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Prologue>

Waking was the hardest part.

It never occurred to Tommy to tell anyone that—in that other world—he could see. Instead, he learned to relive his dreams during the day, matching sounds with imaginary sights then wondering how close he came to the real thing.

During what he came to call his times of darkness, he would trace shapes and features with his fingers then picture them in his mind. His mother's face was thin, her nose small and sharp, and her fine straight hair hung soft as silk around her delicate shoulders. She smelled of soap, baby powder and a delightful fragrance she told him was lavender. She kept a bar of lavender soap in the linen closet, and to the end of his life, its faintly peppery scent would evoke an instant memory of her.

In his sleep, Tommy became a boy his own age named Etienne, but that was where the resemblance ended. While he wasn't sure of the century in which Etienne lived, it had to be several hundred years in the past. There was no such thing as a paved road, and people lived close to each other as well as the land. Whenever they went somewhere they walked or rode a donkey or a cart; and they smelled powerfully of wood smoke, cooking grease, cows and horses.

Etienne slept with his brothers and sisters in a loft beneath their primitive farmhouse's thatched roof. Their parents occupied a curtained alcove next to the main room, and their only bathroom was a privy a few yards from the house. With a dozen mouths to feed and a new baby every year, the family's very survival was a daily struggle, and there was seldom enough to eat.

Since he was the oldest, the responsibility for the family's cow and half-dozen chickens fell to Etienne, and on bitter winter nights, he would bring them inside to keep them warm.

As Tommy grew older, so did Etienne.

At the age of twelve, Etienne went to work in the local inn. In addition to financially helping out his struggling family, this meant they would have one less mouth to feed.

Although the newcomer was tired, dusty and plainly dressed, Etienne recognized him as quality. After getting him a clean cup, he served the obviously weary man a jug of wine from the innkeeper's private stock instead of the standard thinned-out vinegar. Ignoring the tired gristly pieces the cook had specifically set aside for less-favored guests, he cut him a decent slab of meat from the joint on the rotisserie then found some bread that was miraculously free of weevils.

“You are a soldier, non?” he asked, setting down the trencher.

Between ravenous bites, the guest nodded. He reached for the wine cup, gulped the contents then held it out for a refill. “Ah, that's better. It's been at least three days since my last meal. I rode straight here from Rouen.”

“But Rouen...”

“...is in the hands of the Anglais. I know. Why do you think I was riding so fast?”

“You were fleeing from there, then.”

“As any sensible Frenchman would. That is a fine vintage you have there. I haven't tasted its like since I left the royal court.”

Etienne could feel the angry innkeeper behind him breathing down his neck, knew his hand was raised to strike.

Before the man could open his mouth, the guest slammed a coin on the table, and they both recognized the glint of gold. “This boy has more sense than you, and he certainly deserves better than this pigsty. What's your name, son?”

Etienne rode away with the baron that very night and had stayed by his side ever since. His master moved his family to a better life on one of his many estates and thereafter teasingly called him “Poitu,” after the district from which he came. The nickname stuck; and adorned in fine livery, Etienne rode happily in the baron's train from chateau to chateau, helping his chief steward Henriet arrange one extravagant entertainment after another. All his days were filled with music and laughter, and as for the nights....

Nothing in Tommy's life even came close.

Bees hummed in the warm afternoon, and seventeen-year-old Etienne could smell the faint scent of roses and honeysuckle as they passed. Just ahead, Monsieur le Baron rode his great black charger, Agramant. The other lords who normally rode with him had been in the north and were to meet them at the chateau. In the meantime, the baron was in earnest conversation with Henriet.

He heard a soft giggle behind him. Accompanied by a jingling of the tiny silver bells adorning her white palfrey's fringed harness, Barbette had caught up with his patiently plodding mare.

“Will you sit with me at tonight's feast?”

Etienne flushed. While the sultry-eyed Barbette had been seriously haunting his dreams of late, he still considered her Monsieur le Baron's property.

“Er, certainement, if that is what you truly wish, demoiselle.”

“Of course, I wish it, you silly boy. Otherwise, I wouldn't have asked you.”

He suspected the rest of her troupe was watching, and probably giggling over his likely response. “Are you not dancing?”

“Of course. But I also like to eat, or had you forgotten?”

“Yes, but...”

“You have not heard, then. Madame la Baronne will be present tonight, with their daughter. It would not be a propos for me to sit with his lordship tonight.”

Etienne's hope died stillborn. “Ah, I see.”

“Non, you do not see. My heart is my own, and I give it wherever and to whomever I please. Tonight, mon cher, it is yours.”

The baron turned in his saddle. “Poitu!”

Etienne nudged his mount forward. “He summons me. Till later, then.”

Barbette touched her mouth with the tips of her fingers and blew him a kiss.

“A bientot.”

“A bientot,” he replied, smiling.

When Tommy awoke he could still smell the blossoms, feel the horse's movements between his knees and see the sky's reflection in Barbette's sparkling eyes. As he had for years, he got out of bed to record the dream in his computer while it was still in fresh in his mind, all the while wondering if Etienne actually lived in some sort of parallel universe.

Or was he only imagining him?
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Chapter 1—In the Beginning>

Looking out at the crowded courtroom from the witness box, Lynn Stewart felt as if she were living a nightmare. Fortunately, she'd always been thin and even at six months she didn't show. Just to be sure, she'd purchased her new suit in a size larger than normal and made sure its loose jacket concealed her growing girth.

Behind his wire-rimmed glasses, the defense attorney's hazel eyes were cool. “You dated the defendant for how many years?”

Lynn gave the judge a desperate glance. However, she was as unsympathetic as the lawyer.

“The witness will answer the question. And remember, Miss Stewart, you are under oath.”

Lynn cleared her throat. “I wouldn't exactly call it dating. We were casual acquaintances, that's all. That night, at his apartment, he put something in my drink, and the next thing I knew, I woke up in his bed.”

Henry's expression of total disbelief shook Lynn, and for a fleeting moment, she wondered if she was wrong. Then she pulled herself together.

Normally, Lynn Stewart and the likes of Henry Cooper would never have encountered each other socially at all. In a town like MagnusFalls, the bankers, lawyers, doctors and storeowners were the community big shots. The country club set's sons and daughters were socially off-limits, and woe betide any working class kid with ideas above his station.

Unfortunately for Henry, not only was he from the wrong side of the tracks he was half-Vietnamese to boot.

Lynn's father, Andrew, didn't care what Asian country gave birth to Henry's mother, let alone how intelligent or well-bred she was. To him, a gook was a gook, and this exotic half-breed with his golden skin and almond eyes had no place in his well-ordered, white bread, upper-class world.

In those innocent pre-Internet days, hacking was a relatively unsophisticated affair, and worms and viruses were virtually unknown. Then, one Labor Day weekend, a new type of thief broke into the bank's computer. By the time the invader was done, the bank's largest accounts had been drained and its database was a shambles.

Alerted at his home late Saturday night by a puzzled overnight check-processing service supervisor, Andrew Stewart flew in a service representative at considerable expense to look at his devastated system. Then, based on what the obviously buffaloed representative told him, he began making frantic calls.

When some bright light in the science department had penetrated the local high school's computer network the previous spring in order to post a series of highly salacious messages on the secretaries’ terminals, the bewildered authorities had turned to Henry Cooper for help. That was how they knew his name.

After being summarily hauled out of bed by a couple of sheriff's deputies, and with anxious city officials and bank officers hovering over him, it took Henry slightly under an hour to identify the backdoor through which the thief had entered the system. By 6:00 a.m. Sunday morning, he had traced the missing funds to a second bank on the same network. The hacker had set up an entire group of savings accounts there under fake names, presumably for that purpose.

Once he cleaned out the thief's ill-gotten gains, Henry temporarily parked the proceeds in yet another group of accounts. With the service representative and various officials looking anxiously over his shoulder, he stayed at the bank, working steadily, for the rest of the holiday weekend. Between naps on the couch in Andrew Stewart's palatial office, he chugged down one Coke after another and munched on a seemingly endless supply of pizza and fried chicken delivered by the sheriff himself.

By Monday night, he had managed to restore the damaged database to its former pristine condition, fix the bollixed control for the time lock on the vault door and replace the stolen money in its still-oblivious owners’ original accounts. Tuesday morning, the Magnus Falls bank opened for business as if nothing had ever happened and with its tellers and customers none the wiser.

Through an intermediary, and without a word of thanks, Andrew Stewart sent Henry an unmarked envelope containing ten thousand dollars in cash. Then he washed his hands of him.

Two weeks later, the second bank offered Henry a full scholarship to the college of his choice and a job in their security division after graduation.

The hacker was never caught.

Lynn had always been her father's chief confidante. Andrew never spoke of the wife who had died shortly after giving birth to her; and as far back as Lynn could remember, it had always been him and her. She'd worked in his bank the previous summer and followed his blow-by-blow account of that awful weekend with fascination.

Intrigued by what she'd heard and wondering why her father disliked him so much, she followed Henry into the public library one Friday afternoon after school. When she sat next to him at the table, he was immersed in a volume of the Encyclopaedia Britannica and making notes on a yellow pad as he read.

Although Lynn was dressed for cheerleading practice and knew she was looking her best, he never glanced up. Finally, after five minutes, she stopped pretending to read.

“You're Henry Cooper, aren't you?”

Henry marked his place, made another note then closed the volume he'd been studying. “Since we're in the same science class, you already knew that.”

Lynn decided she liked his half-smile. “Yes, well...”

He glanced at her book. “What have you got there? Algebra?”

“Trig, actually.”

“And what with me being the class nerd and all, you figured...”

She flushed. “Am I that obvious?”

He pulled her book toward him. “What is it you don't understand?”

Fall became winter, then spring. While she was happy enough to be with Henry in private, whenever any of Lynn's preppie friends came around she would behave as if she didn't know him. Most of the guys she knew would have been highly indignant at such treatment, but Henry didn't seem to mind. Instead, he'd simply give her that same maddening half-smile, pick up his books then quietly go on his way.

That spring, the local foundry closed. Along with seventy other workers, Henry's father, Arlen Cooper, lost his job. A big strapping man without much education, he'd worked his way up to foreman like his father before him and that kind of work was all he knew.

According to Henry, Arlen had met his wife in Saigon while he was in the service. Far from being a bar hostess or the usual run-of-the-mill GI fare, Bian was the college-educated daughter of a diplomat and a respected employee of the U.S. Embassy. Her parents had been killed in a Viet Cong ambush shortly before the war started, and the ambassador himself had taken her under his wing.

Arlen was on leave from his unit and heading for the fleshpots of Thailand with a couple of buddies. Halfway to the airport, he saw a small white car with a flat tire by the side of the road with a lady standing beside it. After they stopped to help her, she appeared quite taken with Arlen and one thing led to another. When Bian invited him to lunch at a nearby restaurant, he grabbed his bag off the jeep and sent his chortling friends on their way. Six months later, after going through the proper channels, they were married in a quiet ceremony with the ambassador looking on. Henry was born a year after Arlen's Vietnam tour ended and his father never did get to see Bangkok.

After Arlen lost his job at the foundry and was unable to find another, he began drinking heavily. Bian had always been quiet and reserved. In the face of her husband's increasingly erratic moods, she withdrew into herself still further. Then she started drinking, too.

Henry sought any excuse to escape the brooding misery of his parents’ house and soon discovered that, despite her frenetic social life, Lynn had no close friends and was as lonely as he. On the weeknights she didn't have cheerleading practice, they began meeting at her father's lakeside cabin.

All they ever did was talk. Officially, she was going steady with the football captain; and she never saw Henry on weekends, which were taken up with her multitude of extra-curricular activities.

With graduation looming, Henry took the Iowa City bank up on their scholarship offer and applied to various colleges in the area. After his father's unemployment checks ran out, he dipped into the remains of Andrew Stewart's ten thousand dollars to help his mother with the household expenses. Since the only date he wanted was Lynn and she had told him she was going with the football captain, he stayed home on prom night and played with his computer.

As expected, he was the class valedictorian. After graduation, he found a summer job washing, waxing and prepping cars for minimum wage at the local Chevrolet dealership and marked time until he could start college.

Lynn's graduation present was a tour of Europe. When she returned, she planned to go the University of Minnesota.

Two years later, on a rain-slicked curve on the wrong side of a two-lane highway and in an alcoholic haze, Arlen Cooper rammed his pickup into the radiator of an oncoming semi at sixty miles an hour. He was killed instantly; his wife wasn't so lucky. With Henry at her side, a mercifully unconscious Bian lingered on life support for several weeks before succumbing to her injuries.

The defense attorney asked Lynn if she'd come to Bian's funeral; she acknowledged that was true.

It was regarding what happened afterward that hers and Henry's accounts differed.

As they walked away from his mother's grave, Henry claimed, Lynn took him by the hand then pointed toward her waiting car. According to him, their first night of sweaty grappling turned into one of many, and he'd sensed a ferocity within her that came close to scaring him. When Lynn swore there was no such affair, Henry demanded a polygraph test. While her test was inconclusive, he passed his with flying colors.

Unfortunately, the results weren't admissible in court.

Watching Lynn from the defense table, Henry was immersed in his own memories?

“When do you go back to the U?” he asked suddenly.

Lynn shifted beneath him then raised a hand to push his hair away from his eyes. “Daddy has lung cancer and is retiring from the bank. I'm home for good.”

With Andrew Stewart out of the picture, the new Magnus Falls Bank president had been eager to hire Henry. He was not only present during that awful weekend when the quiet teenager's fingers on the keyboard had saved the town's economic future, he couldn't have cared less about his race. The accounts drained by the hacker had belonged to a multi-national electronics corporation that happened to be Northern Iowa's largest employer. Offering guarantees and an above-market interest rate that were hard to resist, Andrew Stewart had pushed long and hard to persuade their comptroller to deposit the company funds in his bank. Had the stolen monies not been recovered, the FDIC's one hundred-thousand-dollar limit would only have covered a fraction of the loss, and the resulting implications for the bank and its owners had been staggering.

With his parents’ house gone to pay for Bian's funeral and the balance of her medical expenses, Henry had taken due note of his checking account's negative balance and accepted the offer. Then he'd rented a small apartment in one of the new complexes on the outskirts of MagnusFalls.

Between his new job and his nights with Lynn, his life settled into a pleasant routine, and he'd actually begun experiencing a sense of freedom for the first time in his life.

Because her father's pension amounted to only half their previous income and their household expenses remained the same, Lynn found herself short of money for the first time in her life. Instead of returning to school, she decided to put her expensively acquired computer skills to good use and telephoned the president of a local airfreight company who owed Andrew Stewart a favor. Neither the duties nor the hours were arduous, and the best thing about her new job was that it got her out of the house.

Exactly when Andrew Stewart decided to set him up, Henry wasn't sure. Lynn's relationship with her father had always puzzled him, and he'd known it would only be a matter of time before he discovered their affair. While that hadn't bothered Henry, who would just as soon have had things out in the open, the very idea seemed to scare Lynn to her back teeth.

As the banking chain's chief security officer, one of Henry's most important duties was to continually probe the system for weaknesses. To that end, he moved money around all the time. Nothing on the scale of their biggest accounts of course, but substantial amounts, just the same. To say he was never tempted would have been untrue. However, sticky fingers were not part of Henry's makeup and he had his pride.

When the sheriff arrived that awful morning, he went straight to the president's office without greeting anyone. Even though his own office door was open, Henry was immersed in his computer and paid little attention. Not only was he was trying to trace an unusual transaction that had come across the network the previous night, the balances in his control accounts were way off. No matter what he did, he couldn't track the missing money.

On an off chance, he ran his virus controls again. Nothing.

Finally, he decided to try one last thing.

Years before, when he'd saved Andrew Stewart's ass, he'd created a private back door in the system known only to him. The back door was designed to reinstall itself each time the system was upgraded; and, for safety's sake, Henry had included an extra feature.

He entered the triggering code and there was the missing money. While he watched the lines come up on the screen in total disbelief, his phone buzzed. It was the bank president.

“Henry, would you come in here, please?”

As he moved to shut off the program, a hand closed around his wrist. “I wouldn't do that if I were you.”

Henry looked up into an unfamiliar face. “What in the hell...?”

The eyes looking back into his were impersonal. “They're waiting for you.”

Between the damning evidence on his monitor screen and the forged certification stamps in his apartment, Henry didn't have a prayer. How that supposedly certified check got to the airfreight company in the first place or what it was even for, he had no idea.

The signature certainly appeared to be his.

Only when Lynn made her preposterous rape charge did things begin to fall into place. Whatever lay between her and Andrew Stewart was more complicated than a normal father/daughter relationship, and it was obvious the two had conspired to set him up. On his own, Andrew lacked the expertise. On her own, Lynn lacked the will.

Was she that afraid of her father? And why did she do it?

In a daze, Henry had listened to the sheriff read him his rights, then winced at the snap of the cuffs around his wrists. He didn't remember going out through the lobby or the drive to the jail. In fact, he remembered nothing at all until he faced Lynn in court and listened to her accusations from the witness stand.

The theft and fraud charges stuck. That forged certification was pretty hard to get around, especially since it wasn't the only such stamp the police found when they searched his apartment.

At his sentencing, the judge's gavel hit with a sharp crack. Head bowed, Henry listened as she expressed regret that, because of the mandatory guidelines, she couldn't give him life. Obviously, Her Honor believed the rape accusation even though his lawyer had made it go away.

Shadow of a doubt? Hah!

As they led him out of the courtroom, Henry's eyes met Lynn's. In the face of her innocent expression, his iron self-control finally snapped.

“When I get out,” he hissed, “I'll find you, you bitch, and you will pay.”
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Chapter 2—Hallowe'en>

On one side of the road moved the river, timeless and black. On the other, gleaming railroad tracks marked off fields of standing corn.

Rain hissed on the glistening pavement.

Leaving the town's yellow streetlights behind, the car plunged into the inhospitable night, dependent now on the small circle of vision provided by its headlights. The voice on the phone had been hurried, indistinct; and the driver mentally frowned over the directions he'd been given. “It's Tommy Stewart ... accident. He asked for you ... out by the elevators...”

The voice had sounded familiar but now he wasn't so sure. And what would a kid like Tommy Stewart be doing out here, anyway? Especially at this time of night.

Still seeing nothing but darkness ahead, the driver left the asphalt for the elevator's gravel driveway. When he crossed them, the bumpy railroad tracks dealt yet another blow to the Chevy's aging suspension, which creaked a futile protest. A lone car stood in the shadow of the nearest elevator, its door open and the faint glow from its interior shining on the wet ground. Even from this distance, he recognized the familiar coronet of lights. Although they weren't flashing, he felt an irrational wave of relief. At least the sheriff was here.

Parking next to the empty cruiser, he reached for his satchel and opened the door.

“Hey, Matt!”

His only answer was the sighing of the wind.

Feet crunching on the wet gravel, he peered into the car. Smoke curled up from a recently stubbed cigarette. Lights flashed on the elaborate radio equipment. The computer screen shone dull blue, and the keys hung from the ignition. The shotgun was missing from its rack, and of the sheriff there was no sign.

Cupping his hands around his mouth, he took another deep breath.

“Matt! Where in the hell are you? If this is some sort of Halloween joke, it ain't funny!”

Halloween. All Hallows Eve. Ghouls and ghosts and things that go bump in the night. While he was far from superstitious, out here in the cold, wet moonlight the notion didn't seem quite so amusing. Certainly it was a far remove from a street full of pint-size trick-or-treaters loading up their goodie bags.

What was that?

A light bobbed by one of the far elevators, and there came a faint answering hail.

“No joke, Father. Over here.”

The priest grabbed a second flashlight from the cruiser. Playing the beam around his feet, he carefully picked his way across the uneven gravel in the direction of the voice.

Lynn Stewart withdrew a stack of mail and the neatly folded newspaper from the box and pushed its door shut. After a routine check for oncoming traffic, she crossed the road.

Passing the old granary with its slight tilt to the east, she crunched up the graveled driveway, tucking the newspaper under her arm and absently sorting envelopes as she went. “Phone, electric, insurance, junk, junk, junk. Hmm, what's this?”

Lynn frowned at the return address. Expensive ivory bond, the envelope didn't look like junk mail, but these days one never knew.

Outside of her literary agent, Lynn knew no one in New York and was happy to keep it that way. Hell, that was what she had Diane for. Paid her a pretty penny, and Lynn's privacy was part of their agreement. She'd just proofed and shipped her latest galley, the contract for the new title was in order and the advance was in the bank. She'd done nothing for which she could be sued and could think of no other reason why any New York attorney would be writing to her.

Lost in her thoughts, she hadn't heard the school bus. The hiss of brakes caused her to look up. Dropping her mail on the porch, she hastened to meet Tommy. He'd already broken out his cane and was making his careful way down the steps. Once he was satisfied his charge was safe, the bus driver closed the door, clashed his gears and drove away.

When she reached for his books, Tommy gave Lynn a good-natured grin. A few days shy of his eighteenth birthday, he was a full head taller than she.

“Thanks, Ma, but I can manage. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

Lynn gave him a hug. “How was your day?”

“Nothin’ special. Mr. Strohl was out sick and his sub was a ditz.”

“How so?”

“She kept buggin’ Brandi for talking to me—till Brandi explained that I couldn't see what was on the board.”

“The office hadn't told her?”

“Apparently not. Brandi's pissed. Actually, I'm a bit pissed myself. I would rather have done my own talking.”

“So, what happened?”

“Then she got all bent out of shape.”

“Brandi?”

“No, Ma. The sub!”

“What did she do?”

He half-snorted. “She started talking slow and loud. ‘Now, Tommy, you must be sure to tell me if you need anything. Anything at all.'”

His imitation was so wicked, Lynn couldn't help giggling. “Nobody talks like that.”

“She sure did.”

As she pushed open the door, the phone rang. Lynn grabbed it. “Of course he's here, Matt. Where else would he be? No, he wasn't. He went trick-or-treating with some of his friends in town, came home and was here for the rest of the night.”

In the kitchen, the refrigerator opened and closed, followed by the pop and hiss of a newly opened Coke can. “Who is it, Ma?”

“The sheriff. Someone said you were out by the elevators last night.”

“The elevators?”

“Something about an accident. Here, I'll let you talk to him.”

Grabbing the cordless phone, she went into the kitchen and handed it to Tommy.

“Sheriff? Brandi Nelson picked me up around seven and we went into town?The Jaycees’ haunted house. After that, we bummed around. Then she brought me home?Ten, I think?Yeah, I'll tell her.”

When he returned the phone to Lynn, Tommy's face was white. “Father Doneghan was shot last night. Out by the elevators. Some of the guys found him when they came to work. He's in the hospital in Mason City. There was a message on his answering machine that I'd had an accident and was asking for him. Why would anyone shoot Father Doneghan? Do you think it was because of Halloween?”

Lynn was silent.

The Reverend Sean Doneghan was one of the only two other people who knew the truth about Tommy's origins. Her agent, Diane Michaelson, was the other.

Tommy himself didn't know, never would know, that his real father was not a gallant Marine pilot who'd died in Central America in the service of his country.

She'd made the priest Tommy's guardian in her will. In return, he'd kept her posted about Henry Cooper's progress, starting with the day he began to serve his sentence.

If Father Doneghan been able to keep track of Henry Cooper, had Henry kept track of her? Lynn devoutly hoped not.

According to Father Doneghan, after being a model prisoner for over seventeen years, Henry had just gotten out. Always a computer whiz, he'd made some technological breakthrough for which he'd received an obscenely huge amount of money from a major computer company. The fancy lawyer his new employers hired for him easily persuaded the parole board Henry was a changed man.

Lynn didn't believe that for one mother-loving second. The Henry Cooper she remembered was smart, cold, calculating and patient; and when he'd said he'd find her and make her pay, he'd meant it.

Even though Lynn was blameless, her boss had fired her the moment the trial was over. A month later, her father succumbed to the cancer that had plagued him for so long, and only her Catholic faith had sustained her during the awful months that followed. Sean Doneghan, her pastor, came to her rescue. After helping her find a buyer for the house, he'd relocated her to this tiny town on the Minnesota border. A town to which, ironically, he himself was assigned a few years later.

Through another aspiring author, Lynn pitched her first manuscript to Magnolia Productions, the category romance division of Belvedere House. Three books later, she was one of Magnolia's top sellers.

Then she found Diane Michaelson.

Faced with Diane's combination of threats and cajoling and the possible loss of their biggest cash cow in who knew how many years, Belvedere House reluctantly awarded Lynn full ownership of her pen name, Georgianna LeClair. Six months later, they moved her titles to their main fiction line. When the press dubbed Lynn “the new V.C. Andrews” and “Romance's Stephen King,” Belvedere demanded personal appearances.

Mindful of her agreement with Lynn, the ever-resourceful Diane came up with a look-alike, a struggling bit actress by the name of Ruby Griggs. As part of her role as Lynn's alter ego, Ruby's mass of blonde curls, scripted wit and broad Tennessee accent caught the late night TV audience's fancy. Her enormous tits didn't hurt, either.

Only four people knew she wasn't Lynn: Diane, Belvedere's CEO Max Berman, Tommy and Father Doneghan.

Tonight, she'd be laughing it up with Jay Leno on behalf of The Ghosts of Gloccamorra. Tomorrow, she'd be brightening the Good Morning America set with some indescribable down home recipe dreamed up by Diane.

Lynn made a mental note to set the VCR.

“Ma?” Tommy sounded anxious.

“Sorry, love. I was thinking.”

He ducked away. “Oh, that's why I smell wood burning.”

“This is no time for jokes. Did the sheriff say anything about Father Doneghan's condition?”

“Just that he's in Mason City.”

Lynn was already looking up the number. “This is Lynn Stewart. I understand Father Sean Doneghan was brought in last night?No, I'm not a family member?Well, what can you tell me??I see.”

She hung up. “He's in Intensive Care. That's all they would say. It wouldn't do us any good to go because we're not family.”

“What are you doing now?”

“Dialing the sheriff. Maybe he can tell us something.”

Matt Compton was halfway sweet on her, that she knew. However, as she had with every man since Tommy's birth, Lynn discouraged the sheriff's mild advances. It wasn't that she feared him, exactly. It was that the memory of Henry Cooper's hands on her body, his hot breath in her face?the very thought made her shake.

Lynn had never been with a man since. Nor did she wish to be. That was why the sizzling sex scenes she wrote amazed her. Where those passion-filled phrases came from, she had no idea. A psychiatrist might have been able to explain, but Lynn had never consulted one. Lack of medical insurance tended to do away with that kind of luxury, and in those early days she'd already had her hands full with her move to another town, Tommy's birth and her nascent writing career.

Belatedly, she looked down at the stack of mail. The ivory envelope from the law firm lay on top, and she absently picked it up.

Hearing her gasp, Tommy turned around. “What is it, Ma?”

“Belvedere's been sold.”

“You still have a contract, don't you?”

“Sure, but ... Max Berman's retiring and there's some woman in charge ... This letter says their law firm is reviewing all of Belvedere's contracts. I'd better call Diane.”

It was Tommy's turn to look thoughtful. “What about the new book?”

Damn, how could she have forgotten?

As he had with the last three, Tommy was helping Lynn write it, and she'd just e-mailed the outline to Diane. Their most ambitious project to date, Hammersmith House was a historical time-travel involving three hip teenagers, their absent-minded inventor father and a winsome eighteenth-century witch with a yen for travel. Diane had raved about the concept as soon as she saw it and was already talking movie rights. Belvedere House had first refusal, but would that mean anything now?

Glancing up at her son, Lynn reflected how lucky she was to have him. Even with his father's almond-shaped eyes and golden skin, he was all hers. Where Henry's hair was dead straight, Tommy's curled in crisp waves, and his sightless eyes were sparkling blue rather than black.

The nurses at the hospital had explained why Tommy was born blind and that it was no fault of hers. All the explanation had done was make Lynn hate his father even more, if such a thing were possible. Since he was the only man she'd even been with, there was no other way she could have contracted such an infection.

The local health department referred her to the Services for the Blind, and the social worker they had sent to work with her and Tommy was marvelous. Although obviously attracted to her, Rick Mortenson scrupulously maintained his distance in the face of her indifference. Married now with a couple of kids, he'd stayed in touch through the years and was a perfect big brother for Tommy.

Wondering what else could possibly go wrong, Lynn listened to the repeated rings from the sheriff's private number. Finally, he answered.

“Matt? Do you have any news...?”

Tommy sensed her response. “Ma?”

She let the phone drop and slumped into a nearby chair.

“It's Father Doneghan, isn't it?”

Lynn sucked in a deep breath then let it out slowly.

“He never woke up. He d-died twenty minutes ago.”

Alone in his room, Tommy tapped away on the keys.

Are you home?

When he heard the answering “Ooh-ooh” from Brandi he adjusted his headset then clicked on the reply box.

Tommy liked the robot setting, he wasn't sure why. Maybe it was a holdover from his early passion for Alvin the Chipmunk.

“Sure, I'm home.”

“Did your Dad tell you about Father Doneghan?”

“Yeah, he did. It's awful.” Even the robot sounded sad.

When his mother entered, Tommy turned his head.

“Who are you talking to?”

“Brandi. We've got homework to finish.”

“For what?”

“Science. It apparently never occurred to Miss Preston that I can't read illustrations any better than I can see the board. The first chapter's got at least five diagrams and we've got to read One through Three by tomorrow.”

“Who's Miss Preston?”

He sighed. “The sub.”

“Oh. The same one who...”

“Yeah, she's the one.”

“Maybe I can help. Where's your textbook?” Lynn had evidently noticed the empty scanner.

“Brandi's shooting me a description of the diagrams. Ah, okay. Bunsen burner, retort ... what?” He listened for a moment, keys clicking under his fingers. “Thanks, Bran. It's coming through now.”

As Tommy listened, Lynn watched the incoming text over her son's shoulder. “She scanned all that?”

“Her Dad's a software engineer. He's rigged a new program that's totally awesome. Brandi says it makes mine look sick. He asked me if I'd beta test it for him. I said I would and he's coming over next week to install it.”

Lynn sighed. “Okay, I'll leave you to it. Don't stay up too late.”

When he heard the bedroom door close, Tommy shut off the monitor. Until his mother peered over his shoulder, he hadn't even realized the friggin’ thing was on and made a mental note to change his passwords.

His conversations with Brandi were his private business, dammit.

So was his application for a guide dog. After Lynn's violent reaction to his even suggesting such a thing, he'd filled out the application himself and e-mailed it to the school, giving Brandi's house as his snail mail address.

The idea of his going away to college was another bone of contention between them. As she had with the guide dog, Lynn was fighting the whole idea, tooth and nail.

Tommy sighed?his mother's protective cocoon was suffocating him more and more each day.

He vividly remembered her pitched battle with Rick Mortenson when he suggested she enroll Tommy in first grade and let him ride the bus to school with the other kids. Even though that was what she ultimately did, the argument spelled the end of any hope of a relationship between Lynn and Rick. Six months later, he transferred to another district and married someone else, much to Tommy's chagrin.

The first time he took the school bus, Tommy had been scared to death. Gently, Lynn urged him forward, and somehow, he had known she was crying. As he felt for the first step with his cane, a small hand reached down and curled around his fingers. The voice that went with it was sweet and high.

“My name's Brandi Nelson. I'm your neighbor from up the road. You must be Tommy Stewart.”

Lynn spoke from behind him. “Oh, Brandi, how nice to meet you. Maybe we can all get together after school.”

Tommy heard her catch her breath and guessed she was trying not to cry again.

With an assist from Brandi, he made it up the steps with most of his dignity intact then allowed her to guide him to a seat. To his chagrin, the bus driver chose that moment to make an announcement.

“This is Tommy Stewart,” he said. “Because he's blind, I want the rest if you to take extra care around him. Tommy, you can fold up your cane now. This will be your assigned seat.”

The door clashed and the bus's movement threw him backward. The air felt close, and there was a funny smell coming from somewhere near his feet. Breaking out in a cold sweat, he realized he was about to be sick and began to panic.

He felt Brandi shift beside him. “Mr. Pierce! There's something wrong with Tommy.”

The bus pulled to a stop, and all of a sudden, the driver was bending over him. He smelled of wet wool, tobacco and sweat. Gently, he pushed Tommy's head down between his knees. Then he moved away.

“It's that dang auxiliary heater again. There, I've shut it off. Better to freeze than suffocate.”

To Tommy's everlasting relief, he didn't throw up after all. The bus started again, and he'd made it through his first day without further incident.

Tommy hadn't liked the new worker nearly as well as Rick. Judging by the quaver in her voice and the wheezes when she labored up the stairs to his room, she was fat and old. Her name was Maria Burden, and she reeked of stale cigarettes and a musty perfume that made him think of old trunks stored in attics. For all that, she seemed fairly nice, and he liked the fact that she and his mother didn't always agree on what was best for him, especially in regard to school. After thinking it over for a few days, he decided his best course of action would be to put up with Miss Burden's fuddy-duddy ways and tell her whatever he thought she wanted to hear.

At Miss Burden's suggestion, Lynn bought Tommy his first computer. Between them, the two women taught him how to use it. Then they ordered a second phone line and connected him to the Internet.

Once he learned his way around, Tommy began making new friends on the Net. Not a one realized he was blind, and from that day on, he'd never mentioned it.
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Chapter 3—Henry>

Henry Cooper shrugged on his black cashmere overcoat. Snapping his briefcase shut, he hefted it in his right hand. Then he took one last look around the gray space that had been his home for so long.

While his money had bought him certain amenities, nothing could overcome the leaden despair of this castle of lost souls. Marooned somewhere at the universe's end, the prison's poisonous miasma permeated his very being. He wondered dully if he would carry it within him forever.

Infuriated by his loss of control in the courtroom, he had instantly tamped down his burning rage. As soon as he'd been delivered here, he began to plan. Knowing favors beget favors, he kissed ass, walked a tight line and did whatever was necessary to appease the powers that be, especially the warring factions who really ran the place. Henry's golden skin and diffident manner saved him from having to pledge allegiance to one side or the other. Trusted by both, he became an ambassador of sorts, and the kings of the castle gave orders he was to be let alone.

At the end of Henry's second year, the prison library's computer crashed. He repaired it using the pitifully few supplies and tools at hand, and mightily impressing the warden. Even though part of Henry's sentence was that he be given no access to electronic equipment, from then on the warden obligingly looked the other way.

At the end of Henry's fourth year, when his predecessor was paroled, he moved up to the position of librarian. The literacy program he established became a model for the entire state correctional system, further burnishing the warden's laurels.

With a bitter half-smile, he recalled Lynn's constant sneaking out of bed in the wee hours of the morning to work on her latest manuscript, her bubbling anticipation as she mailed off another query, her crushing disappointment over yet another rejection. When one of her short stories was accepted by a well-known women's magazine, her eyes glowed in a way they never had for him, and that sale was all she would talk about for the whole of the next month.

From then on, whenever someone would ask what she did, she would invariably reply, “I'm a writer.”

That was all she'd ever wanted to be.

As the prison librarian, Henry came across a newly donated title by a romance author named Georgianna LeClair. Out of idle curiosity, he dipped into the story, and it definitely rang a bell. Night after night, he had lain half-asleep, listening to Lynn read aloud from her latest opus.

He'd even teased her about her main characters’ names. “Beauregard Aventine and Corinne Tortellotte? You've got to be kidding.”

This novel's protagonists were named Beau Avanti and Carolyn Tortelle and that, in Henry's opinion, was much too close to be a coincidence. Intrigued, he checked it out of the library, read it from cover to cover and found it was the same book.

Since the publisher, Belvedere House, was one of the corporate sponsors of Henry's literacy program, getting his hands on the rest of Georgianna Le Clair's books wasn't hard; and he read each of her succeeding titles as avidly as he had the first. In the meantime, with the warden's help, he begged, borrowed and did whatever was necessary to achieve his engineering doctorate. It took him ten more years, but he had nothing better to do. He based his thesis on a couple of theories he'd been playing with when his financial career was aborted by a soulless legal system that had so singularly failed him.

While computer networks had always fascinated Henry, he'd noticed certain problems these networks had in common and, to him, it was if their designers shared the same blind spots. Had they all graduated from the same school? he wondered. Being mostly self-taught, he was not bound by a set of arcane classroom rules and conventional theories. Instead, he had developed his own, sometimes unorthodox, way of looking at things. As a result, he came at those particular problems from an entirely different angle and his solutions worked.

Looking at the legendary Dick Seymour's signature on the congratulatory letter he received from him following his PhD announcement in the state's newsletter, Henry didn't believe it was real. Assuming the computer magnate's offer to be a sales pitch or some sort of hoax, he wrote back a carefully phrased and neutral acknowledgment. Nothing from nothing was nothing and what was the worst that could happen?

Dick Seymour could easily have swiped Henry's theories and run with them but that didn't seem to be what he wanted. Instead, he helped Henry with his patent application, paid him handsomely for its use and offered him a job.

With such a patron, Henry Cooper's stock with the Department of Corrections soared. Dick Seymour's legal hireling cut through the parole board's objections like the proverbial hot knife through butter; and almost before he knew it, he was a free man. The warden himself came to the sally port to see him off.

We'll miss you,” he said.

I won't miss you, thought Henry but wisely remained silent.

Aluminum briefcase in hand, his lawyer waited respectfully. At two hundred-plus per hour, he'd damn well better.

Mr. Seymour sent a car. He's arranged a suite at the Butternut House and dinner's on me.”

Suite, huh? That would be a nice change from a bunk, sink and toilet. Maybe if he showered enough, he'd eventually lose the prison stench.

When the gates closed, Henry turned for a last glance at the fences and towers of his long-time home.

“Here, get rid of this.”

The lawyer gestured to the chauffeur, and the limousine's trunk popped open. Dropping the despised suitcase inside, Henry slammed the lid shut.

“We have an appointment with your probation officer first thing in the morning. That's why we have to stay over.”

“Weren't you supposed to take care of it?”

“You just got out. She's a total hardhead, fresh out of school. Insists on doing everything by the book.”

Henry frowned. “I'm supposed to pay her, right?”

“Forty bucks a meeting. It's a new law.”

“Some law. Can the bank account stand it?”

The lawyer didn't crack a smile. “You'll have to make nice. We need her to okay the transfer.”

Make nice? Henry had done nothing else for the past seventeen years.

Inside the limousine, he snapped open his briefcase and gazed down at the hardcover edition of Georgianna LeClair's latest opus, The Ghosts of Gloccamorra, $25.95 plus tax; the lawyer had just picked it up for him in Magnus Falls. Flipping the book over, he studied the photograph on the back.

The author was posed on a wooden stool in a forest glade with one long leg drawn up under her. Her designer jeans and silk sweater would have cost the average secretary a month's salary at the very least, and the heavy-lidded blue eyes were much harder than Henry remembered. If this was, indeed, the same woman, the past seventeen years had marked her even more than they had him. The haunted, almost elfin look was gone, and if anything, she was better looking than she'd been in the courtroom. Certainly, her tits were a whole lot bigger. Plastic surgery, perhaps?

Gazing down into the pictured face, Henry puzzled over it. Could Dick Seymour's expensive detective be mistaken? On the other hand, this book's publisher was his only real clue and the author's copyright dates certainly fit.

The lawyer glanced at the photograph. “You'd best not let the probation officer catch you with that. She might get the wrong idea.”

“Does this witch have a name?”

The lawyer snapped open his briefcase and fished out a file. “Tashalia Johnson.”

“Miss or Mrs.?”

“Miss, I think. But that doesn't mean shit these days.”

Henry returned to his study of the photograph.

With her café-au-lait skin, oriental eyes and luxuriant straight hair, Tashalia Johnson wasn't Henry's idea of a probation officer. As his father would have put it, she was no bigger than a minute. He decided the severe blouse and skirt suited her. They were probably her idea of a uniform.

“Please come in.”

Seeing only one chair in front of her document-laden desk, Henry gestured to the lawyer. “Wait for me in the car.”

Tashalia's smile was unexpected. “I can get another chair.”

When Henry shook his head, the lawyer shrugged and left.

Tashalia opened the file folder in front of her. “You have a job offer, I see.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

“Who is Centurion Communications?”

“A division of Shaftsbury Electronics.”

“A computer company?” Her tone was sharp.

“No, ma'am. Centurion manufactures hearing aids.”

“I see. What is this position, exactly?”

“Sales.”

“You'll be traveling?”

“Some.”

