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Chapter One

On a clear night in March, Kaspar Sinaiko coaxed his eleven-year-old Mercedes down a rutted dirt path that ended at an eight-foot hurricane fence topped with concertina wire. He turned off the engine, cutting short the Banshee’s “One More for the Grave.” One hundred feet inside the hurricane fence stood an old double-wide trailer that had once served as the construction HQ for a thriving shipbuilding factory.

But times changed. The shipbuilding factory had died in the 80s from poisoning, having sent thousands of workers to an early grave. Georgia had declared the site an environmental hazard, which hadn’t stopped scavengers from removing everything but the concrete slabs and piles of slag. The parent company could no longer afford to guard the premises, so the vast industrial complex had been left to rot.

Kaspar got out of his car and stretched in the cool night air, inhaling the scent of chemicals and a hint of the salty Caspian Sea which lay on the other side of the blasted land. Despite the evening cool, Kaspar sweated through his white muscle shirt. Sweat beaded on his brow like rivets.

He was ripped like a cage-fighter, with a six-pack you could dig your nails into. Veins popped like cords on his muscular arms, blue/black from prison tattoos. He was clean-shaven, with small, close deep-set eyes of Arctic blue. His face had been flattened and his eyebrows scarred. His ears looked like tortellini. His torso was also covered in jailhouse tats, including the lifer’s stars on each shoulder. The rose on his chest marked his initiation into the Russian Mafia. The executioner covering his gut indicated he was a killer. On his left bicep, a likeness of Rasputin. On his right, an edged saw. The barbed wire around his wrists were strictly decorative. The six Chinese characters on the left side of his skull meant, “True unto death.”

Kaspar had visited this desolate hellhole, known as the Devil’s Scab, a fortnight ago in preparation. Now all that remained was to transport the package from the car to the trailer and the ceremony itself. Kaspar looked down where the chain mesh fence met a steel stanchion. The mesh had been cut, but you couldn’t tell unless you got right up to it.

Pulling a pair of heavy rubber gloves from the car, Kaspar knelt and bent back the corner, creating a triangle big enough to crawl through. God, what he wouldn’t give for a snort of crystal. That could wait until he was inside the trailer. One misstep could result in his death. But if the texts were correct, if the dogma was solid, he was about to transform himself from a thug you’d avoid on the street into one of the most powerful and charismatic people on earth.

As head of the Mad Monks crime syndicate, he was already powerful. As president of the Skorzny Group, he traveled in rarefied circles. He was a natural leader. People looked up to him. He took over his cellblock day one. He’d hobnobbed with Trump, even attended Cannes in support of a Russian crime thriller he’d financed with drug money. A tux miraculously transformed him into a hard-nosed businessman. The long sleeves concealed his tats.

Kaspar knew business. He held no university degrees save the marks on his face from the School of Hard Knocks. He’d been a policeman once but stepped on the wrong toes and found himself in Lubyanka, and shortly after that at a labor camp above the Arctic Circle.

As a former cop his life expectancy in prison would have been infinitesimal save for one fact: the politician he’d offended was universally despised. Several gangs courted him, but he went with the Monks because their peculiar strain of evangelical mysticism and hands-on “spiritual ceremonies” satisfied a deep and twisted longing in his soul. He had always sensed this knot of perversity within himself. Always.

“You’ve got to believe in something, or you’ll fall for anything,” he sang atonally.

When I go to America I will see Mellencamp and the Boss.

Kaspar was a rocker and played a decent one-handed piano.

The car shifted and squeaked on its tired suspension. The package was coming out of it. Humming atonally Kaspar walked to the rear, sprung the hatch, and stared down at the thirty-seven-year-old woman, ankles and wrists bound with duct tape, her hair reduced to ragged stubble. He hadn’t gagged her in case she had trouble breathing. She looked up at him with terrified eyes and croaked, “What…?”

Kaspar grabbed the roll of duct tape from the trunk, ripped off a piece and plastered it over her mouth. “Don’t worry,” he said in heavily accented English. “Will all be over soon.” Bending at the knees, he gathered her into his arms and stood.

Her name was not important, although Kaspar had gone through her wallet with his usual efficiency. Fareeza Sollish was one of twelve known bastards sired by Paddy McGowan, lead singer of the Banshees. Fareeza was a teller for the Royal Bank of Scotland in London, unmarried, two cats.

It had taken Kaspar six years and a small fortune to track her down.

Kaspar had paid a contractor a thousand dollars to procure samples of Miss Sollish’s hair from a salon. Using DNA from Paddy’s discarded cigarette butts, saved by obsessive fans, Kaspar made his match, had found his key to a gate that would unlock another world.

Kaspar could not believe his luck when he learned (by following her tweets) that Fareeza planned to vacation in the Middle East. But it wasn’t luck. The spheres were in alignment. The moon was in Capricorn. Civilization was unraveling. That Great Dread Thing that had lurked in the earth since time began was stirring. One need only look at the telly or the net. Food riots in China. War in the Middle East. Food riots in Greece and Ireland.

“In a time of mass confusion,” he recited by rote, “When leaders fall, oceans rise, and men of goodwill are nowhere to be found, I shall come to lead my followers to the Kingdom of the Damned.”

Like most Russians, Kaspar believed he was already damned. Nothing to lose and everything to gain.

He’d picked Miss Sollish up at a club in Istanbul. Kaspar could be quite charming. His tats covered with a cashmere sweater, he’d approached her at the bar.

“English?”

The tall, ungainly woman with short brown hair beamed, eager to show she wasn’t one of “those” tourists who stayed with the pack and disdained locals. How was she to know he was Russian? Later, he’d bought her a drink. As Miss Sollish began feeling giddy, Kaspar “helped” her into his car. High on meth, he’d driven straight through.

The meth was wearing off, but it would have to wait.

Fareeza struggled feebly as Kaspar carried her effortlessly to the fence and set her on the ground next to the triangular opening. He crawled through, turned around and pulled Fareeza through by her ankles, causing her skirt to rise up around her midriff and expose sensible white cotton underpants.

Kaspar, a kidnapper, rapist, and murderer, felt a vague guilt for subjecting her to these indignities but shrugged it off as residual bourgeoisie tendencies. What was one more life to a man who had killed dozens? Inside the fence, Kaspar crouched, reaching beneath the bound woman’s knees and shoulders, hoisted her up, and draped her over one shoulder like a rolled up carpet as he strode across the blackened concrete and soil that glittered like diamonds from broken glass, silicon, mercury, and PCBs.

