant produced another reprieve, the end to a long afternoon: “Doctor, it’s three-forty-five.”


  “Thank you, Miss Lund,” Stafford said, sliding his chair out of the circle in a very decisive act of conclusion. “Nonnie, dear, would you get the blinds?”


  The young woman hurried to readmit the sunlight.


  “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is that for today’s session,” Stafford continued. “See you all Thursday, same time, same place.”


  Naturally, that wasn’t all, as many of the six regular members of these twice weekly talk and support gatherings crowded about the doctor with various questions and comments that couldn’t wait until Thursday. It was a common reaction to a session’s end—there was even an extremely intimidating scientific name for this reluctance to break the patient-doctor bond, however temporarily—so Tracey Lund paid little attention to the grouping about Stafford as she gathered up the doctor’s materials for him. After slipping the papers into his brief bag, she joined Nona Bartlett at the wide front window.


  “Wow, I’d call that a sunny afternoon,” she said, smiling and blinking in the radiance as she patted the woman’s shoulder.


  Nonnie’s smile was due partially to her newly developed facility with the Venetian blinds rod (every small triumph drew this reward) and mostly to the childlike joy she felt as she bathed in the warmest day of the year. “It tastes good,” she whispered happily. Though she was twenty-three years old, in a very real way this was Nonnie’s first spring.


  Tracey understood the visceral feelings that the afternoon sun was inspiring in the girl and she felt more than a touch of the same response herself. But in certain cases, it was best to be rather unwavering about the rules of grammar. “It is beautiful, honey, but you know that we can’t really taste the light, don’t you?”


  Nonnie answered with a mischievous grin. “When I let it touch my tongue …”


  “Nonnie.” Tracey’s tone was good-humored but stern.


  The other woman sighed. “No, Tracey, we don’t taste light.”


  Tracey laughed. “Ready to go home?”


  Her excitement returned. “Yeah! Saved by the Bell is on today!”


  “Saved by the Bell,” Tracey repeated to herself as Nonnie darted toward the main hall.


  An employee in the records department of the Madison (Virginia) Facial and Cranial Surgery Center, Tracey’s hours were eight a.m. to four p.m., five days a week. But on Tuesdays and Thursdays, she assisted Dr. Harrison Stafford with his conference sessions and generally left at their conclusions a few minutes before four. She was a good worker and popular with her superiors and coworkers, so these minutes were forgiven her.


  “If that’s all, Doctor, I’ll be going,” she told him.


  Stafford thankfully turned away from an aggressively unhappy Jessica Simpson. “Oh, of course, Tracey. As always, thank you for your help. See you in a couple of days.”


  That woman needs a lot of work to come to terms with what’s happened to her, Tracey thought. “See you then. Now, I’d better get out to the parking lot before Nonnie decides to hot-wire the car and take off without me.” Snatching up her purse, she made tracks before Jessica could refocus her anguish.


  Nonnie was waiting in the hall. “Ready.”


  Tracey struggled into her jacket with one arm at a time. “You bet we are. Want to drive?”


  Nonnie giggled as the two young women walked quickly toward the exit.


  They didn’t quite make it. Standing at the door, as if posted there by royal decree, was the huge figure of David Julian, another Madison Center employee. Julian’s duties ran to the moving of heavy objects and the occasional security obligation, tasks for which his hulking form was well suited.


  “Leaving so early, little ladies?” he asked with a smile that, in Tracey’s eyes, contained a wealth of leering threat.


  She and Julian had crossed paths before. “It’s five till, David. I think you could hold your breath until quitting time.”


  “Maybe.” He remained stationed before them, leaning casually on his push broom, but his gaze shifted from Tracey to Nonnie. With her shining red hair and green eyes, it was not difficult to understand his interest in the younger woman. “What are your plans for the rest of the day, Sweetpea?”


  Embarrassed, Nonnie lowered her eyes and said nothing.


  Tracey put an arm around the girl and stepped forward. “We really need to leave now, David.”


  The big man ignored her. “Be nice. What are you going to do when you get home?”


  “Watch TV,” Nonnie answered in a shy voice barely loudly enough to be heard.


  “You like to go to parties?”


  She nodded.


  “If you’ll move out of the way, we can—” Tracey began.


