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  ONE


  The moose of Maine were missing. Despite their ungainly size, uncommon strength, and continual defiance of the adage that even the ugliest of God’s creatures have some beauty in them, they were proving this particular summer to be devilishly elusive, a fact not necessarily bad nor unsettling unless one were a hunter intent on breaching the statutes of the Pine Tree State in order to rack up a trophy for a den or a law office.


  The area around Great Pass Lake was typical of the countryside in all respects including the missing moose—the mountains were high and darkly forested, the lakes clear and perfect reflectors of the sky, which held the occasional billowing cloud sweeping over from the Canadian border, the air sharp with the scent of pine and flower, and the human population as limited as Nature could make it on short notice. The roads, when there were any and they hadn’t been laid down by now defunct logging companies, were barely two lanes and tended to hug the contours of the land tighter than a gigolo hugs his matron. But they were serviceable, and as long as it didn’t snow they sped the local to work or to home, and the tourist comfortably on his way to his destination—preferably to New Hampshire or Massachusetts.


  Great Pass itself was an impressive notch in the Longfellow Mountains; it was the apex of an inverted triangle whose western point was Moosehead Lake and whose northeastern tip was the town of Millinocket. The Pass itself was reached by a dirt road picked up ten miles out of Brownville Junction, at the four-corner hamlet of Paccatomet, and the lake was just beyond, in a pocket valley two miles on a side and hidden from most by the nature of its accessibility. It was not a large lake, nor even a particularly spectacular one as Maine lakes go, but it was the centerpiece of a meadow lined by massive pines that cast shadows long before dark, and it was fed by a large stream at its eastern end, emptying into a larger one at the west when the beaver weren’t busy and the rains were on schedule.


  So far off the beaten trail was it that the only ones to visit its shores in the month of August had been a party of lost hunters still looking for moose.


  And Lincoln Bartholomew Blackthorne.


  The cabin was constructed on the eastern shore, just ahead of the rocky slope of Great Pass Mountain, and just below the Great Pass itself. It was made of seasoned, still-barked logs closely joined and sealed with mud from the lake’s bed; there were two large windows in front, one on either side, and two in back. A porch with a slightly sagging roof faced the water two hundred yards distant, and the shingled roof was broken only by the sturdy top of the fireplace chimney. The land ahead of the cabin had been cleared a while ago, though no attempt had been made to turn the wild grasses and flowers into a lawn. Trees overhung it, there was a shed on its left, and just to its right was a large-mouthed well with an old oaken bucket resting on the lip.


  It was warm this third week of August, and dragonflies hovered listlessly over the reeds, bees limped from blossom to blossom, and back in the woods one could hear the limpid scolding of several birds disturbed by a bear heading for Quebec.


  Lincoln sat in a rocking chair on the porch and smiled, his face partially covered by the sagging brim of a fly-festooned fishing hat, his booted feet propped up on the rough-hewn railing. He enjoyed listening to the orchestral arrangements of the forest around him, the lake slapping the shore at twilight, the stream to his right splashing over the rocks; he hummed along with the birds, chuckled at the groans of bears sorting out their territory, and waited patiently for the indelicate bellow of a moose hunting its mate.


  That was the only disappointment this year—there were no moose, at least not at Great Pass.


  Had he been a less content person, he would have turned right around and returned to his tailor shop in Inverness, New Jersey; he would have swallowed his pride and allowed to his friends that all his complaints about never having seen a moose in the wild were not satisfied, despite the fact that doing just such a thing was the avowed purpose of the trip.


  But he knew that sooner or later life would provide him with a moose in its own good time. If it was meant to be, then it was meant to be; and if it wasn’t, there would always be a next time, assuming he didn’t get himself killed.


  He sighed loudly and stretched his arms over his head.


  This was indeed the life.


  His vacation had originally been scheduled for just three weeks, and had been postponed because of a side trip to New Mexico he was trying to forget; but once begun it had left three weeks behind and stretched, thus far, into five. A few hasty letters from his friends in Inverness wanted to know if he had abandoned the shop for emulation of Natty Bumppo, and he had sent only a postcard in reply, assuring one and all that he was merely making up for lost time—it was, when all was said and done, the first true vacation he had had in nearly a decade, and he wasn’t about to cut it short just because his business needed him.