Henry fished half a dozen brochures from his briefcase. Glossy and full color, Dick Seymour had had them made up for the occasion. “These describe Centurion's products. The company does targeted mailings, and I follow up.”

“You visit prospects’ homes?”

“No, ma'am. This isn't door-to-door sales. Most of the referrals are through doctors’ offices.”

“Where do you see the prospects?”

He smiled. “Centurion prefers the term ‘client.’ They're opening a local office, and I'll do regular seminars at senior citizen centers, retirement homes, home health agencies and the like.”

“What kind of equipment will this office have?”

“Do you mean will it have a computer?”

“Yes.”

“It will have a fax machine, a copier and a word processor. And a secretary to run them.”

“Does Centurion know your history?”

“Yes.”

“And they still hired you?”

“Not yet. I need your okay on the travel.”

“What kind of travel are we talking about?”

“ A conference in New York City. Training and orientation at Centurion's headquarters in Cincinnati.”

“For how long?”

“The training takes six weeks. The conference is one week.”

“Starting when?”

“As soon as possible.”

“Meaning now.”

“Yes, ma'am.”

She riffled through the brochures. “Who'll be supervising you?”

“The area manager, Mike Bickstein.” Henry reached for one of the brochures. “There's his picture with his name, address and phone number.”

“Will there be a problem if I call him?”

“No, ma'am. He's expecting to hear from you.”

She looked him straight in the eye. “You have all your bases covered, don't you, Henry?”

His gaze was totally innocent. “Something wrong with that?”

“I don't know.”

“What do you want from me, Miss Johnson? Instead of being happy I've lined up a better than minimum wage job, you're picking at me. Would you feel better if I was flipping hamburgers at Burger King?”

“No, of course not. It's just that...”

“I've had a long time to think about this, Miss Johnson, and I worked damn hard to get my credentials. Of course, I have my bases covered. Wouldn't you?”

She bit her lip. “I suppose so. All right. After I've talked with your supervisor, I'll approve the travel. But only as long as it's job-related. You'll still have to report to me on a regular basis, and you know the restrictions.”

Oh, yeah, I know the restrictions all right, thought Henry, and I'll be reporting to you every couple of weeks like clockwork. The best way to beat the system was to understand it, and the Centurion job was a perfect cover for what he would really be doing for Dick Seymour. Thanks to call forwarding and an efficient secretary, and short of placing him under twenty-four-hour surveillance,Tashalia Johnson would have no way of knowing where he really was at any given time. While she obviously realized that, there wasn't much she could do.

He snapped his briefcase shut and stood. “How soon can you call Mr. Bickstein?”

“Now's as good a time as any. Why don't you wait outside?”

Ten minutes later, she beckoned him into her office. “Congratulations, Mr. Cooper, it looks like you're all set.”

He nodded gravely. “Thank you, Miss Johnson. I have a line on an apartment, and I'll give you my itinerary.”

Inside the limousine, the lawyer was anxious. “Did she okay the transfer?”

“No transfer. I'm making my base here and can travel as much as I like.”

“How in the hell did you swing that? And why here?”

“She's a small town parole officer without a whole lot of experience. I'd rather deal with her than some big city wiseass.”

“You've got a point. Bickstein came across, I gather.”

“For a nice bonus on top of his Social Security and all the free hearing aids he can use, why wouldn't he?”

“Now, all you have to do is set up your office.”

“Wrong. You're going to set up my office, and find me an apartment as well. Right after you take me to the airport.”

“And where will you be?”

Henry half-smiled. “In New York City, looking up an old friend.”
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Chapter 4—All That Glitters>

Jay Leno is certainly in fine fettle tonight, thought Ruby Griggs as she stepped onto the Tonight Show set with a wave and a huge smile. Since Jay was doing one of his rare visits to New York, she hadn't had to travel to the show's home base in California. She was thankful for that?Ruby hated flying.

She was genuinely fond of Jay, who hugged and greeted her like an old friend. Seated next to the comedian, she hiked up her short skirt still further to show off her excellent legs and, between her responses to his usual string of quips, took occasional sips from her ice water and wished it were something stronger. However, on this one point, her employer was adamant. No booze on stage.

On this particular evening, Ruby was the show's first guest, and she whipped through her memorized routine and the requisite promo for The Ghosts of Gloccamorra almost without thinking. As always, she read her lines perfectly and left the audience rolling in the aisles. Before she knew it, she was all done and Jay was wishing her good night. The applause still ringing in her ears, Ruby stepped out of the building, swept the mink coat around her small frame then minced her way to the limousine idling at the curb.

Diane Michaelson was waiting inside, and they exchanged air kisses.

“Marvelous job, dear. Are you up for a drink?”

As her agent ought to know by now, Ruby was always up for a drink. “Of course, darlin'. What are you havin'?”

It was early yet, reflected Diane, and McHenry's shouldn't be too busy. Since she had already briefed him, the chauffeur knew where to go. She reached for a Waterford tumbler from the bar and splashed in a couple of fingers of bourbon. While she never drank on duty, Diane made sure her clients and contacts did, and her luxurious limousine with its ever-flowing bar was a useful marketing tool.

Her own drink was plain designer water with a little caramel coloring, but Ruby had no way of knowing that.

Ruby knocked back the bourbon in one long gulp and held out her glass.

Diane splashed in more.

McHenry's did a decent steak, but she doubted Ruby would eat. If she read the woman right, she was starting on yet another bender. At evening's end, she'd hand her over to Jasmine, sodden but happy. Jasmine would keep her out of trouble until she was needed again.

Ruby's comfortable apartment at the top of Diane's brownstone, Jasmine's efficient services and a steady supply of her favorite brand of comfort more than compensated the actress for her minuscule salary. Never successful, she'd earned a meager living on the fringes of the theater world until she hit paydirt with Diane. The dresses, furs and jewels were rented; she was simply content to know where her next meal was coming from.

Ruby knew exactly what Diane thought of her. That blond high-toney Miss Priss, what the hell does she know about life where the rubber meets the road?

She came by her Southern accent honestly and had always had the gift of gab. People in her part of the country did. Why, her daddy could carry on for hours and hours without ever repeating hisself; and she had a raft of his country sayin's and tall stories, enough to fill a long winter's night and then some.

Ruby's late daddy had set great store by education. He'd badgered Ruby and her twin brother Bobby all the way through high school then pushed them into scholarships to a neighboring college. A Bible college, to be sure, but the favored on-campus recreations were slam drinking, designer drugs and sex. Everyone smoked like a chimney, and Ruby soon found out what the term “party school” meant. Being a good-looking girl around some of those professors sure helped. Since she possessed a stronger constitution and more common sense than her brother, she managed to get through her classes with a passing grade.

Bobby, on the other hand, flunked out in his second quarter and switched to the local VoTech. He took training to be an auto mechanic, which was what he'd wanted to do all along.

At the end of her junior year, Ruby's drama teacher ran off with her to New York. He promised her eternal love and stardom then dumped her in a rattrap hotel after two weeks to go back to his wife. Once she was done crying, Ruby wiped her eyes and looked around. She soon found a job waiting tables in a busy all-night café near an off-Broadway theater. One of the actors was sweet on her. When he told her they were looking for a busty redhead for their current production, Ruby colored her hair and auditioned.

After he helped her get her Equity card, she dumped the actor for the director. Unfortunately, that liaison didn't last any longer than the previous one. The director's wife was rich, and she was financing the play.

Exit Ruby.

Deciding acting was not for her after all, Ruby went to the nearest public library and brushed up her computer skills. Then she signed on with a clerical temporary service. The Michaelson Literary Agency hired her when the secretary was out with an emergency appendectomy. At the end of her assignment, Diane Michaelson called Ruby into her private office.

Somewhat nervously, she had faced the Ice Goddess across her graceful antique desk.

“I see you have some acting experience. Is that why you took this job?”

“No, ma'am, Ah'm all done with thet.”

“I don't normally represent actors, but a unique situation has come up. I was wondering if you'd be interested.”

Unique situation, huh? Terms like white slavery and casting couch popped into Ruby's head. “Thet depen's.”

“Have you ever written anything?”

“Lahk what?”

“Short stories, poems? Letters to the editor?”

“A pome or two. Ah submitted a short story to a contest once. Din't win, though.”

“You have a great accent. Did you know that?”

Ruby looked at her blankly.

“Nice delivery, too, and I like the way you answer the phone.”

Was this a permanent job offer? “The agency....”

“I know all about their policy. Have they offered you another assignment?”

“Not yet. I report there first thing Monday mornin'.”

If she scrimped on meals and walked everywhere, she'd have enough to get through to the end of the month. After that....

“Can you memorize lines, dear?”

“Oh, yes, ma'am. My drama teacher said Ah was a pure quick study.”

Despite her misgivings, Ruby was intrigued. What's this job, anyway?

Diane took her out to dinner and explained. It was Ruby's first experience with lobster and champagne and she loved it. She loved the apartment and Jasmine even more.

“Thet's all Ah hev t’ do? Pertend t’ be this heah authah on tawk shows and sech.”

“Georgianna LeClair is a pen name. Your ‘real’ name will be Lynn Stewart. I'll change your appearance a bit and give you a bio to go with it. You'll have a script to memorize each time. You must stick to it word for word, and no one must ever know you're not Lynn. You'll be doing book signings and tours, too.”

Watching Ruby turn the proposition over in her mind, Diane's eyes narrowed. “While Ms. Stewart's one of my best authors, she values her privacy and doesn't wish to make personal appearances.”

“She hidin’ from an ex or somethin'?” Where Ruby came from that wasn't uncommon. Judging by Diane's expression, she was thinking, You're smarter than you look.

“Some authors are like that. They don't need a particular reason.”

“Lahk John Updike.”

Ruby's English professor had had a thing for John Updike. Carried on and on like the man was the Second Coming or something.

“Exactly. Here are a couple of Georgianna's books and her latest manuscript. I want to you to read and memorize them as if they were your own.”

By the end of their arrangement's fourth year, Georgianna LeClair was routinely commanding six-figure advances and had become the romance world's most beloved icon. Diane's carefully tailored biography referred to the author's reclusiveness between public appearances, and her fictitious rural hideaway remained one of the industry's best-kept secrets.

The agent wasn't about to let anyone get closer than that.

Her housekeeper Jasmine proved an admirable jailer, and the two of them had been shepherding Ruby ever since.

The limousine drew up in front of McHenry's unassuming exterior, and Diane smiled in the reflected lights.

“After you, dear.”

“Shit! I'm out of cigarettes!”

After finding nothing in the cabinets, Josef Novotney, a reporter for one of the country's best-known tabloids, rummaged through the kitchen drawers.

An opened pack of Salems landed on the counter in front of him.

“Here. Have one of mine.”

“Those filthy things? How can you stand them?”

Josef grudgingly worked a cigarette from the pack, lit it with his Zippo then inhaled luxuriously. “Ah, that's better.”

His celebrity targets hated the small Woody Allen look-alike almost as much as they did his employer, and there was a persistent rumor that some had secretly posted a reward for his head. The stories about the alleged bounty merely amused Josef who, between assignments, lived anonymously with his longtime lover Rudi Jensen in a spacious Greenwich Village condominium he'd inherited from his grandmother.

His roommate tossed coffee grounds down the disposal, rinsed the basket then grabbed the glass pot from the dish drainer.

“I've decided to quit, so you can keep the pack. Incidentally, why didn't you wake me?”

“You and the cat looked so peaceful. Besides, it's Saturday.”

They both jumped at the sound of the fax.

“Dammit, Josef. Don't they ever give you a day off?”

“Hmm. Big romance author, name of Georgianna LeClair. Hmm. Jay Leno's in town, and she was on his show Friday night.”

“Since when is The Tattler interested in romance authors? Especially this one.”

Something in Rudi's voice—sympathy perhaps—caught Josef's interest as he read through the fax. “Hmm. My boss is majorly pissed off over losing that lawsuit. He's looking to get even with Diane Michaelson in the worst way and says, on this one, money's no object. LeClair's her biggest star and he just got a tip she ain't exactly on the up and up. Are you saying you know the bitch?”

“LeClair? Saw her at McHenry's last night. Talk about your classic Southern fried chicken! She wandered in from the piano bar and started coming on to me until hell wouldn't have it. She poured out her heart while I was pouring her drinks, and let me tell you, that babe was feelin’ no pain.”

Josef wasn't surprised. Not only did such barflies come on to Rudi all the time, he traded on his Nordic good looks shamelessly for extra tips?at least, until it came time to go home. Then he'd invariably beg off. In addition to his teaching job at Columbia and between occasional stints as a cover model for a couple of romance publishers, the enterprising Rudi did regular book reviews for a local cable access channel and a small literary weekly. He knew his way around the New York arts community blindfolded and, if he felt like it, could be a big help.

“What were you doing at McHenry's? That ain't your usual turf.”

“For your info, snoopy nose, I was tendin’ bar for Mick Tedesco. His wife just had a baby and he needed the night off.”

Leafing through the faxed pages, Josef deliberately kept his tone casual. “Does she go there often?”

“Who?”

“LeClair.”

“According to Mick, she's so regular they've named a barstool after her.”

“You like her stuff?”

After enduring six years of Josef's studied cynicism, Rudi looked embarrassed. “As a matter of fact, yes. It's a nice change from sociology texts.”

“Got one I can borrow?”

An initially surprised Rudi glanced at the fax in Josef's hand then nodded his understanding. “I just finished The Ghosts of Gloccamorra. It's on the bedside table.”

“Review copy?”

“What else? I sure as hell can't afford twenty-five-ninety-five.”

“How many stars are you giving it?”

“Four. She's one hell of a good writer.” Plugging in the coffee pot, Rudi grinned. “Not like some others I could name.”

Knowing his lover's low opinion of the pieces he did for The Tattler, Josef merely grunted. “It pays the rent.”

“You finish your chapter?”

It was Josef's turn to look embarrassed. “Er, not yet.”

“At the rate you're going, that friggin’ novel won't be published till thirty years after your death. Where's the assignment this time?”

“Right here. Belvedere House is throwing a bash for the press at the Cinnamon Swan for their new venture into electronic books. Gloccamorra's their debut edition, and LeClair's supposed to be there. It's Tuesday night. Wanna come?”

Rudi poured two mugs of coffee, rummaged in the refrigerator for cream. “I thought The Tattler was persona non grata. How'd your editor swing the invite?”

Josef set down his cigarette and reached for one of the steaming mugs. “Since Belvedere's been sold, Max Berman's out. Their new chief's Alana Richards. She's under the impression I work for Show Flash.”

After rummaging in the refrigerator again, Rudi set out shaved ham, a tub of butter and a couple of croissants. “I wonder who gave her that idea. Hmm. Maybe I will come at that.”

“They say she has a thing for cover models. Wear the beige Armani, leave your shirt front open and pretend you're Fabio.”

“You're taking the assignment, I gather.”

Josef signed a form and stuck it in the fax's slot. “If I nail Le Clair, there'll be another bonus.”

“That Diane Michaelson's one mean lady.”

Vividly recalling his last encounter with the agent, Josef shuddered. “Tell me about it. How was I supposed to know Dixie Green has MS? From where I was sitting, she sure as hell looked drunk.”

“Then she comes into court with a walker, fifteen dozen doctor statements and a monster brace on each leg. You're lucky you only got a layoff out of it. Most papers would have fired you.”

“Most papers aren't The Tattler, and, I told you, my boss is way more pissed off at Michaelson than he is me. Thanks to all the publicity, his circulation tripled and so many advertisers started beating down his doors he made back the settlement within the month.”

“After you caught Greg Alvarez and his princess frolicking at La Playa with their pants off, all was forgiven?”

Josef grinned. “That one still gives me a warm fuzzy feeling. Mrs. Alvarez, on the other hand.... Just the idea of a big alimony settlement tends to make some women powerful horny. Right in the middle of the interview....”

Rudi sputtered and almost dropped his mug. “What?”

“Well, let's just say she wasn't what you'd call subtle. When she started making comparisons between the length of my telephoto lens and—”

“Spare me the gory details. So, then what happened?”

Josef rolled his eyes. “We were at opposite ends of the couch. Before I knew it she had her dress off and was all over me. I managed to wriggle out from under—which, considering what that woman must weigh...”

By now Rudi was laughing so hard, he couldn't speak.

Josef looked offended. “It wasn't funny. I didn't want her telling my boss I was gay, and if I'd done what I felt like doing she'd have had me up for assault.”

Rudi pulled himself together. “So, what did you do?”

“After she chased me all over the suite, I finally made it into the bathroom. Unfortunately, so did she. When she yanked on the shower curtain trying to get at me, the rod came with it and bonked me on the head. While I was seeing stars in the bathtub, she slid to the floor and started to cry.”

“How come you didn't include that in your story?”

“Her kids are old enough to understand. Besides, I didn't see where I'd gain anything by trashing their mother.”

“You mean, under that cold exterior you don't have an even colder heart?”

“Nah, I guess not. Anyway, to make a long story short, after she helped me out of the tub, she apologized all over the place and we finished the interview. On my way home, I stopped by a twenty-four-hour clinic to make sure I wasn't concussed and that was that.”

Rudi stared into his coffee. “Next time, you might not get off so easy.”

“Easy come, easy go,” said Josef cheerfully. “In the meantime, I still have some of my bonus left. How about I take you out for lunch?”
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Chapter 5—Secrets>

Tommy picked up the all-purpose remote control and played with various buttons.

On her way to the kitchen to start dinner, Lynn asked. “What are you doing, sweetheart?”

He found the ‘On’ button then pointed the remote in the VCR's general direction.

“Checking the tape to see what she had to say about Gloccamorra.”

“Who?”

As he turned up the sound, Tommy grinned. “Miss Tennessee.”

Lynn sounded annoyed. “I wish you wouldn't call her that.”

Knowing his mother's increasingly unpredictable temper, Tommy decided it would be wise to change the subject. “Does she look like you, Ma?”

As he'd hoped, his ploy worked.

Lynn was evidently watching the image on the screen. “Not a whole lot. But that's the general idea, isn't it? However, Diane says there's a passing resemblance to me, which was why she picked her. Ruby reads lines well and I'll have to admit she's good. Of course, she's been doing it for a long time.”

Abruptly, Tommy remembered the letter from the lawyer. “This new woman at Belvedere, is she insisting on a meeting?”

Lynn sighed. “Unfortunately, yes. Diane says I have to go. Could you stay at Brandi's while I'm in New York?”

Although he knew she'd probably say no, Tommy decided it would be worth a try. “Can't I come with you? I am your collaborator, after all.”

Her response was predictable. “You've got school.”

“No, I don't. A break's coming up, or had you forgotten?”

It was Lynn's turn to change the subject. “Tommy?”

Wondering what he'd done now, he stopped fiddling with the remote control.

“Yeah?”

She surprised him. “You sleeping okay?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Last night, you were talking in your sleep. In French.”

“I don't speak French. Mom, you must have been hallucinating.”

“Who's Barbette?”

“Huh?” He was definitely going to have to change his passwords.

“From the way it sounded, you were...”

Tommy could feel himself flush from his feet to his head. “Ma!”

“Sorry. I didn't mean to embarrass you.”

“Geeze, Mom. There are certain things a guy just doesn't discuss with his mother.”

He heard another sigh then Lynn's soft footsteps heading for the kitchen. When she started banging pots and pans around, he knew she was upset.

Ruby Griggs's nasal Tennessee twang startled him. “Oh, Jay, you're just funnin’ this li'l ol’ country gal.”

Listening idly to their chitchat, he recalled a description of Ruby he'd picked up on some fan's website. Masses of blond curly hair, big lips, sultry blue eyes and very, very buxom.

By contrast, his mother was quite thin. She wore her hair swept back in a ponytail, and she was not big-breasted. He knew she was blond like Ruby and had traced her delicate features with his fingertips often enough. Lately, though, she didn't want him touching her. He wasn't sure why. Maybe it was because he was almost a man.

Ma definitely had a thing about men, like she was afraid of them or something. The local sheriff, Matt Compton, had been coming around on some pretext or other for a long time, and Tommy knew he was interested in her. Matt was okay, he supposed, even though he didn't like him much. Why, he didn't really know, and he was relieved that his mother failed to respond to the man's mild advances.

Despite her obvious disinterest, the sheriff had persisted; and lately, to Tommy's dismay, she'd seemed much friendlier. A couple of times a month Matt would stop by close enough to suppertime to be invited to stay, and he always did. While he was invariably pleasant, something about him didn't ring true to Tommy; and the sheriff's aura of expensive cologne and cigars always put him on edge.

Lynn had loved his father, he was sure of that, even though she hardly ever mentioned him. He'd asked her once why she wasn't getting a pension like Brandi's dad. She said even though his father was a Marine on active duty, he had been on a civilian mission for one of the oil companies when he was killed. Because his crash wasn't in the course of official military business, the government wouldn't give her his insurance or his pension. She had written her Congressman and filed all kinds of appeals, but the Veterans Administration was adamant. A congressional aide told her his dad's mission had something to do with the CIA, but that the government would never acknowledge that. She even wrote to the oil company he was supposedly working for. When they didn't acknowledge her letter, she gave up.

Unbeknownst to Lynn, Tommy had been doing some online research of his own. But, try as he might, he couldn't find any record of a deceased Marine pilot named Tom Stewart. Even Brandi's father, with all his military contacts, had been unable to help.

Then, just this afternoon, he'd said quietly, “You've done all you can, son. It's time to stop looking.”

Something in his tone told Tommy there was more, but he obviously didn't want to say. While she was driving him home, Brandi told him what her father had found out.

“Daddy went to the state capitol and looked you up in the records. Lynn Stewart was your mother's maiden name. There's no father on your birth certificate.”

“My parents weren't even married?”

“That's what it looks like.”

“Is this going to make a difference to us?”

“I don't know why it should. Daddy doesn't give a rat's ass, and he certainly isn't going to tell my mom.”

Despite his shock, Tommy had to smile. Thanks to her notorious network of female relatives, Brandi's mother would not only have had the story spread over at least three counties by the weekend, she'd have gotten most of it wrong.

“Brandi, I don't even have a last name!”

“Sure, you do. It's Stewart, same as always.”

“But why...?”

“Your mother could have a million reasons. My guess is, more than anything, she wanted to protect you.”

“What am I going to say to her?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing?”

“Tommy, nothing has changed.. You and your mom are the same people you always were. Now, you're gonna in the house, act the way you always do, and hope she didn't mix up the labels on the cans again.”

“Yeah. When you're expecting peaches, tomatoes with green chilies can be a bit unnerving.”

Apparently relieved at the lightening of his mood, Brandi had giggled. “Especially on ice cream.”

Thinking of his mother's lies, Tommy punched another button on the remote in frustration. He jumped at a sudden blast from the speakers. Before Lynn could get to the kitchen doorway to ask what was going on, he located the mute button and silenced the blare.

“Sorry, Ma. I wasn't paying attention.”

“You can fool with that later. Supper's ready, and I want you to set the table.”

Setting the table was a routine Tommy could have performed in his sleep. After he followed her into the kitchen, Lynn brushed past him to open the oven door, releasing a rush of aromatic heat.

“Spaghetti?”

“And garlic bread.”

“Mmm. I noticed.”

“Use the pottery plates. The good ones are still in the dishwasher.”

Later, Tommy nibbled at his bread and moved his fork around the plate.

Lynn asked, “Aren't you hungry?”

He reached for his glass, took a gulp of milk then wiped his mouth. “I had a snack at Brandi's.”

She sighed. “I should have guessed.”

“Have they found out anything more about what happened to Father Doneghan?” Tommy sensed Lynn's hesitation and puzzled over it.

“No. The diocese is sending substitutes for Sunday Mass till they find someone to replace him.”

“Did Father Doneghan know my dad?”

Another obvious hesitation. Then, she said almost too casually, “Why do you ask?”

“Did he?”

Another silence. “As a matter of fact, he did.”

“Did he marry you?”

“Huh?”

“Did he marry you and my dad?” If she said, yes, she would be lying.

Lynn's chair scraped back and water splashed in the sink. He heard her return to the table.

Now her tone was downright defensive. “Why are you suddenly asking all these questions?”

“You never talk about him.”

“Who?”

“My dad.”

“It's ... a painful subject.”

Tommy decided to go for broke. “Is it because you and he were never married?”

“Tommy!”

“And his name wasn't Stewart?”

“That's it! Go to your room! I'm disconnecting your computer right now! You're grounded till further notice!”

“What about school?”

“I'll call to tell them you're sick.”

“And then what? You can't keep me locked up forever.”

Lynn sighed. “All right. You win. Your father and I weren't married, and his name wasn't Stewart.”

Another moment of silence. She was evidently collecting her thoughts.

“How did you find out?”

“Never mind. Who was he?”

“Who?”

“You know damn well who!”

More silence. Lynn got up from the table again, moved around collecting dishes and silverware. The dishwasher door opened, followed by stacking noises. Tommy jumped when a plate hit the floor, shattering on the stone tiles.

“If you must know, I was raped.”

It was his turn to remain silent.

“I wasn't much older than you. I was all alone, and Father Doneghan...”

“Helped you? Surely, he wasn't...?”

Beneath the quavery laugh, Lynn sounded as if she were choking back tears. “Heavens, no. It was nothing like that.”

“Did you know my father?”

“Y-yes.”

“Did he attack you?”

“N-not exactly.”

“What do you mean, not exactly?”

“They call it date rape.”

“My father's not dead. Is he?”

“No.” Another hesitation. “He w-went to prison.”

“For what he did to you?”

“No. But I helped put him there.”

“Is he still...?”

“Father Doneghan was keeping track of him. H-he just got out.”

“Do you think that's why...?”

“Possibly.”

“What about Sheriff Compton? You have talked to him, haven't you?”

“No.”

“Why in the hell not?”

“Tommy, please don't use that kind of language!”

“Forget the language, Ma. Why haven't you talked to the sheriff? This could be important.”

“I j-just wasn't thinking. Tommy, no one else knows except...”

“Who?”

“Diane Michaelson. She wouldn't cover for me unless I told her the whole story.”

“Well, sooner or later, you're going to have to tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Who my father is. If there's even an outside chance ... Ma, I have a right to know.”

“Let me think on it. You're not going to eat that, are you?”

It was Tommy's turn to sigh. Dropping his fork onto the half-full plate, he pushed back his chair. “I guess not.”

“Where are you going?”

“Outside. I need some air.”

Lynn sounded defeated. “Take your jacket. It's chilly.”

When he drifted into Etienne's world that night some of Tommy's distress went with him. The music and the dancing had an almost dissonant quality, and when Barbette finally slipped onto the bench beside him he found he had no appetite. From the head table on the high dais, he saw the baron frown then look pointedly in his direction.

“I had best go find out what he wants.”

Barbette pouted. “But you told me you were not expected to attend him until tomorrow.”

“Even so...”

“Be gone about your duties, then. But hurry back.”

When he reached his master's chair, the baron ignored him for a few moments. Then he said over his shoulder, “You and the little dancer there. You are becoming quite close, non?”

Etienne flushed and glanced at the baroness, who seemed amused. He had evidently been the subject of their discussion. “My lord, I...”

“No need for embarrassment. She's a very pretty girl. However, after this week, I will have no further use for her services, and she and her troupe will be leaving my employ. The summer is over, and I have more serious matters to attend to.”

“Have you told her, my lord?”

“I thought I would let you do that. I will give her plenty of gold and a reference to the royal court. She'll do all right.”

“Your lordship is generous indeed.”

“All right, then. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

Earlier that day, the baron had received an emissary from his despised younger brother, René de Laval. The meeting left him preoccupied, and messengers had been riding out from the chateau all afternoon. Obviously, something was afoot. Judging by the increased activity in the armory and courtyard, it was of a military nature.

When Etienne returned to his seat, Barbette smiled at him. “I already know what he told you. The girls and I will be leaving in a couple of days. In the meantime, let's make the most of the time we have left.”

“How did you know?”

“In a household this size, keeping such a secret is impossible. Incidentally, Madame La Baronne had nothing to do with your lord's decision. Monsieur le Baron is about to go to war against his brother, who has just seized the manor of Champtocé. Again.”

As Etienne well knew, the enmity between the brothers went all the way back to their childhood. The handsome outgoing baron was everything his brooding younger sibling was not, and the autocratic grandfather who'd raised them reportedly played one off against the other every waking moment of their lives. He never allowed René to forget the baron was the sole heir to all the family estates and properties, leaving his less-fortunate younger brother penniless.

On the other hand, their grandfather had allowed René to do pretty much as he pleased while requiring his brother to hew to an incredibly rigid standard of conduct.

As he grew older, the baron found the friendship and acceptance he craved with the chateau's redoubtable Master-at-Arms; and by the time he completed his knightly training he had developed an enviable range of fighting skills. René, on the other hand, was a poor swordsman, lacking either the will or the discipline to improve. He would rather go roistering in the taverns with his ragtag group of ne'er-do-well friends, and their grandfather had reportedly done little to restrain him.

According to Etienne's friend Robert Feraud, one of the baron's lieutenants who'd grown up and ridden with him from the very beginning, family politics were another source of dissension. He'd been in the room when the baron announced he was riding to support the Dauphin of France against the English and watched the quarrel between him and his grandfather assume seismic proportions.

“This is not what you were raised for!” roared his grandfather. “Duc Jean de Bretagne is your liege lord, not the Dauphin.”

The baron shrugged. “As long as Duc Jean keeps kissing the Duke of Bedford's arse, I'll not serve him.”

“You will not go!”

“How are you going to stop me, pray tell?”

His grandfather glanced out the window at the five companies of men assembled in the courtyard below then apparently accepted defeat. “All right, but do me one favor.”

There was another exasperated glance out the window.

“Name it.”

“Marry before you leave.”

The baron had half-smiled. “Catherine is my first cousin. We still don't have the dispensation.”

His grandfather did not smile back. “Marry her anyway. We can sort out the Papal permission later.”

“Her family—”

“Has ceased their objections. They are as anxious for this alliance as we.”

The baron's expression had become cynical. “And if I beget an heir on her before I go, so much the better. But you do have René, you know.”

“René is not worthy. You know that as well as I.”

“Even if I'm supporting the wrong side? René's politics are more correct than mine. He is a creature of Duc Jean's, after all.”

“I am thinking of what is best for our house. You are the heir.”

“Ah. You have the same reservations about Duc Jean that I do.”

“The man changes sides whenever the wind blows. He is not to be trusted.”

“All right. I will delay my departure long enough to hold the wedding.”

“That is all I ask.”

The baron was only sixteen when he married, reflected Etienne. Later, he had distinguished himself repeatedly on the battlefields of France and even defeated and killed the notorious English commander, Blackburn, in single combat. In company with the legendary Maid, Jeanne d'Arc, he then helped lift the siege of Orléans. He was so highly regarded by King Charles he had not only been made a Marshal of France but was assigned to carry the sacred oil to his crowning at Rheims. During the intervening years, and much to the Duke of Brittany's dismay, the baron had sternly enforced the law in his home province on the king's behalf and received many additional honors.

A gifted musician and playwright, he became a generous patron of the arts as well as the Church; and in his recently concluded pageant, Le Mystére d'Orléans, Etienne had donned a wig and various costumes to play several parts, including that of the Maid herself. Along with his master's, Etienne's performance had been well received. Even the usually cool Madame La Baronne appeared impressed, and their little daughter Marie was obviously thrilled.

However, a rumor had recently surfaced that René de Laval and the Duc de Bretagne were petitioning King Charles about the baron's extravagant spending. Today, a message had arrived from the royal court that pleased the baron not at all. When he retrieved the document from the floor where his master had flung it, Etienne had glanced at its contents. Even with his limited reading skills, he could see the message was not good news.

So, this military expedition might not be the only reason why the baron was canceling any future entertainments and getting rid of Barbette and her dance troupe.

Well, no matter. Tomorrow would be soon enough to worry about such things. In the meantime, Etienne still had tonight—and Barbette.
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Chapter 6—Sunday in New York>

Computer magnate Dick Seymour raised a sandy eyebrow. “So, what's your take on this ebook thing?”

His wife, Fayre Montgomery, smiled sunnily at him. With her shoes off and a glass of juice in her hand, she was comfortably ensconced on a huge suede couch in the corner of their vast penthouse apartment's living room.

“Darcey just got one of those new electronic readers. She says she likes it better than her laptop.”

Dick frowned at the thought of Fayre's unpredictable business partner. After raising an illegitimate daughter on her own for ten years, she'd suddenly married the kid's father less than a month before.

“Darcey, as in Darcey Norris? Isn't she still on her honeymoon?”

“It's Darcey Derry now, and they just got back. She sent Jenny to stay with friends so she could keep her in her regular school.”

“In the States?”

“Minnesota, actually. She finally broke down and bought that estate on LakeMinnetonka she was looking at for so long.”

“I thought her husband was French.”

“He is. He operates a charter jet and limousine service in Paris. Does quite well with it, from what I hear.”

“Are you saying he didn't marry her for her money?”

“Who knows? Did you marry me for mine?”

Dick's laughter notwithstanding, Fayre's question was closer to the bone than she knew. At the time of their marriage eleven years before, his personal finances had become precarious. With his corporation's value tied so closely to its common stock, a sudden plunge in the market had almost spelled disaster. His providential association with Fayre Montgomery's cash-rich merchandising empire had reassured his jittery investors and bought him the time he needed to ride things out.

Unfortunately, her longtime partner and closest friend, Darcey Norris, had come with the package, and try as he might, Dick had never been able to drive a wedge between her and Fayre. Darcey's eyes were a little too sharp to suit him, and now she'd added this mysterious French husband to the mix.

Had the new spouse been the average international jet-set gigolo, Dick wouldn't have been so concerned. But he wasn't. While not wealthy by Fortune Magazine standards, the enigmatic Gilles Derry was quite well fixed. A shrewd, no-nonsense native of Brittany, he insisted on supporting Darcey and their daughter financially; and judging by the prenuptial agreement he personally drew up and signed, Gilles had absolutely no interest in his wife's considerable fortune.

These days, he and Darcey preferred to spend their free time at La Cerise, Gilles's sprawling estate on the Breton coast.

When she went there to stand up for the bride at their quiet country wedding, Fayre was so taken with his historic farmhouse she begged Gilles to let her feature it on her syndicated television show. Unfortunately, while most people would have been flattered out of their minds at such an offer, Darcey's bridegroom had taken instant offense.

“This is my private home,” he growled. “If I were interested in putting on such a display for the publique I would have restored one of the Baron de Rais’ chateaux and charge the tourists a thousand francs a head just to walk through it.”

Fayre looked at him sharply. “The Baron de Rais? Wasn't he the fiend who murdered all those children? I didn't know he lived around here.”

“Machecoul is just a few miles away,” remarked Darcey. “Isn't that right, Gilles?”

“Machecoul, Tiffauges, Champtocé.. Take your pick. The baron had over a dozen chateaux. Some are in better shape than others and they're all within an easy drive.”

“He must have been very rich,” mused Fayre. “Whatever possessed him to do what he did?”

Gilles glanced at Darcey. “If he did it.”

“That's true,” she said hastily. “Some historians think he might have been framed.”

Fayre grinned. “Oh, you mean like good ol’ Richard the Third. There's a society that's been trying to clear his name forever. You don't want to ever get in an argument with them.”

Darcey frowned. “Didn't you send them some money once?”

“Yes, I did. It was for a petition about those bones in Westminster Abbey. They've been badgering me to join ever since.”

Gilles looked narrowly at Fayre. “If you'd really like to see one of the baron's chateaux, I can arrange it. How about tomorrow?”

She clapped her hands. “Oh, could you? If there are any decent restaurants nearby, I'll treat you to lunch.”

“There are many fine restaurants in the area, and I'm sure we can find something to suit your taste, Madame Seymour.”

They finally settled on the manor of Champtocé, the legendary baron's birthplace. Gilles proved a knowledgeable and entertaining guide, and their luncheon on the terrace of a nearby country inn was truly memorable. During the return drive, it was obvious Fayre had forgotten all about her television offer.

“I had no idea there was so much fighting,” she mused. “From what you say, those feudal lords must have spent most of their waking hours attacking each other's castles. No wonder they had all those fortifications.”

“It was toward the end of the Hundred Years War,” said Gilles in his heavily accented English. “The Duc de Bretagne sympathized with les Anglais, and he wasn't happy with Gilles de Rais’ alliance with the French king. The baron's chateaux completely surrounded the Duke's capital city of Nantes. Since he also possessed a large army, that made le Duc very nervous.”

“You're certainly knowledgeable about the local history.”

Darcey chimed in. “Gilles is descended from an old Breton family, and a lot of those people were his relatives. That's why I want Jenny to know something about her ancestry.”

Fayre looked around. “Speaking of Jenny, where is she?”

Gilles smiled. “One of my tenants invited her to spend the day with his family. He has a plough horse named Tartin who's so amiable he'll stand for hours with a couple of kids sprawled out on his back playing cards. They treat troubled racehorses and swear Tartin has a calming effect on them.”

Fayre snorted. “Neurotic racehorses? Now I've heard everything.”

“They have a long waiting list and their business pays very well.”

“Oh. You mean, like The Horse Whisperer.”

Gilles looked puzzled. “Comment?”

Darcey shook her head. “No, not a bit like The Horse Whisperer. What they do is not dramatic at all. She doesn't know it yet but Gilles is buying one of their ponies for Jenny.”

Fayre glanced out the window at the passing fields. “Won't she miss it when she goes back to school?”

Darcey chuckled. “Gilles is arranging to ship it to my place on LakeMinnetonka. That's one advantage of owning your own charter service.”

Along with Fayre, Darcey Norris was a major stockholder in the Japanese corporation that had just bought out the Belvedere publishing empire and she and her new husband were due to arrive at the Seymour's New York apartment any time. As usual, the fiscally conscious Gilles Derry had managed to coordinate their New York trip with one of his paid charters. He and his partner had just ferried an assortment of international movie stars and minor European royalty across the Atlantic at the Japanese corporation's expense. In return for the free trip and all the champagne they could hold, the celebrities had agreed to serve as window-dressing for the upcoming press bash at the Cinnamon Swan.

It was with considerable relief that Darcey and Gilles turned over their happily sodden charges to a gaggle of anxious chaperones at the Plaza. Then they headed for the Seymours’ apartment house in a rented limousine.

Watching his wife reach for her ever-present cell phone and flip it open, Gilles frowned slightly. Then he lapsed into French. “Of all the devices I have encountered in this amazing century, that telephone of yours has got to be the most annoying.”

The timbre of his speech warmed Darcey's very soul, and she thought about the king-size bed in Fayre's guest room with actual yearning. Without even trying, Gilles could make a simple request for a cup of coffee sound like a dirty proposition, and he knew what effect his native tongue had on her, dammit.

Speaking of tongues ... Oops, better not go there.

Hurriedly, she punched a code into the phone. “Fayre? We've just dropped off our cargo and are on our way.” She glanced up at Gilles, who was studiously staring out the window at the passing cityscape. “We'll be there in a few minutes and dinner's on me.”

Meeting them at the penthouse door, Dick couldn't have been more affable. He gestured to the porter to drop the bags in the foyer—the housekeeper could take care of them later. As dark as Dick was fair, Gilles topped him by a full head, and the Frenchman's cool expression made the computer magnate slightly uneasy.

Following the requisite air kissing, Fayre and Darcey already had their heads together and were giggling about something—probably the trans-Atlantic trip.

As they entered the apartment's vast glass-walled living room, a slight figure stood up from one of the easy chairs. Their other houseguest had arrived the previous evening and Dick made the introductions.

“Darcey, Gilles, I'd like you to meet Dr. Henry Cooper. Henry, this is Fayre's partner, Darcey Norris, and her husband, Gilles Derry. Dr. Cooper's just come on board with my company. He's here for a few days to meet our top management, then he's heading for his new base.”

Gilles frowned slightly. “Your company is Delius Enterprise, non?”

“That's right. Today the planet, tomorrow the universe, that's our motto.”

“Ah, yes. You have to do with NASA, do you not?”

“NASA's been very good to us, and Dr. Cooper here is responsible for patenting a new principle that's going to revolutionize space communications.”

“Ah, I see.” Gilles took in Henry's Oriental features. “If I may be so bold as to ask, where are you from, Dr. Cooper?”

The younger man appeared unoffended. “Magnus Falls, Iowa. My mother was Vietnamese.”

“Ah, I see. Will you be joining us for dinner?”

