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Prelude

In the Euclidean model of the universe, there are three dimensions of space: length, width, and depth. The five senses exist so that a physical body may negotiate these dimensions. However, the condition of man is a duality: a material being in symbiotic harmony with a spiritual self. Within the spiritual realm, which is not bound by the mathematics of physical space, there must be an infinite number of dimensions. Therefore, the spirit must have as many senses with which to perceive them; yet in man, they have been dulled or made dormant by virtue of the dominant material being.

“As has been proven through time, music—the orderly construction of random sound—possesses the qualities most conducive to stimulating spiritual sensors, evidenced by its universal application to virtually every religious order. When taken to its ultimate limits, music may be the direct pathway leading from the physical to the spiritual, and by which the entire array of human senses may be activated. At the crossing point between these realms, a door that swings both ways shall allow the seeker from one side to access the other—for as there are beings in this world composed exclusively of matter, on the other side there must logically be those consisting purely of spirit.

“I intend to discover that door, to pass through it, and to establish contact with whatever lies beyond.”

—Maurice Zann

Introduction to The Spheres Beyond Sound, circa 1927


Chicago, Illinois

November 1992


Chapter 1

From dreams filled with strange, beautiful images and haunting music, Claire Challis woke to the repulsive sound of a nasal, falsetto voice scratching its way through her closed bedroom window; the kind of voice adults reserve for speaking to pets or very small children. A particularly annoying case of the latter, she decided, for the voice was crooning, “My, don’t we look fine in our Sunday best! Are you going to church, young man?”

From her second-floor apartment, she could hear only an indistinct, mumbled response, but she thought it came from little Paul Hernandez, who lived next door. A momentary silence ensued, and then she heard, “Are you going with your parents?”

Claire couldn’t help but shudder at the dry, coarse quality of the voice. The speaker sounded like an elderly man, but the intentional distortion of his speech impressed her as vaguely sinister. Little Paul must have answered in the affirmative, for the speaker continued, “You look so cute. How would you like to go with me to myyy church?”

Alarm flashed in Claire’s mind. That voice did not assert even a pretense of innocence. She threw back her bedclothes, leaned toward the window, and lifted the venetian blinds. She couldn’t see anyone on the sidewalk below, but from around the corner of her building, to the left, a tall shadow crept across the pavement like a wavering gray ghost. It bent forward and lifted a long, crooked appendage toward the unseen child.

“You’re sooo cute!” the voice cooed. The shadow suddenly lunged forward, twisted itself into a hunched shape that somehow looked inhuman, then slipped beyond the range of her vision. A half-second later, she heard a low, abruptly stifled “uulp!” that could only have come from little Paul.

“God!” she whispered, grabbing her bathrobe from the bedpost and hurriedly pulling it on. Heart cranking into high gear, she hurried through the living room, out her apartment door, and down the creaky, nattily carpeted stairs to the foyer. Throwing open the door to the early Chicago morning, she endured a gust of frigid, smoke-tinged wind before stepping out to the small covered porch that overlooked Kenmore Avenue. Scattered pedestrians moved up and down the street in both directions, but she saw no one nearby. To her left, a narrow alley separated her building from the next; judging by the angle of the shadow she’d seen, whoever had cast it must have been standing at the entrance.

She took a few cautious steps forward, listening for voices. Nothing but the low rumble of traffic and the whisper of winter breeze. Had someone really hurt little Paul…?

But surely, her fears were premature. The speaker had merely been an elderly resident of the neighborhood, paying the lad a compliment, and in her groggy state, she had mistaken benign praise for ominously veiled innuendo.

But if I had bothered to think first, those years ago, Sean would be here now.

She took another step forward and craned her neck to peer down the alley. Suddenly, a dark figure whisked around the corner and collided roughly with her, sending her reeling backward. But a cold, strong hand grabbed her wrist and kept her from falling.

“I’m so sorry,” a raspy voice said. “I didn’t see you there.”

“No, no, my fault,” she said, almost automatically. It took her a moment to absorb the sight of the man looming over her, his hand lingering on her arm as if she might yet drop to the pavement.

The man must have stood at least six-five. He wore a black tunic with a white clerical collar and a rather ludicrous-looking, wide-brimmed black hat that fell low over his forehead. Pale aqua eyes stared at her from a gaunt face; his head perched on a shrunken, vulture-thin neck. Coarse, stringy tufts of gray hair sprouted from around the edges of the hat, grotesquely resembling the fibers of some kind of mold. His bony fingers felt so cold that Claire almost jerked her arm away. Instead, she managed to extract it gently.

“Were you talking to—” she began, but he shook his head quickly.

“Forgive me, I was in such a hurry. I’m afraid I’m running late, so I cut through the alley to reach my church. Are you sure you’re all right?” His deep-set, pale eyes blazed with kindness.

“I’m fine,” she said. Looking past him, she saw the door to the neighboring building open, and Paul’s parents stepped out, both dressed in their Sunday best. Mrs. Hernandez, a short, squat, fortyish woman, peered up and down the sidewalk with concerned eyes.

“Weren’t you just outside my window?” Claire asked, but the old clergyman was already turning away. With a last apologetic smile, he strode up the sidewalk at a relaxed but rapid pace. Within moments, he had crossed the next block, some fifty yards further on.