  It was a truth, despicable or otherwise, that he did not need it.


  There were plenty of tailors in Sussex County who could suit his customers if emergencies had been declared; and plenty of shops in nearby malls where slick smiling salesmen could con the green from a man faster than the man could step back from the cold-handed measurement of his one and only inseam.


  He, on the other hand, did not exactly have money to burn, but certainly enough to insure a comfortable old age should he be fortunate enough to reach such an earthly plateau. It was true he had enemies, and it was true they were constantly attempting to plug him into the insurance companies’ fine-tuned statistics, and it was also true that he got himself easily into more trouble than the average tailor on an average day in an average but uneventful year.


  Yet, he thought, it was a burden he was usually willing to shoulder once he returned to civilization—as long as he could spot his goddamned moose.


  He sighed again and watched as the sun was speared by the ridge across the lake. The water had turned dark, the sky to indigo laced through with rose, and a lone cloud scudded north to south. A flock of mallards soared over the cabin and landed with admirable precision along the western shoreline. Their calls made him smile, and he listened so intently he did not hear the footsteps rounding the corner.


  When he did, instead of leaping to his feet and snapping out the knife he habitually kept in a sheath on his left wrist, he turned his head insolently and stared at the figure approaching the steps.


  “Don’t bother,” he said when a hiking boot lifted to climb the first stair. “I’m not in the market.”


  “Now, Mr. Blackthorne,” said Owen Kintab, “it ain’t right you should be here all this time without tryin some.”


  Lincoln shook his head. “I’m not interested.”


  “Cheaper than the stores.”


  “No,” he said, and deliberately looked away from the lanky man in the red plaid hunting jacket, rounded red cap, and dark red trousers tucked into red boots. He was young, in his mid-twenties, and didn’t seem strong enough to lift a pebble much less hike with a forty-pound pack through the high notch from Great Pass Village. At least once a week, however, Kintab did just that, trying to sell his illegal venison and bear steaks, solemnly declaring on his mother’s as yet undug grave that even the most sophisticated Down East gourmet over to Bangor seldom had an opportunity to tantalize his taste buds with fare like this.


  Lincoln demurred easily on the side of legality; besides, eating venison would be like taking a bite out of Bambi, and what would Thumper do for fun then? Bear steaks he refused to even contemplate, considering the odor that wafted from the pack whenever Owen brought them along.


  Kintab pushed his cap to the back of his head, gave the tailor a look of mercantile disgust, and unshouldered his oversized red backpack. “Brought your beer, anyways.” He yanked on a zipper, pulled out two six-packs and left them on the top step. “Ain’t very cold. You want me t’ put em in the water?”


  “No, thanks, I can do it.” He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a bill, glanced at it, and tossed it in the air. Kintab moved swiftly, his left hand out and in his own pocket before Lincoln could blink.


  “Much obliged.”


  “Anytime.”


  “Sure you don’t want—”


  “I’m sure.”


  “You city boys don’t know what you’re missin.”


  “I’ll pass.”


  Kintab shrugged, replaced the pack, and started off. At the corner of the porch, however, he snapped his fingers, stopped, and looked over his shoulder. “Some people at the store lookin for you, Mr. Blackthorne.”


  Lincoln slowly lowered his feet to the floor. “Who?”


  “City folks.” The young man smiled toothlessly. “Thought they could bribe me, they did. Flashin more money than I’ve ever seen in m’life. Sure were anxious to find ya.”


  Lincoln looked the question.


  “Nope.”


  “How many?”


  “Two.”


  “Men?”


  “Woman, man, damnedest things I ever did see.”


  He rose and sat on the railing, scanning the water, suddenly feeling the chill as the sun dipped below the ridge. “What did they say?”


  Kintab turned around, deftly caught another bill before the night breeze took it, and shrugged the pack into a more comfortable position. Then he sniffed, adjusted his cap, and buttoned his jacket. It would be well past midnight before all that red would be invisible to the naked eye.