Dick glanced at Fayre, who nodded. “I took Darcey at her word and made a reservation at the Four Seasons. Henry?”

The doctor smiled. “Thank you. That would be delightful.”

“If you're still here Tuesday, why don't you come with us to that Belvedere thing?” said Fayre brightly.

“Belvedere thing?”

“It could be fun and the food will be good.”

Dick explained. “Darcey and Fayre have an interest in the Japanese corporation which just bought out Belvedere House. They're venturing into electronic books and wireless readers and this is their big kickoff.”

“Oh, the publisher. I saw something on television about it.”

Fayre smiled. “A lot of the famous Belvedere authors will be there—including Georgianna LeClair.”

Henry's startled reaction intrigued Fayre.

“Do you know her?”

Her evidently embarrassed guest promptly assumed a more neutral expression. “Uh, no. I've had a very long couple of days and my jet lag just caught up with me.”

Fayre was instantly solicitous. “If you'd rather stay home, Doctor, I can have Consuelo fix you something.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Seymour, that's most kind. I think I'll take you up on it and make it an early night.”

[Back to Table of Contents]




Chapter 7—The Reception>

Two days later, Gilles and Darcey were dressing for the Belvedere reception.

Gilles chuckled. “What do you mean, you have nothing to wear?”

Darcey pawed through one of the dresser drawers. “I had that black crepe outfit all planned out then left the friggin’ top at La Cerise, dammit!”

Gilles eyed his wife's bare breasts. “Personally, I like you topless. Bottomless would be even better.”

When his eager fingers reached inside the waistband of Darcey's bikini briefs, she slapped at him. “Be serious!”

Gilles's other hand snaked around her waist then playfully teased its way downward between her thighs. “Why should I?”

“Aargh! Will you stop that!”

“Ma chere, you are much too serious.”

“Dammit, Gilles, we're supposed to be getting dressed! Not—”

His mouth on hers, Gilles forced Darcey backward onto the bed. Briefly breaking lip contact to take a breath, he growled in her ear. “You would not rather be doing this?”

“Oh, what the hell?” Her arms went around his neck, and she pulled him down on top of her, giggling all the while. “What they must be thinking!”

“If they had any sense, they'd be doing the same thing.”

She sighed. “I imagine Fayre has something I could use. We are the same size, more or less.”

“Eh, she's not nearly as pretty as you...” Abruptly, her husband straightened up and moved back from the bed.

“Gilles? What is it?”

He appeared to be listening. “Something...”

“I don't hear anything.”

“Jeanne d'Arc had her voices. I hear a bell.”

“What kind of bell?”

“In the steeple of a country church, many miles away. The first time I heard it was the day my father died.”

“Did the Maid know?”

“If she did, she never told me.”

It was Darcey's turn to frown. “Did you ever tell her?”

“Non. You are the first. It was not comme il faut to speak of such things to a comrade-in-arms.”

“She did.”

“That was different. Jeanne was spirituelle.”

“You are not?”

Abruptly switching mood again, Gilles held out the phone. “Call Fayre and see if she has a top you can borrow. While you do that, I am going to take a shower.”

Since her husband was obviously not going to tell her what was troubling him, Darcey resigned herself to the fact this was one more mystery she would probably never solve. Later, when she pirouetted to show off her borrowed silk-and-cashmere sweater with its hand-embroidered cascades of flashing hand-cut beads, he looked slightly bemused.

“I once saw a tunic decorated like this. Except the jewels were diamonds.”

“Did it belong to a king or something?”

“Non. It was part of a costume for a pageant.” He looked as if the memory saddened him, and Darcey didn't ask any more questions.

Fayre awaited them in the living room with champagne on ice and a couple of silver trays filled with sizzling hors d'oeuvres. “Luv, you look absolutely scrumptious. Doesn't she, Dick?”

“Are you saying that sweater looks better on her than it did on you?”

“Well, of course, darling. Otherwise, I wouldn't have given it to her.”

Darcey well remembered Dick's apoplectic reaction when Fayre first bought the damn thing: “Eight thousand dollars? Are you out of your mind?”

As if she guessed what her friend was thinking, Fayre murmured almost under her breath, “Good thing I didn't tell him what it really cost. Those Austrian crystals don't come cheap.”

“Doesn't he realize it's a write-off?” whispered Darcey. “At least, it will be if you wear it on your show.”

Fayre looked dubious. “All that glitter would probably blow out the cameras.”

“It is kind of bright, isn't it? Maybe you can take it back.”

“Not hardly. It was special order, and after what she went through with the beading Madame Dubrova said ‘never again.'” Fayre looked over Darcey's shoulder and her eyes widened slightly. “Ah, Doctor Cooper, I'm so glad you could join us.”

Lost in her thoughts, Darcey hadn't heard Henry's approach. As he came closer, his expressionless eyes swept over her. She shuddered slightly then felt her husband stiffen.

Henry inclined his head negligibly in response to Gilles's curt nod.

What's going on here? wondered Darcey These two hardly know each other, yet they're acting as if ... Dick doesn't look comfortable, either, come to think of it, and I have a gut feeling it's more than just the sweater.

Fayre broke the tension. “If you don't eat these up, we're going to have to feed them to Consuelo's cat. And he's fat enough already.”

Darcey browsed the closest tray. “Mmm. Feeding such gems to a cat would be an outright sin. You been slavin’ over a hot stove again?”

“All afternoon. Here, sweetie, try this one. It's a Consuelo specialty.”

Darcey popped the tiny cheese-stuffed pastry in her mouth then chewed. “Oh, wow. With stuff like this, aren't you afraid she'll start her own cooking show?”

“Better than having her go to work for someone else. The Martin Van Dievers are still mad at me for stealing her.”

“Don't tell me Consuelo's stagestruck. At her age?”

Fayre grinned. “I got her away from the Van Dievers by promising her a segment on the show. She's filmed three episodes already and sees herself as Mexico's answer to Julia Child. Actually, she's a natural. Like someone else I know.”

Darcey sighed. “Yeah, right, except I don't do that kind of stuff anymore. Especially in a purple-and-pink leotard.”

Gilles looked puzzled. “Leotard? What is that?”

“That thing I wear in the mornings when I do my exercises.”

He was honestly stunned. “You appeared in such a garment in publique?”

Fayre laughed. “That's how we met. Darcey had a combination gym and health food store in South St. Paul. To advertise it, she starred in her own infomercial.”

“On television?” By now, Gilles sounded almost as apoplectic as Dick had about the sweater.

Oh, dear, thought Darcey. But that's what I get for marrying a fifteenth-century Frenchman—and a nobleman at that.

Her husband had come a long way since she first found him, bleeding and half-dead, on a modern city street. Not sure how or why he'd been brought forward in time, he had managed a remarkable adjustment to the alien century in which he found himself. Unfortunately, after he told his caregivers in the hospital the simple truth, they promptly moved him to the psych ward. Only Darcey's intervention had saved him from being immured for the rest of his life in Minnesota's huge state mental hospital at St. Peter.

After Darcey learned that Gilles de Rais’ name had become a synonym for the most monstrous depravity and evil, the mischievous alien who'd orchestrated his transfer forward through time took her back with him to the fifteenth century to determine the truth for herself. Although she'd initially had her doubts, the experience left her believing in the baron's innocence. In her opinion, the real monster was the sanctimonious Bishop of Nantes who had so brutally tortured Gilles and two of his servants. After forcing them to confess to an entire catalog of unrepeatable atrocities, he and the Duke of Brittany then held a show trial and condemned all three to a horrible death.

When he and Darcey found each other again after an enforced ten-year separation, the Baron Gilles de Rais had become Captain Gilles Derry, an experienced jet pilot and the owner/operator of a successful limousine and trans-Atlantic charter service. His secluded estate on Brittany's seacoast boasted few modern amenities; and known to his people as Le Maitre, he lived there much as he had in that bygone age.

While he'd told her little or nothing about what he had done or how he had lived during the ten years they were apart, Darcey suspected he'd returned to earth as an agent for the mysterious alien who'd ultimately healed him.

As if he guessed what Darcey was thinking, Gilles gave her a half-smile and a conspiratorial wink. “But you do not appear on television any more, n'est pas? Madame Seymour, this food is merveilleux.”

“That it is,” said Henry, loading up a plate and settling in the easy chair he'd occupied earlier. “Tell me, Madame Derry, what brings you and your husband to New York?”

“Business,” interjected Fayre. “As an investor in the corporation that just took over Belvedere House, Darcey came to take a look at what she bought.”

Henry glanced at Dick. “Delius is not an owner of this particular company, then?”

Darcey's tone was a trifle waspish. “Believe it or not, Doctor Cooper, there are still a few businesses on this planet that are not owned or controlled by Mr. Seymour's corporation. My company, Aruna, is one. Belvedere House is another.”

“Unless you want to call their owner Delius's Japanese equivalent,” drawled Dick. “Who knows? Maybe we'll join forces one of these days. Then we'll own Aruna, Belvedere House and everything else.”

“Oh, mah goodness!” Fayre's Southern accent was even more exaggerated than usual. “Will you just look at the tahm? Henry, why don't you come along with us? Darcey, we'll meet you there.”

The announcement that the proceeds from Belvedere House's widely publicized thousand-dollar-per-ticket event would be evenly divided between a well-known conservation organization's effort to save the Amazon rain forest and the AIDS Foundation had ensured a turnout that was standing room only. Vans bearing the insignias of various television networks were parked up and down the street, and the host of a well-known syndicated entertainment show was doing his best to ignore the raindrops spattering his tux while he prattled on and on about the arriving guests.

When Darcey and Gilles arrived, the sidewalk in front of the restaurant was literally swarming with New York's so-called glitterati, including dozens of the television, theater and music worlds’ liveliest and best-known denizens.

“We are never going to find Fayre in this crowd,” muttered Gilles as they hastened to find shelter under the entrance awning.

Darcey flipped open her cell phone. “Sure, we will.”

He rolled his eyes heavenward. “I should have guessed. Do you have the tickets?”

Still holding the opened cell phone, she fished a couple of elaborately engraved invitations from her purse. “Right here.”

Just inside the door, they could see the same invitations being exchanged for elegantly wrapped packages of various sizes.

“What are those?” asked Gilles.

“Goodie bags.”

“What is a goodie bag?”

“You would call it a lagniappe.”

“Ah, a free gift. Who is paying for all this largesse? Your corporation?”

Darcey shook her head. “Various sponsors. In return, they get a big banner with their name on it above the podium, plus a mention in the speeches.”

Judging by the “oohs” and “ahs” when the packages were opened, most contained wireless electronic readers similar to a device Darcey had recently purchased. “Oh, good,” she said brightly. “Now you'll have one of your own.”

“I suppose we will have to carry them around all night,” Gilles remarked gloomily.

She giggled. “That's why I brought such a big purse.”

“Darcey Norris, as I live and breathe—is that really you?”

Startled, she turned around. “Diane Michaelson? Talk about a blast from the past! What are you doing here?”

Gilles raised an eyebrow. “Obviously, you ladies know each other.”

The slender blonde behind them hugged Darcey with her free arm. “We were roommates at the University of Minnesota till she eloped—”

Darcey interrupted. “This is my husband, Gilles Derry.”

Diane flushed slightly. “Oh. But I—er—thought you were ... Pleased to meet you—er—Gilles.”

Hastily, she indicated the woman beside her. “This is Georgianna Le Clair. Miss Le Clair is one of my star clients.”

“Miss Le Clair, what a pleasure! I have all your books, including The Ghosts of Gloccamorra.”

Puzzled by the author's lack of response, Darcey looked back at Diane. “You're a literary agent?”

“For the past twenty years. I'm fairly low-key, which is probably why you haven't heard of me. And what do you do, Mr. Derry?”

Darcey watched Gilles keep a straight face. “I drive a limousine.”

Diane's face was a picture. “Really? For which service?”

“Oh, Gilles, really! Diane, he's putting you on.”

“He does more than chauffeur, I gather.”

“He operates his own limousine service in Paris—and a trans-Atlantic air charter company besides.”

Diane visibly relaxed. “Ah. A useful person to have in the family. Of course, I know what you do.”

Georgianna Le Clair spoke for the first time. “Even Ah know thet. You're the sime Darcey Nawrris what owns Aruna, raht?”

Darcey felt slightly bemused. “Right.”

Georgianna appeared oblivious. “Ah jes love yer bath awl.”

“I see they're ready for us,” Diane said hastily. “See you inside.”

“Not very articulate, is she?” remarked Gilles as he watched Diane and her charge being shepherded into a nearby elevator.

“Le Clair? She sure isn't. In fact, when you compare the way she talks to her writing, you'd swear she was a totally different person. If I know Fayre, she's upstairs inspecting the food and taking notes.” Darcey punched in a number and waited. “Fayre? It's a zoo out here and we're still waiting to be checked in. Ah, okay. Don't move till we get there.”

She snapped the phone shut then dropped it into her purse. “I was right. They're upstairs at the far end, right next to the buffet.”

The two young men behind Diane Michaelson glanced at each other. One fished a pair of invitations from his pocket.

“You take Le Clair,” he murmured. “I'm going after Darcey Norris. Maybe she can help me distract Diane.”

His companion grinned. “Watch out for that new husband of hers. He looks as if he could pack a mean punch. Where did you get that press pass, by the way?”

Josef gave him a half-smile in return. “Secretary at Show Flash. It's insurance in case Ms. Norris questions my credentials.”

“Whoo! You sure get around, don't you?”

“Nah, it's nothing like that. I never even met the bitch. She's my boss's kid sister.”

“Don't call her that around him. By the way, where's your camera?”

Josef held up his wrist. “The newest digital. All I have to do is cock and aim.”

“Sounds like you. What do you want me to do with Le Clair?”

“Whatever comes naturally. Hopefully, she goes for the Fabio type.”

Rudi checked the rosebud in his lapel. “This thing's voice-activated, right?”

“Push on the stem. It'll do the rest. The main thing I need is some background about where she's really from. And her current address.”

“You smell something, don't you?”

“Sure do. She talks one way, writes another. Could be something there.”

“If there is, I'll find it.”

“That's what I pay you for, luv.”

“Yeah, right. That and my beautiful ass.”

“Later. Right now, you need to keep your mind on business. Hey, what's this thing?”

“You can read books and newspapers on it.”

“Hmm. How do you load ’em?”

“Through the phone line.”

“Could be handy. What else does it do?”

“That's it.”

Josef unsnapped the case and looked inside. “Can I hook it up to the PC and download my own stuff? Or get e-mail on it?”

“Nope.”

“Are the books and newspapers free?”

“Nope.” Seeing Josef was about to toss the reader into a nearby trash bin, Rudi caught his arm. “Hey, don't do that. I can flog it to someone at school.”

“Be my guest. I've got enough electronic gizmos already. She said they were going to be by the buffet, right?”

“Right. According to this program, Le Clair's about to be introduced from the podium. Then she'll be available for mini-interviews.”

Keeping a weather eye out for the vindictive Diane Michaelson, Josef threaded his way through the crowd looking for Darcey Norris. That glittering sweater would be hard to miss.

Ah, there she was.

As he clipped the press pass to his lapel, he noted his target's glance at the Show Flash logo then watched her relax.

“Ms. Norris? Or have you changed your name?”

“Norris is fine. My married name is Derry, but I only use it socially. What did you want to know, Mr. Novotny?”

Uncomfortably aware of Gilles Derry's menacing presence behind him, Josef whipped out his miniature tape recorder then launched into standard interview mode. If the piece turned out well, he might be able to peddle it to Show Flash at that.

Almost casually, he threw out the all-important question. “You and Diane Michaelson knew each other in college?”

Darcey smiled. “You must have been eavesdropping, Mr. Novotny.”

“I was right behind you in the line. It was pretty hard not to overhear.”

“We were roommates at the university. We also went to the same high school.”

“You were neighbors, then?”

“Not exactly. Diane's mother worked for my foster father. He was Max Ravencroft.”

“The psychiatrist?”

Darcey nodded. “Max wasn't happy about my first marriage. That was when Diane and I lost touch.”

This is getting interesting, thought Josef. “Because her mother worked for him?”

“Possibly. By the time I returned to the Twin Cities Diane had left the area. I never saw her again until today.”

“Your first husband died, did he not?”

“He was killed in the big Los Angeles earthquake.”

Josef looked properly sympathetic. “That must have very hard for you.”

Darcey sighed. “Yes, it was. Fortunately, Ted had life insurance. That's what I used to start Aruna.”

“And now you and Diane Michaelson meet again quite by chance. Two high-powered businesswomen following totally different paths to arrive at the same destination.”

“That sounds like a pretty good feature story.”

“You obviously have experience with the press, Ms. Norris. Would you be interested in pursuing this?”

“Call me Darcey. I'll have to run it by Diane, but probably.”

“Do you know where she met Georgianna Le Clair? That's not her real name, is it?”

“No, it's Lynn Stewart. Oddly enough, we both knew another Lynn Stewart way back when. She was only in college for a couple of years. Her father got sick and she had to go home to look after him. They even look somewhat alike, come to think of it.”

Another Lynn Stewart? Josef thought about Darcey's earlier comment. “When you compare the way she talks to her writing, you'd swear she was a totally different person.”

“Where was she from?”

“Who?”

“Lynn Stewart.”

“Which one?”

“Either.”

“The one I knew was from somewhere in Iowa. This girl is either from Tennessee or Georgia. But what does this have to do with Diane and me?”

“Nothing really, outside the fact that Ms. LeClair is her star client.”

By now Henry Cooper had joined them. “Fayre and Dick have grabbed a table next to the podium and the festivities are about to begin. Diane Michaelson and Georgianna Le Clair are with them and they asked me to come get you.”

“Oh, that sounds fine.”

Darcey turned to ask the young reporter if he'd care to join them, only to find he'd vanished into the crowd. “Now, that's odd. He didn't even give me his card. Well, no matter. I can call him at Show Flash in the morning.”

While they were being introduced, Georgianna Le Clair looked at Henry Cooper as if he were a total stranger. “Pleased tah meetcha, Doctor Cooper? What kahnd o’ med'cine do ya practice?”

“Actually, I'm not that kind of doctor. I have a PhD.”

The bitch was obviously feeling no pain and that whiff was definitely bourbon.

“Interestin.’ Ah knew another PhD once. His specialty was drama.”

Henry watched the author turn her head to smile up into the eyes of the over-muscled hunk hovering over her. When her agent whispered something in her ear, Georgianna turned on her like a spitting cat.

“Dammit, Diane! Can't ya see Ah'm tawkin’ to this good-lookin’ man heah?”

Unlike Henry, who by now was wishing he was anyplace but here, Miss Michaelson didn't turn a hair. “You and Rudi what's-his-name can get together later. Right now, we have to go over your speech.”

The hors d'oeuvres had arrived at their table and Belvedere's brand-new CEO was just finishing up her introduction. Having had all of Georgianna LeClair and this affair he could stand, Henry excused himself.

Ruby Griggs watched him go toward the men's room regretfully. She considered the Oriental doctor rather cute and had been hoping to make an impression with her carefully rehearsed speech.

“And now, let's have a great big hand for the talented author of Belvedere House's debut e-book edition, The Ghosts of Gloccamorra. Miss Georgianna Le Clair!”

As applause swept across the packed restaurant, Ruby straightened her small shoulders, took a deep breath and mentally ran over her script. Diane had kept telling her this would be no different from the Tonight Show, and she was right. Hell, there was even a red camera light winking at her from the other side of the darkened room. Winkin', nothin'! That friggin’ light's blindin’ me!

When she threw up her hand to shade her eyes, something snapped against it, hard. With a tiny cry—more of a sigh, really—Ruby Griggs went down.

That cry was the last sound she would ever make.
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Chapter 8—A Change in Plans>

Tommy was supposed to be doing research for his mother's new book, Hammersmith House. Lynn had told him a couple of days before that she was spending far too many hours staring at her monitor, which remained as blank as her thoughts. Part of the problem, she said, was their anemic main character. No matter what they did with her, their time-traveling witch remained insipid and dull and the plot was stalled. What with The Scarlet Pimpernel, A Tale of Two Cities and more category romance novels than she cared to contemplate, the Regency period had been done to death anyway.

Their witch's escape from the Terror was at best an unoriginal pastiche, even if it was into another century. Then she had a thought.

“Maybe we're in the wrong era. What if we were to make the setting a century earlier?”

“What was going on then?” asked Tommy, his mind obviously elsewhere.

Lynn warmed to her theme. “Let's see now. That was the time of King Charles the Second of England's Restoration. You've heard of the Sun King, haven't you?”

“Louis the Fourteenth of France. He built the palace at Versailles and slept around a lot.”

“Tommy!”

“We just had him in history class. Louis the Fourteenth had more mistresses than Henry the Eighth had wives. One of them even got mixed up with Satanists and the Black Mass.”

“I didn't know that.”

“About the Satanism?”

“No, that you just had him in history.”

“So?”

“What if we changed the setting to the Sun King's court at Versailles? The evil mistress was the Marquise de Montespan and she'd be a good start.”

Tommy was doubtful. “We didn't get into that aspect much. The teacher talked mostly about the wars between England and France and their effect on trade and the European economy. Stuff like that.”

“Typical,” snorted Lynn. “And I suppose it was extremely boring.”

Tommy nodded. “Actually, moving the story back a hundred years may not be such a bad idea. Especially since it involves witchcraft. What was that mistress's name again?”

Lynn consulted her notes. “Athenais de Montespan. She had several children by the king and they had to hide them from her estranged husband for fear he would claim them. Then the king fell in love with her children's governess.”

“See,” said Tommy triumphantly. “I told you he slept around.”

Lynn ignored him and continued reviewing her notes. “Actually, in that case, he may not have. Supposedly, the governess said no.”

“And?”

“Are you saying you're interested in this?”

Tommy grinned. “It sure beats memorizing the dates of all those battles. What was the governess's name?”

“Françoise Scarron. After the queen died, the king married her.”

“She became queen?”

“Not according to this. However, the king did give her a title—the Marquise de Maintenon.”

Tommy had become intrigued. “What happened to her old boss?”

“De Montespan? She was permanently banished from court.”

“Did the governess have anything to do with that?”

Lynn tapped a key on her computer. “She may have. The king had a wandering eye, and Athenais de Montespan had gotten so upset about the attention he was paying to a young girl named ... um ... Angelique de Fontanges, she hired a local witch to help her poison them both.”

“Another witch,” mused Tommy. “Aha! So what did the governess have to do with it?”

“Supposedly, she found out about the poisoning plot and warned the king.”

“Then the king banished the evil mistress and they lived happily ever after?”

“Not quite that simple but, in essence, yes.” Lynn pressed another key. “I just sent my notes to your computer. Now, where are we going to fit in our witch?”

“Easy,” said Tommy. “She's the one who warns the governess and helps her get to the king.”

“That could work,” reflected Lynn. Because of certain dreams she'd been having lately, she had become attracted to that particular era and increasingly intrigued with the erring Marquise de Montespan. “But how would she find out?”

“Magic.” Tommy thought for a moment. “Maybe she had a crystal ball. Nah, that's too easy. Fortune-tellers use crystal balls.”

“Wait a minute.” Lynn was obviously hunting for something. “Ah, here it is. Have you ever heard of the ancient art of scrying?”

“Scry—what?” Tommy searched his memory.

“It means looking at something from afar by magical means.”

“Wouldn't do me much good, then,” muttered Tommy. “But as long as we're on the subject, what kind of means?”

“A reflection in a pool or a bowl of water, or a magical mirror. So, she spies on people with this scrying device and that's how she learns about the plot.”

Tommy asked idly. “You said the king lived happily ever after. Did he?”

Now, why did he ask that? Lynn wondered.

Lately, she'd been wondering about a lot of things. Coupled with the weird dreams she'd been having, the peculiar gaps in her memory were becoming more and more frequent. In fact, there were entire days about which she didn't remember a single thing. She'd be working in the garden then find herself fixing a salad in the kitchen without any recollection of how she'd gotten there. Or else she'd start the day wearing blue jeans then look down and see she had on a skirt and be unable to remember when or where she'd changed her clothes.

Half-listening to his mother's end of a telephone conversation, Tommy was immersed in a Braille edition of a history of medieval France at the kitchen table. While still saying little, he had calmed considerably during the past couple of days and he and Lynn had established a truce of sorts.

He had deliberately avoided telling Lynn about the book he was reading. His English teacher had gotten it for him and he himself wasn't sure what to make of it. After slogging through Charlemagne and the Dark Ages, he'd just arrived at the Hundred Years War. When a certain name jumped out at him, he puzzled as to why it should signify then made himself a note to do some further exploring on the Net.

In response to a sudden pause in Lynn's telephone conversation, Tommy turned his head. “Who's that?”

“Diane Michaelson.”

“What does she want?”

“Hold on.” Lynn put a hand over the receiver. “It's about Ruby.”

“Miss Tennessee?”

“Tommy, I've told you before...”

He sighed. “Yeah, yeah, I know. What's she done now?”

“N-nothing. Let me finish talking to Diane.”

Grabbing the cordless from its charger, Lynn moved into the living room and out of earshot.

When she returned, she threw down the phone, sank into a kitchen chair opposite him and buried her head in her hands.

Hearing the clatter, Tommy started. “What is it, Ma?”

“I can't believe it. I just can't believe it!”

“What can't you believe?”

“That was Diane! Someone just shot Ruby Griggs.”

“What? But she was...”

“Why Ruby, for God's sake? Why her?”

“What if they thought she was you?”

“Oh, no, Tommy. That's not possible.”

“Lots of people thought she was you. Why not my father? You said he just got out.”

“He couldn't ... He wouldn't...”

“Who else would want to hurt you? You said you helped put him away.”

While she was obviously trying to remain calm, he heard her take a couple of deep breaths. “Honey, I have to go to New York for a couple of days.”

“When?”

“As soon as I can arrange it.”

Tommy marked his place then carefully closed the book. “Can I come?”

“You've got school.”

He shook his head. “It's the end of the semester.”

“Next time I'll take you. I promise.”

“You say that every time and have never come through yet. Are you ashamed to be seen with me?”

“Tommy!”

“Well, you sure act like it.”

“I'm not...”

“Aren't you?”

“No!” In an apparent attempt to distract him Lynn asked, “What are you reading?”

Tommy wasn't buying it. “Quit trying to change the subject. You don't even take me grocery shopping.”

“We go to church every week.”

“Yeah, and that's it.” Still shaking his head in disbelief, he went over to the refrigerator and started rummaging around. “Are we out of Coke?”

“You shouldn't be drinking it this late. Here, I'll get you some juice.”

He ran his fingers over a couple of containers. “Maybe you'd better.”

Lynn's constant mislabeling of cans and packages was a running joke between them, and Tommy had never let her forget the time she'd mixed up the peaches with the tomatoes and green chilies. She joined him at the refrigerator door.

“What do you want? Orange?”

He stepped aside to let her reach past him then returned to the table. “That would be fine. Now, tell me what's happened to Ruby? Is she in the hospital?”

The refrigerator door closed and he heard juice splash into a glass. Lynn set the filled tumbler on the table then guided his hand to it “Worse than that. Sh-she's dead.”

“How?”

A chair leg scraped. “I just told you. Someone shot her.”

“On purpose?”

“I don't know. It just happened. Diane was on her cell phone and she was still at the restaurant. The police just arrived. There was so much noise I could hardly hear her.”

“Geeze, Mom, that's awful.”

He heard her swallow hard. “She says I have to come right away.”

“You want me to check flights for you?”

“That would be a big help.”

After booking his mother's plane ticket on his computer then printing out the information for her, Tommy got on the phone and made arrangements to stay with the Nelsons while she was away. It took him only a few minutes to pack his duffel. Then he took a shower and headed for bed.

He was asleep almost before his head hit the pillow.

With the last of his duties finally completed, Etienne headed for the spiral stone staircase leading to his modest sleeping quarters. Absently, he nodded to the guard and the man grinned.

“A pretty piece, that one. Too bad she's leaving us.”

Barbette had been right. In a household this size, keeping secrets was impossible.

“Yes, it is. If any more messengers arrive before morning let me know before you go disturbing Monsieur le Baron.”

The guard gave him a knowing wink. “Have a good night.”

Hearing him latch the door, Barbette sat up against the pillows and yawned.

“I thought you would never come. What took you so long?”

“I was checking yours and the other girls’ mounts—and finding myself something more spirited than that ancient mare.”

“You're riding out with the baron, then?”

“His squire broke his arm on the jousting field this afternoon. He's asked me to fill in.”

“That's quite an honor. Have you been to war with him before?”

“Non, but I have a feeling this will not be the last time. A messenger just came from Duc Jean's brother Richemont about a meeting. Judging by Monsieur le Baron's reaction, there's something bigger afoot this time than just another feud with René.”

“Richemont? I've heard of him. Even though he's le Duc's brother, he serves the king, does he not?”

Wearily, Etienne pulled his tunic over his head. “There was also a messenger about Demoiselle Marie's marriage.”

When he sat to remove his boots, Barbette threw back the covers. “Here, why don't I help you with those?” She fingered his discarded tunic. “Hmm. Nice. The baron treats you well.”

“He treats all his people well. Unlike René.”

“I've heard about him. They say he beats his women.”

Vividly recalling his one and only encounter with the baron's hulking younger brother, Etienne shuddered. “That's not all he does.”

When he was finally undressed, Barbette pulled him down beside her. “Enough of unpleasant things. This night is ours, cher. Let's make the most of it.”

A rap on the door startled Etienne awake. Judging by the sand in the big hourglass near the drowsing fire it was around three. As he shifted his legs away from Barbette's and sat up, she grumbled something and turned away from him into the pillows.

“What is it?”

“Messenger! You said to wake you.”

Shivering slightly at the stone flags’ icy cold against his bare feet, Etienne reached for his bed gown and pulled on his soft boots. Snuggled into his woolen cloak against the chill, he unlatched the door. “Where?”

“Feraud took him to the kitchens for some soup. It's a bitter night.”

Etienne blew on his hands and rubbed them together. “Aye, that it is.”

Guards called casual greetings as he passed. A couple of servants were moving around the great hall; and if the sounds from the courtyard were anything to go by, he doubted he'd see his bed again this night.

One booted foot against the hearth, the messenger warmed himself by the fire, sipping at the steaming mug he held in his gloved hands. Noting the absence of livery or badges, Etienne grabbed a cup from a nearby table and dipped some of the fragrant broth for himself from the hanging kettle.

“I am Monsieur le Baron's page, Poitu. Before I waken his lordship, who are you and from whence do you come?”

The man looked down at him and half-smiled. Fine reddish hair curled around the collar of his fur-lined cloak and his blue-green eyes and pale aquiline features were unknown to Etienne. “My name is Francisco Prelati. I have come from Italy at his lordship's request.”

Etienne remembered something the baron had said earlier. “You are a priest, non?”

“Yes, but there is no need to disturb your master's slumber. I have nothing to tell him that won't keep.”

“In that case...”

Etienne had one of the servants collect the newcomer's gear from where it lay by the great door then found him a place to rest. “Monsieur le Baron leaves for Champtocé at dawn on a military matter. Do you wish to stay here or ride with us?”

“Are you returning?”

Etienne nodded.

“Then I will remain.”

As he set down the Italian's gear in the room assigned to him, Etienne's cloak slipped from his shoulders, revealing his bed gown.

Seeing it, the man caught his arm. “Stay with me. I'll pay you well.”

Etienne pretended not to understand. “I have duties to attend to, monsieur. Your fur cloak will keep you warm and the sun will be up soon enough.”

Grabbing his own cloak, he slipped from Prelati's grasp and was out the door before the man had a chance to answer. The chapel bell was ringing for Matins by the time he got back to his room. Hearing him come in, Barbette poked her head out from beneath the covers.

“Brr. It's chilly in here.”

Etienne threw a couple of pieces of wood on the fire then stirred the dying embers back to life. “I brought soup and a couple of fresh rolls from the kitchen.”

“You are so good to me, Etienne. I will miss you.”

He sighed. “And I you. Maybe we'll meet again someday.”

“Maybe. Well, I'd best go join the girls. We have preparations to make and there is much to do.”

He handed her a heavy pouch the baron had given him earlier. “Keep this where no one can see it. Monsieur le Baron has assigned you an armed escort to take you safely to Nantes. There's a company of jongleurs going north from there for the winter. He suggests you join up with them.”

Barbette hefted the pouch then looked inside. “His lordship is generous, indeed! This has been a good summer for us. For you, too, no doubt.”

“Ah, yes,” he said. “It has indeed been a good summer. For all of us.”

Still immersed in Etienne's world, Tommy muttered something unintelligible then continued to sleep through the alarm clock's insistent buzz. When he failed to appear for breakfast, Lynn hastened upstairs, muttering angrily under her breath. The school bus would be here any minute and right after that she had to leave to catch her plane.

When she shook his shoulder, her son never stirred.

“Tommy! What's the matter with you? Get up this instant!”

She heard the school bus brake to a stop at the end of the driveway, wait a moment, then pull away.

“Dammit, Tommy! Why did you have to pick today of all days? Now, I'm going to have to drive you myself.”

Fortunately, she had allowed herself at least three hours of dawdle time around Minneapolis before she had to be at the airport. Even so...

Half-hypnotized, she watched the second hand's inexorable sweep around the talking alarm clock's dial.

Five minutes went by. Then ten.

After fifteen minutes, something inside Lynn snapped and she began screaming over and over until her voice grew hoarse, “Tommy! Will you please wake up!”

Vaguely, she realized the bedside phone was ringing and fumbled the receiver off its cradle.

“Mrs. Stewart? Is Tommy there?”

“Brandi! He ... He's...” Unable to articulate her terror, Lynn started to sob.

“Is he sick?”

“I-I don't know. I can't wake him up!”

“Mrs. Stewart, I'm using my cell phone and I'm still on the bus. Do you want me to call 911?”

“N-no. I'll call them.”

Through a blur of tears, Lynn hung up then punched in the number. When the emergency center answered, she took a deep shuddering breath then pulled herself together to give what information she could to the dispatcher.

“Stay on the line, Mrs. Stewart. They're on their way.”

While it seemed like an eternity before she heard its faint pulsating wail, according to the alarm clock, the ambulance arrived within seven minutes. Hurrying down the stairs and through the kitchen, she tried to remember if she'd unlocked the back door.

Two burly figures awaited her on the step.

“Where is he?”

Mutely, she pointed to the stairs.

“Left or right?”

“R-right.”

In Tommy's bedroom, the man looked up briefly from his examination. The star on his black nylon sleeve put Lynn in mind of Matt Compton, until she remembered the sheriff was away this week on some sort of federal training thing.

“Did he take something?”

Lynn shook her head.

“Is there someone else here?”

Again, she shook her head.

The woman was talking on her portable radio. It squawked a couple of times but Lynn couldn't make out the words. Then she said “We're getting him ready for transport now.”

When Lynn stepped back to make room for the gurney, her leg hit Tommy's neatly packed duffel.

“Ma'am, you'll have to move that out of the way.”

Numbly, she picked up the duffel and took it out into the hall. “Th-these are his things. He w-was going to stay with friends while I was...”

Oh, God! The meeting! I can't go! I've got to call Diane!

Still hefting the duffel, she followed the two EMTs down the stairs. After he finished securing the stretcher in the ambulance, the man checked Tommy over then looked at her narrowly.

“Ma'am, you don't look as if you should be driving. Is there someone you can call? Marge, help her find her purse and lock up.”

With a sense of watching herself from another dimension, Lynn gave Marge the Nelsons’ number then reflected it was a good thing she'd stuck her cell phone in the charger last night. Her Daytimer sat next to it, ready for the trip.

“My keys and purse are right here.”

As she locked the back door, Marge gave Lynn a reassuring smile. “Mr. Nelson said he'd meet us at the hospital. Your son's vitals are all normal, by the way. We've started an IV and he already wet the bed.”

“That's good?”

“If he took something, it is.”

A wave of icy nausea hit Lynn.

Seeing her change of color, Marge took her by the arm. “Let's get you inside. Hey, Carl! Is there any of that coffee left?” After pouring the steaming brew into a red thermal mug adorned with a drug company logo, Marge added three packs of sugar. “Here. This'll help.”

Abruptly, Lynn realized she hadn't had any breakfast. “Th-thanks.”

Holding the mug in her two hands, she sank onto the fold-down stool near Tommy's stretcher. Then she finally released the tears she hadn't even known she was holding back.

[Back to Table of Contents]





Chapter 9—The Hunt Begins>

It seemed like only five minutes since the Seymours and their guests had finally returned to the apartment. Still in shock after hours of questioning at the restaurant, they'd said a weary goodnight to one other then staggered off to their respective beds.

When the phone next to her buzzed, Darcey reached over sleepily. She even tried to punch the thing a couple of times before realizing it wasn't her alarm clock. Lifting the receiver, she spoke softly so as not to wake Gilles. “Um. Hello.”

Consuelo answered. “Senora Derry? Mees Diane Michaelson ees on the line. Do you weesh to speak wid her?”

“Sure.” She reached over and punched the flashing button. “Diane?”

“Oh, Darcey! I'm so glad you're still there.”

“We have to stay over for a couple more days. Something to do with being a material witness.”

“When we were introduced, you said your husband runs an air charter service.”

“Yes, he does.”

“Does he fly the plane himself?”

“Sometimes.”

“Does he ever do charters within the US?”

“Occasionally. Diane, what's this about?”

“I have to get to Iowa as soon as possible. But no one must know.”

Darcey thought about the swarm of reporters around Diane's limousine when they left the restaurant. “How are you going to dodge the paparazzi?”

“Jasmine's just about my size. She's going out the front door in a wig and sunglasses while I sneak out the back.”

“Jasmine?”

“My housekeeper. Hopefully, they'll follow the limo and won't notice me coming out the back door. You're at the Beaufort Arms, right?”

“In the penthouse. Are you coming now?”

“As soon as I can get there. I'll use the service entrance.”

After scrutinizing the list next to the phone, Darcey buzzed Consuelo to let her know about Diane. Then she punched in the number to Fayre's room.

From his station across the alley from Diane Michaelson's brownstone, Josef watched a furtive, jeans-clad figure slip out the back and head down the street. According to Rudi's staccato walkie-talkie report, the rest of the pack was taking off en masse after the blonde who'd just come out the front door and gotten into the waiting limousine.

Josef pressed the answer button. “Black wig, sunglasses, blue jeans, red leather jacket. Huge Art Deco shoulder bag. She'll probably grab a cab on the next block.”

By now, Rudi should be drifting after her.

“Nope. She's heading for the subway.”

“Where are you?”

“Going down. She's looking around. Not used to this kind of travel, I guess.”

“I'm on your tail.”

Diane was still looking around when he reached the bottom of the stairs. Then she fished a Metro Card from her pocket.

Catching up with Rudi, Josef stayed in the shadow of a nearby pillar.

“Central Park,” he murmured.

“Gotcha.”

On the platform, Diane started talking into her cell phone. It was one of the newer ones Josef had found impossible to tap. Watching his quarry pace back and forth, he wondered what kind of wild goose chase the other reporters were enjoying as they followed the limo. Her housekeeper was probably having a ball driving all over town, raiding the bar and giving orders to the chauffeur.

In her shoes, he'd have probably done the same thing.

“Any luck with that mike?”

“Too much interference. Ah, here comes the train.”

They took the next car and watched Diane through the window.

“Central Park, all right,” said Josef.

Rudi got off ahead of him then took the stairs two at a time. With Diane safely between them, Josef stayed back in the crowd.

“Where's she going now?”

“Across the street. Beaufort Arms. Service entrance.”

“Beaufort Arms, huh? Who lives there?”

“Who doesn't?”

“Can you see which buzzer?”

“She's on her cell phone. Hey, wait. The mike's working.”

Josef waited.

“She's talking to someone called Consuelo—a maid, probably. We got any contacts in this building?”

“The super. Buzz B-3 and ask for Mick. Find out who Consuelo works for, then get back to me.”

Fayre opened the penthouse door herself. Taking in Diane's black wig, she blinked for a moment.

“Miss Michaelson? Please come in. Have you had breakfast?”

Diane shook her head. She was still numb after the events of the previous night and Fayre's obvious concern came close to shattering what little self-control she had left. “N-no. But I don't think...”

“Nonsense, my dear. You have to eat. Consuelo, please bring us some more coffee. After that, would you fix Miss Michaelson a couple of coddled eggs with bread and hot milk?”

“Really, it's not necessary. I don't want to put you to any trouble.”

