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Decades ago, while preparing for a research trip
to France for my thriller Snow and Ice, I came across an
obscure reference to the bizarrely constructed church at
Rennes-le-Chateâu. Intrigued, I next read The Accursed Treasure
of Rennes-le-Chateâu and Holy Blood, Holy
Grail, both of which, among others, I gratefully acknowledge
having drawn upon.

From there my imagination took off. I made notes and
wrote a skeletal plot, and even visited the Languedoc, the location
of the fabled treasure. But I did not think I could do my story
justice and filed the plot away.

When much later Dan Brown’s The DaVinci Code
was released and the film National Treasure and its sequels
debuted, my interest was aroused enough to consider tackling my own
story finally ~ yet still I shilly-shallied. I felt overwhelmed by
the enormity of research and skill that would be required to carry
off my imaginative version of the treasure hunt.

Nevertheless, over the years the storyline hounded
me, insisting I tell my version, a creative tale, of what
might have been a historical conspiracy in the greatest treasure
hunt ever – or may still be. And, after all, I am a
storyteller.

Just saying . . . .

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


“The imaginary is something that
tends to become true.”

Andre Breton

 


 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


For Ben Knutson

 


with gratitude for the history lesson
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CHAPTER ONE §

 


 


“The beasts were seen as envoys
from that other world, having a magical, wonderful accord growing
between the hunter and the hunted, as if they were locked in a
mystical, timeless cycle of death, burial, and
resurrection.”

The Power of Myth

 


“Kurt Waldheim, Secretary of the
United Nations, was found to have been in Nazi war crimes that
engaged in mass deportations of Greek Jews.”

New York Times

 


§ § §

 


1951

Squealing, the piglets’ pink bodies squiggled amongst
each other to reach the sow’s teats, but their hind legs, severely
deformed, prevented little more than marginal movement, struggle
though they did.

“They’re defective,” Gilead’s
father said.

Throughout the greater part of Gilead’s eleven years,
his father had drilled into him the creed of ancient Sparta, once a
part of Arcadia, near his parents’ farm: Only the strongest, the
most physically and mentally fit, are meant to survive.

When a child was born, so the Greek story went, the
eldest statesmen would visit the family to check on that newborn
baby. If the child was found fit, it would be kept in the family.
But if the child was mentally or physically defective, it would be
thrown in the nearby gorge. This way Sparta ensured it had strong
citizens to protect it.

Less than perfection was
unacceptable. Gilead’s bizarrely colored eyes – one black and one
yellow – were an embarrassing blemish in the mind of his father,
whom Gilead considered as handsome and powerful as one of the
mythological Greek gods.

His father thrust the shovel at
him. “You know what to do.”

Yes, he knew what to do. Once a
week, he shoveled muck in the pigsty. He hated the work, but he
feared his father even more. Tentatively, he thumped the shovel
blade on the first piglet.

“No, no, moron,” the towering man
yelled, waving his arms. “The deformities, first. Get rid of the
legs. Then bash in the head.”

The resulting squeal jarred
something loose inside Gilead. The squealing, the splattering blood
and splintering bone, the repetitive shovel’s thunking whack . . .
they began a ritual of destruction with each piglet. A ritual that
metamorphosed into a resurrection. Once Gilead got caught up in the
rhythmic frenzy of slaying, he could not stop.

Next, he turned the shovel on his
father.

 


§ § §

 


After nearly decapitating his father, Gilead had run
down the dirt road leading to the highway. He was a strapping,
good-looking kid blessed with a wealth of golden curls, making
hitchhiking easy enough for him. Upon reaching Athens, he serviced
the turnip truck driver with whom he had ridden.

After that, he sold his body to both sexes. By
servicing others so well, he managed to stay with patrons for days,
sometimes weeks and even months. The aftermath of World War II had
hit Greece hard, and he could ill afford competition. The week
before, he had spurned a sixtyish widow’s suggestion to find a
third participant to join them.

“You may have the face of an
angel,” the prune-lipped woman had purred between puffs on her
after-sex cigarette, “but even pretty boys lose their luster, my
golden-haired Gilead.”

No argument there. Besides, Gilead wanted better than
either servicing others. Upon leaving a client’s bed early one
morning, he ventured to enroll in one of the schools in the Jewish
quarter. By day, he studied, by night he serviced – leaving
precious few hours for sleep.