The double-wide sat on cinderblocks, a broken wood stair led to an aluminum door. Kaspar found the key in his pocket, unlocked the door, and pushed it open with a hair-raising screech. He carried the package into the big, hollowed-out space and set her on the spring and fungal sofa, the only piece of furniture. A Sony boom box with fresh batteries sat on the built-in kitchen counter. Kaspar opened the lower cabinet six inches, reached in, and slowly disarmed his homemade claymore, set to discharge a half pound of double-ought shot into the face of anyone foolish enough to get this far.

Opening the cabinet all the way, he pulled out a black leather satchel and opened it. Inside lay a curved kukri of Damascus steel. He drew it out, fixating on the whorls and patterns in the steel until they began to swim.

Kaspar had chosen this spot for its isolation as well as the spiritual energy, which came from the thousands of lost souls who had perished in the factory. They died from heavy metal poisoning. Mesothelioma. They fell from catwalks. Killed by shrapnel from exploding propane tanks. Pushed, knifed, or shot. No sane person wanted to work in the Bilyanka Ship Factory, so the state exerted gentle persuasion. Many who had worked and died here had been criminals not expected to survive. The shipyard had a frighteningly high attrition rate.

Kaspar felt the spirits of the dead now. They were all around him, intensely excited over what he was about to do. And why not? The spirits hungered for revenge. It was the only thing keeping them “alive.”

Kaspar took a paper bindle from his pants, quickly and efficiently deposited a mound of white crystal on the kitchen counter, and laid it out in a line using Miss Smollish’s Royal Bank of Scotland credit card. He took a drinking straw from a drawer and cut off two inches with the kukri. With a sigh that almost sounded like pleasure he placed the straw to his nostril and hoovered up the line.

Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am.

Stripping off his shirt, shoes, and socks, wearing only cargo pants, Kaspar hit the start button on the boom box’s cassette player. The Banshees’ “Moloch Loves Me” blasted from the speakers.

Hear Moloch, fear Moloch, feed him another child!

Face Moloch, taste Moloch, this is going to be wild!

Sound quality was poor. It was a bootleg of their first album he’d bought in a bazaar in Uzbekistan for three rubles. Banshees’ music was designed to overcome flawed equipment, designed to sound piercingly bright through a car radio, ceding the lower register to the wheels and wind.

Hardly anyone played the Banshees anymore, mostly Goths in thrall to Satanism, and most of them lived in the rural American South. Back in the day, Pope John Paul had issued a condemnation. Churches held Banshee record burnings, furious denunciations not only from the pulpit but from Vanity Fair and the New York Times as well. Johnny Carson had ridiculed them. A congressman from Maine introduced a bill forbidding them from entering the United States.

It seemed at the time that there was a limit to what the public would stomach. A flurry of Banshees-inspired suicides fed the flames and the pockets of trial lawyers right up to the moment when the Banshees all died in a plane crash on the Scottish moors, flying from Gatwick to Helsinki for a gig.

August 19, 1975. Long before the ship factory burned, the Banshees’ twin-engine Cessna buried its nose in the bog killing all three band members, two birds along for the ride, and the pilot. “Rough justice,” said the families of suicide victims. “Good riddance,” cried the social arbiters and ministers of every persuasion.

Bind the tainted tarts and chop off all their hair-e-o

Cut out their faithless hearts and throw them at the stereo!

Although suicides and riots had been attributed to the band, and particularly their record Beat the Manshees, no one had taken literally the lyrics to “Moloch Loves Me,” no more than they acted out “Street Fighting Man” or “Cop Killer.”

No one until now.

Kaspar dragged the struggling, mewling woman to the center of the floor, onto a once-magnificent Persian carpet.

Eyes glittering like ice, heart palpitating from the meth, face a rictus mask, legs in horse stance, Kaspar gripped the knife overhead in both hands and plunged the blade into the woman’s chest just below the collarbone. He had observed and even assisted in autopsies while in Lubyanka. Kaspar carefully carved the coroner’s Y cut from the collarbone to the pubis. Blood pulsed from the still breathing victim, who began choking into the duct tape covering her mouth.

Kaspar was not a brute. He didn’t intend for her to suffer. He swiftly inserted the blade beneath the woman’s jaw and with steroid-enhanced strength drove it all the way through her palate into her skull. She died instantly, legs twitching. Kaspar reflexively recited a Russian orthodox prayer then laughed at himself for his hypocrisy.

“Kaspar!” he rasped. “Tyi takoy zlobney!”

Using the blade and his immense strength he peeled back the flesh of the upper torso, exposing the rib cage. Raw viscera seeped into the carpet. Kaspar dug his fingers beneath the ends of the fifth and sixth ribs on either side. It was slippery going. He pried back both sides of the rib cage like Samson bringing down the temple to the sound of bones cracking. He exposed the heart, like some obscene fruit. Using the blade with the utmost delicacy, he severed the heart from its moorings, cutting through the veins and the aorta until at last the slippery thing came free, not much bigger than a tennis ball.

He rose and hurled the heart overhand. It struck the Sony boom box with a resounding thwap! The music stopped.

Thousands of miles away, something stirred beneath the Scottish moor.


Chapter Two

The day didn’t start well. Ian St. James sprawled in his hotel room, cheek glued to the floor in dried vomit. One eye fluttered open, revealing a red bull’s eye. St. James emitted a low, animal noise. He lifted his head with a disturbing ripping sound, then set it back down again. Any movement caused his equilibrium to froth like the North Atlantic.

St. James waited a few minutes and tried again. Ever so slowly he sat with both hands on the floor to steady himself and watched the universe revolve around him. The floor felt like a Tilt-a-Whirl. Lovely.

The room was barely large enough to swing a dead cat. Twenty-four CZKs a night. Oh snap! Where the fuck is my wallet? St. James slapped his pockets and filthy fringed leather jacket until he located the emaciated folder in an inside pocket. He took it out and looked inside. He had 84 CZKs plus the forty bob hidden in his belt.

He’d come to Prague for a gig at the Zipper Club, five nights guaranteed, 100 CZK a night. When the proprietor didn’t answer his phone, St. James took a taxi to the Zipper Club. Its blackened embers were sealed off from the sidewalk by hurricane fencing and plywood sheets. A busker, guitar case open at his feet, sang “All Along the Watchtower” in an adenoidal voice.

St. James dropped a note into the case and the busker nodded.

“When’d the club burn down?” St. James asked.

“Last night, buddy,” the man replied in a Czech accent. “They think he did it for the insurance.” The busker peered hard at St. James for a second, then shrugged and picked up where he’d left off.

Good.