“No trouble. Dick will be looking for his breakfast in a few minutes. So will Darcey and Gilles.” Fayre guided Diane into a nearby easy chair and slid an ottoman under her feet. “Doctor Cooper is still sleeping, I believe.”

“Henry Cooper? He's here?”

“He's been our houseguest since last weekend. He and Dick have to attend some big conference in San Francisco and plan on leaving later today. Otherwise, you could have used our plane.”

Henry Cooper. The name meant something, but Diane couldn't for the life of her remember what. “I really appreciate...”

“Think nothing of it. This building's very secure and you're welcome to stay as long as you want.”

As Fayre started for the kitchen, the phone rang. After looking around for Consuelo, she picked it up. “Yes?” She listened for a moment. “This is Mrs. Seymour. The police? Surely they...” Her fingers tapped an impatient staccato on the tabletop. “We'll help any way we can, but this is not a good time.”

Still holding the phone to her ear, Fayre gestured urgently to Diane then put a hand over the receiver.

“Quick, the second door on the left. Go in there and don't say a word or come out till I tell you.” With a smile, she said into the phone, “All right, send them up. We may as well get this over with.”

Just as Fayre hung up, Darcey and Gilles came into the living room.

“What's up?” asked Darcey. “Did Diane ever get here?”

“Yes, she did. The police are on their way up. I told her to wait in Dick's study till they're gone.”

“Good thinking. Gilles's been on the phone for the past couple of hours, and we're all set. He found his partner another co-pilot and they're flying the celebrities back to Paris in the big jet. The small one's in New Jersey, ready to go.”

“Partner?”

“Sabine DuFours. You met her at the wedding.”

“That gorgeous blonde is a pilot?”

Gilles smiled. “She and her mother both. In fact, her mother was my first flight instructor. Her name is Françoise de Montaigne. Maybe you've heard of her.”

“Didn't she break the sound barrier or something?”

“Among other things. She also flew around the world solo.”

“I remember. I should because we did a salute to her in one of our commercials about pioneer women.”

It was Darcey's turn to smile. “Françoise really liked that commercial. She still talks about it.”

The front doorbell chimed.

“Be that as it may,” urged Fayre, “you should probably join Diane in the study. Dick and I will handle the police.”

“I have no problem with that,” said Gilles, shepherding Darcey toward the half-open study door. “Hopefully, they won't be here too long.”

Dick appeared in the archway leading to the bedrooms. “They don't want to talk to you. Henry Cooper's the one they're interested in.”

“Why?”

Dick sighed. “I may as well tell you because it's going to be all over the news anyway. Dr. Cooper just got out of federal prison, and he had a grudge against Lynn Stewart.”

Fayre obviously couldn't believe her ears. “What did you say?”

The study door opened to reveal Diane, dead-white and visibly shaking. “Now, I remember where I heard that name. Henry Cooper! Oh, my God!”

Unnoticed, the subject of their discussion had come into the living room. “Where did you hear my name?”

At that moment, Consuelo opened the front door. Male voices sounded in the foyer, and Fayre gestured urgently toward the study.

Diane suddenly came to her senses and whipped inside. Gilles and Darcey followed her and closed the door.

“All right,” said Gilles sternly as soon as they were alone. “Who is Henry Cooper?”

“He's ... Lynn's testimony helped send him to prison. He threatened her when they were taking him out of the courtroom.”

“If that was so, why did they greet each other last night as if they were strangers?”

“I—I ... don't know!”

“Don't lie to me, mademoiselle. This has to do with why you are so anxious to get to Iowa. Non?”

“Alana Richards...”

“What about Alana Richards?”

“I had to tell her ... Max Berman ... the CEO of Belvedere before her ... he knew.”

“Knew what?”

Darcey suddenly understood. “The woman who was killed wasn't Lynn Stewart. Was she?”

“N-no.”

“She and Henry Cooper really didn't know each other, did they? If they were strangers, he had absolutely no reason to harm her.”

“The police don't know that.”

“What?”

“As far as they're concerned, he came to New York to ... If they arrest Dr. Cooper, it'll buy us some time.”

That was it for Gilles. “You would knowingly allow the police to arrest an innocent man?”

“You don't understand. Besides, he may not be innocent.”

When Diane burst into tears, Darcey put her arms around her and looked accusingly at Gilles.

Her husband was unsympathetic. “What else are you not telling us?”

Diane mumbled something into Darcey's shoulder.

“What's that? I didn't hear you.”

“He ... he raped her.”

“Is that why he went to prison?”

“N-no.”

“What did he go to prison for?”

“B-bank fraud.”

“And?”

“Lynn's a devout Catholic.”

Darcey gasped, “Oh, my God!”

Gilles looked at Diane, uncomprehending. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Even if she was raped, she wouldn't have gotten an abortion.”

“An abortion? Are you saying there's a child?”

“Her son's very sick. They took him to the hospital in Mason City this morning. That's why she can't come to New York.”

“Mon dieu, what a tangle. This Alana Richards of Belvedere House? She is anxious to meet with the real Lynn Stewart, non?”

“Yes. As soon as I told her I had a charter flight, she cleared her schedule. Right now, she's waiting to hear from me.”

“Tell her to meet us at the airport's private terminal at eleven, and to try not to bring the press with her.”

“You'll still take me?”

“Oui. Darcey, you knew this Lynn Stewart, did you not?”

“Years ago, in college.”

“You had best come, then.”

Darcey looked thoughtful. “Mason's City's just a short hop from Minneapolis. It'll give us a chance to see Jenny.”

“That is true. I checked with Jean-Pierre, and the pony arrived safely.” Gilles saw Diane's puzzled look. “Jenny is our daughter.”

“But you only just got married.”

Darcey sighed. “You never heard of a child out of wedlock? Jenny's almost ten.”

Fayre opened the study door. “You can come out now. The police just took Henry downtown and Dick's on his way there with our lawyer.”

“Now what do we do?” wondered Rudi from his station behind a pillar just inside the Beaufort Arms parking garage. “Follow Dick Seymour or wait for Diane Michaelson?”

Outside on the street, Josef frowned. “Our stringer at the precinct already has Henry Cooper covered and Seymour's on his way there. My gut says wait for Michaelson. Ah, there goes Seymour's limo. Is Ernie ready?”

“He's parked around the corner and rarin’ to go.”

“Okay. I'm on my way. Signal me the moment Michaelson comes out of the elevator, and let me know what kind of vehicle.”

When Diane and her party arrived, Alana Richards’ six-foot, silver-maned figure was pacing the tarmac next to the airport's small charter terminal. Watching them exit the borrowed Range Rover, she dropped her half-smoked cigarillo, crushing it beneath her custom snakeskin boot.

“Diane! I thought you'd never get here! If you could have seen what I just went through dodging the press...”

Darcey raised an eyebrow. “In that getup?” she murmured. “What did she do? Lose ’em in Saks’ fur salon?”

Gilles merely looked mystified.

Alana's pale eyes swiveled to Gilles. “Who's this? Oh, don't tell me. You're Gilles something or other, Darcey's new husband.”

Darcey's lips twitched. “And our pilot. This is his jet.”

Alana looked back at Gilles with sudden respect. “Very nice.”

Darcey kept her tone deliberately casual. “Actually, he has three. He's the CEO of Montaigne Air.”

While their obviously impatient passengers waited and Darcey attempted to fill the gaps with nervous small talk, Gilles went to the tower to file his flight plan. On his return, he beckoned to the waiting mechanic. He reviewed the notes on the man's clipboard, initialed the top sheet then handed it back.

“Merci, Alain. Mesdames, if you will please get aboard, we are clear to go.”

Pulling her wheeled computer case behind her, Alana was the first up the steps. After a quick glance around, she made a beeline for the table at the cabin's far end with Diane close on her heels. Once he saw everyone inside and settled, Gilles pulled the lever to retract the steps and close the door.

“We will be on our way in a few minutes. Darcey, ma chere, as soon as we're airborne, would you see to the refreshments?”

In concession to the social aspects of this particular flight, Gilles had foregone his formal uniform for a casual fisherman's sweater and jeans. In the pilot's seat, he put on his headset and started flipping switches. Settled next to him in the co-pilot's seat, Darcey listened contentedly to her husband's jargon-filled talk with the tower and eyed his strong competent hands with appreciation.

Gilles turned on the cabin speaker. “Mesdames, if you would please fasten your seatbelts, we are about to take off. ETA at Mason City, Iowa, is two p.m. Central Time, and the weather is clear and sunny all the way.”

Josef arrived just in time to watch the small jet clear the runway. He saw the Range Rover's driver climbing back into his vehicle.

“Sir, the plane that just left ... I have an urgent message for Ms. Diane Michaelson. Her cell phone ain't answering.”

“Pro'lly switched off.” Shifting his wad of tobacco to his other cheek, the man spat an amber stream onto the tarmac then jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Plane's gotta radio.”

Josef gave him his widest, most naive smile. “Gee, thanks. I never thought of that.”

“It'll cost yuz.”

“No problem. Just so I get that message to her before she arrives.”

“That flight's at least three hours. You got plenty o’ time.”

With a cheery wave, Josef headed for the airport's tower. Fifteen minutes and a hundred dollars later, he had the information he sought. After scanning the schedule in the terminal building, he made a couple of quick calls on his cell phone, one to his boss and the second to Rudi. Then he booked a seat on the next commercial flight to Mason City, Iowa.

Henry Cooper listened to his defense counsel's plea.

“My client is not in violation of his probation, Your Honor. The day of his release, he informed his parole officer he was going to New York for training purposes. She approved the trip. His host, Mr. Dick Seymour, is the chief executive officer of Shaftsbury Electronics, the parent company of Dr. Cooper's employer, Centurion Communications. As far as being a flight risk, Dr. Cooper does not presently hold a US passport nor has he applied for one. He has pleaded not guilty. Outside his presence at the Belvedere House reception, there is nothing to connect him to the death of Ruby Griggs, otherwise known as Lynn Stewart and Georgianna LeClair.”

The judge looked pointedly at the assistant prosecutor on Henry's other side. The AP hastily consulted her notes then cleared her throat.

“The deceased was impersonating a woman named Lynn Stewart and had done so for a number of years. We will show that Dr. Cooper believed she was the same Lynn Stewart who was a key witness at the criminal trial that resulted in his seventeen-year incarceration. We will further show that Dr. Cooper threatened Ms. Stewart when he was being led from the courtroom after sentencing; and that the real Lynn Stewart and her literary agent, Diane Michaelson, hired Ruby Griggs to make public appearances in her stead because of Ms. Stewart's extreme fear of Dr. Cooper.”

“What proof do you have that Dr. Cooper believed Ruby Griggs was Lynn Stewart or that he engineered a trip to New York to do her bodily harm?”

“He had a copy of her latest novel in his briefcase.”

“Were there any notes that he intended to harm this woman? Do you have a witness to any statement by Dr. Cooper that would amount to a threat against her? Did he say anything at the reception to this effect?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“What do you have?”

“Dr. Cooper was recently released from federal prison and is presently on probation.”

“Did his conviction have anything to do with the defendant's alleged threat against Lynn Stewart?”

“No, Your Honor. He made the threat following his sentencing.”

“In other words, Ms. Bottolucci, you are basing your murder charge against Henry Cooper on a supposition that he believed the deceased to be a woman who had testified against him at his trial, and an alleged threat against this same woman for which he has never been charged. Has this other woman sought a restraining order against Dr. Cooper or made any public reference to her fear of him?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Is she here in court?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Is her agent here in court?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“Is there any evidence linking Dr. Cooper to the murder weapon?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“In other words, your only basis for charging Dr. Cooper with the murder of Ruby Griggs is the fact that he's on probation for an unrelated crime. Isn't that right? You know better than that, Ms. Bottolucci.” The judge's gavel hit with a sharp crack. “This case is dismissed. Dr. Cooper, you are free to go.”

Listening to the stampede of reporters through the courtroom door, Henry stood numb, his head still bowed. Now he understood Dick and Fayre's anxiety about Diane's presence in their apartment. But what the agent had to do their houseguests from France he had yet to fathom.

Actually, the assistant prosecutor was closer to the truth than she knew. Henry had come to New York with every intention of settling his score with Lynn Stewart. While the Belvedere House reception had provided a perfect opportunity, it had taken him less than thirty seconds to realize Ruby Griggs wasn't the woman he sought. But try telling that to the police.

On their way back to the Beaufort Arms, Dick's cell phone buzzed. He answered then handed it to Henry.

“Tashalia Johnson. Isn't she your parole officer?”

Henry sighed then put the phone to his ear. “Ms. Johnson, what can I do for you?” He listened for a moment. “That was Mr. Seymour. He invited me to stay with him while I was here.” He handed the still-open cell phone back to his host. “She wants to know how much longer the training will take and when she can expect me back. I have to report to her a week from Monday.”

Dick put a hand over the receiver. “No problem. According to Beagle, your apartment and office are all set up, and we'll have an impressive list of sales calls and appointments for you to show Her Nibs when next you meet.”

“Beagle?”

“Jim Beagle. Your attorney.”

“Oh, him. We never did get around to introductions.”

With a nod, Dick put the phone to his ear then made a series of comments designed to reassure the obviously agitated Tashalia Johnson. Finally, he snapped the phone shut. “She's cool for now.”

Seeing a mob of cameras and news people around the front entrance to the Beaufort Arms, the chauffeur hit a button on the dash. The gate to the basement garage lifted then dropped again as soon as they were through.

“One advantage to a secure building,” remarked Dick.

“And tinted windows,” agreed Henry. “That second limo sure came in handy.”

“Not for the first time. Bill Gates isn't the only target in this game, you know.”

“Just the best-known.”

Dick chuckled. “Only because he's more visible. My wife gets more attention than I do and that's just the way I want it.”

Not for the first time, Henry wondered what Dick Seymour really wanted with him. Affable though the computer magnate might be, his pale eyes were as cold as a snake's and every bit as watchful. Nothing about Dick was uncalculated including, Henry suspected, his eleven-year marriage to the famous Fayre Montgomery. While there had been a first spouse and a couple of small children, there was a quiet divorce after Fayre's arrival on the scene. Apparently as part of their agreement, the former Mrs. Seymour took back her maiden name then disappeared with their children into a well-feathered, comfortable obscurity somewhere in the Midwest.

Considering the paparazzis’ hunger for the slightest tidbit about the Seymours’ private affairs, Henry could hardly blame Dick for keeping his family out of the public eye. In his shoes, he would have done exactly the same thing.

Well, at least, Dick had children, which was more than Henry could say.

Lost in his thoughts, he finally realized Dick was speaking. The limousine door was open, and the chauffeur stood looking at him expectantly.

“Sorry, I was thinking about something.”

“Obviously, the public appearance in San Francisco is off, and we need to get you back to Iowa as soon as possible.”

“The press...”

“I know. And by now, they know all about Centurion.”

“Hmm.”

“Not to worry. Fayre's waiting with lunch and she might have some ideas.”

As far as locating the elusive Lynn Stewart, Henry reflected that he had just been bounced back to square one.

Or had he?

“Dick,” he said. “Would it be okay to use some of your equipment for a personal project?”

The computer magnate looked at him shrewdly. “No problem. In fact, if it's what I think it is, you may be closer to the answer than you know.”
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Chapter 10—A Case of Simple Possession>

When the head nurse entered the Intensive Care Unit's tiny waiting room, Lynn was afraid to meet her eyes. The Nelsons had just left to get something to eat, and she kept her gaze fixed on an empty foam cup whose contents she didn't remember drinking.

The nurse finally cleared her throat. “Mrs. Stewart? One of the volunteers just called up from the lobby. Some people have arrived from New York and are asking for you.”

“New York? Oh, yes.”

“Are they relatives?”

“This has to do with business, and I was supposed to be on my way to meet with them. When ... this happened, they said they'd come to me.”

“I see. Unfortunately, we can only allow relatives in the ICU.”

“Is Tommy...?”

The nurse's voice was firm. “There's been no change. We need the bed, and the doctor's ordered him moved to a regular room.”

“Stable? But he's—”

“Breathing on his own. His vitals are normal, and nothing has shown up in the tests. All your son requires at the moment is basic care.”

“There's got to be something!” Lynn looked around for her cell phone then flipped it open. “Give me that doctor's number, I want to talk to him myself.”

The nurse shook her head. “You can't use that here. It interferes with the monitoring equipment.”

As Lynn looked around, frustrated, the nurse pointed to a phone on the wall. “Dial 9 for an outside line. Dr. Swenson's number is on that list right next to it.”

Without bothering to thank her, Lynn angrily punched in the number. When it was answered, she snapped, “This is Lynn Stewart. Let me talk to Dr. Swenson.”

“Which Dr. Swenson, ma'am? Junior or Senior?”

“How in the hell should I know? I'm Tommy Stewart's mother. My son's here in the hospital. He came in this morning as an emergency.”

“That would be Junior. I'm sorry, ma'am, he's left for the day. Would you like to talk with his nurse?”

Lynn sighed. “When is he due back?”

“He usually stops by the hospital about seven for evening rounds. May I take a message?”

“Yes. Tell him I need to talk with him as soon as possible. About Tommy.”

“Where can he reach you?”

“I'll be here at the hospital. They can page me or something.”

As they moved him down the hall, Lynn walked beside her son's gurney and held his hand. Although they were warm to her touch she felt no response when she squeezed his fingers, and despairing, she turned away to hide her tears.

The two orderlies placed Tommy in the bed. The floor nurse checked his catheter and hung its bag on the rail; then she adjusted the IV pump. Finally, she smoothed the blanket over his still form.

“Why don't you go down and meet with your visitors?” she said gently. “I'll page you if there's any change.”

Spotting Lynn through the opening elevator door, Diane Michaelson hastened to greet her. Catching her client's startled look, the agent evidently remembered her black wig. “It's a disguise. You know. To dodge the press.”

While the Bea Arthur look-alike in black-and-white checkered mink and high-heeled snakeskin boots could only be Alana Richards, Lynn couldn't place the slight copper-haired woman next to her. She felt she should know her but the name and association wouldn't come.

Diane took note of Lynn's obvious puzzlement. “I'd like you to meet Alana Richards, and this is Darcey Norris, our old roommate from the U. Over there is Darcey's husband Gilles Derry. He flew us here.”

“Darcey Norris,” said Lynn slowly. “You were at the U?”

“Until I ran off to California.”

Lynn shook head slowly. “I know you from somewhere but that's not it.”

Darcey half-smiled. “I also have a company called Aruna.”

“Now I remember. You did that Force of Nature commercial. The one with the jungle waterfall and the two parrots.”

Her remark evidently piqued Alana's interest. The publisher was opening her mouth to say something when Diane interrupted.

“Lynn. How's Tommy?”

“He ... he...” Lynn shuddered then buried her face in her hands.

Diane put a comforting arm around her shoulders. “Let's go get a cup of coffee.”

Alana gathered herself together. Pulling her wheeled computer case and followed by Gilles and Darcey, she proceeded majestically down the hall and through the cafeteria's double doors.

Still lost in Etienne's world, Tommy heard and felt nothing.

From his previous visits, Etienne knew the manor of Champtocé well. Because of his slight build and familiarity with the manor's layout, the baron assigned him the honor of sneaking through the secret tunnel and lowering the drawbridge.

He sent the equally slender Feraud along as backup.

A native of the Champtocé area, the taciturn Robert Feraud had been with the Baron de Rais since his first foray into battle and was one of his most trusted lieutenants. Having taken a liking to Etienne, he'd been teaching him how to handle weapons in his spare time, and it was he who suggested the baron take the page along as his squire on this mission. The danger would be minimal and the retaking of Champtocé would give the youngster his first taste of an actual military engagement. Hopefully, they wouldn't have to cut any throats. However, he would do so if necessary and knew Etienne was thankful for his reassuring presence.

Unlike the baron's men, most of René's soldiers were foreign mercenaries. For enough gold, they'd switch sides at the drop at a hat, especially when faced with the alternative of Feraud's cold steel.

On the other hand, Champtocé's servants would be going about their duties as if René were simply on a social visit rather than a raid. However, the more attractive maids among them would have been stashed out of sight the instant the alarm was raised.

In accordance with the baron's standing instructions, the Champtocé guards would have put up minimal resistance then surrendered. If all had gone according to plan, they should have suffered little wear or tear and would presently be residing in reasonable comfort in the dungeons. Copies of the dungeon keys rested in a pouch on Etienne's belt next to the one containing the gold for the mercenaries. Once the guards were freed, he would open the secret room containing a cache of arms left there precisely for this purpose, and they'd be on their way.

When they exited the tunnel, only one mercenary put up any resistance, possibly because he didn't understand their language. Feraud quickly silenced him. He cleaned the blood from his dagger with the man's tunic then straightened up.

While he told himself he wasn't squeamish, Etienne avoided looking at the still-twitching body of the man Feraud had just killed then mouthed, “That way.”

Feraud nodded.

In a matter of minutes, they had the prisoners out of their cells and fully armed. Faced with the swords of the newly freed Champtocé guards and not eager to die for René, the remaining mercenaries accepted Etienne's proffered gold and promptly switched sides. After helping Etienne and Feraud raise the portcullis and lower the drawbridge to allow the baron's waiting troops into the chateau, they were given fresh horses and sent on their way.

Remembering their one previous meeting and the man's disgusting proposition, Etienne thoroughly relished the sight of René being hauled before the baron in his nightshirt. With no fire in the hearth, the Great Hall was freezing. No one offered the prisoner a cloak.

Taller by far than his cringing brother, the baron was still in his full armor. To call him annoyed would be putting it mildly.

“This is the third time in as many years I've been forced to cleanse Champtocé of your uninvited presence. Frankly, I have better things to do. From now on, be content with the manor and revenues our grandfather left you and leave my properties alone.”

An obviously puzzled René looked around the Great Hall. “Where are my men? Why didn't they raise the alarm?”

“Now they're my men and they're gone.”

“How? Why?”

The baron glanced at Etienne, who was trying unsuccessfully to conceal his laughter. “In return for my emissary's gold, your mercenaries obligingly lowered the drawbridge and raised the portcullis. Then they left.”

“Emissary? What emissary?”

“My squire, Poitu.”

“So you've promoted your catamite to squire, have you? Now I know you've lost your mind.”

Although he wasn't sure what the term meant, Etienne knew an insult when he heard one. Anger replaced his mirth. As if sensing he was about to make a retort, Feraud placed a warning hand on his arm.

“Let his lordship handle this.”

The obviously enraged baron half-drew his sword then abruptly slammed the weapon back in its scabbard. “The only thing saving your life right now is that you're my brother. However...” After eyeing René thoughtfully for a moment, he beckoned to Etienne. “Poitu, as soon as you and Feraud have gotten this offal out of my sight, shave off his hair and beard. Dress him in the most colorful woman's garb you can find, then put a wig and wreath of flowers on his head. If he squawks, gag him. After you've mounted him backwards with his hands and feet securely bound on the smallest donkey you can find, take six men with you. Escort him, with my compliments, to the village closest his manor. Depending on whether you want the men or women to see him first, you can leave the donkey tethered to the tavern doorway or the well handle. Your choice.”

Without bothering to conceal his grin, a delighted Etienne bowed. “Consider it done, my lord.”

Only Feraud did not seem amused. “My lord, are you sure this is wise?”

“Compared to what it might have been, my brother's punishment is light. Had such an insult come from anyone else, I'd have first torn out his tongue and then proceeded from there. Now, begone before I remove yours, you insolent cur.”

To Etienne's astonishment, Feraud appeared unconcerned. “As you wish, my lord.” Beckoning to Etienne and without even bothering to sketch a bow, he turned on his heel and left the Great Hall.

Thankfully, René never uttered a sound during the humiliating preparations for his homecoming. Following their master's orders to the letter, Etienne and Feraud escorted their obviously fuming prisoner to his manor's village tavern and left him there. Then they caught up with the baron, who was already on his way back to Tiffauges.

A slim black-cassocked figure awaited their return in the chateau's sunlit courtyard. In response to the baron's slightly puzzled look, he bowed.

“My lord, I am Francisco Prelati.”

“Ah, the alchemist. When did you arrive?”

“Day before yesterday. Your foray was successful, I trust?”

“It was.” The baron glanced at Feraud and Etienne, who had just dismounted. “You did well, mes amis. Find something to eat then get some rest. You will not need to attend me until tomorrow.”

When the priest's brilliant green eyes caught Etienne's, the young man shivered. Fearing this sinister Italian meant his master no good, he obediently handed his horse's reins to a waiting stable hand then followed Feraud to the kitchens.
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Chapter 11—Stalker Stalked>

After flagging down and questioning five cabdrivers upon his arrival in Mason City, Josef hit pay dirt with the sixth. He noted the driver's blond ponytail and tiny diamond earring. Was the kid actually gay or did he not know which ear was supposed to be which?

“You're sure it was the hospital?”

“Yeah, I'm sure. The silver-haired broad looked like a chessboard on stilts, the black-haired broad had a red leather jacket and jeans ‘n a crazy-lookin’ purse. They were with a tall French dude ‘n a smaller redhead. His wife, I think. Took ’em to MercyHospital. Heard the silver-haired one say something about the Ramada. She paid the fare then gave me a measly two-buck tip.”

With a sigh, Josef peeled off another twenty. His cash was getting low, and he'd have to replenish it pretty soon. “How long ago?”

“Two o'clock, give or take.”

Josef glanced at his watch. He was four hours behind them. Not bad, considering he'd had to book a commercial flight. “Take me to the Ramada.”

“East or south?”

“The one closest to the hospital.”

“That would be east.”

“I don't suppose you know if they left again.”

“'S a matter of fact, I do. ‘Bout an hour later, I took the silver-haired broad and the Frenchies to the Ramada East. The other one stayed at the hospital.”

“Did they say who they were there to see?”

“Somethin’ about a kid called Tommy. You from New York, too?”

Thank goodness for small towns.

“Brooklyn, actually. Isn't this where they filmed The Music Man?”

“Afore my time. My Mom had a bit part in the movie when she was still a kid. She's got an autographed picture of herself with Shirley Jones. Said she was a real nice lady.”

In his room at the Ramada, Josef dialed the hospital's number. “Is Lynn Stewart there?” He heard five rings then the operator came back on the line. “The room isn't answering. Would you like me to page her for you?”

“That's all right. How's Tommy doing?”

“Are you a family member?”

“His Uncle Leon,” lied Josef.

“He's been moved to a regular room, is still sleeping and doing as well as can be expected. Would you like to leave a message?”

“Mrs. Stewart knows where to reach me, and I'm coming by the hospital, anyway.”

This was getting interesting.

Like the lone hero in an old Western movie, her official biography portrayed Lynn Stewart with no past or family. Certainly, there was nothing in it about a kid. The agent's excuse would be the author's fierce concern about her privacy. If she was the right Lynn Stewart and that afraid of Dr. Henry Cooper, it would certainly explain the Ruby Griggs charade. Could Cooper be the kid's father?

Josef punched the key for the reception desk. “Where's the public library?”

After noting the library's hours on his PDA, he called the cabbie, who had given him his card and daily rate. The cabbie, whose name was Nils Anderson, said he was about to go off duty. When Josef offered to take him to dinner at the restaurant of his choice in return for sticking around, Nils’ eager acceptance told him the kid's earring placement was correct.

Then he called Rudi on his cell phone.

If he'd had any doubts about Nils’ sexual preference, the lavender T-shirt and tight leather pants put them to rest. Before picking Josef up, he'd exchanged his tiny diamond stud for a larger one. All he lacked was the rainbow.

When Josef finally left the library he failed to notice the dark blue Lexus idling at the curb. Staying a few cars behind, the Lexus discreetly trailed his cab to a glossy new steakhouse next to a shopping mall on the outskirts of town.

While Josef could have told him that no self-respecting British pub would be caught dead featuring such decor or the kind of hostess who met them at the door, Nils obviously thought the surroundings and the low-cut medieval costume into which she had stuffed herself were wonderful. For his part, the woman's outfit looked to Josef like ten pounds of shit stuffed into a five-pound bag. He wondered idly what would happen if even one of the strings holding her straining bustier together should let go. If he'd had a pocketknife on him, he'd have been tempted to find out. Unfortunately, what with the new airline regulations and all, even a razor blade was suspect these days, and the last thing he needed was to draw attention to himself.

When the hostess led them to a table in the center of the crowded dining room, Josef pointed to a booth in the far corner. “Over there.”

Seeing she was about to argue, he fished out one of his remaining twenties. Discreetly palming the bill, she pointedly removed the Reserved sign from the booth then placed it in the middle of the table he had just rejected.

“So, you're a reporter,” said the obviously enthralled Nils.

Watching him study the liquor menu, Josef pegged him as the daiquiri type. “What would you like to drink?”

“Um, just a Coke.”

“You sure you don't want something stronger?”

“Nah. I never drink when I'm drivin’ cab. Company rule.”

Their waiter had drifted over. He wore a loose white shirt with puffy sleeves and a green leather jerkin. Dark pants stuffed into soft boots completed his costume. “My name is Campion and I'll be your server this evening. What's your pleasure, gentlemen?”

Eyeing “Campion's” carefully streaked curls and obvious perm, Josef thought about telling him then decided this part of the country wasn't ready for his type of humor. “Royal Salute, no rocks. A Classic Coke for my friend here.”

“Uh, we don't have Royal Salute, sir. Would Chivas do?”

“All right, Chivas. Make it a double.”

While they waited, Josef fished out a cigarette then lit it with the gold Zippo Rudi had given him for his last birthday. When he dropped the lighter on the table, Nils eyed the elaborately intertwined R and J.

“You with someone?”

“Yeah.Rudi and I have been together for six years. He's a sociology assistant at Columbia and does book and movie reviews for a cable station on the side. How about you?”

“I don't have anyone. Mom keeps trying to fix me up with some girl from her church.”

“You haven't come out?”

“I'd like to, but this ain't New York—or San Francisco.”

“I suppose not. What do you do besides drive cab?”

It would be either painting or music.

The kid surprised him. “After my Dad died, Mom gave me his tools and workbench. I make puppets.”

“What kind?”

“The big wooden ones with the strings. I carve ’em from scratch, paint ’em, make their costumes and everything. Well, Mom helps me with the costumes. I have a portable theater and give shows at the library and the nursing homes. When I'm not workin'.”

“Do you do this by yourself?”

“A couple from the ArtsCenter helps me with the voices and stuff. It's way too much for one person.”

“Does it pay anything?”

Nils grinned. “Din't ya never hear the term ‘starvin’ artist?’ That's why I drive cab.”

Josef had a thought. “Do you ever do shows at the hospitals?”

“I'm a regular. Especially in Pediatrics.”

Pediatrics, thought Josef. “How often?”

Nils thought for a moment. “Once a week. Mercy's my next gig.”

“What day?”

Nils looked at him, puzzled. “Why do you wanna know?”

“I'm a reporter. This could be a story.”

“About me and my puppets? Really?”

“It would be nice if I could tell it from the puppeteer's point of view. How hard are they to work?”

“It takes a bit of practice. I could teach you.”

“In time for your next gig?”

“It's the day after tomorrow, so probably not. I know what?I'll pretend you're my new assistant. In the black costume and mask, no one will know you who are.”

“Black costume?”

“Against the black backdrop, they can't see you manipulating things.”

When the waiter brought their drinks and hovered, Josef belatedly realized he'd forgotten to look at the menu. “Give us a minute. Go ahead, Nils, order anything you like.”

Seeing Darcey Norris and her husband come in, he was glad he'd insisted on the booth. Having exchanged her checkerboard mink for an equally flamboyant black-and-gold cape, Alana Richards was right behind them. At Darcey's sudden frown in his direction, Josef held the menu up in front of his face.

To his relief, the hostess seated the newcomers in the non-smoking section at the other end of the restaurant.

With his back to the room and engrossed in his own menu, Nils hadn't noticed.

“That's odd,” said Darcey. “I could have sworn that was someone I knew.”

Alana snorted. “In Mason City? Not likely. What do they do for excitement around here, anyway?”

Gilles half-smiled. “You do not care for the country, madame?”

“Not this kind. Give me the Hamptons anytime.”

Gilles glanced at Darcey, who said quickly, “Sorry, Alana. My husband doesn't know where or what the Hamptons are.”

“That's right, you're French.”

As Alana launched into a lengthy geographic description of the Eastern Seaboard, Darcey tried to recall where she'd seen that man before. Then she remembered.

He's that reporter from Show Flash. Come on, girl, you're starting to see spooks behind every tree. Either it's him or he's got relatives here.’

With everything else that had been going on, she'd forgotten to mention the encounter with Josef Novotney to Diane and made a mental note to tell her about him in the morning.

Facing a quiet, tree-shaded street, the roomy blue-and-white Victorian boasted lace-covered bay windows and a balcony above the gingerbread-trimmed porch. Looking around as he emerged from the cab, Josef reflected that he couldn't have asked for a better hiding place.

The dark-blue Lexus following them circled the block. After its driver made a note of the address, he located a crowded restaurant parking lot a half-mile away. Leaving the Lexus, he zipped up his dark-blue windbreaker, put on a pair of mirrored sunglasses and walked casually back toward the house.

Nils led Josef around the side then pointed to an outside staircase. “Come on up. Ma's at work and there'll be no one...” Breaking off in mid-sentence, he flushed as if embarrassed.

To reassure him, Josef gave Nils's slender buttocks a light caress. As the kid leaned into him, he took a quick look around. Not only could they be seen from the street, a curtain was visibly twitching on the other side of the shared driveway.

Hastily dropping his hand, Josef cleared his throat. “You said something about coffee?”

Nils's eyes followed his to the other side of the driveway, and he gave an almost imperceptible nod. “Espresso?”

“Sounds good to me.”

The kid's airy apartment with its black-and-silver Art Deco furniture, Egyptian tomb reproductions, and signed and numbered prints proved a pleasant surprise. The promised espresso was the best Josef had ever tasted.

His compliment obviously pleased Nils. “I special order these beans from a place on the Net.”

Josef smiled. “Bonne Chance.”

As he expected, the kid's mouth dropped open. “How did you know?”

“This is a rare Hawaiian bean that's exclusive to them. My roommate gave me a three-pound tin for Christmas. I keep it in the freezer and only serve it on special occasions.”

Looking into the fire, Josef cradled the half-empty mug in his hands and sighed. “Somehow, Hockney and Mason City, Iowa...”

It was the kid's turn to sigh. “I know, but Ma's all alone except for me. Her great-grandfather was in the Union Army in the Civil War. After he came back, he and his brothers built this house. The whole thing came from one giant oak tree and they hauled it to the sawmill in midwinter on horse-drawn sleds. It was in the movie, you know.”

“What movie?”

“The Music Man. Ma still talks about the day they came to film a scene here. They paid my grandfather seven hundred bucks for the use of the house and the family all got to be extras.”

This is a friggin’ time warp, thought Josef, but the rest of the evening passed exactly as he hoped. At two a.m. a scratching sound shocked his New York senses awake. Still half-foggy with sleep, he heard Nils mutter then realized he, too, was awake.

“Someone's in the living room,” whispered Josef.

“Probably Ma. She brings stuff from the restaurant and leaves it on the coffee table.” Nils glanced at the bedside clock. “She's way early.”

The sound came again, this time from inside the bedroom.

Too late, Josef realized what it was. Hearing Nils’ gasp, he spoke the last words of his life. “That's not—”
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Chapter 12—Harvest Home>

In the hospital, Tommy slept on.

By September, Etienne had gone on his second military excursion. For reasons best known to himself the baron had decided to sell one of his chateaux to the Duke of Brittany, and the transaction involved a priestly cousin of the Bishop of Nantes, who was sent to oversee the transfer. As soon as the priest arrived at the chateau, he began issuing orders right and left as if he and not the duke was the new owner. Officious wasn't the word for it, and were it not for the sizeable troop of soldiers he'd brought with him, the chateau's servants would have openly balked. As it was, their mutters were audible, and their resentment increasingly obvious.

The local harvests were finally in, and it was time for the tenants to pay their annual rents. As was their custom, the tenants started for the chateau in festive procession. One youngster danced ahead playing his homemade pipe. Girls in Sunday dresses rode on the hay wagons, flirting shamelessly with the youths who led their flower-decked horses.

When a group of armed soldiers blocked their way, the first wagon came to a halt. Drivers shouted warnings to those behind them, the boy's piping stopped, and an abrupt silence fell.

“Who are you?” asked the first driver, a burly farmer noted for his fine-looking daughters and even finer homemade cider.

“We're here to collect the rents.”

“You are not the baron's men.”

A priest moved his horse to the front of the group. “I am here on behalf of the Duke of Brittany, your new master. You will henceforth pay these rents to me.”

The farmer shook his head. “These rents belong to Monsieur le Baron. You are not his steward. You do not wear his livery. I do not know you.”

“Do you presume to argue with me?”

As the farmer drew himself up, a youth standing beside the wagon reached for a pitchfork. “These rents belong to the Baron de Rais until he tells me different.”

Seeing the raised pitchfork, the priest gestured. A soldier raised his crossbow, aiming its arrow straight at the farmer's chest. In the second wagon, the farmer's wife whispered urgently in her oldest son's ear. He nodded and handed her the reins. Sliding down from the driver's seat, he slipped to the back of the procession then quietly unhitched one of his father's other horses.

“Let us by,” said the farmer defiantly, “so we can proceed to the chateau and ask the steward who you are. If he says you are the new lord, we will pay you the rents. Not otherwise.”

As the other soldiers unsheathed their swords, one of the farmer's daughters began to cry.

“Not only will you pay me these rents,” shouted the priest, “I am fining you besides! Arrest him!”

Seeing no help for it, the farmer told the lad beside the wagon to drop his pitchfork. “I have done nothing wrong. How do I know you're not bandits?”

The priest waved a document.

“That means nothing to me. I cannot read.”

The priest's lip curled. “Then find me someone who can.” Hearing the clatter of hooves at the back of the procession, he stood up in his stirrups and frowned. “Stop that man!”

Bent forward over his mount's neck to avoid the arrows whistling all around him and galloping hellbent for leather, the farmer's son easily eluded his pursuers. He reached Tiffauges at sunset, and the baron and his men were on their way by the following dawn.

“I don't care who you claim to be,” snapped the baron after their arrival at the disputed chateau. Sword drawn, he started up the chapel's steps toward the cringing priest. “As a Marshal of France, I am the law here, not you! I am hereby arresting you for assault, theft and attempted murder.”

“I claim sanctuary!” shrilled the priest. “This is sacred ground! You can't arrest me here!”

“I can and I will! Take him!”

Etienne gasped. “He's violating sanctuary!”

“Why, so he is.” Feraud's voice was dry. “Well? Are you coming or not?”

Etienne gulped then took a coil of rope from his belt. “I suppose.”

“What did he just say?” asked the nurse.

Lynn shook her head. “I don't know. It sounds like French. But Tommy doesn't speak French.”

“He's been talking quite a bit,” commented the nurse. “When the doctor suggested you might want to record it I took the liberty...” She pointed to the bedside table. “It's, er, voice activated.”

“I don't speak ... Wait, I know someone who might.” Muttering under her breath, Lynn riffled through the pages of her Daytimer. “Which Ramada is closest to the hospital?”

“Uh, East, I think.”

Having found what she was looking for, Lynn was already punching in the number.

Unable to hear a word from the TV mounted over the hotel's busy breakfast bar, a caption caught Darcey's eye.

Romance killing charges against ex-con dropped.

As a split screen featuring Henry Cooper and Ruby Griggs faded into the facade of the restaurant where the shooting had occurred, Gilles idly stirred his coffee.

“I see they let Dr. Cooper go. Will he come here to Iowa, do you think?”

Darcey turned her head and looked into his eyes. “You're worried! Surely this has nothing to do with us.”

His tone was unconvincing. “Non, chere, of course not. As long as we're here, do you want to go see Jenny?”

When a chirp sounded from Darcey's jacket pocket, he sighed. Half-apologetically, she took out her cell phone and flipped it open.

The caller was Lynn. “Darcey? Is your husband there?”

“Yes, but we're about to leave for Minneapolis. Is this something that can keep?”

“No. Please,” Lynn's voice sounded full of tears. “He speaks French, doesn't he?”

“Considering he is French...”

“I—I know that. I need his help.”

“Because he's French?”

“Y—yes. It's difficult to explain. Your husband may be the only person...”

Darcey glanced over at Gilles and he mouthed, “What's going on?” She shook her head then shrugged. “Lynn, isn't there anyone else?”