  “The man says he’s lookin for you, says he’s an old friend of the family and was just passin through.” The man chuckled. “The only things what pass through here are the moose, ain’t that right, Mr. Blackthorne?”


  “What moose,” he grumbled.


  “What moose? Why, Mr. Blackthorne, one big old bull got into my Aunt May’s clothesline just yesterday mornin. Tore her sheets to ribbons, it did. Took me and May four hours to chase the critter away.”


  “That,” Lincoln said with a scowl, “is unkind, Owen. What else did he say?”


  “Nothin much. Just flashed that money around and asked me again.”


  “Did you take it?”


  “Yep. You think I’m a fool?”


  “Where did you send him?”


  “Over to Bangor. Told him you was sick and tired of the mosquitoes eatin you alive and was gonna rent my rich cousin’s air-conditioned house, the one with the ugly bats on the fence to keep the bugs away. Said you said you wasn’t comin back until next year.”


  Lincoln nodded. “Who was the woman?”


  “Wife, I suppose.”


  He nodded again. And doubted it. “Take off, Owen. I got to get some sleep.”


  “Sure thing, Mr. Blackthorne,” Kintab said, tipping his hat and backing into the shadows. “Sure thing. You take care, hear? We don’t want you all tuckered out, now do we?”


  Lincoln did not reply, but waited until he could no longer hear the man pushing along the trail toward the Pass. Once he was positive he was alone, he went into the cabin and switched on the lamp nearest the door.


  The front room was thirty feet on a side, the left portion the living area complete with a fieldstone fireplace large enough to put a couch in, the right the dining room with a small table, four chairs, and the walls covered with glass-fronted bookcases. The floors were covered by a series of thick, hand-braided mgs, the ceiling was low with its beams exposed, and in the center of the rear wall was a china closet skillfully refitted to hold a meager selection of firearms and knives. To the left of the closet was the door to his bedroom, to the right the open door to the kitchen. The room was cold, and he wasted no time laying a fire, then kneeling before it to consider his options.


  In the first place, he doubted that Owen’s story had gotten rid of the couple. Whoever had been to Paccatomet had known just where to find him, and they were only checking to see if he was known to the natives. Owen, always on the look for an increase in his pension, probably told the truth, but just as probably wasn’t believed.


  In that case, sometime in the next twenty-four hours he was going to have company. The question was, did he put on the kettle or take out the rifle?


  “Well, damn,” he muttered as he pushed himself to his feet. It always happened, just when he was getting to like the quiet. While he could not complain this time that he didn’t have his vacation at last, he could certainly protest the way it was interrupted.


  On the other hand, the visitation, whatever it meant and whenever it would be, might just be a friendly visit from an old pal or two.


  On the other hand save that one, the only friends he had in Maine were Owen Kintab and his kin, and the only friends who knew where he was were sweltering down in New Jersey. Which meant that either some of his Inverness friends were trying to reach him when they knew he didn’t want to be reached; or his customers were more anxious than he had thought for their fall ensemble; or he was being stalked.


  He tossed a mental coin, and went straight to the gun case, opened it, and pulled out a .44 Magnum. From a drawer in the base he. extracted a clip, loaded it, and stuffed two more into his shirt pockets. Then he went into the kitchen and turned on the stove, slipped a frozen Italian dinner into the oven, and returned to the living room to wait.


  One way or another, one of his appetites would be satisfied.


  “Aw nuts,” he said then, when someone knocked on the door. He was hoping for the food.


  And he was startled when it opened before he could reach it, and a tall redheaded woman in a snug green silk dress stepped lightly over the threshold. In her right hand she carried a glittering evening purse with a gold chain and a diamond clasp; in her left hand she carried a large, curved knife whose silver hilt was studded with rubies. She smiled and turned sideways, her chest pushing at the silk, her hip doing the same. Then she positioned her spike-heeled black shoes to better balance her weight.


  “Jesus,” he said, backing away toward the kitchen.


  “Hello, Lincoln,” she said, and threw the knife at him.