Last thing St. James needed, some moon-eyed fan still hanging on any contribution to pop music he might have made in years past. Ian St. James was a pimple on the ass of pop music. No, less than that. He was that most dismal of creatures, the failed scion of a famous parent, in this case Oaian St. James, drummer for the late, unlamented, but indisputably great and destined to be a source of controversy forever, satanic metal band Banshees.

It was probably for the best. He could have used the money, but he had no desire to be gawked at by the same people who watched Wetten, dass…? His first record had been critically well received. Even sold a few. The second record was a disaster, and St. James now had the same appeal as a train wreck or Gloria Gaynor. People came to watch him make a fool of himself, cameras hovering.

He returned to the boarding house, which smelled of kraut.

“Fuck me,” St. James muttered to the dismal room. Uh oh, here come the heaves. He couldn’t even remember last night, but the feeling of waking up in the morning—or afternoon as the case may be—hammered and reeling from drinking, smoking, or snorting was not unfamiliar. Jayzus, he felt like shit! He hadn’t felt this bad in weeks.

He needed to piss, throw up, and drink two gallons of water. The miserable room had no bath. There was a communal bath down the hall. It may as well have been at the summit of K1.

“Attitude,” St. James snarled, feeling phlegm in his throat the consistency of Silly Putty.

Why were his knuckles bruised and bloody?

First step, get your skinny arse up off the floor. St. James got to one knee, head reeling, stomach flexing. Breathe in, he told himself. Breathe out. It was all about the breath control, or so a cute Belgian yoga instructor had once told him before leaving him for a football player. She had been lovely. Couldn’t seem to hold onto anyone or anything these days.

Next: place your hand atop the cheap pressboard bureau and pray it can support your weight. Now slowly, slowly, let us rise to our feet like proper English gentlemen … and VOILA! We are upright!

St. James’ stomach spun in its grave. Wild-eyed, he looked around the room, settling on the cheap stamped metal wastebasket with white daisies on a rusted black background. He lurched forward and heaved, stomach tossing up a thin acidic gruel that was all that was left after last night’s expectorations. St. James went down on his knees. “As I lay me down to sleep,” he said. Another eight count. Gradually, he got the spasms under control.

Water. He needed water.

A rude, obnoxious pounding shook the ancient wooden door with metronomic regularity followed by the fishwife’s shriek. “Past noon, Mr. St. James! Past noon! You stay, you pay!”

At times like these St. James wished Czechoslovakia had remained beneath the German boot. It would serve them right. First, they sucker him to Prague with a bogus gig, now this.

“I know you are in there, Mr. St. James! If you do not pay me, I am going to the police. You stay, you pay!”

St. James sat on the creaking bed with his legs splayed staring at the door. She’d given him the stink eye when he’d taken the room yesterday, but she liked the color of his money. Unfortunately, he’d blown his wad last night at—what was the name of that club? Who knew? Prague was suddenly filled with clubs blasting disco, jazz, rap, and rock. Seemed like half the Bright Young Things in England were here opening up web design or coffee shops.

The pounding continued a moment longer, resonating within his skull. St. James heard the woman shuffling away, muttering in Czech. He was in for it now. There wasn’t a doubt in St. James’ mind that she’d gone to get the cops. It had been St. James’ experience that police had little use for transients and disrespected the rock community.

Using the steel bed frame, St. James hauled himself to his feet like a castaway climbing a rope ladder. He wobbled and nearly fell, one hand shooting out to grab the ancient bureau. For a second, like an optical illusion, he caught a glimpse of himself in the opaque mirror: a tall drink of water with long, unkempt hair, nose like a tomahawk, face of a hard drug user, wearing a tattered leather jacket from which much of the fringe was missing.

“I look like a child molester,” St. James muttered, throwing his few belongings into his backpack. It hit him in the gut, and he had to sit on the bed, all the air going out of him like a deflating balloon. He was thirty-eight years old, living out of a knapsack. His only means of support were the royalties he received from his debut record which had come out eighteen years ago, plus the odd gig from clubs that liked to feature tribute bands.

Slipping into his backpack and grabbing his guitar case, St. James made a pit stop in the bathroom, where a man the shape and texture of a black bear squatted on the toilet grunting atonally and working up a storm. What kind of person puts the crapper right out in the open like that?

The man smiled cheerfully as St. James entered.

“Good morning!” he boomed in heavily accented English. St. James wished he would disappear.

“Good morning,” St. James croaked, walking to the other toilet and unzipping his trou, then hovering over the bowl. Come on, kidneys, come on. Drinking will do that to you. His old man had been a world-class drunk, and so was he. St. James inherited Oaian’s taste for liquor and his facility with musical instruments. That was about it. The sum total of Oaian’s fortune.

Come on old thing. Dribble for Ian.

He tried holding his breath, then he tried breathing through his mouth.

The squatter thundered, releasing a stench from hell.

Leave, damn it!

“Having trouble?” the bear asked, wiping his ass.

St. James’ head felt like a cement mixer. His mouth felt like a drain. He was in serious danger of dropping into the urinal. He made a gesture as if to say it’s nothing. Would the man never pull up his pants and leave? The bear finally stood, buckled his belt and shuffled to one of three stained porcelain sinks where he performed noisy ablutions, cleaning his hairy armpits and splashing water all over. He finally concluded his toilet and prepared to depart.

“Well, goodbye!” he said.

“Goodbye,” St. James said through gritted teeth, waiting. Almost reluctantly, the fellow left. Eventually St. James’ bladder did its work. St. James did his best to wash his hands and face using paper towels made from recycled railroad timbers. Cupping one hand, he bent his head down to the faucet and slurped water. He left the bath and took the narrow stairs three flights down to street level, exiting the building just as the landlady approached with a cop in tow.

Thrusting one hand in his jacket pocket, St. James booked. The hand encountered a piece of paper. St. James hot-stepped it a block and turned the corner onto Uhelny Street where an outdoor cafe emitted the overwhelming odor of fresh coffee. He looked up at the clock on the bank across the street. It was one-thirty. He checked his pockets. Just enough cash for coffee and a pastry.

He waited for the frenzied traffic to die down. They all drove like madmen. He hot-footed across the street and slid onto one of the black wrought iron chairs chained to the wrought iron table which was chained to a wrought iron fence set in concrete. He set his guitar case on the chair next to him and slipped out of his backpack. A blue/black pigeon strutted his way with a hopeful gleam in its eye.

His hand found the piece of paper, and he drew it out. He was about to crumple it up and throw it away when he realized it might provide a clue as to where he’d been last night. Not that it was important. Strictly as a clinical exercise, the “Last Days of Ian St. James” and all that. He unfolded the sheet. It was a flyer for some place called the Phoenix Club; the date was for today. There was a graphic of a hand making the horned demon sign. The flyer said:

FOR ONE NIGHT ONLY

LEGENDARY ROCKERS

THE BANSHEES!