“There's a teacher here from the high school but he says he can't make it out. It's not regular French.”

“Not regular French?”

“He says it's an archaic dialect, possibly Breton. Your husband is a native of Brittany, isn't he?”

“Breton? Lynn, what on earth are you talking about?”

“It's Tommy. He keeps talking in French. But he doesn't speak French! We've been taping what he says. The doctor thinks it could be important.”

Gilles's head went up. “What does she mean? Breton?”

“Hold on, Lynn.” Darcey's hand went over the receiver. “Her son keeps talking in French in his sleep but he doesn't speak it. The translator they've got doesn't understand anyway. He says the language could be Breton or some archaic dialect.”

Gilles's brows drew together. “That bell I heard. It has to do with this.”

“You mean you'll go?”

A face on the TV screen caught Darcey's attention. Then she gasped. The caption read New York Reporter Shot To Death in Mason City. Cabdriver Wanted For Questioning.

“Gilles, that's the man I saw in the restaurant last night. He was that reporter from Show Flash.”

Resplendent in her black-and-white checkered mink, Alana Richards had come up to their table unnoticed. “Diane just called me from the hospital. And that reporter wasn't from Show Flash.”

Darcey indicated the chair beside her and poured Alana a cup of coffee. With a murmur of thanks, the publisher lit up a fresh black-and-gold cigarillo, blew out a cloud of blue smoke and cavalierly ignored Gilles's moue of distaste.

“He was that weasel Novotny from The Tattler, and he got exactly what he deserved. As for who might have wanted him dead, who didn't?”

Darcey's eyes widened. “He followed us here?”

“That would be my guess. Because of all this, Lynn Stewart's suddenly gotten white-hot. Every house in New York is after her, and I daren't go back without her new contract.”

Darcey looked thoughtful. “Does Diane know?”

Alana snorted. “Of course, she does. Right now she's got us in a bidding war with three other houses. She's talking to Miramax and Disney as well.”

“Surely Lynn wouldn't...”

The other woman's eyes flashed. “This is business, and Lynn doesn't know a damn thing about it. Diane and I are just going to have to duke it out between ourselves, that's all.”

“Duke? Miramax? Disney?” Gilles was honestly bewildered. “What does any of this have to do with Madame Stewart or her son?”

Darcey signed the check then started gathering her things. “These two vultures don't give a damn about Lynn, let alone her poor son. The way things are going, it looks as if we're going to have to stay here another day, if only to keep them off of her.”

Alana was obviously incensed. “Now, just wait a damn minute here! Of course, I care about Lynn. So does Diane.”

“All Diane wants is a chance to bump up her commissions and all you give a damn about is your fear of losing Belvedere House's biggest cash cow in the last quarter century, along with your job! This is Lynn's only child, dammit, and he could be dying! Now, let's get our asses over to the hospital and see what we can do to help.”

“Cows? Donkeys?” Gilles rolled his eyes and gave up. He knew Darcey would explain eventually but now was not a good time to ask her what she was talking about.

A distraught Lynn met them outside the Intensive Care Unit's double doors. “His vital signs suddenly went down, then he started screaming and screaming. They called a code. Now they're talking life support and airlifting him to the Mayo Clinic.”

Diane looked at them helplessly. “It's all on tape, but no one can understand it. The tests are negative—there are no drugs in his system—nothing! It's almost as if he's ... possessed.”

With a huge effort, Etienne forced his eyes open. The straw beneath him felt soaked—with his blood he suspected. When he heard a moan, he painfully turned his head. His tongue felt thick. “Henriet?”

“Poitu?” The whisper was so harsh it was almost a growl. “Did you confess?”

“No. Did you?”

“No.” The whispering was obviously an effort. “They ... won't ... stop...”

Etienne sighed. “...until we do.”

“Why?”

Etienne swallowed hard. At some point during the proceedings he must have bitten his tongue. It hurt. “That damn ... Italian ... priest ... he was ... behind it. Feraud ... tried to ... stop ... them from ... taking me. They ... ran him through.”

Evidently trying to gather whatever strength he had left, Henriet's words came out in a rush. “Prelati ... put something ... in my wine ... I...woke up ... here.”

Etienne closed his eyes—tried not to remember. “Would that ... The priest ... he stopped my mouth. Then he ... used me ... like a woman...”

Straw rustled next to him. “That's what...”

“...they want us to say ... about...”

Henriet sighed raggedly. “...Monsieur ... Le Baron.”

“Prelati laughed ... and said, ‘We want ... to be sure ... you get it right.’ Then he...” Etienne shuddered. By now he was beyond tears. “I ... I...”

Although he was still whispering, Henriet sounded stronger. “After you and Feraud disappeared, Prelati told the Baron ... he saw you both fleeing into the forest with ... a couple of girls. One had dark hair ... big breasts...”

“Barbette!”

“Did you...?”

“The priest ... he gave me a message ... from her claiming ... she had ... come back and ... was ... with child. Feraud must have followed me. They were ... waiting ... in the ... forest.”

“Who?”

“The priest Prelati ... and ... masked men ... in armor. Barbette was ... never there. Then they took me ... into a tunnel. There was a room ... like a church ... incense ... chanting. They ... made me ... watch Prelati ... strip. He put on ... a red cloak and ... a m-mask ... like a goat. I heard a ... child crying. I ... didn't want ... to look.” He couldn't make out Henriet's answer. It sounded like an oath. “When Prelati was ... done with me ... one of the other men ... held up a ... document. ‘This is ... your confession,'..he said. Then he ... started listing what ... he wanted me ... to say.”

“The housekeeper ... at Tiffauges.... She has ... accused the baron...”

“Fabienne ... la Portiere? I ... saw her there! She ... whispered something ... to the priest ... and laughed.”

Opening his eyes, Etienne peered up at the cell's barred window. “Do you ... know where we are?”

There was a moment's silence. Henriet was evidently gathering his thoughts. “Nantes ... I think. I heard ... one of the guards...”

Now Etienne understood. “Monsieur le Baron?”

“They've ... arrested him, too. That's ... why they want us ... to confess.”

“In here,” whispered the nurse. “He's quiet now, his vitals have come up and he's breathing on his own.”

A small tape recorder lay in the middle of the ICU waiting room's table. Gilles eyed it, his face impassive.

Darcey's voice was anxious. “Do you want us to leave you alone?”

Gilles was still gazing at the tape recorder. “If you would.”

After they left, he turned on the machine, put in the tape marked #1. Then he listened. When he was done with the final tape, he opened the waiting room door and beckoned Lynn over. “Madame, I believe I know what this is about. Where is your son?”

Her face anxious, Lynn bit back the questions she was obviously dying to ask, then pointed to a glass-walled room. “In there.”

“I need to talk with him as soon as possible. His name is Tommy, is it not?”

Lynn looked defiantly at the nurse, who appeared about to object. “Dr. Swenson okayed it.”

Obviously unhappy, the nurse went over to her station, opened a chart and perused it. She sounded surprised and slightly aggrieved. “I guess he did.”

Gilles ignored her. Holding the tape recorder, he stepped into the glass-walled room on the opposite end of the ICU. Hooked up to softly beeping monitors and with an IV in his left arm, a slender dark-haired boy lay motionless against the pillows.

Suddenly, the boy's eyes opened wide, and he looked straight up at Gilles. His eyes were as blue as Henry Cooper's were black, but there was no mistaking whose son he was.

In Gilles's native tongue, he said, “I knew you'd come.”

In the same language, Gilles replied quietly, “I never abandoned you.”

The boy took a ragged breath, ending in a sob. “I didn't run away, my lord. I didn't steal your horse—or your gold.”

Gilles placed the room's only chair next to the bed, sat and took one of his hands. “I know. I knew it then. You should not have resisted. You must not resist now. Give them what they want.”

The boy suddenly turned his head as if listening. “They're coming back. Henriet says they will not stop until ... I c-can't betray you! I w-w-won't!”

Gilles squeezed his hand then let it go. “Poitu, listen to me. Tell them you will say anything they want, sign anything they want, on condition they bring a physician to tend you and Henriet and stop the torture. They need you both alive for my trial. As long as you agree to confess, they will do as you ask.”

Tears welled up from the boy's eyes and streamed down his face. “But...”

Gilles picked up a washcloth from the bedside table and gently wiped away the tears. “Poitu, you and Henriet must do exactly as I say. Remember your lines during the pageant—your passionate speeches when you played the Maid? These bastards want a confession? Give them one they'll never forget. Double—nay, triple—their accusations. See how much you can make them swallow before they choke and gag on their own disbelief. They have accused us of murdering a hundred children? Why not two hundred? Why not six? Why not eight?”

The boy's lips curved up into a smile. For one so young, it was chillingly bitter. So was his voice.

“I believe I can do that. We are going to die anyway, non? No sense in suffering any more than we have to.”

Gilles bent close until his lips brushed the boy's ear. “Let him go, Poitu! Return from whence you came.”

The boy turned his head and his steady gaze bored into Gilles's. “Not until...”

His voice urgent now, Gilles took him by the shoulders. “Not until what? If you do not let this boy go he will die along with you.”

“My lord, I know not how—with the Maid's help perhaps—I have come to warn you.”

Beneath the boy's high-boned golden features another presence glimmered. The second face was rounder, with a slightly Roman nose, wide-set gray eyes and shoulder-length ash-blond curls. Seeing Gilles's astounded expression, the vision of Etienne half-smiled. Then he grew serious again.

“The priest, Francisco Prelati. Someone brought him through the portal at the point of his own death. In the guise of another, he's hunting you on behalf of the Beast.”

Now Gilles understood the distant bell he'd heard in New York. “In the guise of another? Who?”

“I know not, my lord. They come! The cell door is opening! I see lights! I will tell Henriet and do as you say...”

Etienne's presence disappeared, and the other boy's eyes abruptly closed. His rasping voice faded into uneasy silence as an urgent beeping came from one of the monitors.

The line indicating Tommy's heartbeat had gone flat.

The air was cold and smelled medicinal, and something was hissing just above his right ear. That's strange, thought Tommy. I thought I shut my computer off. So why's it beeping like that?

As the incessant beeping continued, he flexed his left arm. When he turned his head, the pillow crackled and something tugged at his nose. After feeling around, he realized it was a plastic tube. Exploring still further, he found it led from two shorter tubes clamped together. There was one in each of his nostrils, with some tape to hold them in place.

Then he realized someone was standing beside him. He felt he should know who it was, yet he didn't. Vaguely, he recalled talking with a stranger in another language. French, maybe? Their conversation had been at a great distance and there was that awful pain ... While the stranger was wiping the tears from his face, he told him...

No, that wasn't right. The man was talking to Etienne.

“If you do not let this boy go, he will die with you.”

Etienne! Something terrible had just happened, and somehow, Tommy knew he was dead.

The beeping stopped, and he hung in sudden silence unable to breathe or move. Then he sensed a bunch of people around him. He felt the prick of a needle and a rubbery mask clamped down over his nose and mouth. A different voice was issuing rapid-fire orders—in English this time—while plastic-gloved hands pushed and pulled at him.

As abruptly as the commotion had begun, the atmosphere around him calmed. Even though the incessant beeping had started again, he decided not to worry about it.

A quiet voice said, “Thanks, folks. You did a fine job.”

The mask was removed from his face and a gloved hand took his. “Tommy, can you hear me?”

His mouth felt too dry to talk. He coughed.

“You're in the hospital in Mason City. I'm Dr. Swenson.”

Hospital? What was he doing in the hospital?

Painfully, he cleared his throat. “M-Mom?”

Someone whispered, “Five minutes.” Then Lynn was there.

“Tommy. Oh, my God. Tommy.” She started to sob.

“Mom, please d-don't cry. I—I'm all right.”

When he began coughing again, something pushed against his lips. It was a straw. He took a cautious sip, then another, more deeply this time. Ah, that was good.

Voices murmured, then he heard the doctor say, “...observation.”

Feeling the straw pull away, he grabbed at it and continued to drink. His mouth felt like the SaharaDesert, and he couldn't remember when he'd ever been this thirsty.

Then he realized Lynn was holding the glass. She'd stopped crying, and her voice was calm. “Take it easy, sweetheart. There's plenty more.”

Finally, he pushed the straw away. “That man,” he said. “Who was he?”

“Man?” She sounded puzzled. “Oh, you must mean Captain Derry.”

Tommy frowned.

Derry? No, that wasn't it.

“Is he here?”

Lynn's voice sounded odd. “He's in the waiting room. Do you remember what he said?”

Of course, he remembered, and would until his dying day. But she didn't need to know.

“N-no. Not really. Is there any more water?”

Something clinked. “Here.”

As he took the glass and put the straw to his mouth, voices murmured again.

Then she said, “I'll be back in a little while.”

Take your time, he thought. I'm not going anywhere.

While it seemed like at least an hour, according to the clock on the wall only fifteen anxious minutes passed before Lynn returned to the waiting room. A thin, craggy-faced doctor in faded green surgical scrubs was with her, and he was actually smiling.

Seeing Gilles turn away from the window, he went to him and shook his hand. “I don't know what you did, sir, but it sure worked. He flat-lined for twenty seconds. That's why we called a code. Then his heart started beating normally again. Right after that, he woke up.”

“I expected he would,” said Gilles. Then he sighed. “I believe Tommy will be all right. And now, if you people will excuse us, Darcey and I are going to see our daughter.”

Out in the parking lot, Darcey took Gilles's arm. Just before entering their waiting cab, he glanced at a dark-blue Lexus near the entrance and frowned. The Lexus's windows were darkened, and it was impossible to see the occupant. Her eyes followed his.

“What are you not telling me?”

“My daughter Marie was only eleven! Poitu was her friend! They made her watch his execution!”

“This has to do with...?”

“We must get Jenny and go straight back to La Cerise. You and she will be safe there.”

Darcey's hand flew to her mouth. “Jenny? Oh, Gilles, no!”

She saw him again look fixedly at the Lexus, which suddenly started up and drove away.

“I already called the airport. Is there anything in our room you can't replace?”

She thought for a moment then shook her head. “I can call...”

“You will call no one. There is danger here. Do you understand?”

Outside directions to the cabdriver, he didn't say another word until they reached the airport. When they exited the cab, he looked somewhat anxiously up and down the road. Apparently satisfied, he took Darcey by the hand and pulled her after him into the terminal. Forty-five minutes later, when they were finally airborne, he took a deep breath and appeared to relax. Darcey pulled out her cell phone.

“Is it okay if I call Baird to tell him we're on our way?”

To her surprise, Gilles actually smiled.

“Who's Baird?” Then he remembered. An old family friend, Baird McEvoy was the neighbor taking care of Jenny while her mother was away. “Of course, chere. Then why don't you see if there are some drinks in the refrigerator? This hop is so short there isn't time for coffee.”

“What about Diane and...?”

He flipped a couple of switches then frowned at the console. “What about them?”

“They were expecting you to fly them back to New York.”

“When you're done talking to your neighbor, call the Ramada and leave a message for Mademoiselle Michaelson that our plans have changed and they'll have to take a commercial flight. Also, ask the clerk at the Ramada to pack our things and ship them to your LakeMinnetonka address.” In response to her questioning look, he said, “Have your neighbor pick Jenny up from school then bring her straight to the house. She's still on your passport, isn't she?”

“Yes, but...” Seeing the look on her husband's face, Darcey knew enough not to argue. Instead, she obediently flipped open the phone and punched in Baird McEvoy's number.
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As Gilles had feared, his daughter wasn't happy with his announcement. Jenny's normally pale cheeks were flushed, and her dark eyes glistened with unshed tears.

“Mom, do I have to go? I'm going to miss the recital!”

Darcey looked at her in frustration. “I know this isn't a good time, dear, but your father...”

“Daddy doesn't know anything! He's not even American!”

Darcey's lips tightened. “Jenny, I have no choice. Your father wants us to live at La Cerise for a while, and he's made arrangements with a nearby day school. The chauffeur will take you back and forth and you already know some of the other kids. Remember Chretien and Marie-Therese LeBlanc? They'll both be in your class.”

Jenny's head came up. “I remember. Their folks own Tartin.” That put her in mind of her new pony. “But what about Pogey? He'll miss me. Who'll exercise him?”

“Baird McEvoy is going to board Pogey at his place until we get back. He'll make sure he's exercised.” Darcey took a quick glance around her daughter's cluttered bedroom. “Now, do you have everything?”

Jenny's small brow wrinkled. “I think so. I hate missing the recital, though.”

“There'll be other recitals, honey. Come on, Daddy's waiting.”

As Gilles opened the front door, the phone rang. When Darcey moved to answer it, he caught her arm.

“We must leave. Now!”

“But...”

“Let it forward to your office. If the message is important, your secretary will let us know.”

“Gilles, you're frightening me.”

“Good.” He almost bit off the word. “I just hope we're not too late.”

“Too late for what?”

He didn't answer.

After parking by the private terminal at the airport, he ushered them through the gate without a word. His partner Sabine DuFours awaited them at the top of their plane's steps. Her co-pilot stood just behind her. When he reached her, Gilles gave the smiling blonde a peck on the cheek.

“Take good care of them, chere. I'll join you as soon as I can.”

Darcey was stunned. “You're not coming? But where will you be?”

Gilles hugged her then bent to embrace Jenny. “Looking for a man named Francisco Prelati. Until I've found him, I want you safely out of harm's way.”

“Isn't he...? Gilles, Prelati died five hundred years ago!”

Her husband raised an eyebrow at her. “Did he?”

“Oh, no, Gilles. It's not poss...” Darcey's voice trailed away.

“They've found another portal, and Prelati's here in our time. He's disguised as someone else?and hunting me.”

“You? Why?”

“No time for that now.”

“Where will you be?”

“Somewhere in Iowa. Sabine will know where to reach me.”

“Iowa? Gilles, please be careful. There was that murder in Mason City.”

“I know. And that's where I'll start.”

After the jet took off, Gilles watched it disappear into the horizon. Everything he cared about was on that plane, and he could only hope he was in time.

The nondescript gray Chevrolet sedan he'd requested awaited him in the rental company's lot. After making sure no one was following, he made a quick visit to Darcey's LakeMinnetonka home then studied the rental company's road map for a while. Satisfied, he started the engine and took the freeway, heading south. When he spotted a deserted park surrounded by trees, he pulled off.

A half-mile in, he stopped behind a grove of trees. Filled with chattering blackbirds preparing for their cross-country migration to a warmer southern clime, the trees retained enough leaves to shield Gilles and the car from passing traffic.

Once he'd swapped the rental plates for the ones he'd brought with him and masked the telltale decal on the right rear fender with a magnetic U.S. flag, he was on his way again. Two hours later, having registered under an alias and paid cash for two nights, he settled into a first-floor room in a chain motel a few miles south of the Iowa border.

Using the anonymous cell phone with prepaid minutes he maintained for that precise purpose, he made a couple of calls. The first was to Darcey, who, if she was on schedule, should be almost to the East Coast by now. When she answered they exchanged pleasantries and she assured him Jenny had forgiven him.

The second call was to his contact in Mason City. After listening for several minutes, Gilles frowned and said in his accented English, “Use what defenses you have and, whatever you do, make sure he doesn't recognize you. There is a pattern to all this, and it appears to have to do with either the boy or his mother.”

He listened again. “Non. I have sent my family to safety. If you have not already done so, I suggest you do likewise.” Then, for the first time since he'd left Minneapolis, Gilles smiled. “Ah, two minds with but a single thought. Very well, I will see you in two days, mon ami. You already know the time and place. À bientot.”

He opened the outside door and looked around. Except for a few lazy raindrops splashing onto the tarmac, nothing stirred. Since he had backed into his parking space, it took him only a couple of minutes to transfer the bulky cardboard box from the Chevrolet's trunk to his room. After hanging the Do Not Disturb sign on the outside knob, he closed and locked the door. Then he picked up the room phone and dialed zero. If she'd heard his unaccented English and deeper voice, Darcey wouldn't have recognized them.

“I don't want any maid service until I check out. If anyone calls, please take a message ... Everything is fine, thank you. If I need anything I'll let you know ... Thank you. You, too.”

With that taken care of, Gilles lifted the bulky box onto the bed and slit the tape holding it closed. Then he turned off the lights and pushed the inner wrappings aside.

A soft green glow emanated from the box as he began to remove the contents. He carefully set each item on the bed and, one by one, began assembling the individual parts, stacking one upon another and locking them together as he did so. When he was done, a semi-transparent green arch stood in the middle of the room.

The arch's blocks were a fluorescent cold-molded polymer originally developed by the U.S. military for use in buttons and switches for tanks. The arch's creator had located the material on a military surplus Internet site and found it ideally suited to his purposes. However, as Gilles well knew, far from being the symbolic sculpture it purported it to be, the arch had another purpose entirely.

No one else knew this artifact still existed, least of all its former owner, and the device had come into his hands purely by chance.

After switching on the bedside lamp, he fished a tool from his pocket and weighed it in his hand for a moment, thinking. Slightly longer than a credit card and approximately twice as thick, the card was molded from a black translucent substance that was neither glass nor plastic. Rather, it was somewhere between the two. Seemingly at random, numbers and colored lights came and went in its depths.

Pulling a tiny stylus from a slot in the card's side, he began tracing figures on its gleaming surface. Then he glanced at the arch.

The steady green glow intensified then began to throb in time with his heartbeat. At the same time, an image began to take shape on the card. As he watched, the image became a face. Intense multi-colored eyes gazed up into his, and the thin lips curved up into what Gilles knew to be an unaccustomed smile.

He said, “I trust I find Your Highness well.”

The image snorted. “You know I am never well when in human form. What do you want from me, Monsieur le Baron?”

“What makes you think I want something?”

“I kept you in indentured servitude for ten years. Once I'd finally freed you, you couldn't get away from me fast enough. What's the matter, Gilles? Is your marriage not happy”

“My marriage is very happy, thank you, and my daughter is all I hoped she would be.”

“But there is something the matter.”

“Yes. I need your help, Prince D'Kon. This planet needs your help, and the weapons and powers you gave me may not be enough.”

“The Beast?”

“ The horned one's chief servant has come forward through another portal and they've already started. A consecrated priest was sacrificed on Hallowe'en—the same feast you call Moondark.”

The image's silvery eyebrows drew together. “Make the transition when your night falls. I'll be waiting.”

“Where?”

“The same place we met last. Is your family safe?”

“I sent them to La Cerise with Sabine.”

“Ah,” said the image. “That leaves you free to act.”

Gilles shuddered slightly. “Yes, I'm free to act.”

The expression in the silver eyes grew cold. “I will await you. Don't be late.”

“I won't,” said Gilles. “In fact, I'm starting the translation now.”

“I assume you to be in a secure place and away from prying eyes,” remarked the image.

“As much as I can possibly be. In the unlikely event anyone enters this room during the next forty-eight hours, all they'll find is a snoring figure in the bed. They should not be tempted to investigate further. If, on the other hand, they have come to steal or do me harm, they won't leave alive.”

The image half-smiled. “It would seem I have taught you well. Until later, then.”

“À bientot,” echoed Gilles. He passed his hand across the card and the image disappeared.

Frowning, he drew a small leather-covered notebook from his pocket. After flipping through a half-dozen pages, he dropped to the bed to study the final one. Satisfied, he picked up the card once more, went over to the arch and inserted it into a waiting slot.

The green light intensified again. This time it was accompanied by a soft musical hum.

Then, abruptly, the arch and Gilles disappeared.

At first Gilles thought the moonlit garden deserted, until he spotted a shadow darker than the rest near the far wall. As he approached, Prince D'Kon threw back the hood covering his face. Even the shadows could not conceal his silver hair's brightness or the brilliance of his huge multi-colored eyes.

“Monsieur Le Baron, it is a pleasure to see you again, even under circumstances such as these.”

Gilles inclined his head. “The pleasure is mutual, Your Highness. But that is not a title I use anymore. As you well know, the barony ceased to exist over five hundred years ago—along with my former existence.”

“Ah, yes, of course,” said the prince, “and in the society where you now reside you don't use such titles.”

Gilles kept a straight face. “They have different ones, but they mean much the same thing.”

“Well,” said D'Kon, “now that we have the niceties out of the way...”

“Yes,” agreed Gilles. “An old acquaintance has made his way through the portal, I know not how. He's possessed another through his dreams, and he's brought an impressive set of tools with him.”

“More than one,” observed D'Kon. “More than one traveler has come through that portal, and they, too, possess another through their dreams. They infested other centuries, you know, and this particular one is since your time. She practiced her black arts during the reign of the Sun King and Prelati found her a worthy partner. So much so, he plans to snatch her from the stake at the time of her death and bring her forward in time much as your wife's former lover did you.”

“The Sun King?”

“Louis the Fourteenth of France. A Bourbon monarch.”

“I do not know of him.”

“You shall. There is a task you must perform there before you return to the time in which you now reside and only you can do it. My agent waits you, and she will show you what you must do. Time is of the essence if we are to prevent the disaster that is about to befall the king.”

Gilles's voice was weary. “I thought I was done with all that. Who do I have to kill?”

“Hopefully, no one. This time you will be on the side of the law.”

“That'll be a nice change.”

His sarcasm wasn't lost on the prince. “I don't expect you to work without payment.”

“Did I ask for payment?”

“No, but you will be compensated, nonetheless. Since I've had all of this mortal form I can stand, I've set up the apartment for you. We'll meet again tomorrow morning, after I've had a chance to renew my strength. In the meantime, here is my nephew. He'll show you to your quarters and see to your needs.”

A slender youth stepped out from the shadows behind the prince. As pale-haired as D'Kon, he wore a simple white tunic with no adornment.

“It's a pleasure to meet you, my lord. My uncle has spoken of you often. I am Crown Prince Azriel.”

He extended a slim hand, and Gilles took it gravely. “It's a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness. Your father is well, I trust.”

The boy frowned. “Please call me Azriel. Sadly, my father is ailing. That is why I'm here with my uncle.” He didn't need to say more.

Gilles was well aware of the Artemesian Imperial Court's Byzantine politics as well as the seething ambition of the prince's older half-sister and her commoner husband's mother. If Emperor Leonidas was ill, this could be a dangerous time for Azriel and D'Kon both.

Leading the way up the steps to the waiting apartment, Azriel said casually over his shoulder, “My uncle wants me to go back with you.”

“Why?”

“Was it not a custom in your time for noblemen to send their sons away to be fostered?”

“True, but...”

“I need training only you can provide.”

“Knightly training?”

“La Cerise would be ideal. And you need someone watching your back.”

With a pang, Gilles harked back to his long-ago days of riding from one chateau to the next with Poitu at his side. “You're offering to be my squire?”

The young man turned to face him. “Page, bodyguard—whatever you like. I have certain skills, my lord. You may find them useful.”

“And in return?”

“You will teach me about weapons and generalship.” Azriel half-smiled. “And courtly love. As the new emperor, I will need to know about such things.”

“Is your father dying?”

The young prince's face was calm. “We have time. Had you not come, my uncle would have sent me to you.”

“He is that concerned for your safety?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what happened to my last such protégé?”

“You called him Poitu, did you not? What happened to him wasn't your fault.”

“He died because of me. Those same wolves are hunting me now.”

“So my uncle says. A man and a woman who have come forward through time, but you do not know who or where they are.”

“Three have died at their hands already. One was a consecrated priest.”

“Four, if you count the cab driver,” said Azriel. “One for each point of the pentagram.”

Knowing D'Kon as he did, Gilles was unsurprised by the young man's knowledge. His tone grew thoughtful.

“The pentagram has five points, not four.”

“I know. That was why you placed your daughter beyond their reach.”

“A child who was never meant to be, she would have made the ideal sacrifice. So would you, Your Highness.”

“Call me Azriel and I shall call you Gilles.”

“How shall I explain you?”

“To whom?”

“My wife.”

“My brother-in-law once called her the merchant queen. I look forward to meeting her.” Seeing Gilles's look around the palatial apartment, Azriel frowned. “These accommodations are not to your liking?”

The baron smiled. “They're fine. But you won't find such luxury at La Cerise.”

“It is settled then?”

“You are a distant cousin whose parents are in the diplomatic corps, and I'll arrange your papers and identity as soon as we arrive. In the meantime, you will—as you put it so delicately—watch my back.”

Azriel glanced down at his tunic. “I will return tomorrow morning in more suitable attire.”

“Until tomorrow then,” said Gilles. “And now I will bid you a very good night.”

The following morning as Gilles sat eating his breakfast in the apartment, Azriel arrived. Instead of his customary Artemesian tunic, the prince sported a light gray sweater and blue jeans similar to Gilles's, and his long blond hair had been cut to the same length. Setting down his sports bag, Azriel took in the baron's startled look. Then he grinned.

“You had to make the same adjustment, did you not?”

Gilles gave him a half-smile in return. “In my day, men were magnificent peacocks in jeweled velvets, silks, brocades, chamoisy or cloth of gold, and they literally blazed with jewels. Now, they dress like peasants and are about as drab.” He indicated his well-worn jeans. “This material is called denim. It is a virtual uniform—the shabbier the better. If anything, your jeans are too new and crisp “

Azriel frowned. “These are a bit scratchy at that. How do I make them softer?”

The baron snorted. “Would you believe the manufacturers wash these garments with gravel and rocks and deliberately wear holes in them before they offer them for sale?”

“Why?”

“My question exactly. But then I remembered some of the fashions of my own time. Such as slashing holes in your outerwear to show you could afford underclothes.”

“Because some could not?”

“Something like that.”

“Hmm. It seems I have a lot to learn.”

“As I did. How old are you, Azriel?”

“I will be seventeen on my next birthday.”

“You look older.”

The prince gave him a wicked smile. “I know. This is why my uncle feels I need a period of training with you.”

“You did say something about courtly love. What have you been doing? Chasing the same ladies?”

Prince D'Kon's voice came from behind him. “Now that would be telling. Please give my regards to your lady wife.”

Gilles bowed. “I'll be sure to do that. Thank you for your hospitality, Your Highness.”

Impulsively, Azriel embraced his uncle. “I will miss you,” he said.

Letting him go, D'Kon gave the baron a fierce look. “He is in your hands now. Guard him well.”

As the familiar rushing winds surrounded Gilles, he felt Azriel take his hand. Just as suddenly as his earlier passage had been, they were back in the silence of his Iowa motel room. Gilles inserted a card into a slot in the arch's side, and the green glow gradually faded.

“In earth time I was only gone a few minutes,” he remarked. “It should still be dark outside.”

“Meaning?”

“Sneak out and hide in the backseat of my vehicle. I will then drive it away and come back a half-hour later, having supposedly picked you up at the bus station.”

Azriel frowned. “Bus station?”

“A terminal for a not very comfortable mode of public ground transportation. Unfortunately, the air transportation is not much better. Compared to what you're used to, it is also quite slow.”

“Not like our flyers.”

“An Artemesian flyer can go into orbit, if necessary. These transports do not.”

“Hmm.” The young man looked thoughtful. “If I knew where this bus station was, I could teleport there.”

“Not a good idea,” said Gilles. “You don't know the layout and it's hard telling where you might land. Under the wheels of an incoming bus or on the wrong side of the ticket counter would not be good. Incidentally, we need to do something about your name. How does André Leonard sound?”

“Azriel is not good enough?”

“Too exotic. We need something more mundane.”

“André is not too different from Azriel. I think I could get used to it.”

“Tomorrow morning I meet my contact, and I'll turn you over to him.”

“Contact?”

“I don't want our association known—at least, not yet. Officially, you will be working for him. That is, whenever you're out of school.”

Azriel looked a trifle stunned, as well he might. “School?”

“His family is away, so there'll be plenty of room. Your uncle contacted him before we left and he's already made the arrangements.”

“That's not possible.”

Gilles grinned. “I know. But our time frame is not the same as Artemesia's and your uncle has some way ... Let's just say he knew ahead of time. In the meantime, you're going to need a warm jacket, my young friend.”

“Visualize one for me.”

“Visualize?”

“Yes.” The prince paced, obviously impatient to be on his way. “I need to know what to create.”

Gilles closed his eyes and thought about a catalog ad he'd recently seen from a well-known men's clothing chain. He opened them again to see Azriel/Andre draping a dark-blue quilted ski jacket across his shoulders. “Very nice. I see you added a couple of embellishments.”

“The dragon's too much?”

“You could tone down the jewels a bit.”

The dragon promptly disappeared from the back of the jacket, and Azriel frowned. “You're right. They are drab here at that.”

Gilles had met Barry LaFoy during the Gulf War while visiting an American military encampment in the course of an assignment for his then master, the alien Prince D'Kon. There were things about that war the public would never know, and he had been sent to Saudi Arabia to retrieve a certain artifact that should never have been brought to earth. The artifact had become the object of an intense search by Saddam Hussein's intelligence agents, and it was said that their master would have given anything he had to possess it.

While it looked like a simple hand mirror, the device was indestructible by ordinary means. Reportedly fashioned by one of the ancient Greek gods, it was capable of bending time back on itself; and in the wrong hands, its use could have led to unimaginable catastrophe.

Gilles and Saddam's agents reached the ancient desert tomb where the mirror was hidden at the same time. It was during that encounter that Barry was injured and, when the battle was over, all of Saddam's agents lay dead.

As his assigned driver, Barry should have remained outside at the hidden spot where Gilles had told him to wait. Instead, curiosity impelled him to follow Gilles into the tomb....

The next thing Barry knew, he was waking up in an American hospital bed with no memories of what had occurred. When Gilles came to visit him, the two men became friends. Eventually, Gilles told Barry who he really was. Then he recruited him into his shadowy network. From time to time Barry had gone with Gilles on other such assignments. However, none had been as dramatic as the one that had first brought them together.

The intervening years had been kind to Barry who lived in comfort with his growing family on a ten-acre farmstead just outside Mason City. As they pulled up to the sprawling ranch house, Azriel noted a couple of ponies investigating a hay bale in a fenced paddock next to the house and the elaborate swing set in the front yard.

Barry opened the front door before he had a chance to knock and, as Gilles had hoped, he and Azriel hit it off instantly.

“I sing, you know,” remarked Azriel, “and I can play most stringed instruments.”

Barry looked doubtful. “You read music?”

“Of course. Which language and script do you prefer?”

Barry's eye caught Gilles's, his expression almost pleading. Noting that low self-esteem was not one of Azriel's problems, Gilles managed to conceal his smile.

“Why don't you give him an audition? It would be a perfect cover.”

Barry snorted. “I already have more kids begging for auditions than I know what to do with. I swear every music teacher in the state has put out the word.”

His frustration was obvious.

“Oh,” said Azriel. Flushing slightly, he picked up his bag. “If you will tell me where my room is, Mr. LaFoy, I will not bother you with this further.”

“André, I'm sorry. I didn't mean it like that. Look, I've got a guitar here at the house. After we eat, you can show me your stuff. Okay?”

The prince shook his head. “That is not necessary, Mr. LaFoy. I will do whatever you need done, no matter how—”

The older man extended his hand. “Call me Barry.” Then he sighed. “Okay. If your playing's even halfway decent, I'll slot you into the band. As Gilles so kindly pointed out, it would be a great cover and if they accuse me of nepotism, so what? It is, after all, my club.”

As Gilles had expected, Azriel turned out to be an extraordinarily gifted musician. Considering the prince's antecedents and training, he would have been surprised if it had been otherwise. Following an after-dinner performance that left Barry begging for more, Azriel spent the next forty-eight hours reviewing his host's extensive CD and video collection. While he watched and listened, he fingered the borrowed guitar and, as he put it to Gilles later, took copious mental notes.

“The club's reopening Friday night,” said Barry, a trifle nervously. “Do you think you'll be ready?”

Azriel's grin was downright mischievous. “As I'll ever be. Now, tell me about school.”

[Back to Table of Contents]




Chapter 14—Henry Moves On>

“Another reporter?” asked Henry.

Watching her boss pour himself a fresh cup of coffee, Marcie hung up the phone. Then she rolled her eyes. “He wouldn't leave his name. He said he'd either call or drop by later. Did I do right?”

“You did fine. I have an appointment at two with Miss Johnson, and after that I'm doing a seminar at Sunrise Home Health. If anything comes up call me on my cell phone. Oh, and if that man comes by, get his name.”

Marcie opened Centurion's office, located in a block owned by one of Dick Seymour's corporate fronts, each weekday morning at eight a.m. sharp. More often than not she would find Dr. Cooper already at his desk, the coffee pot on and a couple of apple fritters or chocolate crullers next to her switchboard.

She didn't know of the connecting door between his office and a permanently locked storeroom in back of the semi-detached cafe next door. The door itself was so cunningly concealed no visitor had ever noticed it. It never occurred to the literal-minded Marcie to question her amiable boss's comings and goings. Sometimes he was in his office, sometimes he wasn't; and the fact that she never saw him actually arrive or leave didn't worry her. Dr. Cooper only saw visitors by appointment and if a caller wasn't on the list he had provided, they didn't see or talk with him, period.

When it came to unwanted visitors, the door alarm and concealed cameras over his secretary's desk afforded him ample time to make his escape. Even without the cameras, Marcie had proven an admirable guardian dragon; and, so far, anyway, no member of the press had ever managed to breach her courteous blockade.

Now, the camera picked up an unfamiliar figure approaching the front doorway as Henry went into his office. When his direct line buzzed, he pushed the button mounted under the desk to lock his door, keeping a weather eye on the monitor all the while. The concealed light on his secretary's desk would tell her he wouldn't be receiving visitors or taking calls until further notice.

Ice blue eyes gazed back at him from the monitor's color screen. Henry had seen that face before but was damned if he could remember where or when.

The speaker came to life. “Is Doctor Cooper in?”

Deciding to deal with the mystery later, Henry turned his attention to the phone. “Hello, Dick. How was San Francisco?” After a couple more pleasantries, he said in as casual a tone as he could manage, “I'm switching you to my cell phone and going next door.”

“More press?” Dick Seymour's tone was light.

Henry glanced at the screen again and noted the star on the visitor's jacket. “This is a cop. Not a local. The uniform's wrong.”

“What color?”

“Brown jacket. Tan slacks and hat.”

“Definitely not state. Could be a neighboring sheriff, I suppose. I'll check the surrounding counties and get back with you. Any sign of his car?”

Henry activated the street camera. “Nope. Nothing official, anyway.”

Dick chuckled. “That would have been too easy. Until we know, stay out of sight.”

Henry sighed. “I plan to. Was there something else you wanted?”

“It can wait. I'll call you as soon as I have something. Good luck with Miss Johnson. It is ‘miss,’ isn't it?”

It was Henry's turn to chuckle. “She made a point of letting me know that last time. In no uncertain terms, too.”

“She wouldn't be falling for you, would she?”

“Maybe. I wouldn't say no, either.”

In the outer office, the visitor's obvious impatience didn't faze Henry's secretary. Seeing her boss was on his direct line, she touched her portable headset and smiled to herself.

Happily married to a local dairy farmer and as shameless a matchmaker as her mother, she considered Henry's bachelor status an affront. She was secretly hoping he and the exotic Miss Johnson would get together before the latter's biological clock ran out. From what she'd heard, neither was that unwilling.

When the visitor placed both hands on the desk and brought his face close to hers, she rolled her chair back.

“I'm Sheriff Compton from DelusiaCounty. I called earlier. Is Doctor Cooper in? If not, when do you expect him?”

Marcie noted that the light on her desk had changed from yellow to green. “I'm sorry, Sheriff, Doctor Cooper has left for the day. Do you want to leave a message?”

“Is there some place I could meet him?”

She shook her head. “I'm sorry, sir, he's on a very tight schedule.”

The sheriff eyed the elaborate switchboard. “Surely you know how to reach him. Does he have a cell phone?”

“If you'll tell me what this is about, sir, maybe I...”

“Here's my number. If Doctor Cooper knows what's good for him, he'll call me.”

After three weeks of fending off reporters, Marcie didn't flinch. “I'll make sure he gets the message, sir. That's all I can do.”

Satisfied with her answer, Henry quietly unlatched his concealed office door and slipped into the cafe storeroom where he did his real work. The wall-mounted split screen lit up as he entered, and he slipped thankfully into his big leather chair, eyeing the scene in his secretary's office all the while.

Dick's face appeared in the adjacent section.

“Did you hear?”

Dick frowned. “Sure did. What could the Delusia County Sheriff want with you? That's way to hell and gone on the other side of the state. When's your appointment with Miss Johnson?”

“Two-thirty. If all else fails, I'll use the tunnel.”