Absurdly, his father, nothing but a peasant farmer,
had believed that their lineage, the tribe of Benjamin, was a royal
one; one meant to rule at some future date the vacated throne of
Judah.

What a pile of sheep shit. Oh, how his dearly
departed father would shoot up out of his grave if he knew that his
lineage was not ruling but serving – and in a most degrading and
decadent manner.

Really, come on – royalty?

But one day, there it was, showing up unsolicited in
his World Religions text book – substantiation of his
father’s claim to ancestral royalty. The tribe of Benjamin had
furnished Israel with its first king, Saul.

However, prior to that, the Benjaminites had come
close to extinction. According to the text, when discord had broken
out between them and the other eleven tribes, many of the
Benjaminites had fled aboard Phoenician ships bound across the
Mediterranean for the ancient Greek province of – and there it was
– Arcadia.

With this concept of royal ancestry nagging the
nether regions of his brain, Gilead was goaded to something
greater. He worked relentlessly those next few years. While
finishing his secondary schooling, he slept with whomever paid the
highest. In what spare time he could allot, he hounded the public
library and researched everything he could find about the
Laskarises and ancient royalty.

Eventually, he put away enough money for passage to
New York and a few months’ subsistence. Leaving his sordid past
behind, he waited tables, drove taxis, ushered at the Rivoli, and
worked as an elevator operator – all while earning a degree in
international finance. By the time he was graduated, he was fluent
in four languages – his native Greek, Turkish, French, and
English.

At the outset, he was profitable in an import/export
business, relying heavily on the popularity of English-Turkish
cigarettes. He relocated to Chicago, wide open for the stock market
that was beginning to boom. From there, he expanded into the
trading business worldwide.

All of which put him into perfect position of
restoring order to a world in the throes of the Cold War and surely
headed for Armageddon. The restoration would be a personal covenant
between himself and Jehovah.

His earlier research had naturally revealed other
pretenders to the throne rightfully his. Claimants less fit to
rule. Such a sacred mission of removing incompetents could take a
lifetime.

The most immediate, a direct descendant of the
Benjaminite tribe, was his own second cousin. It had meant
returning to his homeland.

The modest family home of nine-year-old Christina
Maria was a couple of miles outside the port town of Thessaloniki.
According to the private investigator hired to track her down,
Christina Maria daily walked home from school.

In nigh reverence, Gilead watched the child come down
the country road, encroached by trees and shrubbery. He waited near
a mailbox, less than two-hundred yards before that of her widowed
mother’s, a cleaning woman at the Porto Palace Hotel.

Christina Maria’s long, fine, fair hair was tossed by
the wind coming off the coast. As she drew near, she was swinging
her khaki book satchel, singing a ditty softly to herself, and not
even looking up – until the last moment.

He glimpsed it then, the child’s defectiveness – the
face blotched with pock marks – making his mission easier for him.
His shovel leveled her to her knees.

Her eyes glazed, she swayed. Her mouth opened in a
silent, questioning shriek.

His next blow caved in her mouth.

She tumbled backward, sprawling. Her satchel flung
forward at his feet. Pencils, a compass, and a couple of books
tumbled out.

He wept. He suffered for her sacrifice. There was
still so very much work for him to do in the goal of world peace.
Sometimes, he felt as Bonny Prince Charlie or Jesus the Nazarene
must have felt – a king without a kingdom.

Yet.

 


§ § §

 


In 1944, Ahmed ben Mahoud had been
young. And valiant. As a part of the 3rd Algerian Infantry
Division’s Goumiers, he had helped liberate Marseille from the Germans. His
North African Berber tribe had been one of the most fearsome
contingents of warriors to participate in World War II.

The Gourmiers had adopted the distinctive
brown and grey striped jellaba that was to remain their trademark
throughout their fifty-year history with the French Army. At his
side, he had carried the traditional doubled-edged jambiya.

He still donned the tribal
cloak when five times a day his aged body creakily assumed its
position on his prayer rug in the ancient hovel of rock and gypsum
that was his home in Yemen’s Old Saan’a. And on the wall in front
of the prayer rug was mounted his curved jambiya with its blood-red
lettering of garnet stones.