And then it hit him like a bunker buster. The Banshees died in 1975. He’d been two years old.


Chapter Three

The Phoenix Club was on the second floor of a two story building on Strassburg Street, a narrow alley of trendy shops, cafes, and clubs off Platnerska Street, not far from the University. The doors opened at nine.

St. James spent the day hanging out at cafes and visiting the National Gallery, sitting for two hours before a little-known Hieronymus Bosch, which at first glance appeared to be a pastoral scene in a meadow but upon a closer look revealed scaly, pointed creatures lurking in the grass, feeding off the carcass of a crow, obscenely thrusting their spiked tongues at the viewer.

Metaphor for life, St. James thought. It was best not to look too closely—in the gutter, at your fast food, at people’s faces. You might not like what you see. He did a few sketches. The uniformed guard gave him the hairy eyeball. At a quarter of seven, the guard came by and made a shooing motion with his hands.

“Out, out, museum is closing.”

St. James wasted two hours over a cup of coffee in an Internet cafe surrounded by intense twenty-somethings hunched over iPads, Nooks, Blackberries, and Droids. St. James felt like a caveman. He’d been unable to check his Hotmail account in days, dependent as he was on the generosity of others. Usually, he would casually amble in through the side door of a big hotel, the kind with free Internet business center for its guests, hover and time his visit.

Occasionally, a man in uniform would inquire if he were a guest.

The Internet cafe was across the street from the Phoenix Club. St. James watched as a group began to gather beneath the small marquee advertising FOR ONE NIGHT ONLY! THE LEGENDARY BANSHEES! Soon there was quite a throng. St. James glanced at his cheap digital watch. Nine fifteen. They should have opened up by now.

As if reading his thoughts, a man appeared inside the glass door leading to the stairs and opened the door. There was a nip in the air despite being the middle of June, and the crowd hastily entered, forming a queue on the stairs. St. James left ten korunas, slipped into his backpack, grabbed his guitar case, and headed across the street.

He had no place to spend the night. At the moment, he wasn’t concerned about that. What concerned him was that some band was illegally benefiting from his dead father’s good name and work. Certainly there were no Banshees revival bands, but the songs still got played on college radio stations, there was still some attraction. Witness the crowd which continued to flow into the narrow stairs behind him until it backed out into the street.

Why were these kids there? The Banshees weren’t their music or their generation. These kids dropped ecstasy and boogied to Mika or German electronica. Like jazz-rock, heavy metal had had its day. The attraction these days was mainly ironic, witness the Osbournes. The man who once snorted a line of ants reduced to mugging for Letterman. The stairwell smelled of hair spray and body odor. A sign near the top said in Czech, German, French, and English: “ABSOLUTELY NO RECORDING DEVICES OR CAMERAS.”

The creature collecting money and stamping hands at the top of the stairs looked like an ex-con with his shaved head and jailhouse tats. He grinned wolfishly as St. James forked over fifty korunas.

The man stamped St. James’ hand and said in a Russian accent, “I don’t think they’ll welcome anyone from the audience,” indicating St. James’ guitar case.

St. James smiled self-consciously. “I’m just lugging it around.”

The ticket taker slowly waved a finger in the air. “No recording. Enjoy the show.”

St. James entered the long, low-ceilinged club. He looked at his hand. The ink stamp was of a hand making the devil’s horns—the Banshees’ trademarked insignia. A dozen little round tables filled the floor with five booths at the back—toward the street—with windows looking out. The back of the room away from the street held the stage, which held three expectant black microphones, a drum kit, guitar, bass, and Yamaha electronic keyboard.

St. James quickly took the last empty booth, setting his guitar case and backpack on the bench seat across from him. He looked out on Strassberg. Tuner VWs and Hondas blipped up and down the street as kids continued to arrive, some by bicycle.

At nine-thirty a tall woman with lavender-colored, dandelion hair and a purple dress took one of the mics, which squealed like a stuck pig. Seconds later, the feedback died down. St. James glanced to his right where a man controlled the sound system from a small booth set against the far wall.

The woman spoke in Czech over the booming PA system which modulated before she finished a short statement. In English, she said, “Welcome to the Phoenix Club! I have a few announcements. Next week, Friday, we are featuring Pander Bear and Fool’s Gerund. On Saturday, we are hosting a benefit for International Hunger Relief with five bands.

“Now I would like to present to you some very talented folks from right here in Prague, Greta and the Garbos!”

There was some clapping as three girls dressed in black with black eyeliner, one with jet-black hair, one with bright yellow hair, and one with orange hair took the stage. They carried their own instruments except for the drums. The lead singer and guitarist shrieked in Czech while the bass player and drummer struggled to keep time. St. James reached into his backpack and removed a set of Flent’s Ear Stopples without which he would have lost all hearing by now.

St. James leaned back, pulled out his sketchpad and a pen, and sketched what he saw, which was the club. He worked his way methodically through three Zatec Pale Ales. He sketched an odd little fellow who looked like a troll, squat with a full gray beard, rimless glasses. The man wore a safari jacket stretched tight over his medicine ball belly and had to be in his sixties. Go figure. For the first time that day St. James began to feel better. His hangover had finally withdrawn. Hair of the dog.

Greta and the Garbos drove a dozen people from the club, and those that remained were not reluctant to share their opinions. Boos and catcalls filled the air. This only seemed to goad the three Goth girls to greater displays of sonic intransigence, until at last, the tall woman in the purple hair strode smiling to the lead singer and wrested the microphone away.

She spoke in Czech, then in English. “Let’s hear it for Greta and the Garbos, ladies and gentlemen!”

A cacophony of boos and catcalls filled the room. Purple Hair tamped it down with her hands. “All right, we all know what you’re waiting for. The Banshees will be up shortly.”

Cheers and whistles.

It was past midnight, and the crowd was getting surly before Purple Hair reappeared with the same shit-eating grin plastered across her puss. “Thank you for your patience!” she said in Czech.

The audience hooted and cursed.

“Fuck you!” someone yelled.

Purple Hair smiled and said, “And now, the legendary Banshees!”

Everybody started whooping and got to their feet. Whistles, stomping, incoherent exhortations. St. James couldn’t see the stage, but from the reaction of the audience, the Banshees were taking their places. A minute later, a deep electronic hum permeated the room and faded away. The drummer played a tight descending rhythm and the band launched into “Camel Toe,” pure metal raunch as Paddy expertly stroked the keyboard and Cunar laid down bass as big as the Continental Shelf. They started off a little ragged, but by the time they hit the bridge they had it down.