The tunnel in question ran from beneath this storeroom to a similar one in back of the busy grocery store, where Henry parked his car. During the War Between the States, these buildings had been part of the Underground Railroad and their owners had sheltered many a fleeing family from slave hunters before sending them on their way to safety in Canada. While the tunnel's existence was no secret in MagnusFalls, it was unlikely that the sheriff of a distant county would know of its existence. At least, Henry hoped not.

“What's in DelusiaCounty?”

“Dunno. Wait. That's not far from Mason City.”

He watched Dick leaf through some documents on his cluttered desk. “Mason City? What's in Mason City?”

“That's where Diane and that publisher woman went in such an all-fired hurry. You remember? That was the same day they arrested you.”

Henry sighed. “I remember. I was on my way back here to calm down Miss Johnson.”

“Ah,” Dick held up a sheet of paper. “Fayre said it had to do with a client of Diane's whose kid was in the hospital. On a hunch, I've had one of my bright lights checking birth records at the state capitol.”

Henry's breath caught in his throat. “And...?”

“Even if someone has changed her name, it's amazing what you can do with a Social Security number and a birth date.”

“I know,” growled Henry. “I wrote the book on it, remember?”

Dick held the document closer to the camera. “This is a birth certificate. Mother, Lynn Marie Stewart, no father listed. Child, Thomas Andrew Stewart, December 30, 1985. There's a medical code here. Not sure what it means. Address: Rural Route 5, Box 271, Cedar Junction. County, Delusia.” He picked up a second document. “Got this out of the Welfare Department. There's a case on the child in Social Services. Doesn't say why. Hmm. The record's sealed. No reason given. Right now I've got my boy checking the schools. My secretary just faxed these to you, by the way.”

Henry's chest felt tight. “Lynn Stewart had a son?”

“Yup. Property's listed under Andrew Stewart. Taxes and bills are paid by D. Michaelson Enterprises. Henry, where in the hell do you think you're going?”

Henry abruptly came to his senses and sank back into the chair. “I-I'm not sure.”

“The kid's about to turn eighteen. Let Jim check things out before you go off half-cocked in ten different directions. Then we'll see.”

“Jim?”

“Jim Beagle, your attorney.”

“I-I suppose. Okay, boss. I'll go see Miss Johnson and sell some more hearing aids. Have Beagle call me as soon as he finds out anything.”

“Will do. In the meantime...”

Henry knew exactly what was on his boss's mind. He had a peculiar gift when it came to communication networks, and Dick constantly relied on him to resolve certain problems that would have tied up the rest of the Delusia engineering staff for weeks, if not forever. His doctoral thesis had been based on his theories about one of those supposedly impossible problems; which had been why it caught Dick's eye.

“The relay's almost finished. In fact, the whole link should be operational by the end of the week. Certainly in time for the NASA conference.”

Dick's relief was obvious. “I was hoping you'd say that. Oops. You'd best be on your way.”

The screen went blank, and Henry picked up his briefcase. When he pushed a button on the desk, a trapdoor raised in the corner of the room, revealing a flight of steps. With one last glance at the screen, where the obviously frustrated sheriff was still arguing with his utterly intractable secretary, he left.

Rather than a chore, Henry's bimonthly meetings with Tashalia Johnson had become one of his greatest pleasures. However, aside from the fact that he was having his usual trouble articulating, he was additionally constrained from saying anything about his growing attraction for her because she was his probation officer.

When she told him she was transferring to Juvenile Services his first reaction was utter dismay. “Why would you want to do that?”

Instead of meeting his eyes, the normally forthright Tashalia fiddled with the pen in her hand then started rearranging various items on her desk. “I like working with kids.”

Even though Henry's emotions were threatening to get the better of him, he managed to keep his tone even. “Better than what you're doing now?”

Tashalia finally set down her pen and looked straight across the desk. “Not all adult offenders are like you, Doctor Cooper.”

It was Henry's turn to look away. “I suppose not.” Still refusing to meet her eyes, he fished a paper from his briefcase with suddenly trembling fingers then slid it across the blotter, “Here's my report.”

“That's another thing,” she said, matter-of-factly. “Your reports are a farce, and we both know it.”

At that, the last of Henry's emotional defenses crumbled. Totally forgetting himself and where he was, as well as the open briefcase on his lap, he abruptly stood up from his chair then leaned toward her over the desk. “What did you say?”

In her best “mommy” voice, Tashalia snapped, “Henry! Sit!” After watching him somewhat sheepishly comply, she continued in the same unemotional tone. “You aren't making enough in sales commissions to keep a mouse alive, let alone justify the cost of a fancy office and a fulltime secretary. I know all about your patent royalties but that still doesn't explain it.”

Ignoring his briefcase's contents, which were spilled all over the floor, Henry took a deep breath then looked her squarely in the face. “What have you been doing? Following me around?”

To his surprise, the corners of Tashalia's mouth lifted, and he saw a twinkle in her eyes that hadn't been there before. “Not exactly. When my grandmother told me what you charged her for her new hearing aids, I made a few calls. While you may be popular with your clients, Doctor Cooper, your competition is less than thrilled.”

He said, rather lamely. “Medicare...”

“Nice try, Henry. But, as we both know perfectly well, Medicare doesn't pay for hearing aids. Neither do Medicaid or private health insurance.”

Defeated, he sank against the back of hischair and contemplated his hands. Then, dreading her answer, he asked. “Now what?”

Tashalia surprised him again. “Your time's going to be up in a couple of months anyway.”

“Huh?”

She snorted. “As if you didn't know. There's a major political race coming up, and Mr. Seymour's legal beagles have been busy. I don't know the going price for a presidential pardon, but whatever it is, your boss has paid it.”

“Miss Johnson...” He was at a total loss as to what to say next.

“You may as well call me Tashalia.”

When she smiled openly at him, a disbelieving Henry felt as if the sun had just come out.

“I'm Lee to my friends.”

“In the meantime...” Again he hesitated.

Tashalia pushed back her chair and stood. “This is my last meeting with you as your probation officer. I start my new job Monday morning and I'm thirsty.”

He still couldn't believe his ears. “You're asking me out?”

She came around the desk, crouched down beside him and started picking up his scattered papers. “Yes, Henry. My curiosity has finally gotten the better of me, and I'm asking you out.”

Kneeling next her, he took his papers from her hands then began arranging them in the briefcase. “Is this why you're transferring?”

She shook her head and then, exaggeratedly, rolled her eyes. “Oh, it finally sunk in. You don't have other plans, do you?”

As he helped her to her feet, Henry thought about his empty apartment and usual solitary TV dinner. “Nothing I can't change.”

Tashalia went back to her own side of the desk, made a couple of entries into her computer then shut it off. “Okay, that's it. I've put in enough comments to satisfy the powers that be and Tim O'Brien's taking over until they find a permanent replacement. Since he's notoriously lazy, I doubt he'll give you any trouble.”

Henry snapped his briefcase shut then glanced at his watch. “You're done for the day?”

Tashalia opened a drawer and pulled out her purse. “You were my last appointment. Do you like seafood? There's a new place in Crestville I've been wanting to try. Trouble is...”

He lifted an eyebrow. “It's no fun by yourself. Except I doubt you lack dates.”

“Most of the guys around here are married, and I'm not into the singles scene.”

As tiny as she was, Henry was a half-head taller. Helping her on with her coat, he asked, “Did you grow up around here?”

She flashed him a quick smile of thanks then started pulling on her gloves. “My great-grandparents came here from Ohio around the turn of the century. They rode the whole way on a flatbed railroad car with their possessions piled around them.”

“Homesteaders?”

“My dad still farms the place. It's eight miles south of here on old Highway 14.”

“Do you live there?”

She shook her head. “Not since I got married.”

His pang of disappointment surprised him. “You're married?”

“Not any more. He was in the military. Right after the wedding, we moved to Kentucky. A year later, he was killed in a helicopter crash.”

“I'm sorry.”

Apparently anxious to change the subject, she glanced out the window. “Hmm. Looks like snow. Where are you parked?”

“Out front.”

“I drive a gray Volvo. You want to follow me?”

“I have a...”

“I know what you have, Henry. Very nice it is, too.”

Not a chain franchise by any manner of means, the restaurant's slightly shabby exterior belied the charms within. Henry glanced at the license plates on the cars parked in front and noted they were from a number of surrounding counties. Obviously, the place was popular.

A motherly hostess showed them to a linen-draped table near an antique but fully functioning woodstove decorated with blue and white tiles. After they were seated, she pointed to a blackboard on the far wall.

“The menu's over there.” Then she handed Henry a wine list. “What would you like to drink?”

He glanced somewhat anxiously at Tashalia, who gave him a reassuring smile.

When he hesitated, she said, “Gin and tonic in a tall glass with a slice of lime and no ice.”

“And you, sir?”

“Ginger ale. No ice.”

As the hostess bustled away, Tashalia looked surprised. “You don't drink?”

“No.” Seeing she wanted to know more, Henry explained. “My father was an alcoholic.”

“Was?”

“He was killed in a wreck when I was in college. My mother was with him. She died a few days later.”

“It must have been hard for you.”

A sudden memory of Lynn as she'd looked at Bian's funeral knifed right through him. Hoping Tashalia hadn't noticed, he said as calmly as he could, “It was. Is it okay if I call you Lee?”

Seeing the hostess returning with their drinks, he pointedly glanced at the blackboard menu “We'd better think about what we're going to order. This is on me, by the way.”

To his relief, Tashalia grinned. Apparently, she hadn't noticed his reaction to the memory.

“Are you sure you can afford it?”

He gave her a somewhat wistful half-smile in return. “You mean, on my non-existent sales commissions?”

“Something like that.”

Then he frowned. “How long have you known?”

“Your secretary and I were in the same high school class. I married her older brother.”

“Marcie is your sister-in-law?”

“Oh, don't worry. Where you're concerned, she's as silent as the grave. The one time I visited your office she made it clear I wasn't welcome. She's very protective of you, you know.”

Henry reflected on women in general and the ways of small towns in particular. “You could have gotten a court order.”

“Oh, sure. Picking on a new business that wasn't bothering anybody would have pleased the Chamber of Commerce no end. Not to mention the movers and shakers at City Hall. In case you've forgotten, I grew up in MagnusFalls, and I happen to like it here.”

Because he empathized with Tashalia's loss, his voice was gentle. “Is that why you came back?”

He stopped speaking as the hostess set down their drinks.

“Your waitress will be right over to take your order,” she said then bustled away again.

Tashalia took a sip from her glass. “Excellent. Richie and I went to England for our honeymoon. That's where I developed a taste for these.”

“Did you have...?”

She understood the unspoken question, shook her head. “He had a year to go, and we'd decided to wait until he got out.”

Henry pondered the bubbles rising in his ginger ale. “I have a son.”

That startled her. “I didn't know you were married.”

“I wasn't. I only found out after my release.”

“Lynn Stewart?”

The bile rose in his throat. “Who else? Tommy's going on eighteen and about to graduate from high school.”

“Does he know about you?”

“Not yet. As long as you're no longer my parole officer, I may as well admit that I have a pocket computer as well a few other proscribed goodies.”

“I had already surmised that.”

When Tashalia smiled openly, Henry looked relieved. “Would you excuse me for a moment while I check my email? Dick called while we were on our way over here and he says he just sent me something.”

While Tashalia played with her drink and politely looked around the restaurant, Henry fished out his pocket computer and turned it on. After reading for several minutes, he slid the forbidden device across the table toward her.

“As long as you know the rest, you may as well see this.” He cleared his throat. “Dick says a meeting is being set up.”

When Tashalia started to say something then stopped, he suddenly realized that a cheerful blonde was standing over them. In keeping with the restaurant's nautical theme, she sported a jaunty sailor's cap, a closefitting red-and-white-striped top and navy blue bellbottoms.

“Good evening, folks. My name is Grace and I'll be your server. Tonight's special is—”

Tashalia interrupted her recitation. “I'll have the clam chowder and crab cakes, and the house dressing on my salad.”

“That sounds good to me,” said Henry. He pointed to the wine list. “And a glass of chablis for the lady.”

He waited while Grace wrote busily then watched her head for the kitchen. “Now, what were you saying?”

Tashalia picked up the pocket computer. Gazing down at the photograph on the screen, she said. “Mmm, nice-looking kid. But surely you have every right to see your son. Lynn doesn't have a protection order against you, does she? Besides, as soon as he turns eighteen, he can make his own decisions.”

“Protection order? Not that I know of. Of course, she's never come after me for child support, either.”

In an obvious effort to hide his distress, Henry took a gulp from his drink.

Tashalia reached for his hand. “There's more to it, isn't there? What are you not telling me?”

Henry took back the computer, punched a button then began rereading the message.

“According to this, h-he's blind.”

“Is that a problem?”

“For me? No. According to this, he's a nice, good-looking, normal kid.”

“Lynn did a good job of raising him, then.”

“Apparently. Trouble is...”

“She's a smother mother?”

No longer worried that Tashalia might conclude he'd been stalking Lynn Stewart and want to act on it, Henry continued to read. “Hmm. When he told her he wanted a guide dog, Lynn absolutely freaked. When she realized Tommy was getting no assistance from his mother, his high school guidance counselor helped him apply to various universities and several offered him full scholarships. After he found out his mother was intercepting his mail, he got a post office box.”

However impressed she might have been by Dick Seymour's detective work, Tashalia was obviously shocked. “How did he find out?”

Henry scrolled to the next screen and read on. “Ah. One of the universities called the house. Lynn was outside and Tommy answered the phone. When the recruiter asked why he hadn't responded to their offer, he became suspicious. He gave the man his email address and said there'd been a problem with his postal delivery. After that he did some checking. None of the universities’ letters had gotten to him. The following weekend, his girl friend found one of them in the trash.”

Tashalia looked thoughtful. “As his father....”

“I have some rights. Dick says he's contacted a guide dog school near Nashville. I'm supposed to fly down there next week to look the place over.”

“Your boss is a fast worker. But, sooner or later, you're gonna have to confront Lynn.”

“I know. In fact, until I realized how old he was, I was thinking about a suit for joint custody.”

“She would have demanded back child support.”

Henry lifted an eyebrow. “No problem. I would have offered it anyway.”

Neither of them noticed the burly man in the dark blue windbreaker on the other side of the room. Seated alone, he picked at the shrimp on his plate all the while watching Tashalia and Henry out of the tail of his eye.

When they left, he drifted after them. A festive party was just coming in the door. By the time he'd worked his way through the revelers, their cars were pulling out of the parking lot.

Since he knew where each of them lived, he wasn't concerned. The woman wasn't a factor, and Henry Cooper would be getting his comeuppance soon enough.
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Chapter 15—In Which Tommy Meets His Father>

The noise from the jukebox was so loud, Tommy couldn't hear himself think, and the crowd was so thick he had to rely on Brandi to lead him to their waiting table. When she let go his hand without warning, he stood helpless and panicked, not knowing whether to go forward or back.

“You must be Tom Stewart,” said an unfamiliar male voice. “I'm Barry LaFoy, Brandi's cousin, and I own this place. Here, take my hand. Your table's four steps ahead, two to your right, then four ahead again.”

After Tommy followed his guide's directions, the decibel level decreased considerably.

“Pleased to meet you, Barry,” he said, “and thanks for the assist. What happened to Brandi?”

“Some over-enthusiastic dancer pulled her onto the floor. By the time she got away from him, the crowd had closed in. While I saw what happened it still took me a minute to get to you.”

Tommy felt for the nearest chair then lowered himself into it.

“You were expecting me?”

“Sure. This your first time here?”

“Yeah. Brandi's been trying to get me to come for months, but—well, you know.”

“I have an idea.” Barry's tone was somewhat dry. He had evidently noted Tommy's skepticism. “There are other disabilities, you know.”

“So, this is where you got to,” Brandi sounded relieved. “I see you met Barry.”

Tommy smiled. “Just as well. Talk about being dumped.”

“Is that what he told you? Barry, for shame!”

“Well, I'd best be about my duties,” said their host. “Enjoy yourselves. The drinks are on the house, but you'll have to pay for your own dinners.”

Tommy felt for his wallet. “I think I can handle that.”

When Brandi told him they were alone, he asked, “What did he mean by ‘other disabilities?'”

“Oh, that,” Brandi's tone was airy. “Barry's a Gulf War vet. He was a tank driver. He got caught in an explosion and lost half his face and his right hand. They did a lot of plastic surgery but...”

“He's disfigured?”

“Pretty much,” said Brandi. “For months and months after he got out of the hospital, he wouldn't leave the house. Then he met Lisa. She had just started this place and needed some carpentry help. One thing led to another and they got married. After their twins were born, she persuaded him to take over the management. He makes a joke out of it now, and the kids call him Igor. You know, after Frankenstein.”

“That's cruel.”

“About as cruel as all our jokes about why you didn't take driver's ed.”

He half-smiled. “True.”

A gurgle of laughter underlay Brandi's tone. “I loved it when you told that snotty instructor it was a violation of the Americans With Disabilities Act and your civil rights not to have the written exam available in Braille.”

He chuckled in his turn. “Yeah. She even made a phone call to her supervisor before she caught on. Ooh, was she mad!”

“What was she gonna do? Flunk you outta spite?”

“Who was going to flunk you?” Barry had returned with their drinks.

“We were talking about the time Tommy tried to take the driving test,” explained Brandi.

“Oh,” said Barry, his mind obviously elsewhere. Then, “When Tommy did what?”

It was Tommy's turn to chuckle. “At first, the examiner thought I was faking. After she read me off, she said there's a really, really heavy fine for misusing a white cane and that she was a police officer. The guys behind me were splitting a gut trying to keep from laughing.”

“Well, you don't look blind. And you certainly don't act it.”

Opening his blue eyes wide, Tommy deliberately assumed an expression of total innocence. “I don't?”

“That's only because he's been working with a special trainer since he was real little,” interjected Brandi. “His mom told me all about it the first time Tommy and I met. I used to sit in on their sessions. Dr. Smith taught him proper eye and body movements and some other things we sighted folks take for granted—and he gave him regular exercises to do. He's with the university and has written books about what he does.”

Tommy fidgeted, embarrassed. “I'm sure Barry's not interested in that.”

“As a matter of fact, I am, and I can certainly see how you fooled that examiner. Don't sell yourself short, Tommy. You're good.”

Tommy felt around on the table until he located a menu. He made a show of reading it then waved the menu in Barry's general direction. “Speaking of Braille...”

Barry chuckled. “Touché. Tonight's special is the Megalith Monster with curly Cajun fries for four ninety-nine. The Monster is a double burger with the works. We also do a pretty good shrimp basket, taco salad, or pizza.”

Brandi sighed. “No chicken sandwich?”

“Not tonight, hon. The Southwood football team was just here, and they cleaned us out.”

She started to say something then stopped. Sensing someone else behind them, Tommy turned his head.

“Are you Tommy Stewart?” The voice was pleasant but unfamiliar, and a sudden chill went down his spine.

“Who wants to know?”

“You—you're...” Brandi hesitated. “Oh. You and Tommy look so alike. Are you...?”

A chair scraped. “May I join you?”

Tommy swallowed hard. “You still haven't said who you are.” Belatedly, he added, “Sir.”

Barry cleared his throat. “I'll be back for your order later.”

Brandi pushed back her chair. “Barry, wait up. Tommy, I'll be right back.”

Angrily, Tommy pushed back his own chair then snapped out his cane. “This is a friggin’ setup! I'm outta here!”

The quiet voice spoke again, beside him this time. “They meant well. If you want to fault anyone, blame me. Obviously, you've guessed who I am.”

His still-opened cane between his legs, Tommy sat and rested his chin on the handle. “You're my father. Right?”

“Henry Cooper.”

“I've heard the name.”

“I can imagine.” The newcomer's voice was sardonic.

“But how? Why?”

Henry sighed. “I didn't even know you existed until two days ago. My boss suspected and had someone check the Iowa birth records.”

“Your boss?”

“Dick Seymour.”

Tommy's shock turned to awe. “You work for Dick Seymour? The Dick Seymour?”

“Even if your mother had changed her name, the Social Security number....”

“Remains the same. Still, it can't have been that easy.”

“Actually, we lucked out. A friend of Mrs. Seymour's flew your mother's agent and publisher to Mason City in his private plane.”

“You mean, when I was in the hospital?”

“Right. After swearing the Seymours to secrecy Miss Michaelson told them about you. Dick did the rest.”

Tommy snorted. “Some secrecy! This friend—was he French, by any chance?”

“Why? Is that important?”

Despite the warmth of his surroundings, Tommy shivered slightly. Music thumped on the other side of the wall.

“I don't know. He was in my room when I woke up. Then he left. I felt as if I should know him. I didn't, of course. His name was Gilles something.”

“Derry. His wife knew your mother and Miss Michaelson in college.”

“The man I knew—his name wasn't Derry. But it was something like that. Something terrible happened to him a long time ago—in my dreams.” Tommy sensed Henry's sudden curiosity. “They didn't tell you?”

His father's tone was puzzled. “Tell me what?”

“Why I was in the hospital. It was because of the dreams. I wouldn't—couldn't—wake up.”

“I haven't talked to them. What little information I have comes from Dick.”

“Oh.”

There was an awkward silence. Then Henry said, “So here we are.”

“Why?” asked Tommy. “What do you want from me?”

“Want from you? Nothing.”

“My mother said you just got out of prison. Is that true?”

“Yes. What else did she tell you?”

“That you—”

“Raped her? I didn't, but I don't suppose you'll believe that.”

Henry's bluntness caught Tommy by surprise. “Why should I? I don't know you, and it's your word against my mother's.”

“They called it date rape. She claimed I put something in her drink. After I found about you, I understood a few things.”

“Like what?”

“She was scared to death of her father.”

“So?”

“The man gave the term racist a whole new meaning.”

“What does race have to do with it?”

“I'm half-Vietnamese.”

Tommy almost dropped his cane. “Say that again.”

“You didn't know? My mother's name was Bian.”

“Was?”

“Your mother came to her funeral. That was when our affair started.”

“You knew each other?”

“We went to the same high school. Did she not tell you?”

Tommy grew thoughtful. “Obviously, there's a whole lot she didn't tell me. Look, Mr...”

“Call me Henry.”

“Er, Henry. Maybe there's some other place we could meet.”

“Do you really mean that? What about your mother?”

“She doesn't need to know.”

“I'm staying at the Butternut House until the end of the week.”

“You don't live here?”

“I live in MagnusFalls. That's where your mother and I grew up.”

“You were neighbors?”

Henry chuckled. “Hardly. My dad worked at the foundry. Lynn's father was the president of the Magnus Falls Bank. She was head cheerleader, homecoming queen and all that. I was the class nerd.”

“How did you...?”

“She asked me for help with a math problem, then we started talking. That's all we ever did until...”

“Her father didn't approve, did he?”

Barry's voice interrupted Henry's answer. “Dr. Cooper? There's someone asking for you.”

“You're a doctor?”

“Not that kind. It's probably my attorney. I asked him to meet me here. Brandi, it was a pleasure to meet you.”

Henry clasped Tommy's hand for a moment. “You, too ... son.”

Then he was gone.

Barry spoke again. “I have his phone number if you want it.”

Tommy's head came up. “How do you know my father?”

“Through my grandmother. He services her hearing aids.”

“Hearing aids?”

“He didn't tell you? When I took her to the senior citizens’ center to get them upgraded, he noticed my prosthetic hand. I'd been having trouble with one of the connections and he fixed it. After that we got to talking.”

“When was this?”

“A couple of days ago.”

“And he just happened to mention he was looking for a kid named Tommy Stewart?”

“As a matter of fact, he did. Come to think of it, he knew all about this place, too.”

“Yeah, I'll bet. Did he tell you he works for Dick Seymour?”

“Dick Seymour? The Dick Seymour?”

“Yup. And I don't believe that meeting was a coincidence any more than you do.”

Brandi's voice made him jump. “Are you going to tell your mom on us?”

“I don't think so. At least, not until I know more.”

Outside the club, a dark blue Lexus idled at the curb. Behind the tinted windows, its occupant was invisible. Neither Henry nor his attorney noticed as they hurried through the icy drizzle toward the parking lot across the street.
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Chapter 16—The Stranger>

Lynn had never told Tommy about her own dreams, let alone how many of her plots had been inspired by them. On this particular night she had traveled back in time to the seventeenth century.

The place seemed familiar but the woman was a stranger to her.

A curtained four-poster bed dominated the small luxuriously carpeted room. Two branched candelabra cast plenty of light and a small fire crackled in the hearth. As Lynn watched, the woman's male companion turned over a card and looked at it in disgust. He threw his Jack next to the King on the brocaded tablecloth.

“You might know!” When he pushed a pile of coins across the table, the ruby on the hand that scooped them up glinted in the candlelight. His tone waxed accusatory. “That's new!”

The hand's owner chuckled softly. “It was a bonus. Pigeon's blood, no less?she claims it came from the king himself.”

When the man stood, Lynn saw he was wearing a priest's cassock. He circled the table then pulled the woman up from her chair and against him. “Everything she has comes from the king, including that passel of brats.”

Far from resisting his advances, the woman wound her arms around his neck. “His Majesty is about to legitimize and ennoble those so-called brats and La Marquise does not consider their governess a threat.”

The priest frowned. “Why would she say that?”

“There's been talk in the marketplace. Mila told me.”

“Have you ever seen her?”

The woman snorted. “The governess? Once. She is bookish. Has no sense of fashion at all. Her husband was that rascal poet, Scarron. When he died he left her with nothing. After the queen arranged for her to have his pension, Athenais took pity on her.”

He chuckled. “If she's as mousy as you say, La Marquise got her for contrast.”

“Madame wants another mass. I told her All Souls would be a propitious time. That girl, Brigitte, should be ready to deliver by then. I'll tell her the baby died.”

“True enough,” remarked the priest.

The woman continued as if she hadn't heard. “I'll give her a handful of sous and send her back to the country. Her parents will be relieved the problem is resolved, and they'll have her married off to some neighboring farmer's son in no time at all.”

“Praising you to the skies, no doubt.”

“Their money is as good as anyone else's. And it doesn't hurt my reputation any.”

Her lover laughed. “The ladies of the court call you an angel, did you know that?”

“They call me a witch, too, but only in whispers. And you, Monsieur L'Abbé, do you know what they call you?”

“A sacred devil. However, they say such talk amuses the king,” reflected the priest. “He does not take these matters seriously.”

“He would if he knew what Athenais has been feeding him,” reflected the woman. “He loves his chocolate, especially when she prepares it.”

“Ah, le chocolat,” said the priest. “It has a bitter taste, non?”

The woman went to a cabinet in the corner and drew out a small paper packet. “He is always mad for her after he drinks it. As long as she has this...”

The priest looked at her for a long time. “Yes, ma chere, as long as she has this. And you.”

The clock on the mantel chimed. “All Souls is only a couple of weeks hence,” mused the woman. “I'll make the arrangements, Monsieur L'Abbé, and all will be in readiness.”

As always, the ceremony went well. With a veil of black lace over her face as her only covering, the amply endowed Marquise de Montespan pronounced herself well pleased.

The Marquise's creamy skin was a perfect counterpoint to the velvet pall on which she lay. The abbe's richly embroidered chasuble with its jeweled gold and silver characters was her latest gift to him, along with the finely wrought paten and chalice of solid gold residing on her naked belly. Each time the missal directed him to kiss the place of sacrifice he would find a new spot on which to press his willing lips.

Singing in Latin wasn't the Abbè's only talent, mused the woman, watching her lover's clever fingers and tongue titillate his willing subject into yet another quivering orgasm. As she well knew, even at sixty, the Abbé Guibourg could sexually outperform men half his age and, to ensure her hold on the king, he had twice before celebrated such masses with Montespan as the centerpiece.

Abruptly, the watchers ceased their chanting.

All that could be heard was the Abbe's murmured Latin liturgy. Then he too fell silent for several moments. When the tension became almost unbearable, he consecrated the Host then the wine.

As he held the chalice high, the watchers resumed their monotonous chant.

After setting the chalice on the marquise's waiting belly, he nodded to the watching woman.

She beckoned and her maid Mila crept forward with an infant in her arms.

The Abbé directed the trembling Mila to hold the child over the chalice. Then he intoned: “Astaroth, Asmodeus, princes of friendship and love, I invoke you to accept the sacrifice, this child that I offer you, for the things I ask of you. They are that the friendship and love of the King and the Dauphin may be assured to me, that I may be honored by all the princes and princesses of the Court, that the King deny me nothing I ask whether it be for my relatives or for any of my household.”

He took up a glittering golden knife and, as the blade slashed downward, the infant cried once. Warm drops of red splashed into the chalice then streamed in rivulets over the creamy flesh beneath.

In the ceremony's inevitable climax, cloaks dropped to the floor and petticoats flew up as the masked congregation indulged in a sexual orgy, which for sheer enthusiasm must have rivaled any during the last days of the Roman Empire.

As soon as the last sated participant had left, the servants began cleaning up the detritus and returning the salle to its previous pristine condition. While they worked, the woman took the cloth-wrapped bundle from the table where the priest had left it and went to a little-used storeroom behind the kitchen.

After closing the door and locking it with a key she kept hung around her neck, she pressed the corner of a stone in the far wall. Silently, a concealed door swung open, and she slipped inside. A flickering candle in a sconce on the wall lit the stone stairwell and she could hear the roar of the flames below.

The basement's existence was only known to a select few; and wealthy as she was, the woman dared entrust this particular chore to no one else. Shivering heat scorched her face as she tossed the tiny bundle into the furnace. Then, with a sense of relief, she clanged the door shut.

Lynn awoke dripping wet and simply lay there, shuddering, for almost an hour. This last nightmare had been frighteningly real, and its details were still fresh in her mind.

Just before bed, she had been researching the Sun King's imperious mistress, the Marquise de Montespan, and her involvement with the Black Mass. Intrigued into looking further she had just come across the name of one Catherine DesHayes, otherwise known as Catherine MalVoisin, or simply La Voisin. The Bad Neighbor seemed such an inconsequential title, but that was the one she chose. Married to an unsuccessful jeweler and anxious to repair the family fortunes, the lowborn Catherine became a midwife, abortionist and poisoner. As such, she served the darker needs of the ladies of the Sun King's court; and they paid well for her services; especially La Montespan.

Was Catherine the woman in her dream?

Curiously, the historians had never accorded La Voisin the grudging respect they gave, for instance, to the monstrous Gilles de Rais. Yet the evil Baron was a piker compared to the malevolent Catherine. Not only was the sum total of his killings in the low hundreds, there was an increasingly strong suspicion among scholars of the period that those numbers were exaggerated.

MalVoisin's, on the other hand, topped two thousand; and thanks to the efficiency of the record keepers of the time, her atrocities were well documented.

Recalling her dream, Lynn wondered if Catherine's aristocratic clients had any idea how much she must have hated them.

Probably not. In any age, the rich and haughty lived in a world of their own, viewing the rest of humankind as having been placed on Earth strictly to serve and entertain them.

That put her in mind of her own haughty publisher and the unfinished manuscript for Hammersmith House that had been languishing on her computer since Tommy was in the hospital. They still hadn't settled on how to fit their time traveling witch into that part of their plot.

Since Catherine was a proven villain, she obviously wouldn't do, so Lynn had asked Tommy to research some of the other ladies in the Sun King's immediate circle. Certainly, there were plenty of them.

The following Saturday when Tommy answered the phone, Brandi's voice was excited.

“You have absolutely got to hear this guy, Tommy! He plays guitar, drums—everything. Barry put him on last night and the kids went wild. Then, when he started to sing, they stopped dancing and just stood and listened. How about I pick you up around six? Barry says he'll save us a table as long as we get there before seven.”

“Hold on a second.”

Tommy cocked his head in the direction of the kitchen table. “Ma? Brandi wants to take me to Barry's club tonight.”

Lynn sounded distracted. “What about dinner?”

“We can eat there.”

“Ah, okay. Just remember, we've got church tomorrow.”

“I'll try not to be too late.” He turned back to the phone again. “Ma says it's okay.”

He could have sworn Brandi sounded relieved. “Okay, six it is.”

She seemed distracted when he got into the car that evening.

“Something on your mind, Bran?”

“It's Daddy. He wants me to go to the state university at MagnusFalls. Wasn't that one of the ones you were looking at?”

Tommy frowned. “Till I got that scholarship offer from Princeton. MagnusFalls is where my fa—er, Henry Cooper lives.”

Brandi put the car in gear and headed down the driveway.

“He might be there tonight. Do you mind?”

Tommy reached for the seatbelt and snapped it closed.

“No, although I don't like deceiving Ma. Would your dad still want you to go to MagnusFalls if I went there instead of Princeton?”

“You're not deceiving your mother. Not this time, anyway, and what she doesn't know won't hurt her. Has your dad talked to you about going to MagnusFalls?”

“He mentioned it. But you didn't say anything about your dad.”

“I know. You know he thinks the world of you, Tommy, but...”

“Does he feel the same way about your cousin Barry?”

“That's different.”

“Because Barry's a war vet and I was born this way? Brandi, if you and your dad think I'm some sort of freak, why don't you just turn this piece of junk around and take me home?”

The sharp turn out of the driveway threw him against the passenger window, then against the back of the seat as the car surged onto the waiting road.

“That's not fair! Dad's always treated you as if?”

“I was his own kid. I know. But my interest in you has recently become—um—somewhat less than brotherly. Maybe he just realized that.”

The car slowed. “What are you saying?”

“You're a girl. I'm a guy. It's a natural progression, isn't it?”

“Well, I hadn't really thought about it.”

As the car speeded up again, he remarked. “Maybe you'd best pay attention to the road. I'd just as soon get there in one piece, if you don't mind.”

“What you just said about?”

“Forget it. Let's just have a good time and pretend it never happened.”

“Tommy, I?”

His tone was almost fierce. “I said, forget it.”

They drove in silence for a while.

When the car slowed again, Brandi gave a trembly little laugh. “We're here. Incidentally, I told Barry to save us some of those chicken sandwiches. That's if he knows what's good for him.”

As soon as the car stopped, Tommy unsnapped his seatbelt. Then he opened the door and snapped out his cane.

“Hold on,” said Brandi, “Let me check for obstacles. There's an icy puddle right next to the door. Here. Take my hand, I'll help you step over it.”

A male voice spoke from behind them. “Are you Brandi Nelson?”

“Who wants to know? Oh, of course, you're the new singer.”

“My name's André Leonard. Barry told me to watch for you. Right now, he's tied up in the kitchen.” The newcomer chuckled. “Something to do with chicken sandwiches, he said.”

Tommy frowned slightly. “You're the new musician, right?”

“Actually, I'm a cousin of one of Barry's old army buddies. He's putting me up at his house till my folks get back from overseas, and I believe in working for my keep. If this is Brandi, you must be Tommy Stewart.”

After navigating his way around the offending puddle with Brandi's help, Tommy stuck out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, André.”

Entering the building, they were met by a blast of warm air.

“Sounds like there's quite a turnout.”

“Standing room only,” said André cheerfully. “Come on, I'll get you to your table. A couple of the waitresses are holding it down, and they need to get back to work.”

“Okay, he's out of earshot,” said Brandi as they took their seats. “If you want to know what he looks like, he's about your height, blond—”

“Good-looking?” Tommy's tone was half-teasing.

“As a matter of fact, yes. Is that accent French?”

“Probably. Does it matter?”

“Not really. Ah, here are our drinks. Just set them right there. Thanks. Do you want the chicken sandwich? It comes with onion rings and slaw.”

“What, no curly Cajun fries?”

“Okay, curly fries, too.”

On his way from the kitchen with their order, Barry balanced a tray containing half a dozen cans of soda, several glasses and a couple of plates of appetizing-looking food. “Hi, Dr. Cooper. Good to see you again.”

Henry gave an appreciative sniff. “Whatever those are, Mr. LaFoy, I want some.”

“Call me Barry. These are my patented fried chicken sandwiches, and I sell ’em as fast as I can make them.”

“You deep-fry the whole thing?”

“Once the sandwich is made, I add a batter coating and in she goes.”

“Does the Colonel know about this?”

Barry laughed. “The Colonel should live so long. Since I'm on my way to Tommy's table why don't you follow me?”

“Are they here?”

“Just arrived. I added a new band member this past week, and he's really packing them in.”

As he followed Barry's tall figure through the jostling crowd, Henry glanced around. “I can see that.”

With narrowed eyes, Azriel watched their progress from the stage.

No, he said, telepathically. He's not the one you're looking for.

Stationed by the back door, Gilles replied in the same manner. That was probably too much to hope for.

Wait—Azriel broke off, and Gilles heard tuning noises in the background. He waited. There is someone ... something ... He is here. But he's shielding ... He's looking this way. He's searching. Ah, he's following the other one.

Henry Cooper?

Yes, he's following Henry Cooper.

Gilles remembered Ruby Griggs. Azriel, be careful.

I have placed a barrier around the stage. He cannot pass it, nor will anything he sends. He is not aware of me, anyway. You are the one who needs to be careful, mon ami.”

Does Henry know he's being followed?

I don't think so. All his thoughts are on his son.

Describe him.

About your height, dark wavy hair, blue eyes, ruddy face, I would put his age at about forty of your years. He's wearing a dark blue jacket and blue jeans. Ah, they're starting. I have to go.

Gilles edged away from the door and into the crowd, searching. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the stage and the prince's slight figure at the microphone. Led by Azriel's almost uncanny recreation of various singers who'd performed them in the past, the band swung into a vigorous medley of 1950s rock ‘n’ roll ranging from “Blue Suede Shoes” to “Great Balls of Fire.” Eager dancers flocked onto the already crowded floor, and a mirrored ball revolved overhead, shooting beams of colored light into every corner.

It was an hour and a half before Gilles found the man he was seeking. To be more accurate, his quarry came to him.

“Not this time,” said Gilles quietly. “What did you do with the cab driver?”

The stranger looked past him as if into some private space. “Why should you care?”

“Does he still live?”

“As a matter of fact, he does. Not comfortably, but he lives ... for now.”

“Where are you keeping him?”

The stranger half-smiled. “Come with me and I'll show you.”

Knowing Azriel was monitoring their every word Gilles shook his head. “One trap of yours was enough. I don't fancy a second.”

He moved his fingers in the same odd gesture he'd used before, and the stranger gasped.

“If you know what's good for you,” Gilles hissed, “you'll harm no one else. And keep your partner in check!”

The stranger's peaked eyebrows rose in mock surprise. “Partner?”

“Her bones were not broken on the wheel or the rack. Nor did she burn. You saw to that.”

Out of the tail of his eye, Gilles saw Barry usher Henry and Tommy through the back door. Up on the stage, Azriel and the band were taking a well-deserved break. Brandi Nelson pulled a couple of bills from her purse and laid them in the table's center. Then she gathered her things and headed for the front door.

The stranger gave Gilles a crooked half-smile. “Since you are the one I seek, their departure is of little concern to me. As I said, the cab driver still lives. For how long will be up to you. There's a bar a half-block from here on the right as you go out the door. It's called the Blue Bull. I will see you there in a half-hour.”

Gilles raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think I'll come?”

“Oh, you'll come. If only out of curiosity.”

Outside in the parking lot, Tommy turned up his jacket collar against the evening's damp chill. When he felt Henry's reassuring hand beneath his arm, he was grateful for the assist.

He lifted his head. “Smells like snow.”

“Looks like it, too,” said Henry. “Did you get enough to eat?”

Tommy chuckled. “The only problem with that sandwich was that it tasted like more.”

It was Henry's turn to chuckle. He didn't laugh much these days, and it felt good.

“After our last meeting, I didn't know if you wanted to see me again.” He opened the passenger door of his car. “Here we are.” He continued, somewhat self-deprecatingly, “This is my one self-indulgence.”

Once he was safely inside, Tommy gave an appreciative sniff. “Real leather. Hmm.”

“Individually heated seats, too. Button's below and to your left. The triangular one.”

As Henry turned the ignition key, strains of Bach filled the car. When he turned the music down, Tommy said, “Don't do that on my account. Actually, I like Bach. Especially when I'm computing. He's so precise.”

“Like a sewing machine,” remarked Henry. “A friend of mine said that once.”

Too late, he remembered the friend had been Lynn.

“Where are we going?” asked Tommy.

“To my suite at the hotel. That's if you don't mind. I've been working on a surprise for you.”

“No, I don't mind.”