  TWO


  Lincoln’s reflexes had not yet been fatally dulled by the weeks of somnolence he had fostered in the isolated cabin—his right hand snapped out and neatly grabbed the dagger’s hilt as it passed by his ear, and he just managed not to wince at the burning that spread over his palm. Then he looked at the weapon, tossed it in the air, and caught it again while the redhead slinked with a pout to the couch and sat down, crossed her legs, and made absolutely sure he could see some of the pastureland gleaming above her knee.


  “Okay, where is he?” he asked resignedly, moving to sit in a battered and comfortable armchair facing the couch over a crudely made pine coffee table.


  “Here!” a man bellowed with laughter as he plunged through the open door. “Here I am, you old sea dog, you!”


  Lincoln only held up the dagger and pointed to the couch, and waited while Arturo Pigmeo whirled to close the door, then bounce across the room and launch himself onto the cushion. He was a short man, barely high enough to reach the center of Lincoln’s chest, his curly black hair in a shambles over his forehead and ears; his tuxedo was black, his studs rubies, and the coat he wore around his shoulders the finest, though dated, vicuna.


  “Lincoln, my dear old friend!”


  Pigmeo never spoke; he exclaimed, he exhorted, he wailed and, whenever he thought it proper, he sang.


  “Art.”


  Pigmeo squirmed deliciously into the corner and grinned at the redhead, grinned at Lincoln and, after a palms-up gesture to prove he wasn’t going for a weapon, he reached into his jacket. A fanfare and flourish, and he tossed a large manila envelope onto the table. There was no name or address written on it, no stamps, and it was thick as a man’s hand. Lincoln stared at it as though expecting it to speak, then raised an eyebrow in a shrug and made an elaborate show of examining the dagger. The hilt’s jewels, he noted with a certain premonitory dismay, were artfully arranged around a delicate etching of a figure wearing a horned helmet, with one hand raised to brandish a sword over its head. Turning the weapon over, he saw a similar figure on the other side, outlined in emeralds.


  On the blade itself was a swirl of runes.


  Arturo stretched his arm over the back of the couch, crossed his legs at the knee, and nodded. “You see, my friend, how exquisite is that weapon. How magnificent is the style, how perfect the balance. A man would give his soul to own a treasure like that, don’t you think?”


  “It’s pretty,” he said cautiously.


  “Pretty?” Pigmeo’s tiny face darkened. “Pretty? Lincoln, my friend of so long ago who saved our lives and quite possibly our fortunes, do you have any idea how old that artifact is? Have you any idea of the invaluable intrinsic wealth and historical worth attached to that superbly forged weapon of destruction?”


  “No.”


  Pigmeo nodded as if his point had been decisively made, then reached into his jacket’s other pocket and pulled out yet another large manila envelope. Linc was beginning to suspect he carried them around to make his chest look bigger.


  “Now, then,” Pigmeo said with a clap of his hands, “to business.”


  “Now, then,” Lincoln said quietly, “how did you find me?”


  Pigmeo’s self-assured smile faltered at the tailor’s tone, and he looked quickly to his companion, who was busy smoothing the shimmering silk down over her chest and lap, clucking when the wrinkles would not vanish at her command. When she did not respond to his silent plea, he sniffed and ignited a cigarette with a silver lighter, blew the smoke loudly toward the ceiling, and sucked at his cheeks.


  “We asked around,” the woman said then, her voice as deep as a man’s.


  “Asked around where?”


  After several deliberate seconds, she deigned to grant him a gaze with eyes as green as her evening dress, and he met it with one just as steady, and just as impersonal. A shrug, a moue of annoyance, and she accepted a cigarette from Pigmeo without bothering to check if it were lit.


  “Well?”


  “We were on vacation,” she said, staring at the wall behind him. “We like to drive around and see how normal people live. Arturo says that normal people live in small towns. We took out a map and found a small town. We drove there. We looked around. We realized it was your small town, so we asked about you. They told us you were here. We drove here because we have not seen you in a very long time.”


  “Salome,” he said sincerely, “you are a stunning woman.”