The dagger’s history went back to the Crusades.
Ahmed’s forbear, a descendant of the Queen of Sheba and King David,
had fought alongside the Duke of Lower Lorraine, Godfroi de
Bouillon. The Frankish knight had captured Jerusalem in 1099. A
king without a kingdom de Bouillon might have been, but the sword
reminded Ahmed that royalty still pumped through his own veins,
though not as vigorously as it might once have in World War II.

Heeding the loudspeaker of the minaret’s call to
prayer, he eased his stiff, aching body down, placing his bony
knees and forehead on the cool stone floor along with his hands,
knotted by arthritis. He began murmuring the Islamic prayer, the
salǡt.

The grating sound of iron directly in front of him
made him pause, caused him to open his rheumy eyes. For a moment,
he didn’t recognize the object. A shovel?

 


§ § §

 


Sir Albert Thuro, 5thViscount of Rosslyn, had no
sooner set down the empty tankard, than Castletown pub’s buxom
waitress appeared to pour ale afresh. “No, thank ye, Flora. Tis
heading home I be.”

Her toothy response was more for his title than his
sex appeal. “Cheerio, then, my Lord.”

At fifty-three, his gout – mostly likely inherited
from his violent Viking ancestors, if the name of the family’s
decrepit Castle Thor was any confirmation of a Norse bloodline –
had him getting around with a walking stick these days.

The Thuros had a lustrous history. Mentioned in the
Domesday Book, the Thuros had fought alongside the Norman,
William the Conqueror, during his invasion of England, in 1086 and
then alongside the Scots, Robert the Bruce, at the Battle of Loudon
Hill in 1307.

Yet despite Albert’s lustrous
family history and although he might hold a seat in the House of
Lords, he owned hardly a chair at his own Castle Midlothian. Nearly
all the Thuro castles, both in Scotland and England, were ruins or
insupportable.

After World War II,
the aristocracy had been highly taxed on
income and, in particular, inherited wealth. These extortionate
taxes had made maintenance of family owned country estates
impossibly difficult.

He glanced at his timepiece. A
quarter past nine. Kreiger, or whatever his real identity, was
forty-five minutes late. The man with the German accented English
had called him nearly two weeks before to set the appointment – and
added something about Albert and others, namely a Cardinal in San
Francisco, linked to a fortune.

One of those ridiculous pranks
circulating these days – except Kreiger had mentioned
Carcassonne.

In World War II, Albert had been
assigned to the Parachute Regiment, a part of the Royal Air
Force’s 11th Special Air Service Battalion. Pilot
error had caused the paratroopers to miss their drop zone and land
near Carcassonne.

Another thing Kreiger had
mentioned, when arranging to meet Albert at the pub – Poussin’s
painting, The Shepherds of
Arcadia. Bloody strange. Was he
referencing the version of the painting kept at Chatsworth
House?

Apparently, the chap wasn’t going to show. Albert
rose, grabbed his knobbed walking stick and maroon beret – a little
frayed by the years but still sporting the distinctive airborne
forces patch of Bellerophon, riding the flying horse Pegasus.

On the point of leaving the dark, wall-paneled pub,
at the last moment something prompted him to use its public
telephone, which he used often when either his gout plagued him too
badly or he was too tipsy to walk the winding, hilly road back home
and instead would summon a hackney. Taking up his walking stick, he
made his way past the loo, down the narrow hallway to its end.

Charging the overseas information call back to his
home office, he requested to be connected with San Francisco’s
Catholic Cardinal. Although it would be midday there, he was not
really expecting any help with such little to go by.

The operator was surprisingly accommodating. After a
long moment off line, she said, “I have a Cardinal Caan. Is that
whom you wanted, sir?”

Blimey, he didn’t know but answered
in the affirmative. When the call was put through, he got a
recording that the Cardinal was out of the office and to leave a
message. Not sure what to say about The
Shepherds of Arcadia, he bumbled through
the recording. Figuring he came across as a balmy bloke, he rang
off abruptly.

Both his gut and his gout were bothering him as he
hobbled through the mist up the lane toward home. Well, if a
dangerously ruined, gothic castle could be called a home. The main
tower was rubble, but a range dating from the sixteenth century was
still livable. That substantial portion rose three stories above
the sea cliffs.

When the keep’s twenty-meter well came into view,
midway between him and the mansion, the bunched knots that were his
shoulders relaxed somewhat. Reaching the well, he leaned his bulk
against its stone walls for a momentary breather. All his piss and
wind was spent.