Despite his initial reservations, Tommy was beginning to like Henry. For one thing, he didn't talk down to him the way Brandi's father did. While most adults treated Tommy as if he was eleven, Henry spoke to him as an equal and, despite his reticence, seemed more genuine than most of the people he encountered.

When the car pulled to a stop, Tommy asked. “What kind of surprise?”

Judging by Henry's tone, he was smiling. “Something you've been wanting for a long time.”
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Chapter 17—The Blue Bull>

As the door blew shut behind him, Gilles stood for a moment letting his eyes adjust to the tavern's dim light. For a Saturday night, the place appeared remarkably deserted.

A hand waved from a high-walled booth toward the back and a voice called, “Another Bud and one more for my friend!”

With a quick glance around, Gilles slid onto the booth's polished wooden seat. Even though he'd seen no sign of a waitress or bartender, a pair of uncapped bottles and a couple of frosted mugs waited in the center of the table.

“If we were in Minnesota, this place would be called the Blue Ox,” remarked the stranger in an idle tone. “Being an Iowan, the owner decided to be contrary and change the name.” He suddenly rounded on Gilles. “You don't know what in the hell I'm talking about, do you?”

Gilles's eyes were glacial. “The blue ox was named Babe and it belonged to Paul Bunyan. But that is neither here nor there.” His voice betrayed his irritation. “State your business, monsieur.”

“Or what?”

Gilles just looked at him. The man sounded exactly like that lying bastard, Prelati.

Are they one and the same, he wondered, or is this a co-conspirator?

The stranger lifted an eyebrow. “You're in hostile territory. Remember that.”

“I am? This strikes me as a very ordinary tavern.”

The stranger's teeth flashed in the dim light. “Until you try to leave.”

Knowing Azriel had him locked firmly in his sights, Gilles wasn't worried. The young prince had the same talents as his formidable uncle and a time/spatial shift wouldn't deter him for more than a split second. Even so, he reflected, opening the tavern's outside door at this particular moment would probably not be a good idea.

“You think you have me in another trap, non?”

“We're not in Kansas any more,” said the stranger. “But you already guessed that, didn't you?”

Gilles privately thanked his daughter Jenny's abiding passion for the Wizard of Oz. “Is this what you did with the cab driver?”

“Would you care to join him?”

“I don't believe so,” said Gilles, measuring out each word. “I suppose you have the poor soul buried in some medieval oubliette.”

“Nothing so crude. We are fattening him for his sacrificial appearance; and unlike poor Poitu, he should have no problem with the ceremony's—ahem—more carnal aspects. Actually, Catherine is quite taken with him. She even finds his puppets amusing.”

Gilles peered into the darkening shadows around the booth. “Is she here?”

The stranger stood. “She has her own host just as I have mine. Once we have you safely stowed away, mon ami, we will go back to change history and restore our Master to his own. Your friends can search all they want, they will never find you.”

“Stowed away?” asked Gilles, even though he thought he knew what the man meant.

“Such an interesting word, oubliette,” said the stranger. “The forgotten place. Perfect for one such as you.”

Azriel, are you there?

Like a feather, the answering whisper touched his brain. I'm here. If you open that door now, you'll be in another planet's ice age. But the cab driver is on earth, in our present time.

Can you retrieve him?

Not easily. Have you ever heard of a dead-man switch?

While the term was vaguely familiar to Gilles, he couldn't quite place it.

No time to explain. Ah, your outside scenery has changed again. Hmm. Now you're in Paris in?

Azriel abruptly broke contact. As the stranger's shadow loomed over him, Gilles saw that the tavern's electric lights had become guttering candle flames. Like ghosts, the scents of stale beer and wine fumed the overheated air.

“Our business here is done,” growled the stranger. “It is time for you to go.”

The tavern door banged open to reveal a group of men with their swords drawn. Obviously, they were soldiers, their breastplates glinting in the candlelight.

Whatever century this was, their mode of dress was unfamiliar to Gilles.

One spoke. He wore an immense plumed hat and was apparently their leader. He pointed a gloved hand at Gilles. “Is this the man?”

Gilles's companion rose to his feet and bowed. “Yes, milord, this is, indeed, the man.”

His subservience appeared to annoy the newcomer. “'Captain’ will do.”

As the stranger turned on his heel and left, the shaded face turned toward Gilles. “Monsieur, state your business, as well as your name and provenance, if you please.”

Gilles stood up then bowed in his turn. “I am Lucien Thierry, a cloth merchant from the city of Lyons, where I have resided since my birth. I specialize in fine brocades and was summoned to Paris in connection with a wedding.”

Now, where did that come from? he wondered. Then he remembered Azriel's imagination and bent for mischief. A cloth merchant? Could you not have come up with something more...?

He could almost hear Azriel's chuckle. Aristocratic?

What do I know of the cloth business?

As much as this captain—or whatever he is.

One of the musketeers took Gilles by the arm and urged him roughly toward the door. Outside, the moonlight illuminated a cobble-stoned street and the bulk of a waiting coach. An odd, sweetish smell, vaguely familiar, hung in the stale air. Gilles finally recognized the odor as raw sewage, with an undertone of rotting garbage.

Another soldier wrenched open the coach's door and shoved him inside. In the dim light Gilles could just make out a slight figure sprawled facedown on the opposite seat. As the carriage started forward, his fellow passenger emitted a slight groan. When he tried to turn over, he almost fell off the seat; and Gilles reached out a hand to steady him. Struggling to a sitting position, the other passenger blinked.

“How did I get here? The last thing I remember was la belle Cecile beckoning me into her boudoir. Then, vram! Are you one of her husband's men? Ai, that hurts!”

“You do not know what you are doing here?” Although the question was probably rhetorical, Gilles felt it was worth a shot.

The young man's brow wrinkled. “I remember a musketeer. I was protesting the intrusion when he hit me.”

“Do you remember anything else? Like your name?”

“My name? Everyone knows who I am.”

Gilles tried to look suitably apologetic. “Please bear with me, monsieur. I am newly come from the provinces.”

Clearer now, the other's eyes appraised him. “I see. However, even for a provincial, your dress is somewhat strange.”

Gilles glanced down at his jeans. “It is a new mode. From the Low Countries, I believe. Very comfortable for horseback travel.”

“Ah, you have just arrived, then.”

“I was partaking of some much-needed refreshment and arranging to lodge at the Blue Bull when I was arrested.”

The young man frowned. “This is an arrest?”

“The captain-er-musketeer stated that he was on the king's business.”

“Hmm.” The young man extended a lavishly be-ringed hand that was half-hidden in the lace frothing from his brocaded cuff. “I am the Marquis de Vaillon. If this is an arrest, my aunt will straighten it out.”

“Your aunt?”

“She is the king's mistress, Athenais de Montespan.”

Gilles tried to remember what he knew of this particular time. Something about Montespan and ... witchcraft? He extended a hand in return. “Lucien Thierry. I am here in connection with a wedding.”

He could see the marquis searching his memory. “Thierry? I do not know that name. What is your title, monsieur?”

“I have none. I am a tradesman.”

“Oh. I have not had much occasion to talk with tradesmen.”

Nor I, reflected Gilles, at least, not in my former life. He thought quickly. “Some say my blood is more lofty than my ... um ... father's. Le Duc de Viannais has a roving eye, and my mother is a pretty woman.”

The marquis nodded, apparently relieved. “Ah. It gave you some advantages, no doubt.”

Gilles half-smiled. Then he said, somewhat wryly. “I learned to read and cipher, and when the time came for me to go out on my own he set me up in the cloth trade.” He winked knowingly. “M'sieur le Duc likes to turn a profit wherever he can.”

There was a shout from outside the window and the coach lurched to a stop. As the two looked at each other with apprehension, the door was wrenched open to reveal their captor. Rain dripped from his plumed hat, and the cobblestones gleamed wet beneath his booted feet.

Descending into a dimly lit courtyard surrounded by high walls, Gilles noted that the rest of the soldiers were nowhere in sight. Behind him, the marquis stumbled on the coach step and would have fallen had Gilles not steadied him with his arm.

He heard him mutter, “I must have drunk more than I thought.”

Or you were drugged, thought Gilles.

Then, to his total surprise, the captain said in a much friendlier tone. “We have been expecting you. When you are rested and refreshed, Madame will receive you.”

The obviously puzzled marquis interrupted. “Who is ‘Madame?'”

The captain's head turned. “No one for you to concern yourself with, monseigneur.” He beckoned and a pair of breast-plated guards in similarly plumed hats moved out of the shadows behind him. “You are His Majesty's guest and will remain here at his pleasure.”

After the guards had hustled the protesting marquis away, the captain again turned to the increasingly astonished Gilles. Then he bowed. “My name is Armand Scarron, m'sieur. Madame is my aunt by marriage, and she has been more of a mother to me than my own. The original captain had orders to kill you on the way here, but they have placed him where he can do you no harm.”

“They?”

“Madame and M'sieur Colbert.”

“Colbert?” Gilles searched his memory.

“Enough” said the captain, turning on his heel. A door opened in the archway opposite them and a servant emerged bearing a torch. “Let us get out of this miserable rain.”

The pair of exquisitely mannered servants who accompanied Gilles through a bewildering maze of passageways remained to assist him with his waiting bath. When he was done, they bore away his jeans, sweater and underwear. Too late, he discovered they'd helped themselves to his wristwatch and wallet as well.

In their place, the servants left a pair of soft silk brais, richly clocked hose, an embroidered muslin shirt frothing with lace, matching lace-trimmed pantaloons that billowed downward from the knees and, to go over them, a handsome black-and-silver brocade coat. Gleaming black shoes with ornate silver buckles and sculpted red heels sat next to the pile of clothes, and a long curly wig and plumed hat adorned a stand on the mirrored dresser on the other side of the room.

“You will not be required to attend on Madame until tomorrow morning,” said one of the servants. “Have a pleasant night, M'sieur.”

An hour later, with his feet propped near an amiably crackling fire and wrapped in a soft velvet bed gown, Gilles sipped on a deliciously spiced concoction he couldn't begin to identify. The luxuriously furnished bedroom blazed with candlelight and a half-finished meal sat on a small table beside his chair.

Whatever else Madame might be, he reflected, she was certainly an excellent hostess.

Was this your doing, Azriel?

She is our agent but she cannot do it alone.

A small leather-bound book with gilt-edged pages dropped into Gilles's lap.

Since this is a history of what has not yet occurred, do not let anyone catch you with it.

Leafing through the closely written pages, Gilles concluded this was a private diary maintained by a member of King Louis the Fourteenth's inner circle. From what he knew of the Sun King, the diarist was probably a woman.

The writing was almost crabbishly small, with nary a single extra flourish, punctuation error or misspelling to mar its perfect symmetry. He pictured the author sharpening her quill, dipping it into the inkwell then meticulously forming every word.

Cher, his eyes looked so tired today and this whole business is wearing him down to the point that I can scarce bear to look at him. He publicly legitimized their children with such joy, and now this! How do you explain such a thing to a child? It is impossible to hide these matters from them, yet we must.

Startled by a soft knock on his door followed by the furtive scrape of a key in the lock, Gilles realized he had fallen asleep. Only half-awake, he reached for his ever-present folding knife then palmed it open. Custom-made from a crystalline material with ten times the strength of steel, the weapon had been a gift from Prince D'Kon.

The moment he weighed the knife in his hand and tested her gleaming length, Gilles had dubbed her La Serpente. Undetectable by the most sophisticated airport scanners, she normally resided in a special slot in the sole of his boot and had saved his life several times. Now, as the door opened, he slipped from the chair and moved silently along the opposite wall to the other side of the bed. Since the bed curtains were looped back, they offered little or no concealment. However, the candles had almost all burned out, and the resulting shadows served well him enough.

“Are you awake, M'sieur?”

Recognizing the speaker as Armand Scarron, Gilles refolded La Serpente but kept her concealed in his hand.

“I sleep lightly in strange beds, M'sieur. It's a habit I picked up in the military.”

The younger man lit a taper from the fire then touched it to a couple of fresh candles on the dresser. “Your caution is commendable, M'sieur. I apologize for disturbing your slumber, but Madame wishes to meet with you.”

“Now?”

With Armand's anxious assistance, Gilles arrayed himself in the garments left by the servants. The final touch was the flowing wig of chestnut curls. After he set his hat in place and adjusted the plume, he surveyed their images in the mirror. “We look alike.”

“That was the general idea. You are a distant cousin from the provinces come to sample the fleshpots of Paris before your marriage to a local nobleman's homely daughter. Of course, devout as she is, you are not going to tell my aunt that.”

Despite his mischievous grin, the younger man's affection for the lady was obvious.

“Madame is the governess to la Marquise de Montespan's children, n'est pas?”

That evidently startled Armand. “How do you know that?”

It was Gilles's turn to smile. “I did my homework before I came. Your uncle was the poet, Paul Scarron, was he not?”

Armand sighed. “A brilliant man but difficult to be around, especially during his final years. My aunt would like me to emulate him but, alas, I have no talent in that direction. He died when she was quite young and left her nothing but debts. One of his patrons brought her case to the queen's attention. Besides being an admirer of my Uncle Paul's work, the queen has a soft heart. She petitioned His Majesty to continue Uncle Paul's pension to my aunt, then a position was arranged for her in Madame de Montespan's household.”

Gilles looked around curiously. “What is this place?”

“An annex to the royal palace.”

Armand twisted a carving next to the bed. A panel slid aside, revealing a dark passageway. Grabbing one of the candles from the dresser, he gestured toward the opening. “Come. Madame awaits.”

Gilles followed him through the panel and along several curving passageways until they emerged through a second panel into a small stone walled cell. The only furnishings were a narrow bed, a square wooden table and three stools. A single candle burned in the center of the table.

As they entered the cell, its outer door opened to admit a man and a woman. Both wore dark hooded cloaks.

After closing the door and latching it, the woman spoke. “Greetings, Armand. I see your mission was successful.”

Her companion said nothing. Taller than average, he was obviously no servant. With his face shaded by the hood, Gilles couldn't see his eyes but felt their appraisal nonetheless. When Armand doffed his hat and bowed, Gilles suddenly realized who the newcomer was and did likewise.

The man threw the hood back from his face to reveal strong ruddy features, brilliant dark eyes and a finely chiseled Roman nose. “I see you recognize me. Madame said you would, and as usual, she was right. However, for the purposes of this meeting, I am Monsieur la Reynie. Officially, I was never here.”

Enthroning himself regally on the edge of the bed, he indicated they should take the three stools.

The woman removed her cloak to reveal a modestly cut gown of gray silk with a lace collar. Then she arranged herself on the stool nearest the king. Untouched by silver, her luxuriant black hair was dressed in the fashion of the day, and even though she was past her first youth she was still a beauty. When she smiled at him, Gilles could easily understand how she had managed to captivate His Majesty.

“As Armand has already told you, Monsieur, I am his aunt, Françoise Scarron. I have had the honor of caring for the children His Majesty and la Marquise de Montespan for a number of years.”

Noting the king's affectionate glance in Madame's direction, Gilles wondered if La Montespan had any idea who her real rival was. From what he'd read about the lady, he doubted it.

Far from being the innocent naïf she appeared, the future Marquise de Maintenon was nobody's fool, and he considered it unlikely she had come so far from her humble beginnings by happenstance. Born in prison and raised in poverty, then buffeted from pillar to post in the name of religion, she was first used as a servant then forcibly married at sixteen to a crippled poet twenty-five years her senior.

By all accounts, she had been devoted to Paul Scarron. More guardian than husband, he had nurtured her emotionally and intellectually in return. During the eight years of their marriage, he'd introduced her to the most brilliant minds of the day; including the playwrights Racine and Moliére and the wealthy and accomplished Marquise de Sevignè.

No mean writer herself, young Françoise had watched and listened avidly until she felt she had learned enough to hold up her end of a discussion without annoying or offending the other participants. For their part, the salon's regulars were charmed by her apparent simplicity and openness. When Paul Scarron died and left her with nothing but debts they instantly took his young widow under their wing. With the queen's help, they arranged for the continuance of his pension then began looking around for a suitable position for her.

Coincidentally, the King's mistress, the Marquise de Montespan, had been about to give birth to their first child. Since the event had to be kept secret from La Montespan's embittered husband to prevent him from claiming the child as his own, a discreet caretaker of noble birth was needed for the baby. Thus began Françoise Scarron's career as a governess and her remarkable odyssey to the Sun King's court and, ultimately, his heart.

“In case you're wondering, Monsieur le Baron,” remarked Louis, “we know who you are. Madame Scarron considers you in the light of a divine messenger, do you not, my dear?”

The lady flushed slightly. “This gentleman's coming was foretold to me in a dream, as well as the danger to him from a would-be assassin. I normally don't place much stock in dreams but this one was so real and immediate...”

Gilles thought of Tommy and Poitu. “I, too, have received a warning through a dream. It is in part why I am here.”

The king studied him in silence for several minutes. Then he frowned. “While Madame assures me you have traveled here from the future, I find that difficult to believe. Yet...”

He drew a bundle from beneath his cloak. “These garments of yours are most curious. Plain, serviceable, they would be ideal for horseback riding, but I have seen nothing like them before.” He picked up Gilles's wristwatch and weighed it in his hand, turning it first one way then the other. “This timepiece is most unique, and it even has a name. Hmm. R-O-L-E-X.”

A wedding gift from Darcey, Gilles really treasured that watch. She said she had searched high and low to find just the right one. He had since learned that such timepieces were highly prized by collectors and didn't even care to contemplate what she must have paid. Unfortunately, to someone familiar with the ways of royalty, the cue was obvious.

“Please accept it as a gift, Your Majesty.” He added, somewhat mischievously, “It was a wedding gift from my wife. I have, indeed, come to you from the future, and it is considered a great treasure in my time, also.”

“Hmm.” Louis turned the watch back and forth in his hand then held it up to his ear. Apparently intrigued by the absence of any ticking sound, he regarded it curiously. “What kind of mechanics does this timepiece have?”

As Gilles attempted to explain his watch's self-winding mechanism, Louis fiddled with the clasp then slid the Rolex onto his wrist. “A miniature clock on a bracelet. Interesting.”

While Gilles was resigned to the fact that he'd never see his precious Rolex again, he had reckoned without Madame.

When the lady finally spoke, it was with the authority of a teacher. “Your Majesty? May I have a word with you in private?”

Seeing the king's nod, Armand took the hint. With a gesture to Gilles, he rose to his feet and bowed. “We will be just outside.”

Closing the door behind them, he whispered, “My aunt will have none of him. Even so, he will deny her nothing.”

Gilles was puzzled. “What's her objection?”

“My aunt believes in the sanctity of marriage.”

“And the queen still lives.”

Armand nodded.

“A very bright lady, your aunt.”

That apparently startled the younger man. “The queen has a high regard for her. They are friends.”

“The queen is your aunt's friend,” said Gilles thoughtfully. “Whether your aunt is anyone's friend but her own remains to be seen.”

“She is a fine woman—a saint even!” Armand's tone had waxed indignant.

“Your aunt is a survivor who is doing very well for herself.”

“She has hurt no one! She is loved by all!”

“By Madame de Montespan? Did not la belle Marquise once consider her a friend?”

“Well, yes, I suppose she did. But...”

Gilles smiled. “If the truth be known, I admire your aunt greatly. There is no doubt that her intervention will save many lives, including the king's. Madame Scarron is gifted with much common sense, but I have no illusions about her sanctity. She is either one of the cleverest women in history—or the luckiest. For his part, the king is jaded, and he feels the weight of his mortality. He's also weary of females who are little more than dazzling ornaments with next to nothing of substance between their ears and even less in their hearts. Is that not so?”

When the door opened Gilles wondered how much His Majesty had overheard. Aside from a glint in his eye when he beckoned them inside, the king's face revealed nothing.

Madame stood near the window, looking out at the moonlit courtyard. His reluctance evident, the King unclasped the Rolex from his wrist.

“Given the fact that I am under constant scrutiny by so many eyes, I have decided this device from the future, marvelous as it is, will give rise to more questions than I wish to answer.” He glanced toward Madame, whose back remained firmly turned. “I have given Madame Scarron carte blanche in this matter. You will report to her, and she will report directly to me. And now, I will wish you goodnight.”

After raising the hood of his cloak to cover his face, the king left them. Only after he had gone did Madame turn around.

She glanced at the watch in Gilles's hand and smiled. “A lovely artifact. Your lady must think a great deal of you.”

Impulsively, Gilles bowed his head then brushed his lips across her outstretched hand. “Madame, she would think no less of you.”

Armand moved impatiently “Morning will be coming soon, and we have yet to conclude our business.”

“Ah, yes,” agreed Madame, seating herself in the selfsame spot the king had occupied.

Gilles carefully avoided looking at Armand. When she caught his eye, he suspected that Madame knew exactly what he was thinking.

“This Catherine Malvoisin,” she continued. “Is she as beautiful as they say?”

Armand shook his head. “The woman is quite coarse-looking, even with all the paint and pomades. As for her efficacy, none of her poisons worked on Mademoiselle la Valliere. If anything, la belle Louise got healthier.”

“Until Athenais managed to replace her.” Madame's voice was dry.

“And who is La Valliere?” asked Gilles.

“A charming creature,” said Madame. “Louise warmed His Majesty's bed for several years. Not much between her ears, though, and she kept her opinions to herself. That's if she ever had any, which I seriously doubt. Olympe de Mancini and Athenais de Montespan were both vying for the king's attention at the time. They each hired Catherine Malvoisin to prepare poisons for La Valliere and both failed. That was before my time, of course. Now Athenais feels threatened again.”

“By you?”

Madame's lips twitched. “Why should she feel threatened by a mousy governess past her first youth? No, the threat this time is Angelique de Fontanges. A lovely young thing, newly come to court, she is as blonde as Athenais is dark. The king finds her quiet ways ... restful.”

Madame's hands gave her away. Clasped tightly in her lap, they trembled slightly, and Gilles noted that her lace handkerchief was getting a thorough shredding.

“Madame,” he said gently, “Angelique de Fontanges is no threat to you. The way to the king's heart is through his affection for his children, and he needs you now as never before.”

When she raised her eyes, he saw they were brimming with tears. “Even now, his eye wanders, and after all that she has done, he still sighs for Athenais. Non, I have already decided. When this sad business is concluded, I shall find another position as far away from this accursed court as I can possibly get.”
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Chapter 18—Madame>

Hungry. She was always so damn hungry, and ever since her monthly courses started, in constant pain. But she dared not complain lest she be removed to a household even worse than this.

At least at her Huguenot cousin's, she hadn't been treated as a servant and she had always had enough to eat. That she was required to attend the household's daily prayer service was of little account to Françoise.

Unfortunately, her devout Catholic godmother wasn't having any of that. Françoise later learned that the armed men who took her away in the middle of the night had been acting on the Queen Mother's orders. It was too bad, she reflected later, that Her Majesty had never thought to accompany such orders with a bit of money or a change of clothes.

In the first convent to which the soldiers took her she tried hard to please the nuns, just as she had every one of her other temporary guardians. Unfortunately, she arrived in the middle of the night without so much as a spare shift or a pair of extra hose to her name. Although her blood was fully as noble as that of the other students', they sniffed at her obvious poverty and never looked beyond her coarse borrowed garb. When a classmate discovered she'd been born in prison and taunted her for it, Françoise's temper finally spilled over. Seasoned by years of wrestling with her brothers, she knew how to handle herself in a fight—and she did.

After the pummeling Françoise gave her, Henriette de Lyonnais's eyes swelled up like a pair of purple plums, and her broken nose did nothing to enhance her already woefully inadequate looks. Henriette's horrified parents were left with no choice but to postpone her imminent and much-anticipated debut into polite society, and they wanted revenge.

Mother Superior had no interest in the rights of the matter. All she could see was that Henriette's parents were wealthy and influential, while Françoise was a penniless orphan. The fact that the victim's maternal uncle was an anointed cardinal and the offender had been raised as a Protestant made matters even worse. While her godmother's plea to the Queen Mother saved Françoise from a criminal charge, she was banished from the convent forthwith.

The second convent had been much better. Located in a small manor near the Breton coast, Our Lady of Grace had been founded by a local nobleman in memory of his deceased daughter, and the students’ well-heeled parents saw to it that their school lacked for nothing. Most were daughters of the merchant class rather than the aristocracy, and Françoise's poverty and Huguenot antecedents bothered them not at all.

Weekly, Françoise and her fellow students distributed clothing, medicine and food to local families in need, and it was made clear to them by the nuns that they were to treat their objects of charity with kindness, consideration and respect. The older girls took turns tutoring the younger ones, and it was at Our Lady of Grace that Françoise first discovered the gift for teaching that would become her lifelong passion.

Since her second love was writing, she surreptitiously began a daily journal and to dream of the day when she could start a school of her own. How she was to accomplish such a feat she had no idea, but she knew as surely as she knew her own name that this would be her ultimate destiny.

Then, one day, at just about the time she began to feel secure, armed men came again in the middle of the night and took her away. She wept and pleaded to remain where she was, but their captain was adamant. He had his orders, he said. So, once again, she found herself jolting across the moonlit countryside to an unknown destination in her godmother's ancient, ill-sprung coach.

Years later, she discovered that she owed her banishment from Our Lady of Grace to Henriette de Lyonnais's uncle the cardinal. As she had so many others, Françoise filed her malefactor's name away for future reference.

Were it not for her writing and the dream world to which she would regularly escape, she might well have lost her mind, for the new home in which she found herself was a nightmare. In her previous residences, she had at least been recognized as quality, but here...

Here, she was nothing but a servant to the ill-tempered widow who owned the farm, and every morsel of bread and drop of gruel was measured out as if it was made of gold. Even worse was the widow's son. His unwanted attentions drove her to distraction, and only his fear of his mother's ire stood between Françoise and forcible rape.

Members of the petty nobility, who had fallen on hard times after the widow's late husband lost the king's favor, the pair lived on the few remaining acres from their former estate. Knowing their difficult circumstances, Françoise's godmother had evidently thought to do them a kindness by paying them to house her troublesome charge. During her infrequent visits, the widow was all smiles and assurances, but the moment her godmother's back was turned Françoise would be once again an unpaid maid of all work.

Since she was under the impression her godmother knew all about it, Françoise said nothing. Her happiest times were when she was sent out morning and evening to herd the farm's small flock of turkeys from their barn to their outside pen and back again. An ancient black-and-white sheepdog called Rowf was her only company, and he did most of the work...

Françoise blinked for a moment, wondering where she was. Then she realized she'd been asleep.

The dream had been so real, she could still feel Rowf's cold nose against her bare leg and smell his oily coat. The fire had died down, and in the early dawn, the bedroom was chilly. After stretching her arms, she rubbed her hands together to warm them then reached for the poker to stir the remaining embers into life. Finally, she balanced small pieces of coal on top of them with the fanciful brass tongs the children had given her on her last birthday.

As the porcelain clock on the mantel began chiming the hour, she heard a soft knock. Then the door opened.

Instead of the maid with her morning chocolate, her employer stood in the doorway, barefoot, with a silk wrapper clutched around her ample shoulders and her luxuriant black curls still in their nighttime pins. Putting an arm around the obviously agitated Marquise, Françoise guided her into the armchair she'd just left. Mindful of the still-sleeping children down the hall, she carefully closed the door.

“Athenais? What is it?”

“My maid, Agnes! She's been arrested! My nephew, too!”

Ah, it's begun, thought Françoise as she tugged on the bell pull next to the bed.

The impertinently unpleasant Agnes had been Madame de Montespan's go-between with the malevolent Catherine Malvoisin; and, according to Armand, Athenais's nephew, the dissolute Marquis de Vaillon, was a regular participant in their disgusting festivities.

Opening a bottle of lavender water, she sprinkled the contents on one of her handkerchiefs. Then she gently pressed the handkerchief against the marquise's forehead. “Rest here while I try to find out what's going on.”

Clutching at her hand, Athenais burst into copious tears. “Oh, Françoise! I don't know what I'd do without you!”

Hasn't that always been the case? Françoise thought dryly.

Since she was still dressed, she decided not to change and merely checked her hair and face in the mirror. In a half-hour it would be time to wake the children and get them ready to join their father for Mass. Elsewhere in the palace, the remainder of His Majesty's brood by his various mistresses would be preparing for the day; and surrounded by anxious courtiers and attendants, King Louis and his queen would be going through their respective morning levees.

She opened the door in response to Marie Madeleine's soft knock.

“Stay with Madame while I go wake the children.”

After watching the maid set down the heavy tray, she picked up a delicately flowered porcelain pot. “Athenais, this is some of that lovely chocolate you sent me by Agnes last week. Would you care for some?”

The marquise abruptly reared up in her chair. “Er, no, thank you. I would prefer a little water if that's not too much trouble.”

Hmm, thought Françoise. Actually, this particular chocolate had not come from the marquise, and she knew better than to eat or drink anything that had been anywhere near the malevolent Agnes. Mischievously, she poured herself a cup, made as to take a sip and watched Athenais turn white.

With a gusty sigh, she set the cup back in its saucer. “Perhaps I shouldn't, either. If you're not up to coming to Mass, would you like me to make your excuses?”

The marquise's relief was obvious. “Yes—er—no.” Abruptly, she stood up from the chair in a rustle of lace, satin ribbons and silk. “As long as you're already dressed, may I borrow Marie Madeleine?”

“But of course.”

Françoise caught her maid's eye, and almost imperceptibly, the girl nodded. Whatever Athenais said or did from this moment on would be reported to her in detail; and now that Agnes was gone, no more noxious substances would be coming into this household.

* * * *

Two hours had elapsed since the incident at Mass, and Louis was still pacing back and forth across the small salon's carpet like a caged tiger.

“The bishop publicly refused me the sacraments. Yet, I have done nothing! Nothing!”

That's just the problem, thought Françoise, making sure to look properly sympathetic. Still your fascination with Athenais continues and you hesitate to act. You profess to be so devout yet you have taken a perverse delight in tweaking the nose of the Church. Well, now the Church is tweaking back, and it's about time.

The world's most powerful ruler sank into a chair then buried his face in his hands. “What am I to do?”

“I have sent urgent messages to Monsieur Colbert and Judge La Reynie,” she said. “They will be with us shortly.”

Françoise knew Louis would listen to Colbert and La Reynie. Like most of the king's closest advisors, they came from relatively humble beginnings but gave themselves no airs. Both were no-nonsense men of the world, and Louis valued and trusted their opinions as he never would those of the glittering, squabbling aristocrats who made up his official Court.

Aside from that, Jean Baptiste Colbert and Françoise understood one another perfectly, and she'd always considered him a friend. Others might think Colbert cold, but she knew better. He reminded her of Paul Scarron on one of his better days and had their circumstances been different they might have made a match of it.

The tall elegant Nicholas La Reynie was younger and, in her opinion, more frivolous than Colbert. However, she had to admire his adroit handling of both the king and an increasingly volatile situation. A man of undoubted principle, Judge La Reynie's courage and loyalty to his monarch were absolute. When Louis named him to preside over the proceedings of the newly scheduled Chambre Ardente poisoning trials, no one questioned his motives, least of all the noble prisoners he was about to try.

However, there was no twinkle in Judge La Reynie's eye today.

After they were all seated around the table, Monsieur Colbert came straight to the point. “There is no question of Madame de Montespan's implication in this affair. The bishop's action this morning is only the first of what could be many such slights. Your Majesty, you can longer afford to be associated with her.”

When Louis reared out of his chair, Françoise's hand flew to her mouth. Never in all her years around him and his children had she seen the king so angry.

“Are you suggesting her arrest?”

As Judge La Reynie made as if to answer, Françoise laid a restraining hand on his arm. “Your Majesty, if I may...?”

Still standing, Louis frowned down at her, his expression ominous. “You may.”

“For the sake of the children, I do not believe her arrest would be wise. Athenais has always been of an intemperate disposition, and there's no telling what she might say, or to whom.”

The king nodded to her to continue.

“To isolate her, you would not need to put her in prison. Banishment would serve as well.”

Louis looked stricken but remained silent. Then he sat.

Françoise swallowed hard and clenched her hands to control their shaking. “You will have to separate her from the children without telling them why.”

The king's short laugh contained no mirth. “If what you have told me is true, Madame, the children scarcely know her.”

Françoise noted Judge La Reynie's sharp look in her direction and decided to hedge. “While Athenais sees him and the younger children every day, Louis-Auguste does not get along well with his mother.”

As she'd hoped, the mention of his and the marquise's oldest son distracted the king. “How does Louis-Auguste feel about his new title?”

Seeing his expression soften, Françoise relaxed slightly. “Oh, he is so proud. The moment he received your letter, he ran to tell me, ‘My father has just made me a duke and acknowledged our relationship to the entire world.’ When he said it he had tears in his eyes.”

The king was visibly affected. “I have always wanted to bring them out of the shadows, and I had hoped her husband's death would end it.” Then his face darkened again.

Even though Judge La Reynie had evidently noted his monarch's distress, he firmly brought the meeting back to the matter at hand. “As soon as she was shown the torture instruments, the witch Catherine DesHayes, otherwise known as La Voisin, made a full confession. Among others, she has named the Marquise de Montespan as a principal participant in their disgusting ceremonies, and her description of the lady's actions was graphic.” He sighed in his turn, obviously resigned to the king's wishes. “While the witch will burn, I'll spare both her lovers’ lives in return for their silence. However, there are others who will not be persuaded so easily.”

The king looked thoughtful. “What are you suggesting?”

Colbert spoke up. “That you immediately end the trials and close the Chambre Ardente.”

Louis frowned. “Meaning?”

Colbert and Françoise exchanged anxious glances. Then she said, “That will give you a chance to discreetly send her away.”

“And the others?”

As Colbert brought out a document from one of his capacious pockets, Nicholas La Reynie's eyebrows went up.

“I have a list of names here from a trusted source. While some have had no part in this, they know too much.”

Judge la Reynie started up from his chair. “Are you suggesting that we imprison innocents?”

The king's voice was icy. “If that is the only way to ensure their silence, yes.”

An obviously infuriated La Reynie snatched the document. After running his eye down the list he rounded on Colbert. “Where did you get these names? My investigators have been working on this business for months yet most are unknown to me.”

The king held out his hand. “I would like to see them for myself.”

As he began reading, the silence in the small chamber remained unbroken save for the crackling of the fire. Finally, he set the document aside.

“I know from whence these names come. The source is reliable.”

Françoise glanced at the carved panel next to the fireplace and murmured a silent “thank you” to the man behind it. Whether he was angel or sorcerer, she didn't care. This strange visitor from the future had made a believer out of Louis when no one else could, and probably saved his life.

However, when she'd declared her intention to leave the Court he'd told her no. “I am aware you don't love the king, Madame, and that you never will. But you are the only hope Louis has. It is you who will lead him into the light and be his ultimate salvation.”

“What do you mean?” she'd asked, hardly daring to breathe.

“Your fondest dream is to found a school for young women like yourself, is it not?”

“How do you know? I have told no one of this, not even Armand.”

As if he understood, the enigmatic stranger from the future had taken her hand in both of his. Then he'd looked deep into her eyes. “By staying with the king, you'll achieve your dream—and everything else you have ever desired.”

“Is that a promise?”

“Yes.”

“Are you suggesting I become his mistress?”

Her visitor had shaken his head. “That you absolutely must not do. Instead, persuade His Majesty to reconcile with the queen. After her death, your day will come.”

Then it was her turn. She withdrew a small object from the pouch at her waist and pressed it into his hand. “This is a magical mirror which belongs to Athenais. While I do not necessarily believe in such things, she claims it allows her to spy on her enemies.”

He smiled. “And you do not wish to take any chances.”

“You think me foolish?”

“No, Madame. ‘Foolish’ is the last term I would ever apply to you.” He took the tiny mirror from her then tucked into one of his coat's pockets. “In return I give you this list. Use it wisely, and I know you will.”

Now, here she sat with three of the most powerful men in the world, and they were listening to her as if she was one of them.

Abruptly, the king thrust the list at Judge La Reynie. “Pick them all up immediately! Disperse them to separate fortresses, confine them there in solitude and order the commandants to flog any prisoner who breathes so much as a word about this matter.”

The judge's mouth fell open. “Without trial?”

“Without trial!” snapped the king. Then he turned to Françoise. “Because it is essential to preserve our royal dignity, Athenais cannot be tried and punished as she deserves. However, she is to leave Court at once. You and Monsieur Colbert will explain her position to her then arrange her immediate departure.”

Françoise could scarcely speak. “What of the children?”

Louis’ face softened. “From this moment on, Athenais is to have no contact with the children, either in person or by letter. After she is gone, it will be up to you to comfort them.” He drew the emerald ring from his forefinger and pressed it into Françoise's hand. “Give this to Louis-Auguste. Tell him he is destined for great things and his new title is but a start.”

If the stranger behind the panel had told her the truth, she would someday marry Louis and achieve her lifelong dream. Even so, her heart would always belong to Paul Scarron, and she realized, with a sudden pang, how much she still missed him.

Oh, mon cher, she thought sadly, if we could only talk things over the way we used to.

She could almost hear Paul's dry chuckle in return and reflected on how he might have assessed her current situation. Well, Francie? he would have said, What's stopping you?

What indeed?

Her writing had always been her refuge, and she had been neglecting it of late. After she joined Athenais's household her diary had fallen by the wayside like so many other pieces of her life.

Yes, Paul, she breathed, I can still talk things over with you. And from now on I will do just that.

* * * *

It was evening, and all over Paris, Judge La Reynie's agents had been making one arrest after another. From his position at the back of the courtyard, Gilles watched the King's Musketeers hustle the newest batch of prisoners through the gate. One of the captives turned his head and looked straight at Gilles. Fine red hair curled about his shoulders, and the malice in his green-eyed smile was chillingly familiar.

“Who is that?”

Armand visibly shivered. “Catherine MalVoisin's other lover, a self-proclaimed sorcerer named Le Sage. His real name is Adam C?ret.”

“I should have guessed,” murmured Gilles, half under his breath.

“You know him?”

Gilles clenched his fists. “Another traveler through the portals of time. In my day he was known as Francesco Prelati.”

Armand looked at him sharply. “What do you mean, in your day? You said you were from the future.”

Gilles half-smiled. “I did, but that is not the only time in which I have lived.”

Armand flushed slightly. “Oh, and in what other age did you live?”

“Jeanne D'Arc was my friend. Together we raised the siege of Orléans.”

“You were who?”

“The same man I am now.”

Armand had been following the prisoner's progress. “Ah, they've taken him into the tower.”

“The tower?”

“That is where the most dangerous prisoners are housed. It is also where they are put to the question.” He apparently noted Gilles's shudder. “I can assure you Madame does not condone torture or the physical punishment of heretics. Unfortunately, His Majesty....”

“Has a bloodthirsty side. I know.”

“Come. Madame awaits our report.”

The sudden appearance of the baron's old nemesis hardened his resolve to destroy Prelati once and for all. No matter where Nicholas La Reynie's agents decided to send him, Adam Cur?t must not reach his destination alive.

In response to his tumultuous thoughts, La Serpente virtually leaped into his hand. Unfortunately, the soldiers blocked his view. and the distance between him and the malignant sorcerer was too great.

Azriel, are you there?

I see him.

What of the witch?

She still lives. Her execution is scheduled for tomorrow morning.

Recalling another such pyre and his own painful trip forward through the mists of time, Gilles shuddered again. Is there a chance she'll escape the fire?

Anything is possible.

What about the sorcerer?

Your task here is done, my lord. You will meet in another arena.

But—

When Armand goes to the right, you must take the corridor on the left. I've placed the guards there under an oblivion spell while I set up another portal. But I can't hold it for long.

Spotting the promised corridor, Gilles quickly stepped away from the oblivious Armand. Immediately to his left, two musketeers leaned against the wall as if half-asleep. Directly ahead of him, the torch-lit passageway seemed to shift. Then it shimmered green.

“Nice getup,” remarked Barry, as if Gilles's sudden materialization in his kitchen was the most ordinary thing in the world. “I especially like the pants.”

Gilles picked himself up from the floor. His plumed hat had fallen off during the transition and was probably blowing around the snowdrifts in some distant ice age. Thankfully, he pulled off the heavy chestnut wig; hoping he hadn't picked up any lice or other unwelcome passengers, he rubbed his fingers over his itching scalp.

“How long was I gone?”

“A day and a night. Want some breakfast?”

“Where's Azriel?”