They sounded exactly like the Banshees. St. James had only heard them on record and in old videos. When the band segued seamlessly into “Black Cat Fever,” he heaved himself to his feet and tried to see over the bobbing heads, at least a hundred.

St. James got up on his bench seat and stared through the haze. Where was that smoke coming from? He saw the three Banshees bent over their axes, the drummer’s head tilted back in ecstasy. The audience spontaneously clapped to the irresistible beat.

When the song ended, the audience responded with wild applause, whistles, fist pumps, and shouts of enthusiasm. For a moment, the drummer paused beaming at the audience. He could not have been older than twenty-seven.

That’s him, St. James realized. That’s my father.


Chapter Four

The visceral shock of recognition made St. James dizzy. He sat down.

How was it possible?

He’d heard all the stories. At school they’d teased him mercilessly about his dead druggie father, breathlessly repeating every rumor and sordid tale. The time Oaian hired three German hookers. The time Oaian rushed offstage to hospital to combat a virulent case of gonorrhea. In I Slept with the Banshees, Barbara Glieberman-Gronsky (1981) claimed both Paddy and Oaian had nine-inch units and compared them favorably with Mick Jagger.

The Banshees’ dark and powerful music had filled Ian’s youth. He read every scrap he could find on the band. A psychiatrist might suggest he was trying to compensate for the father he never knew by studying the man obsessively so as to build an idealized version in his imagination.

That wasn’t it. St. James understood his old man had been a druggie and a lout. It went with the territory. St. James believed that he’d inherited his love for music and modest talents from Oaian, and for that reason alone, he was grateful.

Squaring what he saw with the rational world wasn’t possible. Had Oaian lived, he’d be at least sixty-five. Yet the drummer was the spitting image. More than that, St. James felt a connection. He wasn’t a mystical man, not even religious.

He reckoned Oaian was neither, as well. Nobody believed that Satanic rubbish! It was just to sell records.

His only recourse was to go backstage after the performance and see the man himself. St. James thought of a fourth pint, but he was already slippery and had hardly eaten all day. With 17 korunas in his pocket, he wasn’t likely to be sleeping between clean sheets either. He settled back and enjoyed the show.

The Banshees tore through their set with verve and professionalism. Between songs, Paddy bantered with the audience. “Didn’t think you’d see us lot again, did ya? ’Ow you like Cerberus, then?”

Dozens of hands thrust skyward showing the devil’s horns. The band played another kinetic rocker with a terrific backbeat. Paddy’s words were occasionally lost in the garble. Or he might have been speaking in tongues.

St. James wondered if Paddy would drop trou. It had been a bone of contention between the band and local municipalities.

Cunar leaned into his mike to add the high harmony to Paddy’s rough wail. After a fast and furious forty-five minutes, Paddy panted, “That’s all we got time for, you lot!”

“Moloch Loves Me!” shot back from the crowd. Others took up the chant. Soon the whole club was chanting “MOLOCH LOVES ME!”

Paddy shrugged and grinned. The will of the people. With a glance at Cunar and a tap of his foot, he tore into their signature song. St. James put his Flents back in. He hated the song. Hated what it stood for and what people said it stood for. They took it accelerato, and the crowd morphed into a frenzy of pogoing bodies. There were always a couple thugs in any audience who used the mosh pit as an excuse to slam into people. A scuffle broke out in front of the stage.

St. James was glad he was seated in the back of the room, observing the sudden spastic motion of people either trying to escape or joining the fray. The scuffle spilled onto the stage. The band stopped playing.

“’At’s it, folks!” Paddy called. “See you next time!” The band filed offstage toward the dressing rooms in the rear.

Purple Hair took the mike. She stuttered something in Czech, repeated it in English, “Th-th-th-that’s all folks! Thank you for coming.”

The crowd was jacked up, exhilarated by the music, hungry for blood or sex or drugs. They poured down the stairs into the street and fanned out, some heading home, others heading toward clubs that stayed open all night. St. James remained seated at the booth looking out the window as the patrons flowed from the door like the Mississippi delta.

There was still some kind of disturbance in front of the stage. By the time the patrons had left, the band too had disappeared leaving Purple Hair, a swarthy Greek-looking guy in a white shirt with an open collar showing gold chains, and the skinhead ticket taker standing around a body directly in front of the stage. It appeared to be a young man, sprawled on his side and glassy-eyed. The skinhead prodded the man with his toe. There was no response.

St. James shouldered his backpack picked up his guitar and headed to the stage. The skinhead looked at him as he approached.

“What’s up?” St. James said.

“No business of yours, sir,” the skinhead said.

St. James went right up to them and joined the circle looking down at the dead man. He could see no visible signs of injury. A stroke?

“I’m Ian St. James. My Da is Oaian St. James, and I’d like to see him.”

The skinhead assumed a guffaw without making a sound. His upper jaw thrust itself into a disbelieving overbite. “Sir, the drummer is twenty-eight years old. How can you be his son?”

Sighing, St. James unslung his backpack, set it on the ground and fished around in one of the pockets. He withdrew a well-creased ten by twelve glossy black and white photo of the band, the type press agencies released, and held it up. There was Oaian, not much different as he had just appeared, along with Paddy and Cunar. Across the bottom it read, “THE BANSHEES—copyright Melchior Management 1974.”

“This band?”

The skinhead took the glossy gently from St. James’ hand and stared at it. “I can’t deny that’s them.”

“See the copyright? Nineteen seventy-four. So the question is, if he ain’t my Da, who the hell is he? Who are those other guys? I mean what the fuck? They all died in a plane crash in 1975.”

The Greek guy followed the conversation like a spectator at Wimbledon. St. James didn’t think he understood English. The body at their feet was forgotten.

“Look,” said Purple Hair, “We’re closed. You have to leave.”

St. James looked from her to the body. “You appear to have a dead man here. Has anyone notified the police?”

“We’ll handle that,” the woman said, and sprayed Czech at the Greek-looking guy.

“Look,” St. James said. “Here’s the deal. I’m tired. But I’m not leaving until I see that drummer guy. Otherwise, I go straight to the gendarmes.”

Purple Hair exchanged a glance with the skinhead, who gave an imperceptible nod.

“Go with Kaspar,” she said.


Chapter Five

Just my luck! Kaspar thought. He’d forgotten about Ian, the Banshees’ sole legitimate heir, although all three had spread their seed from Berlin to Los Angeles. Ian had been a footnote in the Banshees’ hagiography, the unlucky son of a notorious parent. Julian Lennon, Tal Bachman, Arlo Guthrie.