Curious, she thought, staring after him. He’d acted perfectly kind and polite, the way a pastor ought to, she supposed, but that cold grip on her arm had insinuated something altogether different. It had been too strong and insistent for such a frail-looking gentleman.

The alley beside her building appeared vacant, except for a few piles of refuse and an overturned metal garbage can. Nowhere for a small child to hide, unless he’d crawled inside the can. But its open mouth faced her, and she could see that it lay empty. The morning sun peeked over the rooftops at the far end, firing a cold, cheerless beam into her sleepy eyes.

“Where is that boy?” she heard Mrs. Hernandez say. “Paul, where are you?”

“I told him not to run off,” grumbled his father. He scowled at Claire, as if her disheveled appearance were a personal affront. “Have you seen Paul?”

She shook her head. “I thought I heard him a few minutes ago. There was a man talking to a child….”

“You didn’t see Paul?” his mother asked.

“No, but I think he was talking to that man.” She pointed after the old priest, her eyes seeking his tall figure. But he was nowhere to be seen.

Dammit! She thought. He must have turned down Barry Street at surprisingly high speed.

“He would not go with any strange man!” Mrs. Hernandez’s voice was strident.

“No. The man was alone when he…he was a priest.”

“Christ, we’d better look for him,” Mr. Hernandez muttered.

“I’ll get dressed and help you,” Claire said, turning back toward her front door. As she did, she caught a glimpse of something shiny on the pavement near her feet. Leaning down, she saw that it was a multicolored, crystalline cube about the size of a playing die; in her bare fingers, it felt as cold as ice. Inside it, bright, rainbow-hued fibers wavered slowly back and forth like the tendrils of underwater plants. Holding it up, she found that she could not see through it; rather, more and more layers of color seemed to extend beyond its surfaces, into infinity. After a moment, she felt Mr. Hernandez’s eyes on her. She dropped the object into her bathrobe pocket and hurried back inside, the frigid air having cut her almost to the bone.

Had the stranger—or maybe even little Paul—dropped the little cube when they’d collided? Such an odd little trinket! Somehow, it didn’t look like a toy or anything a five-year-old boy might have in his possession. The priest? Something of value to him, perhaps? If so, he might come back looking for it. As she reflected on his coarse, raspy voice, she felt sure he had been the one talking to Paul. And he’d hurried off at a pace that suggested he preferred not to answer her questions.

Once back in her room, she pulled on a pair of blue jeans and a white, ribbed turtleneck, still shaken by a relentless current of anxiety. She hoped Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez would lay her fears to rest by having already found Paul. She could scarcely bear the thought that something had happened to him—especially on a cold winter day like today, so much like the one two years ago that she tried to forget but never could….

How would you like to go with me to myyy church?
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She helped Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez search for nearly an hour, ringing doorbells, asking passersby if they had seen a little boy, exploring the shops and alleys over on nearby Sheffield Avenue. Mr. Hernandez had called the police, and though she had nothing substantive to offer, Claire agreed to tell them what she had heard from her window, and about the strange old clergyman who seemed to have vanished almost as mysteriously as the child.

When they finally arrived, the officers—an aging, heavyset white man and a young, muscular Hispanic woman—questioned Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez thoroughly, though Claire thought they looked as bored as if they were enduring a bad movie they’d seen a dozen times. After they scoured the alley where she thought Paul had encountered the man, they asked her to relate in detail exactly what she’d heard from her bedroom window.

“Are you certain it was the priest you heard talking to the little boy?” asked the female cop.

“No, not certain,” Claire said. “I couldn’t see him from my window. But the voice sounded the same.”

“You said he was talking in baby-talk, right? So, it could have been someone else?”

“It could have.”

“I see.” The lady cop scribbled some notes on a pad, while Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez eyed Claire suspiciously, as if she might have something to do with their child’s disappearance. Why? What earthly reason would they have to suspect her? Of course, like most neighbors in Chicago, they hardly knew each other, and distrust was almost instinctive. Still, after having made such an effort to help them, she resented it.

“All right, when you went outside, you ran into the priest. Would you describe him for me, ma’am?”

“Quite tall. Very thin. Longish gray hair. Blue eyes, I believe—very pale blue, almost gray. He was wearing the clerical collar, of course. And a very big hat.”

“No overcoat? Gloves?”

“No,” Claire said, realizing now that he had appeared rather underdressed for such a blustery morning. She was beginning to feel chilled even in her heavy coat. “You’d think he would have frozen to death, as thin as he was,” she added.

“You said he had a raspy voice, right?”

“Yes. Kind of like somebody who smokes a lot of cigarettes.”

“Smell any smoke on him?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“And you saw him walk off alone. In your opinion, did he have time to, uh…harm the child? Perhaps conceal him somewhere around the alley? Even in your building?”

“Not likely. It couldn’t have been more than a minute from the time I first heard him until I got outside. But even if the priest didn’t do anything, he might have seen Paul.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The woman cop scribbled a few more notes, her face impassive.

I could never do such a job, Claire thought. How do they get people like this?