  Julian faced her with a piercing look. “You’re not my boss, Lund, so don’t try to be.” His immediate supervisor was a woman, and he regularly vented his frustration on others with no power over his job status. Glancing back to Nonnie, he continued, “You need to come to my parties sometimes. Would you like that? To come to my place? I’d show you a real good time, one like you never had before.”


  Rage exploded within Tracey and flared outward to envelop her. It was almost more than she could contain. But, with a terrific effort, she kept her expression clear and her voice even when she said to Nonnie, “Run back to the conference room and see if Dr. Stafford has left yet, okay?”


  Still uncomfortable under Julian’s gaze, the young woman rushed back down the hall.


  For the first time, Julian’s demeanor seemed to crack a little. “There’s no reason to bother any of the doctors—” Tracey quickly stepped close to the orderly and thrust her face as near his as was possible under the circumstances. “Listen to me, you big slug,” she stated in a low but furious voice, “I know you don’t like me, and the feeling is mutual, but if you have any brain function at all, you’ll keep your few filthy thoughts to yourself. And don’t you ever try to push your crude desires on that girl again.”


  Julian was startled and intimidated by the sudden offensive, but his sullen insolence quickly resurfaced. “I think that’s up to the girl, isn’t it? She’s an adult.”


  “You know that’s not true, not legally and not morally since her surgery, so you keep your damned hands the hell off of her.”


  “And maybe it would be smart if you watched your mouth, lady,” he whispered.


  Tracey heard Nonnie approaching behind her. “Are you going to move and let us leave, or do you want to have your ass on the unemployment line tomorrow morning?” Julian curled his upper lip. “You don’t have the pull.”


  “Try me.”


  Nonnie arrived, but Tracey refused to take her own gaze from David. After another tense moment, he coughed slightly and followed his broom toward the nearest corner of the hallway, leaving the door clear. Tracey quickly grasped Nonnie’s elbow and steered her into the parking lot.


  Once in the car, Tracey settled back behind the wheel, closed her eyes, and allowed her swollen tension to dissipate through a long sigh. She hated scenes like that. Julian was a thug and an animal, and his vulgar advances on an innocent like Nonnie had to be deflected by someone more responsible, but Tracey felt disgusted with her own ugly response. She should have been able to handle the situation in a more mature, reasoning manner, rather than giving in to the same sort of base instinct as Julian had shown.


  Sometimes her own capacity for rage frightened her.


  Nonnie picked up on her mood immediately. Maybe the fact that she hadn’t yet cranked the car was something of a giveaway.


  “That man didn’t like us, did he?” Nonnie asked softly, staring out of the passenger window.


  Tracey opened her eyes. “Honey, what that man likes or dislikes doesn’t make one iota of a difference to you or me.”


  The girl didn’t turn to look at her.


  Tracey laughed. “Will you lighten up? Let’s go watch Saved by the Bell.”


  The Madison Facial and Cranial Surgery Center actually was a more multifaceted institution than the name implied. In addition to performing the actual surgical techniques that each case required, the Center was set up to provide comprehensive care both before and after these operations, whether the case happened to be a tiny child with severe skull deformities or a middle-aged executive trying to reclaim a life that had been shattered by head injuries.


  Part of this care was evinced by the existence of the Marian Rosewell Apartments. The Center owned this four-story building and regularly accommodated recovering patients at income-based rates that often amounted to virtual rent freedom. An efficient system of private fundraising complemented by substantial federal grants allowed the institution to perform its medical miracles with little thought to the patients’ financial conditions.


  Tracey had lived in the Rosewell building since coming to Madison, Virginia, from New York nearly three years before. In fact, many of the employees of the Center resided in the modern and secure complex due to the rent break they received and its proximity to the hospital grounds. Tracey often resolved to park her car and jog the two miles from the apartments to work and back, but so far this had received no more attention than any of her other frequent resolutions.


  By the time she and Nonnie arrived, the younger woman appeared to have already forgotten the ugly encounter with the orderly. She sprinted upstairs to the apartment she shared with a Center nurse, and Tracey had to wonder if all of her childlike mental disabilities were really so awful.


  Personally, she knew that she would carry that afternoon’s confrontation with her into her dreams.


  She reached her apartment just in time to encounter Delia McKenzie on her way out.