That’s when he heard it – the gravelly scraping. He
turned, saw the apparition with the shovel, and raised his walking
stick in defense.

This time his bothersome gut warned him that his last
drop zone awaited him.
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“The body of Blanche de Habsburg
was recovered from behind the Schirm Bar, at the mid-altitude ski
lifts of St Moritz, long Europe’s reigning old-money Alpine
playgrounds. The only issue of Archduchess Maria Eleanor and
Archduke Albert Maximilian, the twenty-four-year-old clothes
designer had never used her traditional imperial titles, illegal
since the fall of the Austrian Empire in 1918, when her
grandfather, Otto von Habsburg, officially renounced all claims to
the throne. The coroner’s office ruled out accidental causes,
citing, ‘the skull was split from cranium to nostrils with some
sort of blunt-edged instrument.’”

Gilead laid aside the Chicago Tribune.
Swiveling in his executive chair, he looked out from his office
suite on the fifty-sixth floor of the One Magnificent Mile
Building. Given the winter’s sunny weather, Lake Michigan appeared
placid.

The Habsburg death eliminated another pretender to
the throne. Still so many eligible claimants from both sides – the
adherents of the message and the adherents of the bloodline with
whom to cope.

Which meant, when his increasingly busy schedule
prevented him from carrying through with his mission, employing
additional researchers and private investigators and, a very few
times, a professional or a fanatic. But all who were hired, were
fired, and in some cases, a few inexplicably – and conveniently –
expired.

Loose ends were untidy.

Jehovah had blessed him. Once again, there it was –
information showing up unsolicited in a book, this one a best
seller with a list of royal pedigrees. The Cursed Treasure of
Languedoc’s Rennes-le-Chatéau
significantly narrowed the scope of his mission.

And then there was that other book – more important
than the opened paperback on his desk, because the other one, the
Talmud, confirmed he was on the right path.

Even if in the chivalry of medieval
eyes, Galahad had been seen as Christ-like, nevertheless Galahad’s
name had derived from the Talmud’s
Gilead – thus melding chivalric, Jewish, and
Christian beliefs fit for a leader with world
approbation.
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“This fragile life always exists in
the crucible of terror and possible extermination.”

The Power of Myth

 


“Mỹ Lai was one
of the largest single massacres of civilians by U.S. forces in the
20th century.”

Washington Times

 


§ § §

 


August 1987

Killing had come easily. Mindless killing. No rage.
No cold-blooded intent. Just the same mindless killing as was
carried out daily in a meat packinghouse.

In the dark, Odell rose, found the overhead light
chain, then dropped to one knee beside the body. The room's bare
bulb cast a waxy yellow light on the dead man and gave Odell's
dark, sweaty skin a sheen. The dead man was much older. In the late
sixties, most likely. And stocky, with the muscle tone of a retired
wrestler.

Now anxious, Odell scanned the body, checking for a
sign of life. His two-handed draw knife used for rounding and
shaping cabinets and other furniture had left a clean-cut surgical
incision. Its thin, scarlet line sloped downward from below the
left ear, across the fleshy throat, then swept upward again.

No, the man was as dead as a side of locker room
beef. The lack of profuse bleeding told Odell that his knife had
missed the arteries. Probably an air embolism had dealt the fatal
stroke.

His eyes followed the outstretched arm. Its hand
pointed to the nightstand. With a sickened stomach, Odell saw that
his peanut butter jars had overturned. He craned his neck to look
under the nightstand.

Guppies and Mollies flopped frantically in a rapidly
drying pool of water. He scooped the fish into a half-filled jar,
knowing that even Pete Rose wouldn't bet on their survival. Three .
. . four . . . five. Where the shit were Ho Chi Minh and Agent
Orange?

His probing gaze fell on a German Luger, a World War
Il relic, that lay half beneath his workbench. From beneath the
Luger protruded a smashed portion of Ho Chi Minh. Its silver tail
lay still.

Rage boiled through Odell's brain, so that he saw
nothing for a minute but red haze. It was too late to kill the old
man. He was already dead.

The only time he had killed anyone had been in Nam.
This time had been purely reactionary, an unguarded moment
instinctively demanding self-defense. The old training had taken
over. Neutralize the enemy. Coldly. Efficiently.

Even had the finishing knife not been at hand, his
pocketknife would have served his purpose. Knives, he knew.