Well, at least this one hadn’t killed anyone. Yet. The question was how was Kaspar to get rid of him? Bothering the band at this stage with family bullshit could derail the train. On the other hand, Oaian was just as likely to deny parentage no matter how much they resembled each other.

And they resembled each other. Even a blind man could see that.

Kaspar couldn’t possibly tell him the truth. Then he’d have to kill him and that would be problematic. So Kaspar stalled.

He might have to kill him anyway.

“Well, ah, let’s just give them a minute to decompress. Every band needs that.”

St. James looked down at him with lugubrious eyes. Where had that Viking gene come from? “Are you the roadie?”

Kaspar flashed his wolfie grin. “Roadie, manager, wet nurse, and kapo.”

“You ever done this before?”

Kaspar shrugged dramatically. “I’ve been managing bands for ten years. Solis, the Brocktons, Stanislaus?” He looked up at St. James, his blue eyes searching for recognition. Nada.

“I could really use a shot of vodka. Can I buy you a drink?”

The tall man looked longingly at the bar where the bartender, a young man with a severe haircut, was wiping up.

“Why not?”

They went to the bar. “Manfred, my friend,” Kaspar said, “how about a couple of White Russians?”

The bartender nodded and went to work, expertly blending the liquors in large cut glass tumblers. Kaspar watched in the mirror as the Greek looking guy and a rangy kid in blue jeans picked up the corpse and carried it back toward the dressing rooms where they would carry it down the back stairs, load it in a car, and dump it out in the countryside.

Idiot took too much ecstasy. Happened all the time. Kaspar really had managed bands, and the last thing he wanted was to cause trouble for the venue. It had been difficult enough getting the booking. And costly. Kaspar watched his companion, whose attention was riveted on the cocktail.

Manfred set the drinks on the bar. Kaspar and St. James picked them up.

“Cheers,” Kaspar said, taking a sip and watching as St. James tilted the glass, his Adam’s apple bobbing until the drink was gone. Kaspar signaled Manfred for another. The body was gone, and St. James hadn’t even noticed.

“So what brings you to Prague?” Kaspar said.

“Fuckin’ club offered me a gig. When I showed up, it had burned down.”

“Ah, would that be the Zipper Club? Terrible, just terrible. Two people died, you know.”

“I didn’t hear ’at. So here I am, high and dry without two kopeks to rub together. I don’t even know where I’m spendin’ the night.”

Kaspar nodded. Now he understood. St. James was looking to cash in, borrow a few bob from the old man. How much would it take for the troubadour to abandon his quest?

How had he heard about it in the first place? Their only advertising had been the handbills set out at other clubs. Of all the cursed luck! But wait a minute. Perhaps Kaspar could turn this goat fuck into stew. Who better to tell the world, “yes, they’re back,” than the drummer’s own wee lad?

That raised all sorts of problems of the time travel sort. It made Kaspar’s brain hurt. It would have been better if St. James had never shown up. It would have been better if St. James had never been born. As St. James drained half of his second drink, the answer came to Kaspar in a ray of light. Casually, he felt in his pocket for a rufie. He was no rock star and had to take what he could get.

Kaspar pointed toward the windows. “Look at that.”

As St. James dutifully followed the finger, Kaspar dropped the rufie in his drink.

“What?”

“Didn’t you see it? A pigeon trying to get in. Fellow like you, you shouldn’t be scrabbling for gigs in dumps like this! Your name should be up in lights.” Kaspar noted the hopeful gleam in St. James’ eyes.

“You got that right. I’m writing a new album … a new album …”

Kaspar signaled for another drink.

Later, long after the band had left, Kaspar helped the tall troubadour down the rear stairs.


Chapter Six

There was a mechanical swooshing sound followed by a bone-rattling impact, as of Thor’s hammer striking the earth. It repeated at regular intervals along with the shriek of tortured metal. St. James got to where he dreaded the onset of the swoosh because he knew that within seconds it would be followed by the impact.

He just wanted to sleep.

St. James woke up. He was cramped and hot, head filled with cotton. A few beams of light barely illuminated the tight, cramped quarters in which he was confined. He looked at his watch. It was eleven AM. The last thing he remembered was going back to meet the band.

He never met the band.

After that it got hazy. He remembered the Russian. Kaspar. Kaspar Sinaiko. Giving him a ride? Jesus, he realized, I’m in a trunk! Another sound entered his befuddled confinement, some kind of tractor. It would approach, gears whining followed by adjustments and then it would roll away.

SWOOOSH—THWACK!

What the fuck was it?

St. James felt around. His guitar case and backpack had been thrown in with him. He adjusted himself as best he could and saw that the beams of light were entering through rust holes in the trunk lid.

“Hey!” he yelled. It came out a phlegmy croak. He pounded on the lid with his fists. The sound was blotted out by the tractor, and the SWOOOSH—THWACK! He suddenly felt nauseous. The tight confines, dust, and heat were unbearable. He kicked and screamed like a madman. He swiveled in the impossibly tight confines and kicked against the backs of the rear seat. No give there.

The tractor approached, and this time it was for him. Amid the stink of diesel, long metal arms slid beneath the chassis with a hair-raising screech. A second later, the chassis rose into the air to the accompaniment of whining hydraulics, the sudden motion making his gorge rise.

Frantic now, St. James swept the interior looking for something, anything. His hands encountered the jack, held in place by a spring grip. He worked it loose, searching for the jack handle. Oh, where was it? He was screaming quietly to himself now, breath grating in and out between clenched teeth. The car wobbled precariously as the tractor headed toward the source of the massive crushing sound.

St. James’ hand slid beneath his guitar case and closed around a cool metal rod. The jack handle! No time to place the shoe which he couldn’t find anyway. He planted the jack’s narrow base just before the trunk opening, placed the handle in the ratchet and cranked. The jack went down!

The tractor delivered St. James’ vehicle onto a scarred metal plate, which he could see through rust holes in the floor. Desperately fumbling, St. James reversed the ratchet, cutting his thumb open and bleeding profusely over his hands. Twisted in the tight confines, he cranked the jack and this time it rose. He cranked as fast as he could, cramps forming in his neck and shoulder.

The hydraulic intake of breath was deafening. If he was going to get out of there, he had to do it right away. He cranked and cranked. The trunk dimpled where the top of the jack forced its way up. Whimpering in frustration St. James continued to crank.

Suddenly there was light! The trunk sprang open. St. James sat up.

“STOP THE PRESSES!” he yelled.