  “Hi, Trace, ’bye, Trace,” called Delia as she opened the door. Delia was tall—well, at five-nine, tall to Tracey, who was a couple of inches shorter—blonde to Tracey’s light brown, and, if not classically beautiful, certainly rather aggressively attractive. Delia acted attractive, though still accessible, so it was easy to picture her that way.


  Despite the fact that Delia and Tracey had been best friends in college and now were reunited as roommates, Tracey had to admit to a certain feeling of intimidation when comparing their looks.


  “Where are you off to in such a rush?” she asked. “Date,” Delia answered. “You know, Phil, that guy I met last week in D.C.” Delia always had dates.


  “At four in the afternoon?”


  “That’s right. We’re driving to Baltimore for an early dinner, and then he’s doing a part in Phantom at eight. You know how long the makeup takes.”


  Tracey rolled her eyes. “An actor? Delia, you’re never going to meet the right guy doing soft-shoe in a dinner theater.”


  “So who’s looking for ‘the right guy’? Maybe I’m just pursuing a personal avocation.”


  Tracey nodded in a resigned fashion. “Well, have fun.”


  “Always. Don’t wait up!” When she reached the hallway, however, Delia stopped as a sudden thought struck her. “Oh, Trace, a package came for you about three.”


  “A package?” Tracey repeated.


  “Yep, Federal Express. I signed for it and put it in your room. ’Bye!”


  “Later.” With that distracted reply, Tracey dropped her purse and jacket onto the sofa in the den and continued on into her bedroom. A package? Federal Express? She wasn’t expecting anything. Maybe it was something from Mom and Dad, though it was not her birthday …


  Yeah, right, hissed a repressed but angry and painful portion of her mind, like they’d send so much as a card if it were.


  Confusion aside, the package definitely was there, resting comfortably in the center of her bed. It wasn’t large, about the size of a boxed sugar bowl, and it was covered in heavy brown shipping paper. She picked it up only to be surprised by its unexpected weight. A fluid shifting sensation caused her to think of a bottle of something liquid.


  “The newest in mail order scams: the Tapwater of the Month Club,” she muttered, reading the typewritten shipping label.


  Actually, it wasn’t addressed to her. It simply said, “Brown Eyes, Marian Rosewell Apartments, 2-E, 115 Thomas Jefferson Road, Madison, Virginia,” with a terse return address of “Coeur d’Alene, Idaho.” Since Delia had striking blue/gray eyes, she naturally had assumed the package was for Tracey, whose eyes were a darker brown than her hair.


  It sounded rather mysterious and romantic. She smiled to herself and ignored the fact that she’d never been farther west than Ohio, much less Idaho, as she began to tear open the thick paper. Perhaps it was expensive perfume … in an uncommonly large quantity.


  After several seconds, the wrapping slit along a side and came away from the glass in a ragged, cocoon-like piece, so that Tracey suddenly was holding the bottle in the palm of her left hand. She was still smiling during the instant it took for her mind to register what her eyes were seeing. Then she hurtled the object away from her with a strength that was magnified by her horror and revulsion and began to struggle for a breath that had been snatched from her lungs. The jar would have been smashed had it not landed on her bed.


  There it sat… cold and staring, a sealed round bottle that held in its formaldehyde-filled interior a floating human eyeball.


  His hair had grown long while he was inside, and he let the California wind race through it like the fingers of a woman. It plucked at his ragged beard and licked down his neck beneath his collar.


  Bobby Preston had been in a Canadian prison for the past eighteen months, real-time, which worked out to about six years, jug-time, at an exchange rate of one to four. It had been a long while since he’d felt either a woman’s fingers or the wind running through his hair, and that was why he chose to ride helmet-less through the brilliant May sunshine, even though he carried a permanent metal plate in his skull from a previous impact with the paving.


  He had been on the road for eight days, and his lean body was weary with the exertion, spotty meals, and general lack of rest. In his saddlebag most of the ten grand, U.S., that the Canadian government had paid him to forestall any litigation nestled comfortingly, promising good times to come. But there was something he had to do first.


  Bobby had forgotten how beautiful the Pacific Ocean was during his vacation in the Iron Bar Hotel. It rolled in, blue and endless, to his right, riding the coattails of the wind, and kissed the white sands of the beach. Someday, when he had the time, he would have to walk down to that waiting vastness and see how far into it his arms and legs would carry him. Sometime.