The haze cleared. Odell sat the jar down and tried to
think what should be done. Self-defense wouldn't hold up in court.
Not when a man like Odell Knutson was the defendant. A black man,
Odell would be judged by a jury as a derelict. It didn't matter
that he earned enough from repairing and refinishing furniture to
sustain himself, just barely, and send his ex-wife monthly
support.

His residence alone was enough to convict him – a
shack in a community of shacks located on the edge of the
Everglades. The community was inhabited by other denizens like
himself. Emotional derelicts.

That was what the judge had called him six years earlier when the court had awarded
custody of seven-year-old Marvy to
Tasha.

For Odell, return from Nam had meant a loss of
idealism. A loss of dreams and purpose. Unsatisfying relationships
and unfulfilling jobs. Flashbacks that degenerated into
despondency. At least, according to his ex-wife.

Another legacy of the war was that you don’t get
close to people, be it even a son or a wife. Most importantly, not
a son or a wife. No wonder Tasha looked upon him as a loser.

A loser of epic proportions, lately, what with the
death of their fourteen-year-old son six months ago.

He poked his hand inside the man's plaid sports coat
and tugged out an object. “Judas Priest, " he muttered, staring
down at a passport of the Federal Republic of Germany. It
identified the man as Helmut Kreiger, seventy-four-years old, born
in Freiburg, West Germany.

Odell rolled the inert body onto one side and probed
a back pocket of the trousers to withdraw a thickly-padded wallet.
In it were enough twenties to amount to several C-notes, along with
several more 100 Deutsche marks.

So why had the dead man bothered to drive out from
Naples to burglarize a two-room, corrugated-tin shack?

Odell tapped the passport against his palm. He didn't
know anyone in Germany. Had never met anyone from Germany that he
could remember.

He tried another pocket in the jacket and found
something else. A thin paperback. He glanced at the well-thumbed
book, from its cover the pulp thriller kind. He was mildly
surprised that the title was not in German but French. His French
was rusty, but he could readily enough translate the title. The
Cursed Treasure of the Languedoc’s Rennes-le-Château.

Curious, he opened the flap. His hands shook. Maybe
from aftershock. He could use a drink, a stiff one. Straight
Scotch, twelve-years-old, preferably. He rarely drank these days.
Couldn’t afford it. Well that – and he was better off not
drinking.

The flyleaf made brief reference to the book’s author
and the publishing date, two years earlier. But the sight of his
own name and address, along with those of two others', penned in a
loopy scrawl inside the paperback’s cover, was enough to make him
head out for the nearest liquor package store. Fortunately, or
unfortunately, he wasn’t a practicing Muslim.

So, he wasn't the victim of a random burglary – which
would have yielded nothing of worth anyway. Then why had this
Helmut Kreiger character stumbled into his shack this early in the
morning?

Odell laid the paperback on the nightstand, removed
the bills from the wallet, and replaced it in the man's back
pocket. Getting rid of a body wouldn't be that difficult, not with
the swamp a virtual sinkhole. Fortunately, no one in this
God-abandoned community asked questions.

Outside, he had a car to deal with. A Cavalier whose
license plate began with a ‘Z’, confirming that it was a rental
car.

He halted beneath the shack’s corrugated tin awning
long enough to light a cigarette with a trembling hand. Something
else he rarely did – smoke – another habit he could not afford. He
noted the fresh blood droplets on his jungle fatigue T-shirt. The
blood spots were almost lost among the splotches of wood stains and
varnishes.[image: tmp_e0a6b1e45a0900503db555ea9be12dc0_C6avmT_html_4f73e7fa.jpg]

He headed toward the Cavalier, parked beneath the
darker shadows of date palms and oleanders. The clicking castanets
of locusts competed irritatingly with a bull frog's burping.

His legs refused to cooperate in their usual lengthy
strides. His gaze scanned several feet ahead, checking the
shrubbery and undergrowth. Was he being singled out? The docs at
the V.A. hospital? Had they sent someone to bring him back?

He threw the cigarette into a backwash of the bayou.
"Not from Germany, you fool. You poor deluded fool. No wonder Tasha
left you.”

When he realized he was talking to himself again, he
muttered, "Shit.” He did it a lot, talking to himself. Too much,
doctors would say.

Quick-like – he needed to dispose of all the
evidence. Then get back to flying just under the government’s
radar. The last thing he wanted was to draw attention to himself.
Just steady and easy would get him through the rest of this
lifetime with no interference from anyone.