A startled technician in coveralls and a hard hat goggled hard before lurching forward and ripping back the controls for the car press. St. James looked up. A metal slab the size of a handball court halted with a hiss of steam six inches above the car’s roof. St. James threw out his guitar case and backpack, heaved himself over the bumper, and landed on the hot metal of the press. He looked up as the yellow forklift slid rails beneath another junker.

The tech ran forward, shouting in Czech, followed moments later by a man in hard hat, white shirt, and tie, his face a mask of shock. St. James could only lie there fearing to move, fearing another gagging bout.

Will I never learn?

The man in the white shirt said something in Czech with overtones of concern and anger. St. James couldn’t blame him.

“English,” St. James gasped. “I’m English.”

“What are you doing here?!” the man shouted. Then, “Are you all right?”

St. James leaned over the lip of the slab and vomited up a thin yellow gruel. The man in the tie stepped back. St. James wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

“Aside from being sick to my stomach, yes, I think so. I don’t know what I’m doing here. What is this place?”

“Mayerik Auto Salvagers. How did you get in the trunk?”

St. James watched horrific realization steal across the man’s face.

“What do you think? Somebody put me there. They drugged me and put me in the trunk. It’s a miracle I’m not a bloody pancake.”

“You would have been had you not woken up. And we are running an hour late today, so you are very lucky.”

St. James looked up at the vehicle he’d just escaped. A Mercedes. The trunk was by no means small.

“Do you know a Kaspar Sinaiko?” St. James asked. He’d written the name in his sketchpad during the night.

The manager looked confused. “Can you stand? Come with me. You can’t stay here. We are behind schedule.”

St. James slid on his pants to the edge of the steel platform and let himself slowly down. He could barely walk. The manager supported him as they stumbled toward the office of the salvage yard, located in the middle of towers of crushed steel.

“My guitar and backpack,” St. James said.

“Yes, yes, I get them in a minute.”

The office was a one-story pre-fab with a roof mounted air conditioner. The blessed cold revived St. James somewhat as he stumbled into a steel chair and accepted a cup of water. The manager was clearly concerned about the legal implications. St. James had no intention of calling the police. He would only draw attention to himself as an itinerant drunk. But the manager didn’t know that. He drained the glass and held it out for more. The manager refilled it. He drained it.

“You say you don’t know a Kaspar Sinaiko? Bald, all tatted up?”

The manager shook his head. He had a square head and black horn-rimmed glasses. “No, of course not. I’m the day manager. Jerzy Schimmel.”

“How did that car get in the lot?”

“It was in loading dock this morning. The police frequently tow derelicts here if there is no crime involvement.”

“I’ve got to get my things.”

“Wait here.” The manager rose and left the office. St. James looked around. Desk, fairly new flat-screen computer, rows of metal filing cabinets. He heaved himself up and over to the desk, files neatly stacked. He sat in the creaky steel office chair and riffled through the stack of papers on the left. He came to a promotional post card: “MAYERIK AUTO SALVAGE—A DIVISION OF THE SKORZNY GROUP.”

He tucked it in his jacket, heaved himself up, and plopped back into the steel chair as the manager reentered the office carrying the guitar case and the backpack.

“You are musician?”

St. James took his backpack and opened it up. “I try to be.” He rummaged around. “Oh, no. Oh, bloody hell, no! I don’t fuckin’ believe it!”

“What is the problem?”

“The fuckin’ bastard that locked me in that trunk robbed me! I had one thousand korunas in here! May I borrow your phone? I’m calling the police.”

The manager held his hands up in a placating manner. “Let’s not be hasty. What if we were to make it up to you?”

St. James did his best to look suspicious. “Why would you do that? Here this bastard tried to kill me. God knows how many other poor saps have been turned into pancakes.” Around here.

“We’re in a probationary period right now,” the manager said. “We really can’t afford any police involvement.”

St. James noted that the manager had left out the word “more.” As in, We really can’t afford any more police involvement.

“Well, I don’t know. I’ve been through absolute hell. I was supposed to leave for Berlin last night.”

“What is your name?”

“Ian St. James.”

“Mr. St. James, how would it be if we reimbursed you for the thousand koruna and took you wherever you want to go? Would you consider letting the matter go?”

St. James rubbed his head and looked rueful. “Do you know what it’s like, being coshed on the head, shoved into a trunk, and left for dead?”

Schimmel steepled his fingers. “Two thousand koruna?”


Chapter Seven

From his second story bedroom hovering over Selden Canyon, Burke Melchior could see a slice of the blue Pacific between the hills. He stretched luxuriously, sitting up in his Louis XIV four-poster, inhaling the crisp scent of eucalyptus on the morning breeze. Like him, eucalyptus was not native to the United States. It had come from Australia and pretty much taken over the west-facing slopes of the state.

Melchior had come from England as a brash, twenty-eight-year-old hustler representing a handful of Brit bands and had clawed his way to the pinnacle. Melchior and Associates represented dozens of the most important acts in show biz, specializing in stadium rock. While Lilith Tour, and even the Rolling Stones, played to half-empty stadiums, Melchior’s acts packed them in. His clients included Grimjack, Strontium 90, and Charon. Charon was currently embarked on a sixteen-city tour of Europe due to play Berlin the next evening.

Melchior used to go on the road with his acts, but he had fewer clients back then, less clout, and more time. Now he was an industry. A Godfather of Hollywood. A-list actors and top producers came to him hat in hand. “Godfather, be my friend?” An Oscar for Best Movie graced the Tudor bedroom’s fireplace mantle beneath a pair of crossed cutlasses. Disco, the story of a boy and his dog. Melchior had enough gold records to tile a foyer larger than most people’s apartments.

The enticing scent of fresh roast coffee drifted in on the morning breeze. Melchior glanced at the slight indentation made by Melissa, his twenty-four-year-old live-in girlfriend. A keeper. He had a nice little project lined up for her, a slasher film called Helmet Head, about a seven-foot-tall motorcyclist, dressed all in black leather, who slices off the heads of other cyclists with his samurai sword. Melchior didn’t kid himself that Melissa was Katherine Hepburn or even Marisa Tomei, but in the right project, in the right costume, she would drive the fan boys crazy. He planned to unveil her at the San Diego Comic-Con International in July.

She could even sing a little.

“Melissa baby!” he called from the bed in a faint Cockney accent which he’d never bothered to disguise despite what Geffen told him. “Coffee?”

“Just a sec, hon,” echoed from down the hall. Shivering in the morning chill, Melchior pulled on a Lakers’ hoodie lying next to the bed. Even on the hottest days the house remained cool, manufacturing its own shadow. In the mild Southern California winter, the house verged on freezing. Melchior saved big-time on air conditioning bills but lost it during the winter.