The cop finally met her gaze, nodding to indicate the interview was finished. She told Claire that they might call on her if they had any more questions, and that was that. The officers got back into their car and left Mr. and Mrs. Hernandez weeping softly on their front porch. Claire again offered them whatever assistance she could, only to be rebuffed by a dismissive wave of Mr. Hernandez’s hand. Stung by a pang of bitterness, she almost blurted, “Well, it was you who let the little boy go out alone.”

Almost. Somehow, she held it back.
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On that cold Sunday, three days after Sean’s fourth birthday, Claire had taken him to the Jewel supermarket on Fullerton, just to get enough groceries to last them through the week. Her hours, like all the graphic artists’ at Gudmundson & Associates, had been cut; never mind that she was a 22-year-old single mother, already having a hard enough time paying the rent for her tiny apartment. Business was slow, and had any of the other studios in Chicago been healthier, she’d have left to try one of them. Alas, no one had anything better to offer her.

Sean was restless and didn’t want to stay with her as she made her way through the aisles, mentally calculating how much she could buy with the meager amount in her pocket. The first time he ran off, she felt a moment of worry, but then, there he came, barreling around a corner, almost toppling one of the stand-up displays. She had grabbed him and threatened to seat him in the grocery cart—usually the most effective deterrent, for now that he was a “big boy,” he found such treatment humiliating. Today, though, such talk impressed him not at all, and he went merrily on his way, totally ignoring his mother’s stern warnings.

The second time he’d slipped away, anger replaced her fear. Most of the time, Sean minded as well as one could expect from a four-year-old, but he bore his father’s blood—damn it to hell—and that was certainly why he occasionally turned irrepressibly rebellious. Still, she continued her shopping, more concerned about the price of ground beef than the whereabouts of her son.

This time, though, he didn’t come back. After two minutes, she finally began to worry. She left her cart in the dairy section and went through the store, aisle by aisle, calling his name. He didn’t answer or show his face. She retraced her steps, now terrified and growing frantic. Still no sign of him. She went to the store manager, and they called his name on the PA. Nothing. The store clerks joined in the search, but Sean Challis was gone.

The police never found him.

Sean joined the milk-carton kids, missing without a trace, his case a mere number among bulging file cabinets throughout the Chicago police districts. She clung to her hope for weeks, months…that whole first year. But eventually, Claire resigned herself to the probability that her little boy was gone forever.
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It was when she began straightening her bedroom and putting away her nightclothes that she found the strange little cube in the pocket of her bathrobe. Taking it in hand, she found it to be just as cold as it had been outside—so much so that it seemed unnatural, somehow. She had not mentioned it to the police. Not that she had forgotten it, exactly, but at the time it hadn’t struck her as being relevant to the child’s disappearance. Wouldn’t it be best to hand it over to the cops, in case it did belong to the strange old priest? She set it on her dresser, watching the colors in its heart shimmer as brilliantly as they had under the morning sunlight.

Well, she thought, if the police came to question her again, she would give it to them. But what if the old man came back looking for it? First of all, if she could avoid him, she would. His gaunt face, which had seemed outwardly kind, had borne a coldness that hinted at secret knowledge—or secret darkness. She did not want to see him again. No, if it came down to it, she would not mention anything about the cube to him.

Just past lunchtime, the phone rang. For a moment, she hesitated to answer it, irrationally expecting to hear that eerie baby talk addressing her the way it had little Paul. She tried to shrug off the ludicrous notion, yet it somehow lingered.

“Hi Claire, it’s Mike.”

She let out a sigh of relief. Mike Selby was a paralegal she had met at work, and they’d been going out off and on for almost a year now. “Hi. What’s up?”

“Enjoying the day off. Nancy and I are going out for sushi and beer tonight. Want to come with?”

It took a moment to realize that he was referring to his sister. But she wasn’t sure she’d make for good company this evening. Working up her nerve, she told him what had happened over the course of the morning.

“Good Christ. I know that must have been rough.”

“Yeah. I don’t think I really want to go out tonight.”

“I’m pretty good at cheering you up, though. Aren’t I?”

“I know, I know. But I think I’d rather stay home tonight. I’m sorry.”

“Okay. Tell you what. We’re going down to Sanko’s about six. If you feel up to it, just meet us there.”

“All right. I’ll think about it. But don’t count on me.”

“I like counting on you.”

She smiled. “I’ll talk to you later, Mike.”

“Bye.”

She hung up, heaving a little sigh. Mike sounded truly disappointed, which pleased her in a funny way. He professed to be crazy about her, and she was fond of him, but as if by an unspoken agreement, neither of them took any steps to develop their relationship beyond occasional dates.

She had to admit that Mike’s suggestion of a beer, at least, appealed to her just now. She went to the kitchen, checked the refrigerator, and found three bottles remaining from a three-month-old six-pack of Coronas. She took one out, opened it, and glanced at the clock.

Twelve-thirty-five. Past noon. Late enough.


Chapter 2

At age 17, Claire had left home, feeling like an indentured servant desperate for freedom. Her mother and father had never been abusive or cruel; in fact, with the benefit of hindsight, she realized how deeply they’d loved her. But it was not a warm or comfortable household. It was a place of rules and regulations, of commandments engraved in stone. She had no brothers or sisters, no one to take up the slack while her mother and father worked for their money. While her friends were together playing dolls or riding bicycles, or later, playing kick the can and going to teen dances, Claire was inside vacuuming, or washing dishes, or scrubbing bathrooms, or doing laundry—or finishing an extra school assignment that her father, not her teacher, had given her, even on weekends. She made straight A’s until her junior year in high school, yet that never satisfied her parents’ demands. At last, the pressure pot exploded.