Just coasting, that’s all I ask, sweet Jesus.

The Cavalier rendered up the rental contract and a
single inexpensive nylon travel bag that would have to accompany
its owner to the swamps. The car could be returned to the Miami
airport rental agency and the papers deposited in its drop-in
box.

He carted the nylon travel bag back inside and,
stepping over the body, laid the tote bag on his bed’s rumpled
sheets. Quickly, he went through the bag's contents. Both the
limited amount of German marks and the limited amount of clothing
change indicated Helmut Kreiger hadn't been planning on staying
long in the States.

Tucked beneath rolled pairs of boxer shorts, he found
a document of some sort. It turned out to be merely an airplane
ticket with flight itinerary. But the destinations on its itinerary
corresponded to the addresses of the other two persons neatly
penned on the paperback’s flap – San Francisco and Mobile, along
with a return destination, booked to Stuttgart.

"What in the hell were you up to, old man?"

With exaggerated care, he picked up the useful plane
ticket and stuck it inside the paperback, then stared at the body.
With the late August heat and humidity, the skin was already
marbling.

Excitement goose-bumped his own flesh. For the first
time in years, he felt alive.
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“There’s family love . . . but you
don’t get this other thing, of the seizure that comes in
recognizing the soul’s counterpart in the other person.”

The Power of Myth

 


“Female Genital Mutilation
in Africa is associated with cultural ideals of femininity and
modesty, which include the notion that girls are clean and
beautiful after removal of body parts that are considered
unclean.”

This Week

 


§ § §

 


The doorbell rang, and Maggie stirred from her dream,
not a pleasant one. They never were.

Only, waking was worse. Because then she imagined she
heard her twins' voices and would think it was time to get them up
for school.[image: tmp_e0a6b1e45a0900503db555ea9be12dc0_C6avmT_html_mff3ff71.jpg]

Morning sunlight blinded her momentarily, and it was
some seconds before she could focus on the digital alarm clock.
Nine-fifteen. God! She had slept less than forty-five
minutes.

Last night had been Saturday and a full moon to boot.
Then, just before six this morning, a full code had arrived. She
hadn't gotten out of the emergency room until an hour after her
graveyard shift was up.

The last week had been the longest in her life. And
the headaches and hallucinations the worst.

The doc on staff had prescribed a strong sedative.
After groping her way through the first drugged morning, Maggie had
flushed the remainder of pills down the commode.

Her supervision had urged her to take off as long as
needed, but she had refused. What she needed was to stay busy – to
keep her mind occupied. Otherwise, worrying about her kids – where
Johnny and Jenny were, who had them, or if they were even alive –
well, she would go crazy.

Of course, they, the nebulous they, already
called her crazy.

Three college degrees, a ten-year-marriage, and an
affluent lifestyle by Alabama standards – and look what she had
done with it. Divorced, making do in a shoddy two-bedroom rental on
the wrong side of Mobile’s tracks, and labeled a whacko.

Staggering toward the front door, she plowed away her
shortish, messy hair sticking to her sweat-damp forehead and
cheeks. Her oversized T-shirt was also damp from night sweats.

Lately, their frequency seemed to have increased. At
thirty-three, she was going through the change of life? Hells
bells. No, most likely, her sweat-dampened T-shirt was simply a
remnant of another nightmare, whatever it was this time.

“Who is it?" she graveled,
after-sleep tasting in her mouth like onions, garlic and pepperoni
from pizza delivered the night before.

The response was muffled.

First, she turned the doorknob lock, then slid back
the deadbolt she had installed two days before. Lastly, and
cautiously, she inched the door as far open as the chain guard
allowed. On the postage-stamp stoop stood a tall and lanky black
man with shoulder-length dreadlocks.

Her eyes dilated, her mouth flood with moisture.
Something like sizzling shock ran through her, although she knew
she had never seen the man before.

He appeared somewhere in his late thirties. His was
an ordinary face, if one could call the strong, non-compliant
features ordinary.

Ordinary. She clung to that word. A safe word,
ordinary. Though his garb could not be qualified as such: a
wrinkled and obviously wash-worn white oxford shirt, army fatigue
pants and sandals – and a canvas backpack.

Eyes told everything. Her gaze arrowed straight for
them. Blue eyes. Paired incongruously with skin little darker than
a deep tan and ebony hair.