Seconds later, Melissa appeared in a diaphanous blue kimono, pure sex, carrying a silver tray with two steaming mugs of shade-grown Sumatran coffee and a cell phone.

“Babe, there’s a guy on the line, Ian St. James, says he’s an old friend of yours, and he has to talk to you.”

Melchior swung his hairy legs over the side of the bed. He was a fur-covered mesomorph of Serbian extraction. A gold Star of David nestled in his curly steel chest hair. Daily workouts with a personal trainer kept his sixty-five-year-old gut at bay. His perfect teeth represented state of the art dentistry. Not only were they the whitest white, they glowed in the dark. He had shaved his muscular bare skull, surrounded at ear level by a smoke-colored shadow.

His gray/green eyes widened in surprise. “Ian St. James? You’re having me on.” He reached for the phone. “Ian! How the fuck are you?”

“I’m in Berlin, Burke. The Banshees are back.”

Melchior pasted a silly grin across his face, default setting for when he was gobsmacked. For an instant, his stomach lurched, and he had that sick feeling he had once in Simpson’s Lear trying to land in Phoenix during a thunderstorm, when the plane hit a downdraft and lost all gravity and control for a second, and Melchior had been convinced he was going to die. He swallowed the sick feeling and straightened his head.

“Excuse me?”

Melchior heard St. James take a breath. “I saw them last night at the Phoenix Club in Prague. Go to their website. Look it up. They’re playing the K-99 Club tomorrow night in Friedrichshain. I saw them, Burke. They bloody well looked like the band!”

“Looked like the band how?” Melchior asked, more to fill space than from honest inquiry. St. James’ absurd statement had upset the delicate balance of spinning plates Melchior kept in his head. It did not compute. The Banshees had been Melchior’s first act, the first astonishing success that led to everything else. Of course, nothing good is ever free. The Banshees had also been the source of unending grief over the years, from the church and synagogue condemnations to the endless lawsuits. The League of Decency for Christ’s fucking sake! If they could come back from the dead, why not the Banshees? Melchior tried not to think about the Banshees. But, of course, he thought about them every day.

Maybe he was still asleep. Unfortunately, Burke Melchior was far too hard-nosed to fall for the old “it was all a dream” sequence. That’s why he’d passed on producing Shelter Island.

“I mean,” St. James said through clenched teeth, “it was the bloody band as if they hadn’t aged a day! Either that or spittin’ fuckin’ images of them.”

“Did you take pictures?” Melchior said, trying to process this information. The Banshees? Was it a joke? Had years of drug use finally turned St. James into a full-bore paranoid schizophrenic? What did he expect Melchior to do about it? Melchior had gone to bat for St. James once too often. The man was a tosser and a drug addict, and was stalling for an explanation. Melchior couldn’t go on bailing out this schlimazel forever, no matter what the boy’s father had meant to him.

“I don’t have a cell phone anymore. I’m using a pay phone.”

“Are you on drugs?”

“Some bastard slipped me a mickey last night, that’s the only drug I’m on. Still can’t shake the cotton.”

“Are you drinking?”

“Come on, Burke! This isn’t about my sad ass life! I know I sound crazy, but I’m not. I’ve never been crazy. Stupid and stubborn, maybe, but not crazy! There’s something going on here—they looked like fuckin’ clones! And the music, the music was perfect! You need to get your bum out here and take a look.”

Melchior glanced at his watch. It was eleven. He had a one o’clock with Serafin at the Trai-San Asian Grill in Santa Monica. “Give me a number where you can be reached. I’ll call you back in an hour.”

“Okay, listen. I’ve got a little money, I’ll buy a cell phone and give you the number. Who was that answered the phone? Your new bird?”

“Melissa. Are you all right, Ian? Seriously.”

“I’m a bit hyper. Who wouldn’t be, seeing their father as he was as a lad?”

“Do you realize how crazy that sounds?”

“There’s something happening here. I don’t understand it. Last night when I tried to get backstage to see if it was really them, this Russian fucker slipped me a mickey and set me up to get crushed in a fuckin’ car compactor, if you can believe that. I barely escaped.”

St. James’ story just kept getting crazier. He’d never been one of those crash and burn sorts who, unable to exist in the glare of their celebrity fathers, either committed suicide or killed somebody in a car or boat crash. Ian had always struck Melchior as one of the more grounded celebrity scions, possibly because he’d been spared his father’s drunken debauchery during his formative years. Melchior knew from personal experience that having a father was no guarantee of a happy childhood.

Was it better to have a drunk, irresponsible, drug-addicted and possibly Satan-worshiping father or no father at all?

“Are you all right?” Melchior said again.

“I’m fine. Listen. Write this down. Kaspar Sinaiko.”

Melchior snapped his fingers at Melissa who sat in a salon chair sipping coffee from an enormous mug. Melchior mimed writing. Melissa picked up a pen from the dressing table next to her and tossed it to Melchior who caught it one-handed. He peeled off a Post-it note from a stack on the headrest. “Okay—go ahead.”

St. James spelled the man’s name.

“I’ll look into it. In the meantime, hang tight.”

“I’ll be waiting,” St. James said.


Chapter Eight

Melchior phoned his personal assistant, Stanton Bridger, who lived on premises in what had once been servants’ quarters, and told him about St. James. Melchior showered in the oversized stall, dressed in sharp creased khakis, a Badger T-shirt, and Sketchers sandals. In Tinsel Town, the more successful you were the more casually you dressed.

He went online in his second floor office and checked out St. James’ claim. A band called the Banshees had played the Phoenix Club in Prague last night. Melchior didn’t read Czech, but judging from the exclamation marks, the crowd had loved it. There was one grainy photo of the band taken from the rear of the crowd. A Popsicle slid down Melchior’s spine. His stomach churned and produced a nugget of fear instantly erased by the righteous flame of anger.

I found the Banshees. I made the Banshees.

Melchior googled Kaspar Sinaiko. Bupkus.

Bridger waited in the foyer when Melchior descended the broad, curving stair. Bridger was a thin, intense man of about fifty with a Dick Powell mustache, eager as a terrier. Bridger appeared to have no life of his own. He was on call 24/7. He handed Melchior a clipboard with the day’s appointments and notes.

“Stanton, I want you to pick up my dry cleaning at Fung’s and call your friend with the Hollywood PD. I can’t have Melissa driving around without a license. Do you follow?”

“I follow, boss.”

“Get hold of Freddie. Have him
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