She smashed the holy tablets and set out on her own, taking the first bus out of the Chicago Greyhound station. She stepped out on Arizona sand, in a little town outside of Phoenix, with one suitcase and a hundred dollars she’d taken from her dad. She managed to get a job as a waitress, as she’d heard all young women did on their way up, and secured a tiny, one-room apartment over a country and western saloon.

She learned about drinking and riding horses and rattlesnakes and scorpions. At the saloon, she met Luke Fraser, a tall young maverick from San Francisco who told of his own mutiny from an oppressive home, and of his travels around the country. He’d taken her under his wing and, at the start, treated her like royalty, though he had a fiery temper and did a lot of drugs. Her job was dirty, and the tips usually sucked; life was hard, but it was hers, and she thought Luke was hers—until the day she told him he was going to be a father. A look of dismay and anger flushed his face—I thought you were on the pill, you stupid bitch!—and then he was gone, just gone, and she never saw him again. She gave up looking after a week, when it became apparent that he had made tracks and covered them on his way. He had been a drifter for a long time, and even if she had found him, she realized she’d never been his, and he never would, never could be hers.

And Sean would never know his father.

Eventually, she realized how much responsibility she bore for her own disenchantment at home. She was the one who submitted to her parents’ every whim; she had never even attempted to express her feelings to them, at least not without anger or bitterness. She merely reacted and took drastic measures before they were due. Well, maybe. The hardest thing she ever did was move back to Chicago with her tail between her legs, bringing her mother and father a surprise that they could neither have expected nor desired. Yet, by some divine miracle, they had accepted her back, along with their new grandson.

But the whole sequence of events turned her life around. She finished school, even went to junior college, and earned an associate degree in graphic arts. She secured a position with Gudmundson & Associates and moved into her own apartment.

Well, life was certainly hers now. All hers. And it too often tended to be anything but easy. Or pretty.
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The beers were all gone, and the afternoon was creeping toward evening. Alcohol had dulled the edges of her memories, and now she felt hungry. The thought of sushi and another beer or two seemed far more appealing than it had when Mike called. What the hell, she thought, getting away from the house might help draw her out of the day’s gloomy mood.

Sanko’s was over on Clark Street, within easy walking distance. Having sold her car shortly after settling into her apartment, she walked or took the CTA just about everywhere. Even though her job and financial situation had improved considerably since then, she’d never felt compelled to hold onto an expensive machine that spent more time stopped in traffic than getting her where she was going. It was almost five o’clock; she still had time to get ready and make it to the restaurant.

She showered, put on a light touch of makeup, dressed in her warmest jeans, sweater, and boots, and finally pulled on her long, black leather coat with the faux-fur collar. Almost as an afterthought, she picked up the strange, colorful cube from her dresser and dropped it in her coat pocket. Why not show it to Mike? He might have some words of wisdom about it and what had happened next door. Mike had words of wisdom for everything. She stepped out of her front door at a quarter till six; just time enough to get to Sanko’s on schedule.

The frigid air stung her face, but it felt refreshing after the stuffiness of her apartment. Darkness had settled over the tree-lined avenue, and the streetlights were beginning to hum to life, casting gnarled shadows on the sidewalk. The click-clacking of her boot heels echoed conspicuously among the tightly packed brownstones, for traffic was sparse and few pedestrians braved the cold, which suited her fine. The fringes of Wrigleyville were about as safe as any place to walk alone, but she always carried a purse with a secure strap over her shoulder and a canister of pepper spray in her coat pocket.

At the corner of Belmont, a major thoroughfare, she found signs of life aplenty and had to wait to cross long enough for the cold to start working its way through her heavy outerwear. Taking advantage of the first opening in traffic, she set out across the street, looking to either side but not straight ahead. And for the second time in one day, she collided with another human being, this time nearly knocking the other to the ground and sending a stack of papers flying into the air.

“Oh, God, I’m so sorry!”

A short, emaciated-looking Asian woman stared back at her curiously before waving away her placating hand. She stooped to pick up a few of the loose sheets, then put on a broad smile as she handed one to Claire. “Am okay,” the woman said. “All okay. You take.”

It was a crudely printed, black-and-white handbill announcing services at the Church of the Seven Stars, cordially inviting her to attend. A strange-looking, stylized star adorned the top of the page, and below it was a dark portrait of the pastor, a Reverend Abraham Lemuel Lazar. The photo was so poorly printed that she had folded the flyer and slipped it into her pocket before she realized that the eyes staring from the portrait were the same eyes she had seen that morning beneath the brim of an absurdly wide black hat. She snatched the sheet back out, unfolded it, and stared at the image. Yes, it was him, all right, even though he wasn’t wearing the hat. And she noticed at the bottom of the page, printed in uneven chancery script, the line: “Now, O Acolyte, learn these secrets that ye may seek perfect knowledge of Him.”

“What is this church?” she asked as the woman turned and began shuffling away down Belmont.