His eyes’ remote blue revealed nothing. No
derangement like she had observed during her stint of interning in
the psyche ward. No evil like she had observed in the courtroom
when testifying. Nevertheless, his shuttered gaze was too carefully
controlled.

“Maggie Rosenkruez?”

His voice had the caress of the Deep South. As a
Southern Belle, her late father’s term of endearment, she should
know such an accent. After all, had she not been at nineteen the
Queen of the Mardi Gras’s Camellia Ball? But no Southern Belle
would ever confess to feeling this strong draw to a man of color,
the polite term used in her childhood for men of Odell’s race.

“What do you want?”

He shifted a book and what looked to be a passport he
clutched in his left hand to his right to hold them up for her
view. “Can I come in?”

She saw behind the walls of his pupils now. Saw the
depression lurking. The hospital’s psyche ward had taught her to
recognize that instantly. The ward – and what some categorized as
her overactive intuition. “No.”

His lips flattened. “It's important.”

She could feel her bones and their very ligaments
tensing. She blinked several times, afraid that her seeing would
take her beyond, would take her outside of herself. She couldn’t
afford another occurrence of the sort that had been escalating
recently.

Maybe the newspapers had been right about her.
Mobile’s Mad Maggie.

The result of her testimony two years before had been
her first experience with the press, and she had come away
disillusioned. Reporters weren't looking for the truth, they were
looking for ratings. To sell a story, regardless of who got
hurt.

To make it worse, the police had bungled the
situation. That one – and then next her twins’ abduction last week.
Bungled the abduction? More like intentional neglect after her
denouncement this week of their disgracefully pitiful efforts.

She tried to focus on what the man was saying. He
spoke with an articulate tone that indicated a higher education.
But he had the look of the ‘60’s Haight-Ashbury. Dreadlocks?
Seriously?

“ . .
. name, along with yours and a person in San Francisco.
Nothing else in the jottings, just our names and
addresses.”

“Why would my name and address be
in the paperback?”

“That’s what I want to
know.”

“Someone’s playing a joke.” A bad
joke. Her plate was full. No more, please, dear God. I can’t
handle any more. She went to close the door.

His palm stalled the door midway. “Do you know a
Helmut Kreiger? This is his passport.”

She stiffened, then forcibly recollected herself.
"No. I told you. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Then do you know anything about
this book itself?" The hunk held it up to the three-inch-wide space
permitted by the chain guard, but all she noticed were the stains
on his fingers, around his cuticles and beneath his
nails.

Sighing, she glanced at the title in French and
almost shook her head. Then, her eyes narrowed.

“You speak French?" he
asked.

She shook her head again. “Not really. Not that well.
But my mother . . . . ” She hesitated, not sure if talking to this
societal dropout was the wisest thing to do. She was alone, and her
closest neighbors were at work.

“Yeah?”

She shrugged. “My mother was born in Toulouse. Near
Rennes-le-Château. But she died four years
ago.” She needed to get rid of this guy and get back to sleep.

She heard his breath suck in. Slowly, he lowered the
paperback book. Excitement gathered like storm clouds in his face.
“Can we talk?" He nodded toward her living room.

Still, she shook her head. “No. I can’t help you.”
She couldn’t even help herself, much less him. Nor her twins,
wherever they were, alive or . . . .

At that heart-slamming thought, sneaking upon her off
and on since their abduction, she leaned her forehead against the
door. “Please, just go away,” she whispered, not certain if she
were addressing him or her nightmares and visions.

His palm on the door held it ajar. “This Kreiger guy
might have the clue to your kid’s whereabouts.”

Her breath tangled with her tongue. Had he heard
about their abduction? Maybe, he was another reporter, disguised,
goddamn it. “What do you know about my kids?”

“Only what the radio in the taxi on
the way over here said – that you’re on the warpath with the Mobile
police due to their – ‘incompetence.’ I believe that was the word
the news reporter claimed you yelled in City Hall.”

“Their imbecilic
incompetence, if you want to be precise.”

“But the name Kreiger means
something to you – I saw your reaction to the name.”

Ludicrous – the way people latch onto sheer
coincidences when they’re desperate.