  Her nod was acceptance of the compliment and a request that he tell her something she didn’t already know. But he said nothing more, remembering instead the last time he had met this pair, and the trouble he had gotten into trying to keep Pigmeo from being incarcerated by some bothersome law enforcement officials in Augusta, Georgia. They had tried to rob a museum, and he had been there at the time, attempting to purchase a Cree artifact for a client of his. The museum wouldn’t sell, and as he had turned to leave, Pigmeo and Salome Testa had strolled in with machine guns at the ready, and half the police force right behind them. It had taken him several hours and a dozen telephone calls to prove that he was not only a tailor, but a procurer of items valuable or not, for people willing to pay his expenses. He claimed, not precisely accurately, that the demonstrative pair were part of his team—mere apprentices with a flair for the dramatic—and he would be more than glad to fire them on the spot. Which he did, after extracting a promise from Pigmeo that they never, on the pain of his becoming even shorter than he was, see each other again.


  “You are also trying to sell me the Brooklyn Bridge.”


  She looked at him, puzzled. “Cómo?” she asked.


  “Perry,” he said. “C’mon, give.”


  He waited for another explanation, cleaning his nails with the blade and eventually losing patience and staring pointedly at Pigmeo’s midsection.


  Arturo got the message.


  Salome fluffed her hair and flicked ashes on the carpet.


  Outside the cabin, an owl called, and something larger and less friendly answered.


  Arturo looked nervously over his shoulder at the dark window, then squirmed to the edge of his cushion and picked up the second envelope. He opened it and spilled seven photographs onto the surface. Carefully, humming a medley of Teutonic arias under his breath, he arranged them so that Lincoln could see without straining. Then he patted Salome’s knee confidently and cleared his throat.


  “My friend,” he said, “we have made this arduous trek into your country’s most luscious and verdant wilderness because we should like to avail ourselves of your expert services in the field of the retrieval of certain items not ordinarily found among the possessions of the general population. Wonderful, eh?”


  “On a cold day in hell, Art,” he said, and dropped the dagger on top of the pictures.


  “Now, now, my friend, let’s not be hasty.”


  “Hasty makes pudding, old pal, and I am on vacation, in case you hadn’t noticed. If you want me to take care of that execrable suit so that it fits you properly, I will. If you want me to fix Salome’s dress so she can breathe without wheezing, I will. But I am not in the market, as it were, for partners in your class.”


  Pigmeo gave Salome a pleading look, but she ignored him, concentrating instead on fumbling through her purse. A minute passed, and he shrugged and leaned back, sighing loudly and shaking his head dolefully, then jumped to his feet with a squeal when one of the burning logs snapped in half, sending a curtain of sparks into the flue. He grinned sheepishly, and Lincoln chastised himself for not noting how apprehensive the man was, and how Salome was without her usual flair for seduction. They were a smarmy pair, to be sure, but unlike others he had known, relatively honest.


  While Pigmeo paced the hearth then and stared at the fire, Lincoln closed his eyes for a moment, told himself he was asking for trouble if he showed even the slightest mote of interest, but it really was an intriguing dagger and what would it hurt just to look at a few pictures. So he leaned over and picked up the blade, and saw beneath it a color photograph of Salome somewhat without the usual complement of clothing standing in front of a white wall and holding a horned helmet. In the second she was wearing a fur cloak that had gone out of style when Eric the Red retired; in the third, she was clinging to a detached and fierce dragon masthead whose paint and dyes had long since been chipped and weathered to dullness; in the fourth she held a hide-and-iron shield almost as large as she was; in the fifth and sixth a suggestive but impressive brace of spears.


  Pigmeo took the moment to begin singing, a mournful collaboration between Verdi and Puccini, and one loud enough to bring back the glaciers that had formed the valley.


  Lincoln, after restarting his heart, ignored him and looked back at the table.


  The seventh photo was a disappointment. It was in black-and-white, and Salome was not included; all he could see was a portion of flooring or a plain table on which stood a figurine either of wood or horn, carved in the same position as the man on the dagger’s hilt. In the upper lefthand corner was an inset of the warrior’s face—the coarse and cruel visage of a man used to being obeyed without question, and most likely eager to carry out harsh punishment to those who defied him.


  The man was wearing a patch.


  “Art,” he said, with one finger on the warrior’s chest, “are you studying the Vikings or something?”


  Pigmeo paused in his semi-melodic appeal to the gods only long enough to shake his head before resuming his pacing, switching now to
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