“Gomen nasai,” she said with a shake of her head. “Wakarimasen.”

Okaaay. Well, the woman had spoken enough English to assure her she wasn’t hurt. Claire watched her make her way through the crowd at the intersection, then furtively glance back before disappearing down a side street.

Strange. The woman hadn’t offered a single flyer to any of the other potential targets on the street. Only her. With a frustrated huff, Claire stuffed the piece of paper back in her coat pocket and decided that, if the police should question her again, she would give it to them. At least they could track down the clergyman with the long name. Perhaps she should even call and let them know she had learned the priest’s identity—and his church’s address. Well, that could wait till later. She continued on her way, but the image of the tall man’s face and the sound of his voice crept back into her memory, again dampening her spirits, which had only slightly recovered since the morning’s unpleasantness.

How would you like to go with me to myyy church?

She walked the rest of the way to the restaurant on automatic pilot, paying no attention to the sights and sounds around her, arriving at one minute past six. As she entered the comfortable warmth of Sanko’s to a jangling of door chimes, a pair of smiling Japanese chefs shouted “Irashaimase!” and waved at her. Several people sat at the sushi bar on the left, and the booths lining the right-hand wall were nearly full. As yet, she saw no sign of Mike and his sister.

But she had just taken off her coat and hung it on the rack next to the door when Mike and Nancy hustled in from the cold, breathing plumes of steam and rubbing their hands together.

“Claire!” Mike said, smiling broadly at her. “You came!”

“Couldn’t resist.”

He leaned forward and kissed her lightly on the cheek. “I’m glad. You remember Nancy, don’t you?”

“Sure.” She gave the younger woman a warm smile. “Good to see you.”

“You, too.”

Nancy was 23, short and slim, with round cheeks and wavy blond hair. She and Mike had the same bright blue eyes, though he was a good head taller and had straight, dark brown hair. He was 27, three years older than Claire. Seeing him now, she was glad she’d decided to come. She found him attractive; he dressed sharply, always looked confident and self-assured. Tonight, she needed some of that assurance. It had been a day.

The hostess led them to a booth, and Claire sat down opposite her companions, facing the front of the restaurant. The aroma of seafood and ginger wafted through the air, tinged with a subtle note of sesame.

“You must be feeling better,” Mike said.

“Ever so much.”

“Brisk walk, I gather. Your hair’s big.”

She laughed and ran a hand through her raven hair, which was long and thick, and usually a little wild even without the help of the weather. She hated wearing hats, so she knew the wind had created an interesting sculpture topside.

“It looks fine,” Nancy said with a chuckle. Then her face darkened. “So, trouble in your neighborhood this morning?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “My neighbors’ little boy disappeared. I think he might have been abducted, and I heard the person’s voice who did it. There was this priest out there—a strange-looking old man—who I swear I think was talking to Paul. But I saw him walk away, alone, and I don’t see how it could be him.”

“This was right outside your apartment?”

“Yes.”

“Did the police have any clue?”

“What do you think? They said they’d call me if they needed any more information. But I told them everything I knew. Many times.”

Their server came and took their drink orders: saké for Claire and Nancy, a Kirin beer for Mike. For a while, they turned their attention to the menus, each deciding on various assortments of rice and raw fish. Claire’s favorite was flying fish roe with a raw quail egg on top, which Mike thought was gross, though he had no problem eating uni—raw sea urchin—which Claire couldn’t stomach no matter how many drinks she’d had.

Once they’d ordered, she said, “You know, it gets weirder. I have something to show you. Excuse me a second.” She rose, went to the coat rack, and dug into her coat pocket for the flyer and the strange cube. As she sat back down, she handed the paper to Mike. “That’s him in this picture. The priest I saw.”

“Where’d this come from?”

“Some Asian lady was passing them out on my way here.”

At least, she passed one to me.

“Some coincidence.”

“No shit.”

“He is creepy-looking,” Nancy said. “At least, from what you can see in this picture.”

“I was thinking I should give this to the police. I mean, even if the guy didn’t do anything, he was close to the scene. Maybe he saw something.”

“Looks like he would have mentioned it if he had—he is a priest, right?”

“I also found this, just after he left.” She held the cube out to him. Both Mike and Nancy let out startled gasps and leaned forward to peer at the shining, colorful object.

“Well, that’s different,” breathed Nancy. “It’s pretty.”

“It looks like those strands of color are moving in there. Must be some kind of optical effect.”

“I guess so,” Claire said. “Look at it up close. The colors seem to go on forever.”

Mike took the cube, held it up to the light, and peered into it the way a jeweler would study a diamond. “Damn. It’s cold. Really cold.”

“Like ice.”

“Do you think it’s worth anything?” Nancy asked.

“I don’t know. It’s probably just some weird little novelty gadget. I suppose it could be evidence, though.”

Mike looked back at the flyer. “This address is on Seminary. That’s near here.”

“Well, the priest did say he was heading to his church at the time.”

“Hmm. I wonder if they have a Sunday evening worship service.”

“Why?”

“Because,” Mike said, leaning over conspiratorially, “after dinner, we could always swing by there and see if their doors are open.”

“You must be joking.”

“Not at all.”