Four days ago, while she was working overtime, past
the 8-5:00 p.m. dayshift, her twins’ sitter had had opened the door
to two men, asking for Maggie. When the teen told them she wasn’t
there, one pulled a pistol from inside his windbreaker and warned
her to wait an hour before she called the police – or they would
find her and kill her – and then had vanished with the
terror-frozen children.

The hysterical teenager could only say for sure their
abductors had a definite foreign accent, harsh and guttural.

Well, Maggie was desperate, but she wasn’t foolish.
Foolish enough to try to link an association between the two – the
foreign passport and the foreign abductors.

No, she was angry. Angry with herself for listening
to this stranger. Angry with the police department. Angry with City
Hall. Angry with God. “Listen, beat it, buster.”

“And you listen, Sugar Britches.
I’d do – ”

“The name’s not Sugar
Britches!”

He cut his eyes at her. “As I was trying to tell you,
I’d do anything to have my kid back. It’s too late for me. But,
maybe, not for you. Meet me at that Burger King, just across the
tracks.”

Something in the man’s unconventionally handsome
looks assured her he wasn't a reporter. Maybe it was his
persistence, a strength she herself sorely needed now, but she gave
in. After all, what else did she have to lose? “Give me ten
minutes.”

After he left, she leaned her back against the door,
her hands clutched on its knob behind her, supporting her sleight
weight. The hallway’s cheap oval mirror in front
of her reminded that once she had been beautiful. When the twins
brought noises, brought purpose, brought aliveness.

Well, her features weren't too bad, considering her
age. But the pain, the searing, scorching pain had made its inroad.
The physical pain hammered into her skull by the unbearable,
debilitating headaches demanded by the visions, if one could call
them that, something that was akin to what peopled flippantly
referred to as a sixth sense.

Beneath the mirror, on the console
table reposed the lopsided turquoise vase, Johnny made three years
before when in pre-kindergarten. In it flagged the two flowers she
had brought home from the refuse at work. Didn’t matter what kind
or color the flowers were. Just so there was color and scent in the
empty rental house. Just to keep her hopes alive. . . that
they were alive, Jenny
and Johnny, with their missing two front teeth.

Another day at the hospital, relieving the suffering
of others. Her one tool left in the sanity game – a white uniform
to deal with the blackness of disease, of death. Never getting
whiter as the day progressed, only dull at best. Try one more day.
Hold on to that hope that today was the day of recovery, a day to
find that which was lost – or to bury the past.

Mechanically, she bolted the
multiple door locks, went to her bedroom, and pulled the Smith
& Wesson from her nightstand drawer.

How many times since the debacle of her courtroom
testimony two years before – getting past the media hounds,
enduring torturous headaches and nonsensical visions, just making
it through the day – had she been tempted to put the pistol’s
barrel to the roof of her mouth. Only her children’s need and love
for her had given her life purpose.

And now this, her children ripped from her.
Tears, always in waiting, welled up. Her
stomach quavering like jelly, she shoved the clip into the pistol’s
pearl handle, dropped the revolver into her shoulder bag, and went
out to meet another nutcase like herself.


 §
CHAPTER FOUR §

 


“And what is the nature of the
wasteland? It is a land where everybody is living an unauthentic
life, doing as other people do, doing as you 're told, with no
courage for your own life. That is the wasteland.”

The Power of Myth

 


Bloody Sunday ~ 

“In Londonderry, Northern Ireland,
13 unarmed civil rights demonstrators were killed by British Army
paratroopers. The protesters, all Northern Catholics, were marching
in protest of the British policy of internment of suspected Irish
nationalists.”

BBC News

 


§ § §

 


Father Thomas Caan pulled his mouth to one side, so
that the razor had a smooth route downward and avoided the end of
his neatly trimmed mustache. With his hair completely gray, he
could get away with shaving every other day, and few would notice.
Still, shaving was a ritual. He needed rituals to get him through
the days. And years.

He rinsed off the straight razor and began on the
other time-hollowed cheek. He concentrated solely on his razor, the
path it cleared through the shaving cream, the shorn stubble that
flecked the snow-white foam.

Snow White. The fairy tale's wicked queen
hadn't liked what the mirror told her either.

Hair getting sparser, skin less taut, muscles less
toned. But looking past his features, deeper into his reflection,
he liked even less what he knew lurked there.

By prowling sleazy Bayview-Hunters Point for God's
lost sheep by day and attending Nob Hill's gold-dusted functions by
night, he kept too busy to let himself dwell on his
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