  He had to get his bearings. It had been over three years since he’d been in this part of the country, and just the one time then. Leslie and Leland had just moved in, and he was in the area, so they’d celebrated with dinner.


  Since Bobby never stayed in one place for very long, he hadn’t been back before today.


  He pulled the bike to the side of the road for a break. Venice Beach stretched before him, with its bronzed bodies in postage stamp bathing suits, playing in the snowy sand and waves with a sort of fevered abandon. Kids and dogs romped amid the dunes, while surfer boys and girls paddled out toward Hawaii, searching for the perfect wave to bring them back. Everybody seemed lost in a kind of joy that Bobby Preston couldn’t remember ever having experienced.


  Airheads. Cotton candy disguised as life: bite it and there’s nothing there.


  Standing above it all in his road leathers and stringy black hair and beard, Bobby could hardly have looked more out of place. He surveyed the happy panorama from behind the safety of his dark riding glasses, and he tried to feel only disgust for the emptiness of it. But there was something that he couldn’t deny deep in the middle of himself, a certain faint longing. As if he’d once been a part of that absurd scenario.


  If their lives were empty, what did he have?


  After a moment longer, Bobby turned back to his motorcycle and kicked it up. As he rode off, he repeated to himself that he didn’t belong there and never had, that he was too smart to blow his life the way those jerks were blowing theirs. There was more for him, and all he had to do was find it out there somewhere.


  But it took a lot of miles just to get the dazzling vision of it out of his mind.


  The house was simple and neat. Located on a quiet street in a residential neighborhood more than fifty miles from Venice, it was a single floor, white-siding suburban fantasy with attached garage. About half an acre of beautifully tended green lawn buoyed it like a smooth sea. The security of this side of town was evident in the fact that the garage doors were open all along the street, even those belonging to the simple, neat house where his sister once lived. Its two-car interior was empty.


  Bobby couldn’t imagine living in this ’60s wet-dream of a place, and he couldn’t understand how Leslie had wound up here, either. But the name on the colorfully decorated mailbox still matched.


  There were probably a lot of suspicious eyes monitoring his progress down the quiet street, which had never seen a motorcycle cruising along its length at three p.m. on a Tuesday.


  But even though he realized this, Bobby also knew that it would have been poor etiquette for any of the owners of those eyes to act upon his discomforting presence before he did anything more incriminating than just wheeling down their lane. They watched but stayed away from their 911 buttons for the moment.


  Bobby coasted from the street onto the paved drive that was as white as the Venice Beach sand. It didn’t look as if a rubber tire had ever touched it. When he rolled into the garage, it was no shock to find a pair of lightly stained oil pads positioned neatly side by side, right where Leland and Leslie would have parked their twin BMWs. Preston characteristically kicked the stand on his bike between the pads.


  Several rings at the side door brought no response, so he dug the key that Leslie had made for him three years ago out of his wallet. It still worked, and there wasn’t even a deadbolt to screw with. Nice neighborhood, all right.


  The inside of the house was shadowed and cool, the air scented just a touch with a hyacinth deodorizer. Bobby’s main priority at the moment was a pit stop, and after calling out Leslie’s name a couple of times just to be sure he was alone, that was first up.


  Next in order of importance was the kitchen. On his way there, however, he passed through the den, where he paused for a moment at a huge, floor-to-ceiling set of bookshelves covering most of one wall. Leslie had always loved to read.


  And write. Thirteen hardcover volumes boasted her maiden name, two more than when he had last been in this room. It was simple enough to figure who had gotten the brains in the Preston family.


  Bobby smiled grimly. And who got the jerk genes.


  Apparently, the master of one pair of those suspicious eyes that tracked Bobby’s arrival made a telephone call, though it hadn’t been to an emergency number. Leland Salter’s white car glided into the driveway no more than twenty minutes after Bobby’s own arrival, while he was still in the kitchen, sucking down cold cuts.


  Bobby observed the arrival through a window, and he could read Leland’s expression even at a distance. It didn’t look good. He had no doubt that Salter was trendy enough to have the BMW outfitted with a phone, and the image of the black motorcycle upsetting the ambiance of his all-white haven would be more than enough ammunition to trigger a frantic call to the police.