“What do you propose we do? Go find the man and ask him if this thing belongs to him?”

“Sure, why not?”

A cold lump rose in her throat, and her stomach went queasy. “No. I don’t think I want to do that.”

You’re sooo cute.

“Well, if you don’t want to, then we won’t. But damn, I’d kind of like to drive by and see what the place looks like. What do you think, Nance?”

“Oh, jeez,” she sighed. “Has saying ‘no’ to you ever worked before?”

“How about it, Claire? Just a drive-by.”

She almost shivered at the thought. But what could she possibly have to fear? “Yeah, whatever.”

“Great.”

Mike smiled his most disarming smile, and she returned a small grin, still feeling as if they were playing with fire. A few moments later, their food arrived. It looked fantastic, but Claire found she no longer had any appetite.


Chapter 3

Dinner was very quiet, and Mike must have sensed that Claire felt troubled again. He insisted on paying and wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer, so she gave in—reluctantly, since technically they weren’t on a date. She’d return the favor some other time, she thought.

“Look,” he said as he led them to his car, parked on the street a short distance from the restaurant, “if you’d rather not go by the church, just say so.”

Claire shook her head. She also knew that once an idea sparked in Mike’s head, snuffing it was out of the question. “It’s okay. I’m just stressed about this morning.”

Mike put his arm around her as they walked, and she felt comforted by his closeness. Nancy walked a few steps behind, as if she now felt out of place with them. Claire slowed her pace so Mike’s sister would catch up. If anything, Claire felt like the one intruding, even though she’d been invited.

“Mike, you’re an insensitive boor,” Nancy said. Then, to Claire: “You realize he’s going to have his way or know the reason why.”

“Tell me about it.”

“You talk like we don’t have a democracy here,” Mike said solemnly. “And that’s crap.”

“I don’t think so,” Nancy said.

Mike gave Claire a sad look. “She never believes me.”

Claire chuckled softly, relaxing a little. “Let’s get it over with, then you can take me home. I have a busy day at work tomorrow.”

When they reached Mike’s car, a silver Acura Integra, Nancy got into the back so Claire could sit in front. They took off down Clark, then turned right a couple of streets south of Belmont to head over to Seminary. The wind had risen, and several belligerent gusts buffeted the car. Most of the pedestrians had finally surrendered and retreated indoors.

Mike checked the address and turned right when they reached Seminary. They didn’t have far to go, for almost immediately they came upon a hulking, ancient brick building. It was set back a short distance from the corner, rather dilapidated, with a tall, arrow-shaped steeple that towered above the surrounding trees. At its apex, in place of a cross, a multi-pointed star, illuminated from within—similar to a Moravian star but twisted oddly out of shape—blazed like a beacon. Claire had passed the big, shadowy building any number of times without ever giving it a second glance. She couldn’t see any sign or placard identifying the church, which struck her as unusual. Dim lights burned within the tall, stained-glass windows. Mike slowed as they passed, peering at the building with curious eyes.

“There are people in there,” he said. “Someone’s at the front door.”

Claire also noticed that the solid black double doors had just opened outward. A second later, a tall figure emerged to stand at the top of the short stairway; she did not need to see the face to recognize Reverend Lazar. The imposing silhouette was all too familiar, and she could envision those watery aqua eyes peering at her from the shadows. As they left the church behind, Claire saw Reverend Lazar’s hand rise to wave after them.

Her stomach twisted into a painful knot. Surely, the priest could not have recognized her inside the car. He probably wouldn’t even remember her from this morning. With a last look back, she saw a few people filing onto the sidewalk in front of the church. The evening service must be letting out, she thought.

“Did you see that?” Claire said softly. “He waved at us.”

“He probably waves at everyone that passes,” Nancy said half-heartedly.

“No way,” Mike said. “He knew it was you.”

“C’mon.”

“No shit. I bet he doesn’t often have hot young women cruising by to ogle him.”

Nancy anticipated Claire by smacking Mike solidly on the back of the head.

Claire couldn’t keep from grinning. “No way, Mike. I’m sure he was waving at you.”

“Yeah,” laughed Nancy. “He thought you were hot.”

“I am hot. Want to circle around another time?”

“No,” Claire said.

“No,” Nancy said.

Mike put on his most dejected face. “You’re no fun.”

Claire felt her ire rise for a brief moment. “Mike, a child disappeared this morning, and that guy might have had something to do with it. I wouldn’t exactly call this ‘fun.’”

“You’re right, I apologize. I’ll take you home.”

“Thank you.”

She settled back into contemplative silence, trying hard to dismiss her agitation. When Mike pulled up in front of her building, he got out and walked her to the door.

“I didn’t mean to upset you. I’m sorry.”

“I know. Don’t worry about it,” she said with a halfway reassuring smile. “Thanks for dinner. I enjoyed it.”

“Next time, we go to the Berghoff, and you can buy me dinner.”

“Sure, when I win Lotto.”

“Look, if you need to talk or anything, just call, okay?”

She nodded. “Sure.”

He leaned close, and when he touched his lips to hers, she responded. They kissed longer and harder than they ever had before; warmth flooded through Claire’s body, and she nearly melted in his embrace. He released her after a few moments; if Nancy hadn’t been in the car, she thought, they might not have let each other go so soon.

“Goodnight, Claire. I’ll call you later.”

“Bye, Mike.”

Waving to Nancy, she turned and hurried into the warmth of her building. From that brief time in the cold, her face and ears had nearly frozen, and she was glad she hadn’t had to walk back home.

She trotted up the stairs to her apartment, turned on the lights, and locked the door behind her. No messages on her machine. Eight-thirty. Still early, and the evening’s drinks had made her tired rather than drunk—thank God, for she had no desire to wake up with a hangover the next morning. Her tolerance for alcohol had diminished considerably since her more rebellious days. But she had to admit, she had enjoyed the company tonight, and that kiss with Mike…wow.

She undressed, got into her warm nightgown, and lay down on the couch in front of the TV. She hated sitcoms, but it was either that or one of those agonizingly bad made-for-television-based-on-a-true-story movies. Instead, she left the idiot box alone, put on an old but timeless CD by the Moody Blues, and picked up a Sidney Sheldon novel she’d started reading a few nights before.

She’d only been reading for a few minutes when she noticed that her eyelids weren’t cooperating anymore—the alcohol, for sure; that, and the day’s stress. So, going to bed now looked like the best plan.

She brushed her teeth and relieved herself of the evening’s saké. Jesus…she had drunk more today than in the last month altogether. The bed welcomed her warmly, and she settled beneath the blankets, glad to retire a couple of hours early. The radiator beneath her window hissed softly, a relaxing, reassuring sound that lulled her toward unconsciousness. She switched off the lamp and lay back in the near-darkness, peering up at the smear of orange-pink light across the ceiling that stole in through her drawn window shades.

The dreams began even as she closed her eyes.

She was aware that she was lying in bed, but forms had begun to materialize in her field of vision like double-exposed photographs. Several figures were moving across a dark plain of gray and brown, flitting in and out between rainbow-like swirls of multicolored light. A vague shape began moving toward her, something tall and broad, like a rock that had unearthed itself and begun crawling on unseen appendages. As it drew nearer, she saw that it was a huge, humpbacked man with rough-looking, red-brown skin, shuffling slowly toward her with arms that nearly dragged the ground. He was carrying something in one hand—a lumpy bundle about the size of a small watermelon. As his face came into focus, she saw that one eye drooped grotesquely and the other burned at her with a brilliant onyx fire.

A deep, thumping beat pulsed from somewhere in the background. Not loud, but heavy enough to make her stomach churn. The dark man stepped in front of her and opened his mouth to speak. “You have to take them and twist them,” he said in a deep, sonorous voice, “bringing the blood to the surface. Then you slice them slowly, bilaterally, and let the entrails slide out. The blood is sweet, so you don’t want to lose any. Pour the blood into the cup and save it for the dreaming. It’s sweetest in the dreaming.”

As if her eye were a camera drawing back slowly, she saw the hideous figure recede into a dark mist. Before he faded from view, he lifted his bundle and shook it in the air. She could see a tiny arm fly loose and thrash wildly as the little body was flailed back and forth.

She gasped, unable to shut out the sight, but no longer able to see it clearly. Everything had begun to grow black. She could hear the faintest hint of a baby crying, somewhere far in the distance. It was a pathetic, weak wailing; at once forlorn and horrifying. As the vision faded into nothingness, the sound of the baby’s screams grew louder, more insistent. It was crying, “Mama, no…Mama…nooo…!”

Claire’s eyelids flew open. The room was dark, and that terrible scream still echoed from somewhere nearby. Consciousness struck like a bolt of lightning, and she sat up, registering the blaze of light across the ceiling, the dark silhouettes of her dresser and chest of drawers. Her heart pounded in her ears, almost deafening.

But it wasn’t so deafening that she couldn’t hear that baby crying—still—just as in her dream. But she was awake now, and the sound was coming from inside her room.

She leaped from the bed, tangled her legs in the sheets, and nearly fell headlong. No, it wasn’t her imagination, or some audible remnant of her dream. This was real.

Her eyes roved back and forth, searching for the source of the sound. With one hand, she groped for the light switch, knocking her alarm clock from her nightstand to the floor in the process.

“Nooo,” the little voice wailed, full of unfathomable anguish. “Mama! Nooo….”

Claire’s fingers closed on the lamp switch, and she twisted it savagely. Golden light abruptly filled the room, dispelling the shadows that concealed whatever must be in the room with her.

The crying ceased abruptly, as if the light itself had silenced it. The room was empty, just as when she’d gone to bed. Outside, an occasional car rumbled past, and in the distance, she could hear a whining siren. The radiator hissed and clicked rhythmically. She stood by the bed, dumbfounded, heart hammering and lungs heaving.

Steady…steady.

Was it a dream? She could barely remember the weird images that had filled her head as she’d drifted off to sleep. But the baby’s crying was too vivid. Maybe a child outside her window?

No. It had been in here, as real as the sound of her heart beating like a jackhammer.

At last, she knelt and picked up her clock. It was only ten o’clock. Gathering her nerve, she crept to the door and peered into the darkness of the living room. Everything seemed normal now. From outside, the streetlights cast a dull orange glow through the blinds, barely illuminating the furniture. Claire made her way to the lamp next to the couch and switched it on, breathing a sigh of relief as blessed light washed away the shadows.