  If there was anything that Bobby Preston didn’t need at the moment, it was the presence of any of those assholes in blue.


  To prevent this possibility, the young man stepped to the side door through which he’d entered and stood just far enough into the garage for Leland to see him. His hair was longer than it was three years ago, but otherwise he didn’t feel that he’d changed too much for his brother-in-law to recognize.


  Salter had stopped before entering the garage so that he wouldn’t risk marring his car’s pristine finish on some awkward projection from the cycle. He opened his door and slowly stepped out while keeping his eyes glued to the man who had invaded his perfect home. Recognition fought with alarm in his expression. And lost.


  Bobby spoke first. “How’s business, Leland?”


  That faintly rang a bell for the other man. “Bob?” Bobby responded with a marginal smile that might not have made it past his beard. “Yeah.”


  Salter’s grin was equally as tentative. “I thought you were … well…”


  “I was.” Bobby turned and stepped back into the kitchen. He knew that Salter would follow him.


  He was working on the submarine sandwich and beer at the kitchen table by the time Leland made it inside, looking an uneasy mixture of confused, upset, and embarrassed homeowner. “This is a surprise, old man,” Salter said.


  “I’ll bet.”


  “I mean, we haven’t heard from you in some time.”


  “About a year-and-a-half.”


  Salter laughed hesitantly. He was a big man, at six-one and two-ten a couple of inches taller and forty pounds heavier than Bobby; he still looked like the California college athlete he’d been ten years ago, though his glory probably had come in water polo rather than football. Despite his size and home court advantage, he seemed nervous in this situation, possibly because Bobby so obviously fell outside of his suburban limits of propriety.


  An uncomfortable silence simmered in the room, with Bobby casually eating his sandwich and Salter stationing himself between the doorway and the table. It wasn’t exactly a homecoming sentiment to be found on a greeting card.


  Finally, Leland broke the quiet, “Well, Bob, I hate to be blunt, but when were you released?”


  “Last week,” Preston answered. With a cool stubbornness, he didn’t elaborate.


  Leland sighed slightly with the effort of extracting information. “You were released, weren’t you? I mean, Leslie and I didn’t think you would be eligible for parole for another—”


  Bobby interrupted with a genuine smile. “Don’t worry, Leland: nobody’s on my ass. A couple of weeks ago, the RCMP busted a French separatist group in Quebec and found all of the evidence they needed to prove that they were the bunch who pulled the bank robbery in Alberta.”


  “The one you were convicted of? That’s great! But why would a radical gang in Quebec go halfway across Canada to knock over a bank?”


  Bobby shrugged. “So the law would drop on some dumb sons of bitches far, far away, I suppose. Which it did.” He drained the last of the beer. “How much does a refill cost?”


  Leland relaxed visibly. “No charge at all.” He patted the tall, glistening white refrigerator at his side. “Right in here, Bobby boy. So, when the Canadian Feds found out they’d railroaded you and the other guys, they reversed the convictions?”


  “About as fast as you got here when you found out that some scuzz on a bike was prowling around in your spotless kitchen.” Preston stood and opened the refrigerator to pluck another Heineken from its interior. He remained standing, facing his brother-in-law. “The career politicians didn’t want the shit in the fan, so they rammed through four pardons and paid us ten grand apiece just for signing documents that guaranteed we wouldn’t sue the government and would get the hell out of their country.”


  By Salter’s look, it was obvious that he was impressed, but he had to add, “You could have gotten a lot more than ten thousand with a good lawyer.”


  “I was more interested in getting my butt out of jail.” He nodded sagely. “I can imagine. Leslie and I were planning to visit you soon, but now, thank God, we—”


  “Where is Leslie?” Bobby asked, closing his eyes and leaning against the door of the top-loading “tallboy” freezer. “Work?”


  Leland coughed a little. “Uh, no. She’s away, on a sort of working vacation. Gathering material for another book. But if we’d known you were coming—”


  “I called maybe twelve times the day I got out. Didn’t even get the answering machine.”


  Any sense of relaxation Salter had gained during the last few moments evaporated, and he found himself standing face to face with this smaller but still threatening


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
THE PRINCE OF DARKNESS WALKS AMONG US

STEVE VANCE

AUTHOR OF THE HYDE EFFECT





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