As her wits returned, she made her way through the house, checking the kitchen, bathroom, hallway, and closets. Nothing out of place.

She was alone in the apartment.

But going back to bed was out of the question. Her nerves had been shattered, and her hands still trembled. For the first time since she was a child, the idea of being alone in a dark apartment terrified her.

Then, with a flash of inspiration, she sat down on the couch, picked up the phone, and dialed Mike’s number.


Chapter 4

Mike’s car pulled up twenty minutes later—a remarkable response time from Oak Park, on the west side of the city—and Claire buzzed the lock as soon as she saw him from her living room window. His footsteps echoed on the stairs; a joyous, welcome sound. She threw open the door, took him by the hand, and half-dragged him into the apartment. His eyes alternately flashed concern and amusement. Her expression finally chased away any suspicion he might have that she was exaggerating her fear.

“Thanks for coming,” she said softly. “I had quite a fright.”

“You really heard crying in your room?”

“It went on well after I was completely awake. You don’t imagine something like that…I don’t.”

“No, I’m sure you don’t.” He took off his coat, laid it over the back of the couch, then poked his head into her bedroom. “Check under the bed?” She shook her head. He knelt, lifted her bedspread, and peered into the dark recess there. “Nothing but dust bunnies. Closets?”

“All of them. Bathroom…kitchen. Everywhere.”

“TV was off? Stereo was off?”

“Everything.”

“Well, I’m sure I won’t find anything you didn’t.”

She shook her head. “I just didn’t want to be alone.”

Mike nodded. “Don’t blame you. But I’d sure like to understand it.”

“You believe me, right?”

“Sure I do. Nobody calls up sounding like you did unless they’ve been pretty well spooked.”

“You don’t mind coming?”

“If I minded, I wouldn’t be here.”

“Well, I’m glad you are. Want a soda or anything?”

“Sure.”

She turned and headed for the kitchen, relieved to have Mike here with her. But a small anger had begun to smolder in the space that had been filled with fear; anger that she was afraid to be alone. She often cherished solitude in a city where crowds were an exasperating part of her daily life, whether shopping, commuting to work, or just doing the laundry. She’d had a roommate for a time, soon after Sean’s disappearance, but that hadn’t worked out. Ever since then, she’d been very happy having a place to herself.

She poured two glasses of ginger ale and carried them back to the living room, handing one to Mike. She sat down beside him on the couch, unabashedly pressing herself close to him. He tentatively placed an arm around her shoulders, as if he felt a little nervous about being so close to her.

She studied the shadows in the far corner of the room. “What do you think it could have been?”

“I wish I could tell you, Claire.”

“You must think I’ve lost it.”

“Right off the deep end.”

She smiled. “I’ve never known this place to be haunted, or anything.”

“Maybe the dust bunnies are unhappy. You have a regular hutch under your bed.”

She snickered. “You!” But his levity wasn’t sufficient to brighten the gloom for long. She took a sip of her drink and leaned against his shoulder.

Whatever the circumstances, she realized now that by calling him, she’d taken their relationship to another level. What did he think about her now? That she was playing games with him? That she was a little crazy?

Am I?

She suddenly realized that she was nervous, too.

“Does anybody else in the building have kids?” he asked.

“Yeah, but not little ones. They’re all ten or twelve.”

“So, we can rule out the neighbors?”

“It was in my bedroom.”

“Right.”

“Before I woke up, I was dreaming. I don’t remember it exactly now, but it was disturbing.”

“Was it about Sean?”

She bit her lower lip. “Maybe it was.”

Mike nodded and remained silent for a few minutes. Claire glanced at him, wondering if it had been a mistake to call him. No. She could trust him, she was certain.

“Look, whenever you want to go to bed, that’s fine,” he said. “It’s not like you need to entertain me or anything. I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“You’re sweet,” she said. “I don’t think I can sleep yet, even with you here.”

He gazed at her questioningly. Wrong thing to say. If she were to invite him into her bed, he would no doubt oblige her eagerly. But that wasn’t what she wanted.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t want us to do anything. I mean, us…together.”

“I understand,” he said, keeping his smile, though his eyes showed a trace of disappointment. But if she knew him as she thought, that was enough. Nothing more needed to be said.

“I appreciate dinner tonight,” she said. “I’ll take you out sometime.”

“Yes. Yes, you will.”

“Hope you like hot dogs and potato chips.”

“Love them.” After another long silence, he asked, “Seeing that priest at the church upset you, didn’t it? I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have insisted.”

“Well, he does have a suspicious air about him. I mean, seriously suspicious.”

“So do all those church guys,” Mike said with a snort. “All they want is your money.”

“No,” she said, her mind going back many years, finding the face of Reverend Martin Greene, who’d been the pastor of the Methodist church she attended. “I went to church every Sunday from the time I was a baby until I left home. I didn’t really like it, especially because my parents were so strict, but I always remember the minister from when I was in junior high. He was so kind, and he was sincere—and tolerant, in a way my mom and dad were not. I used to go to him with my problems sometimes, and he’d always listen and advise me when he could. Unfortunately, he moved away before I went to high school, and I never saw him again.”

Mike shook his head. “I
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