“I just got back from driving him to school. He seemed a bit distracted and said you'd need fresh clothes. Now I can see why. He teleported your stuff from the motel, and it's in the spare bedroom. If you want to take a shower, it's the second door on the left.”

When he got home from school that afternoon, Azriel closed Barry's living room drapes, lit two candles and shut off the electric lights. Then he carefully peeled back the tissue paper from his purchase. Framed in ornate carved wood, with amber and jet insets and about twelve inches in diameter, a circular black mirror gleamed up from the desktop.

“What's that?” asked Barry.

“A scrying glass. I found it at that occult shop on Maple Street.”

“Oh, you mean The Pentagram. Lisa knows the owner from Cub Scouts. What's a scrying glass?”

“You have heard of gazing into a crystal ball, I am sure,” said Azriel.

Barry nodded.

“Scrying is an ancient art. The best device is a black bowl filled with spring water that has been exposed to moonlight for a month. Unfortunately, we don't have that kind of time.”

“You mean it's a kind of magical television camera?”

“Not a bad analogy,” mused Azriel. “I like it.”

Gilles spoke with a calm he didn't feel. “Are you any closer to finding him?” He reached in his pocket and brought out a small hand mirror about three inches in diameter. The frame and handle were intricately carved jet and, like the mirror on the desk, its glass was black. “This belonged to the Marquise de Montespan. Would it help?”

“Yes, I believe it would.” After placing the second mirror next to the first, Azriel peered into its surface. Although primitive by his standards these devices should serve him well enough. “Ah, this glass still carries some of her aura. How did you come by it?”

“Madame Scarron gave it to me. Athenais had obtained it from Catherine MalVoisin. She claimed it would help her spy on her enemies.”

Azriel raised an eyebrow. “And since Madame wasn't taking any chances....”

Gilles half-smiled. “She appropriated the damn thing and ordered me to get it the hell out of there. Rather than argue, I did.”

Azriel frowned and bent closer. “This mirror carries a second aura from whoever consecrated it.”

“Catherine MalVoisin?”

“I'm not sure.” He raised the marquise's hand mirror to his lips then delicately touched the glass's center with the tip of his tongue. “Ai! Definitely not MalVoisin. Unlike the charlatans surrounding him, this consecrator had some serious powers.”

“Him?”

“The aura's male.”

“Adam Cur?t?”

Azriel shook his head. “This device is much older than that.”

Gilles sighed. “So was Cur?t. Since I have his aural signature, identifying the stranger would have helped. All I know is the cab driver's been moved. What became of the Blue Bull?”

“Gone. The stranger used it for his return then dismantled it.”

Gilles was puzzled. “Then what did you use to bring me back?”

“I borrowed your arch. We were out of time and it was the only such vehicle I could find.”

“I didn't see it return with me.”

Azriel gave him a beatific smile. “It did, but in a different form. There's one more cookie jar in Lisa's collection. A sparkly green one with an unusual shape.”

“A cookie jar? What's next? A toilet brush?”

“I was thinking more in terms of a lawn flamingo. I saw a couple at the hardware store when I went there yesterday with Barry and was quite taken with them.” Azriel peered into the bigger mirror again. “It might amuse my father to place some in the Damsels’ Court fountain.”

“Why?”

“Because they're so tastelessly awful. I've been searching high and low for a birthday gift to make him laugh, or at least smile. Watching the courtiers try to come up with believable compliments would entertain him for weeks.”

Gilles frowned. “You're worried about him, aren't you?”

The young prince's eyes were sad. “Save for my uncle he is all I have.”

“I had no idea you were that lonely.”

“Neither did I until I came here. For the first time in my life I am among equals. At school, if someone says they're glad to see me they actually mean it.”

When Barry took three leftover chicken sandwiches from the refrigerator and placed them in the microwave, Gilles suddenly realized how hungry he was.

As he continued to gaze into the two mirrors, Azriel absently munched on the sandwich Barry handed him. Then he suddenly caught his breath. “Answer the phone!”

Barry visibly shivered. “It didn't ring.”

Gilles picked up the receiver and listened. Then he handed it to their host. “It's your cousin Brandi. She sounds upset.”

With his eyes fixed on Azriel, Barry said, “Brandi? What is it?”

Agitated tones came from the receiver.

“The sheriff? Are you sure? Where are they now?”

The prince's fingers were moving in a slow pattern across the desk. Along with its companion, the hand mirror's glass began to glow. Abruptly both changed color, and a face took shape in the larger one.

“That's him!” exclaimed Gilles. “That's the stranger.” He moved his fingers in a similar pattern over the smaller mirror then touched the prince lightly on the shoulder.

Still concentrating on the first image, Azriel nodded. “I should have guessed. Since their aura's the same, he must also be the consecrator.”

Barry was disbelieving. “That's the DelusiaCounty Sheriff. His name's Matt Compton. I've known Matt all my life. What could he possibly have to do with this?”

Gilles looked at him sharply. “Where's Henry Cooper? Is he here in town?”

“As a matter of fact, yes. He called me last night and said he had a surprise for Tommy.”

Azriel held up his hand. “Do you have such a thing as a local map?”

Gilles and Barry waited patiently while Azriel looked from the map to the two mirrors on the desk then back again. “What is the scale?”

Barry showed him the legend, and he studied it for a moment. Apparently satisfied, he began moving the marquise's mirror slowly across the page. Or was he?

Leaning forward to get a better look, Barry wasn't sure.

Azriel lifted his hand, and the tiny mirror continued its journey over the square that indicated the town of Cedar Junction. An inch or two further it seemed to hesitate. Finally, it stopped.

Azriel studied the legend again then made a note on the pad beside him.

“What was that box number?”

Barry frowned down at an envelope in his hand. “271. Why?”

“That's where they are. Do either of you know what kind of layout this place has?”

Barry reached for the phone. “Brandi does.”

“There's no time to drive there. We must do it another way.” Without looking up, Azriel held out his hand. Gilles went out to the kitchen and returned with a sparkling green cookie jar. He took a black card from his pocket. While the fascinated Barry watched, he gazed into the larger of the two mirrors for several minutes. Then, in response to Azriel's nod, he studied the notes he'd made and began inscribing symbols on the card.

[Back to Table of Contents]




Chapter 19—The Intruder>

Lynn typed feverishly. After being blocked for weeks, the text was literally pouring out of her.

Moving the story back a hundred years had broken the dam, and her formerly light-hearted romantic time travel was evolving into an infinitely darker tale. Not for nothing had the critics dubbed her “Romance's Stephen King,” and she had a gut feeling this latest revision would make Hammersmith House one of her best.

When Tommy got home from school, she scarcely looked up. Since she'd been a published author for his entire life he was accustomed to her habits, especially when the Muse was upon her. The clicking of the keys would tell him not to disturb her, and he didn't.

Hearing him move about the kitchen, Lynn called over her shoulder, “I've got a pot roast in the oven. It'll be ready around six and I left a snack in the meat drawer.”

Sandwich firmly in hand, Tommy stopped on the way to his room to give her a quick hug. When Lynn absently reached up to stroke his hair in return, a flood of raging sexual desire almost overwhelmed her. Aghast, she shoved Tommy away so hard he almost fell.

Along with the sandwich her obviously startled son had dropped his cane. Seeing him search for them, Lynn got up so hastily she knocked over her chair.

What is happening to me? she wondered.

Amazed, she looked at the words on her computer monitor. The last thing she remembered was browning the pot roast in a skillet on top of the stove at one o'clock. The time in the corner of the monitor's screen read four-thirty.

As she retrieved his cane then handed it to him, Tommy asked, “What was that about?”

While she wondered what in the hell she was going to say, her overturned chair caught Lynn's eye. “One of the casters let go. I was trying not to fall.”

“Oh.” Tommy sounded relieved.

“I needed a break anyway. Come on in the kitchen and I'll make you another sandwich.”

On her way to the refrigerator, Lynn glanced out the kitchen window to see the sheriff's dark-blue Lexus parked next to the old well. Engrossed in other things, she hadn't heard Matt drive up.

Tommy had. “Who is it, Ma?”

Before their visitor could knock, Lynn opened the back door. Instead of his usual uniform, Matt Compton wore a dark-blue windbreaker and slacks. He glanced at Tommy and raised his eyebrows as if in a question.

Lynn mutely shook her head.

Then, helplessly and as if in a dream, she felt someone else take over her body and her voice. Apparently for Tommy's benefit, the newcomer said brightly, “Matt! What a pleasant surprise.”

After muttering a greeting, Tommy said something about homework and headed for the stairs. The stranger in Lynn's body waited until his bedroom door closed.

“Who is she?” wondered Lynn as the intruder continued to control her body and her voice, “and what is going on?”

“You have news?” asked the stranger.

Matt Compton's ice-blue eyes met hers. “He escaped the trap. Where he is now, I don't know.”

The intruder's epithet would have startled Tommy out of his socks. Certainly it did Lynn, who continued to watch helplessly. Something had happened to her when she'd grabbed for Tommy and the chair fell over, but she wasn't sure what.

“We failed?”

Matt jerked his head toward the Lexus. “That's why I'm here.”

The intruder's eyes followed his. “Where?”

“In the trunk. He resisted. I didn't have time for niceties.”

“Is he breathing?”

“For now.”

The intruder frowned at the clock on the stove. “If you want to use the barn you'd best wait till dark.” She gave Lynn's jeans a distasteful glance. “How soon before you can do the translation?”

“You don't like this host?”

“When I angered her, the fool almost overwhelmed me. But I have her under control now.”

Oh, my God, thought Lynn. Is this what they call possession?

“What did you do?”

“The prose was getting a mite steamy. Let's just say I got caught up in it.”

“You didn't!”

“Oh, don't worry. She won't remember, and he didn't notice anything.”

Abruptly, Lynn got a flash of her father coming into her bedroom night after night—pulling back the bedclothes—threatening her if she so much as looked at another man.

Why had she never remembered any of this before? All those times when she'd find herself somewhere else without remembering how she'd gotten there. Were they to do with this?

“Mmm,” said the sheriff. “Make sure he doesn't. Have you found out any more about those dreams of his?”

The woman shook her head. “As I said, she's started resisting. Although she's getting weaker by the day she was in full control at the hospital. Maternal instinct, I suppose. While I've tried every way I know, I still can't get into Tommy's files. And he refuses to talk about the dreams.”

Matt swore under his breath. “Gilles Derry was warned because of those damnable dreams. Before I could stop him, the baron had sent his wife and child to his estate in Brittany. The wards he's set around La Cerise are so powerful there's no way to get past them.”

What are they talking about?

The woman's mouth tightened. “I know.”

Matt half-smiled. “I thought as much, and if you can't break them no one can.”

After the woman poured coffee into a couple of mugs, he joined her at the kitchen table.

“I've scheduled the translations for tonight,” he went on. “When it arrives at the fortress, Adam Curét's coach will be lacking its passenger. A sudden cloud of smoke will conveniently conceal La Voisin's empty stake.”

Lynn's unwelcome guest brooded over her coffee. “I can hardly wait. You really have no idea of the baron's whereabouts?”

He shrugged. “He disappeared from the palace just before his appointment with Madame Scarron. Something tells me he's back here.”

“You were watching?”

“Through the eyes of one of the musketeers, until he suddenly went to sleep. When he woke a few seconds later, de Rais was gone.”

“An oblivion spell! It had to be! But who?”

The sheriff half-smiled. “My guess is he has called on an old friend for help. How and when is a mystery, but he always was a slippery one.”

The woman pushed back her chair. “We'll have to lure him, then.”

Matt nodded. “Fortunately, he has more concern for his fellow man than we do. The boy and his father should do nicely.”

“Both of them?”

“Henry Cooper will be the perfect scapegoat.”

“For what?”

“Why, your murders, of course.”

Tommy had never told Lynn he could hear every sound from the kitchen through his bedroom's heat vent. He had just turned on his computer and was fooling with the microphone setup when her coarse epithet came through the register.

Stunned, he pushed the Record button then sat frozen in his chair. What hadn't he noticed? Why their interest in his dreams? And who was this “fool” Lynn was talking about?

When the sheriff said “murders” he gasped out loud then quickly put a hand over his mouth. Hoping the sounds through the vent didn't go both ways and feeling as if he had suddenly wandered into an insane asylum, Tommy slipped on his headphones. Praying Brandi was home and that she would believe him, he carefully unplugged his monitor. Then he started typing.

Hearing the bedroom door open and the light switch's click, he felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck. As he carefully pressed the Send key, he tried unsuccessfully to keep the tremor from his voice. “Wh-who is it?”

His visitor stood silent while Tommy shook. Finally, he turned his head and sniffed aftershave and cigars.

“Sh-sheriff? Is Ma with you?”

Clear as a bell, Lynn's voice came through the register. “No, Tommy. I'm down here in the kitchen.”

When the sheriff spoke, he jumped.

“Stop whatever you're doing right now! And keep your hands where I can see them!”

Tommy did his best to sound aggrieved. “I was just doing my homework.”

“You won't need this then.”

The sheriff reached over his shoulder and yanked something out of the console.

Tommy guessed it was the phone cord.

“Why isn't your screen on?” The sheriff reached across him again, evidently to press the monitor switch. He was clearly fumbling around and sounded frustrated. “Who were you talking to?”

Tommy gulped. “No one. I was playing a new CD and didn't hear much. You and Ma were discussing her book and she was asking you for ideas. Right?”

When Matt Compton chuckled, Tommy didn't like the sound at all.

“No, we were not discussing her book, you little shit, and my guess is you heard everything. Unfortunately for you, you're not going to tell anyone else. Now, stand up and put your hands behind your back.”

“What?”

“You heard me.” The sheriff called over his shoulder. “Lynn! Bring me some duct tape.”

As he obediently crossed his hands behind his back and felt the handcuffs snap around his wrists, Tommy surreptitiously felt his watch. It was twenty after seven and should be dark outside. Although what good that would do him now he couldn't possibly imagine.

Then he heard Lynn's voice, behind him this time. “Here's the tape. What are you going to do?”

“This. Tommy, open your mouth.”

As he obeyed, a twisted cloth was pulled tightly between his teeth and knotted at the back of his head. Then a piece of tape was firmly pressed over it.

“Now, get on the bed and lie down.”

As soon as Tommy's feet were up on the bed, his ankles were pulled together and the duct tape was wound firmly around them. At least, he assumed it was the tape.

“What now?” asked Lynn.

“I'm going to the barn to set up the portal and bring them through. Can you maintain control or do I need to tie you up as well?”

Lynn chuckled. “No, you don't, at least not for that reason. When the time comes, the poor fool won't remember a thing. As far as she's concerned he's still upstairs doing his homework and he's not about to tell her any different, is he? By the time she gets around to checking on him...”

“I'll be back.”

Tommy heard rustling and then a deep sigh.

“I like this host of yours,” she said. “Mmm. You taste good, too.”

Yuck, he thought, can't you even wait until you get out of my room?

There was silence for a moment. Then she whispered, “Do we have time?”

The sheriff's voice sounded hoarse. “Are you certain she won't remember?”

“She never did before. Why would she start now?” Lynn laughed again. A harsh, brittle sound, it made Tommy shudder. “Before you go, I need to make that call.”

“Then we don't have time.” The sheriff sounded regretful. “Do you have Cooper's number?”

“Downstairs.” Lynn's voice was suddenly so like Brandi's Tommy jumped. “How do I sound?”

“Close enough. He doesn't know her voice that well, anyway. Especially over the phone.”

Brandi! Please God, she'd gotten his message and would believe him, and with any luck his computer was still recording every word.
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Chapter 20—Blind Man's Buff>

The voice on the phone was hurried, indistinct. Initially, it sounded like Brandi Nelson's, but then Henry wasn't so sure. His doubts had to do with the inflection, which didn't sound quite right to him. Then he told himself he was being fanciful.

“It's Tommy. He and his mother were in a car wreck. A drunk driver. No one was hurt. They're mostly shook up. His mother's gone to bed with a sleeping pill and I'm here at their house. He's asking for you....”

“Let me speak to Tommy.”

He heard some murmurs then Brandi again—if, indeed, it was she. “The sheriff's still questioning him and h-he's pretty shook up. He needs you to come right away, Dr. Cooper. Please.”

Reaching for a notepad, Henry hastily scrawled her directions then grabbed his coat.

Leaving the town's yellow streetlights behind, he plunged his car into the inhospitable night, dependent now on the small circle of vision provided by its headlights. On one side of the road moved the river, timeless and black. On the other, gleaming railroad tracks marked off fields of frozen stubble. Watching the treacherous ice-glaze on the pavement in front of him, Henry mentally frowned over the directions he'd been given. His weekend at the guide dog school had been everything he'd hoped for—and now this.

Past the elevators, she'd said, then four-point-six miles to a crossroads. Just beyond the crossroads would be a railroad track. A half-mile beyond the track he was supposed to turn right onto the next gravel road then look for a grove of trees and a rural mailbox marked 271.

When he arrived, he saw no vehicles in the brightly lit yard. If the sheriff was in the house with Tommy, where was his cruiser? And where, come to think of it, was Brandi's car? Something wasn't right; and after seventeen years in a federal prison, Henry had learned to listen to his gut.

He flicked off his lights then carefully backed up to where his car would be out of sight of the driveway. After grabbing a flashlight from the glove compartment, he cautiously opened the door. Then he eased out onto the roadway and dropped into a crouch. Making as little noise as possible, he clicked the car door shut and crept across the road.

Having taken the precaution of pulling on a pair of felt-lined Sorel boots and the snowmobile suit he kept handy in the trunk before he left home, navigating the ditch next to the road was no problem. Staying in the shadow of the trees as much as possible and praying there wasn't a dog, he worked his way through the snowdrifts toward the house.

* * * *
 “Psst! Tommy!” It was his mother's voice. Unable to answer because of the tape over his mouth, he shifted uneasily on the bed. “Before Matt went up to the barn I managed to get his key. Now stay quiet.” As she stripped off the tape Tommy gasped. She did something else, and the bonds holding his ankles fell away. Then she pulled frantically at his shoulder.

“Quickly! Turn over so I can ... unlock these ... damn ... cuffs.”

Lynn's voice sounded full of tears. “Don't talk. Just listen. I don't know how much longer I can hold her off and I've helped you all I can. You've got to get out of here and hide! Please, Tommy, hurry! Before they come back.”

“Who?”

“I can't explain.” She tugged him to his feet and pulled him toward the door.

“Wait! My cane!”

After a seemingly endless moment, she shoved it into his hand. “Put your hand on my shoulder. I'll guide you. Here's the first step. Now, start counting.”

“Where are you going?”

“Get down the stairs as fast as you can and wait by the back door. I'll be there in a minute.”

Halfway down the stairs he heard a noise. It sounded like breaking glass and was followed by a sharp crack. Recalling Lynn's frantic instructions, he quickly resumed counting the steps and reached the hall below without incident. Just as he arrived at the back door she came up behind him. Without warning, she opened the door and shoved him outside.

“Go! Get out of here! I've done all I can. Oh, Jesus, Mary and Joseph, here they come!”

The door slammed behind him, and he heard the snap of the lock. For a moment, he teetered on the step then caught his balance before he went down.

When someone grabbed him, Tommy's heart almost stopped. With the man's hand over his mouth, he couldn't make a sound. Terrified, he squirmed helplessly in his captor's grasp.

A whisper hissed in his ear. “It's me. Henry. Someone just shot out the yard light from an upstairs window. There's no moon and it's darker out here than a well-digger's ass.”

As Tommy relaxed, Henry removed his hand. When another shot cracked he pushed his son down into a crouch.

Tommy whispered back. “How did you get here? And where are we?”

“My car's just across the road and behind some trees. There's someone shooting at us from the other side of the yard. Oh, hell, the son of a bitch just turned on the garage lights. We can't make it to the car without being seen.”

Tommy reached up and found the pump handle. Ah, now he had his bearings. The big stand of lilac bushes behind the well should hide them from the lights.

“If we can get to the basement, I'll pull the main breaker.”

“How...?”

“Root cellar. Come on.”

“Shit!”

“What's the matter?”

“Flashlight. Coming toward us from the garage.”

“What are you doing?”

“Calling 911.”

Tommy went cold. “The sheriff ... he's in on it.”

A click told him Henry had shut off his cell phone. Still crouched, he took his father's hand. “This way.”

Counting steps, he inched forward until his outstretched fingers met the corner of the house. Hugging the wall and pulling Henry behind him, he felt around for the entrance to the root cellar.

Lynn had had the old wooden bulkhead replaced the previous summer. Slightly angled up from the ground, it was metal. When she lost the padlock key, she'd sawed through the hasp and removed it and hadn't gotten around to installing another one.

Finally, he located the handle. Praying the flashlight's beam wouldn't find them Tommy started easing the door open. To his relief, the hinges didn't squeak. Then he remembered something and hesitated.

“Did the light come on?”

Henry hissed back, “No.”

Phew! The bulb must have burned out.

Once safely inside, he reached up and out and pulled the door shut. The air was noticeably warmer.

Stabbed by a sudden memory of Etienne and Feraud in the tunnel at Champtocé, he took Henry's hand again. “There are four steps.”

Still counting, after they reached the bottom, he led Henry through the passageway to the main basement. The furnace came on with a rush, startling him. Somewhere, a pipe dripped, or maybe it was the faucet in the laundry tub.

Outside that the house was silent.

Then the handle of the door from the kitchen at the top of the steps rattled. Just as the door opened, Tommy found the main electrical box. Scrabbling, he pushed at the door's catch then ran his hand up the double row of circuit breakers to the main switch. As he yanked downward, Henry's abrupt gasp told him they were in time.

An oath sounded at the top of the steps and something clattered. Tommy hoped it was the flashlight.

Then he heard his mother's voice. “Damn it, Tommy! Where are you? Get up here this instant and take your medicine!”

He heard a crack then something whined past his ear. Reaching for Henry's hand, he dropped then pulled him behind the furnace.

“There's a generator in the garage,” he whispered, “but it has to be started manually.”

Henry shifted beside him. “What time is it?”

Tommy felt his watch. “Quarter to nine. We need to be out of here before daylight. But before we go...”

Reaching upward, he located the switchbox again then started pulling out the circuit breakers.

“What in the hell are you doing?”

“Making ... sure ... the lights can't come on again.”

“Here, guide my hand,” said Henry, “and I'll help you.”

Just as the yard light went out, three figures materialized on the road. In the glimmer from the arch, Gilles noticed a car near the mailbox and touched the hood. Judging by its warmth, Henry hadn't been here long.

There was another crack from the yard. It sounded like a shot.

Pulling Azriel down with him, Gilles noticed that Barry had already hit the dirt. Azriel murmured something and the arch beside them shrank. He reached for it then stuffed it into his jacket pocket.

The lights over the garage suddenly went out. With no moon, the darkness was absolute. Beside him, Azriel cautiously lifted his head. He reached in his other pocket and brought out the Marquise's mirror.

“The consecrator is here.” The mirror glowed under his hand. “Barry, do you have that map?”

Barry passed him the paper with the diagram and Brandi's directions. Azriel peered at the paper in the flashlight's beam.

“Ah. They're in the barn. No, wait. There are two....”

“Two what?” Gilles sounded impatient.

“The stranger's aura has changed. This is another. Hmm. There's an open portal around here somewhere—the barn, maybe?”

“Open portal? Dammit, he's bringing them through.”

“What does that mean?” asked Barry.

“Three to contend with instead of two. And the longer that portal stays open...”

“Do they know you're here?”

“They sense my presence. The barn is a trap.”

Barry's voice was anxious. “What are you going to do?”

With La Serpente already in his hand, Gilles felt for his flashlight. “Walk right in and give them what they want.”

Azriel asked suddenly, “Why did the lights go out?”

Gilles grew thoughtful. “There's only one person here to whom the darkness would make no difference.”

“But why?”

“If Tommy found out the sheriff really was—”

“What about his mother?”

“She's Catherine's host. As soon as I realized that, I got my wife and daughter out of there.”

Azriel shook his head. “No longer. Catherine's in the barn. Along with the other.”

Barry drew in a sharp breath. “Then Lynn and Tommy...”

“Have lost their value.” Gilles scrambled to his feet. “Come on. We have some rescuing to do.”
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Chapter 21—Saturnalia>

While the nausea was finally gone, whatever he'd been injected with was keeping Nils Anderson groggy. Afraid to open his eyes, he lay still.

The straw felt warm beneath his back.

Something rustled next to him.

The voice was husky and tinged with an accent he couldn't quite place. Although it was obviously not her native tongue, the woman spoke in English.

“Ah, it is so good to be in my own skin again.”

She was answered by a deeper male chuckle. “Indeed, chére. I believe you will do well in this time. Ah, Monsieur Adam Curét. So glad you could join us.”

The woman's voice was puzzled. “If he is Curét, who are you?”

“Your old friend the Abbé Guibourg at your service, Madame. Personally, I like this host. He's strong, virile, and an officer of the law. I may just keep him.”

Something prodded Nils. The woman's toe perhaps?

“So, this is your cab driver.” Her voice rose to a whine. “But we will still be one short.”

“Never fear. There'll be no lack of fresh meat this night. Were their calendar dates correct, this would be Christmas Eve. However, I prefer the old festival myself.”

“Saturnalia?”

Another male voice spoke, softer this time. “Fresh meat, eh? The lady's young son perhaps?”

The woman interrupted. “He's mine! I saw him first!”

The sheriff reassured her. “Young, healthy and untried, he should last the course.”

She sighed. “Blind, too. A worthy fifth sacrifice, indeed. The Horned One will be pleased. Where is he?”

“I have him safely confined.”

“What about her?”

“The mother? As soon as I left her, I rendered her unconscious. She'll be no problem.”

Eyelids still lowered, Nils cautiously peeped up through his lashes. The trio was far enough away for him to make them out and none were looking in his direction.

Unfortunately, since he was trussed like a roasting hen and naked as the day he was born, escape was out of the question; and the tape over his mouth would prevent him from yelling for help. On the plus side, the blankets in which he was wrapped were keeping out most of the cold, and his captor had been feeding him on a regular basis.

Several times during the past few weeks he'd been freed from his bonds and ordered to put on a puppet show for the sheriff and his girlfriend. Afterwards, he'd been tied up again then left to speculate why they were keeping him alive.

While he didn't think the sheriff's interest in him was of a sexual nature, the newcomer made him shudder. So, come to think of it, did the woman.

With her face smeared with soot, and unkempt black hair streaming over her shoulders, she was scantily clad in a filthy shift that might once have been white. The sheriff handed her a plastic shopping bag.

“Knowing your probable condition, I brought you fresh clothes, a comb and a mirror.”

The other man moved into Nils's field of vision again. Barefoot, he wore a ragged shirt and shapeless canvas trousers. “What about me?”

The sheriff picked up another bag. “I didn't forget. But you're not in near as dire shape as Catherine here. While these clothes and shoes will take some getting used to, you'll find them considerably more comfortable than what you have on now.”

The man wrapped his arms around himself. “Warmer, too. This place is beastly cold.”

The sheriff glanced over at Nils, who quickly closed his eyes. “I'm going to take care of the woman and fetch the boy. After that I'll set things up in the house. Henry Cooper should be here soon, and we need to be waiting for him.”

He pulled the blankets away and yanked the shivering Nils up to a sitting position. Then he ripped the tape from his mouth.

“You can quit pretending, cab driver, because I know you're awake. Right now, I'm going to take care of Tommy and his mother. While I'm gone, you can entertain our guests.”

Nils looked around frantically. “Without my puppets?”

The sheriff cut the ropes securing his ankles and knees. Then he jerked him to his feet. “You don't need your puppets. This time, you're the star.” Then he turned on his heel and left.

By now, Catherine was fully dressed. She reached for a scarlet robe that looked like silk then pulled it on over her clothes. Licking her lips, she ran her hand slowly down Nils's face. As he shrank away, she trailed her fingers across his mouth. Then she kissed him.

Helpless in her grasp, when her tongue moved against his Nils almost choked.

Abruptly, she broke contact. “Sweet. You will make a lovely repast.”

The other man had moved closer. He was now clad in a bulky sweater, blue jeans and boots. Fine red hair curled around his shoulders and the smile in his green eyes was far from friendly.

“He doesn't care for your kind, witch! Can't you see that?” He shoved Nils to his knees then began unbuckling his belt. “This is what he wants.”

She pulled at his arm. “Only because he's never had a real woman. I haven't met a man yet I couldn't seduce. That includes you, Adam Curét.”

The man ran his eyes over the shaking Nils. “Well, you have now. But never fear. Once the Abbé gets back with the other one, there'll plenty of meat. You'll get your share yet.”

Why the lights went out, Nils had no idea. From his standpoint, the timing was nothing short of providential. Being a hapless mouse in the claws of that particular pair of cats was hardly his idea of a fun evening, and it was obvious those two had considerably more in mind than a simple sex game.

In the sudden darkness, he abruptly realized he was freezing. If he wasn't to die of exposure he'd best find the blankets quick then somehow wriggle into them.

With his hands tied behind his back that wouldn't be the easiest thing he'd ever done, but he was sure going to give it the old college try. Still on his knees, he arched painfully backward until his outstretched fingertips touched the straw. Ah, that felt like cloth. He strained until he thought his thigh muscles would snap and finally managed to grab a fold between his thumb and forefinger.

So far, so good.

As suddenly as it had gone out, brilliant light blazed all around him.

“Very nice,” said the woman. “I see you haven't lost your touch.”

Her companion snorted. “Child's play.” He stopped as if listening. “Ah, the baron has arrived.”

She frowned. “How do you know?”

“We're mentally attuned, and he senses my presence just as I sense his. The last time I saw him...”

“Yes?”

“He should never have been able to return. Yet he did.”

The man glanced at Nils, whose teeth were audibly chattering. By now he was turning blue and had little feeling left in any of his extremities. With a sharp exclamation, the man grabbed the blankets and wrapped them around the shivering cab driver. Then he made a sign in the air above his head.

“You will die when I say and not a moment before.”

By now, Nils was beyond caring. These people could do anything they liked with him; all he wanted was to be warm. And then he was. Wonderfully, ecstatically, tropical-South Seas-warm.

The sorcerer—that's what he had to be—smiled down at him. “That feels better, eh?”

By that time Nils would have done anything—kissed his feet or any other part of him—he was so grateful. The man pulled him upright again and he swayed a little.

“You are the final point of the pentagram,” he said. “As soon as the Abbé returns, we will be ready.”

Ready for what? wondered Nils.

The man did something to his bonds and they fell away. His elbows felt stiff from disuse. He cautiously bent his wrists then flexed his fingers. For the first time since he'd been brought here, he opened his eyes wide and looked around.

The barn's interior was transformed. Purple silk cascaded down the walls; glowing, jewel-colored rugs covered the floor and cushions were heaped everywhere. Scented smoke wafted from a gold fretted brazier at either end of the huge space, dozens of torches flared and, somewhere in the distance, music played.

The woman had settled on a pile of cushions and was sipping from an elaborately chased silver goblet. She patted a cushion beside her.

“Come here, cab driver. I want to see if Adam was right.”

Adam? Then Nils remembered. She had called the sorcerer Adam. “My name is Nils Anderson,” he said.

She wrinkled her nose. “Nils? No, I don't like that name. It has no resonance at all.”

The man moved impatiently. “Enough! We must prepare.”

Something skittered in the shadows beyond the torchlight. The man made a beckoning motion, and a table draped in black satin came sliding into view. Jeweled holders in the shape of writhing serpents positioned themselves at either end, and while Nils watched in wonder, a pair of lighted candles appeared. As black as the table drapes, each was the thickness of a man's arm.

The man pushed a stool toward him. “Up.”

Obediently, Nils climbed onto the stool.

“Hands together behind your back.”

As the man bound his wrists again, Nils gulped.

Then he saw the waiting noose.

“No,” he whispered. “Please.”

With a soft laugh, the woman reached up to arrange the rope around his neck. Amazingly soft, it rested against his skin like a caress.

“Consider yourself honored,” she said. “This is silk.” Then she ran her fingers down his bare chest. “And so are you.”

* * * *

When Lynn came to, at first she thought her eyes were still closed. She blinked a couple of times but her surroundings remained pitch black.

Not sure where she was, she moved her hand and felt stone tiles.

She was in the kitchen then.

The last thing she remembered was aiming the rifle at the yard light. No, wait. She'd run down the stairs and shoved Tommy out the back door.

And after that, what?

Cautiously, she got up on her knees then felt around.

Ah, a chair.

She reached further and encountered a table leg.

Pulling herself to her feet, she noticed for the first time that the house was dead silent. No rush of air from the furnace. No refrigerator hum. Nothing.

Damn. The power must be out.

If she could just get to it, there should be a flashlight in one of the drawers and a supply of emergency candles. Stumbling around in the darkness, bumping into dark shape then another, it finally dawned on her what life must be like for Tommy. Then her stomach clenched.

Oh, dear Lord, please let him be all right.

Like lightning flashes, bits of memory came and went. Another presence when there was no one else in the room ... a noise from the basement ... opening the door, calling out ... raising the rifle. Then, just as the lights went out—may the saints forgive her—the woman who'd taken over her body aimed the rifle straight at Tommy's head and pulled the trigger.

Behind her, a draft of cold air suddenly chilled the room. Someone had just opened the outside door.

It was the sheriff. “There's someone or something nosing around in the yard. I took a shot at them but I think I missed. What happened to the lights?”

Lynn put up her hand to shade her eyes against the flashlight beam.

“I—I don't know.”

“I tried your emergency generator. It started all right but nothing happened.”

The flashlight beam swung in the direction of the stairs.

“Henry Cooper hasn't arrived yet, dammit, but I can't wait. I came to get Tommy.”

If she'd counted right, there should be one more bullet in the rifle.

Dropping to the floor behind the table Lynn began cautiously feeling around.

The flashlight beam swung toward her. “What in the hell are you doing?”

Lynn thought of Tommy on the basement floor—bleeding into the cement—possibly dead.

No, he can't be! If we get out of this alive he can have his damn guide dog! He can go away to Princeton! He can do anything he likes! Please, Lord, please, I'll do whatever you say! Just let him be all right!

Then it happened.

A perfect sense of peace enfolded Lynn, and the air was filled with the scent of lilies. As pure as the last intruder's had been foul, the newcomer's strength flowed into her innermost being, buoying her up and assuring her that her frantic prayer had been answered. Between them they would keep Tommy safe, and Lynn knew as surely as she knew her own name that this was the moment for which she had been born.

Almost of its own volition, her hand found the rifle.

Feeling stronger and surer than she ever had before, she coolly picked up the gun and checked it in the shadow of the table. There was a bullet in the chamber, the rifle was already cocked, and the safety was off.

Stealthily, she backed off to give herself room. Climbing to her feet, she swung the rifle to her shoulder, aimed it at the flashlight beam and pulled the trigger, all in one smooth motion.

At the same time, a red light shone in her eyes and she knew exactly what it was.

Halfway across the yard, Gilles heard two gunshots and stopped.

Azriel touched his arm. “No rescue needed here. Not anymore.”

Barry turned on his flashlight and aimed it at the half-open back door.

“What now?”

“Check things out and call 911,” said Gilles. “We'll be in the barn.”

* * * *

The sorcerer swept an elaborate bow. “Welcome, my lord. It took you long enough to get here.”

Gilles took in the scene. The upside-down crucifix floating overhead, the naked woman draped across the altar and the slender figure on the stool next to her.

Glancing upward, he noted the rope around the cab driver's neck.

“What? No congregation?”

“They're waiting on the other side of the portal,” said the sorcerer. “Along with our Master.”

“Yours,” replied Gilles. “Not mine.”

“Now that you are here, my lord,” continued the sorcerer, “the sacrifice will be complete.”

“And just how do you intend to take me?”

The sorcerer pointed. “Our Master will do that. See, he comes to claim you as his own.”

Azriel! thought Gilles. Now!

But before Azriel could act, power flowed into him of a different kind.

Jeanne!

In his mind's eye, he saw the Maid's smile. Did you think I would abandon you, Gilles? I locked the Beast away once and still hold the key to his chains.

Then why...?

This is a pattern that is working itself out. Now, send them back where they belong.

The sorcerer's eyes followed Gilles's upward glance. “Try anything and the boy dies.”

When Gilles shook his head, he kicked the stool from under Nils's feet.

Liquid silver, La Serpente flashed and found her target. At the same moment it tightened around his neck, the rope parted, leaving Nils to fall in a limp heap next to the altar.

Satisfied, La Serpente returned to Gilles's waiting hand.

“He has escaped you once again,” said Azriel. “Are you sure you made the right choice?”

Sure enough, the sorcerer was gone, and so was the woman on the altar.

“They have fled into another time,” continued Azriel, “and it is a certainty you will meet again.”

After one look at the cabdriver's still form, Gilles grabbed the blankets. Then he wrapped him up in them and held him close. Just before the darkness closed in again, he saw that their surroundings had become plain wooden walls, and off in the distance, he could hear sirens.

[Back to Table of Contents]


Epilogue

As Josef Novotney would have wanted, his was a simple funeral home memorial service. After it was over, Rudi glanced down at Nils with a rueful half-smile.

“Because of the nature of his work, Josef's employer carried a hefty life insurance policy on him, double indemnity and all that. He didn't have any family and I'm his sole heir. I'm taking his ashes back to New York, and I don't imagine, after all this, that Mason City...”

Nils gave the curious onlookers a wary glance. “No, I don't believe I wanna stay. Ma has a boyfriend she didn't tell me about. He's real religious, a Pentecostal preacher or somethin,’ ‘n they wanna get married.”

After all the media coverage the poor kid had just endured, he didn't need to say more.

It's funny how things turn out, thought Rudi. Well, Josef, it looks as you've left me another legacy.

“They have cabs in New York, you know. You shouldn't have any trouble getting your hack license, and I have some contacts in the theater world.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yes, I'm serious. How about it?”

Nils gave the urn on the table a long look. “You know, it sounds a bit strange, but I think he would have liked that. Josef didn't strike me as someone with a whole lot of friends but we got along okay.”

Yeah, right, thought Rudi, who had been painfully familiar with Josef's wandering ways. “That's as good a description of him as any, I guess. How soon do you want to leave?”

“I've got a bit of furniture and some signed prints I'm kind a fond of. Outside those and my puppets, I could be packed in fifteen minutes.”

They shook hands.

“It's a deal then,” said Rudi. “I'll come by your house later to work out the details.”

“I have this coffee Josef liked...” said Nils.

Rudi smiled and gave the urn a caress. “Bonne Chance. He kept the beans in the freezer and only served it on special occasions.”

“Well, this is a special occasion, isn't it?” said Nils.

“That it is,” reflected Rudi. “That it is.”

* * * *

The Nashville airport concourse was crowded, and Tommy kept his hand firmly on Henry's arm. Still numb from all that had happened, he felt disconnected from the present and didn't even want to think about the future. At some point the tears would come, but not yet.

Lynn's funeral mass had been a merciful blur, and his father's well-intentioned descriptions weren't much help. At any moment, he'd expected to hear his mother's voice only to realize in the next instant that she'd never speak to him again.

His dreams of the past had never recurred, and he missed them. He missed Etienne and Feraud and the days of riding from one chateau to the next with the baron. But most of all, he missed Barbette. Did she ever have a child, he wondered, and was the child his?

Tommy and the Frenchman had talked for a long time before Gilles finally left. The man Tommy would always think of as “the baron” explained that the sheriff had shot Ruby Griggs and the reporter both. In his capacity as a visiting police officer, Matt Compton hadn't had to account for his weapon at the New York restaurant; and initially, the cabdriver he'd kidnapped had believed he was being arrested for Josef Novotny's murder.

While it took Gilles a while to convince a still-disbelieving Tommy that an evil intruder had possessed Lynn, he finally did. His mother had died a hero's death, he said, and, in doing so, had saved her son's life. He went on to tell him Etienne was a real person, and that the events Tommy relived in his dreams had actually occurred.

“Including the torture?” Tommy asked.

“Yes,” replied Gilles with a sadness that Tommy found almost unbearable. “Including the torture.”

“How can you stand it? Knowing that all that happened to them was because of you.”

“You learn to,” said Gilles. “Then you set your face to the future and move on.”

Well, that was what Tommy was doing now.

Setting his face to the future and moving on.

He stood patiently at Henry's side while they waited at the airport's luggage carousel. Then he insisted on carrying his own bag.

“As long as I've got your arm, I don't need my cane. That gives me a free hand.”

The cab ride out to the guide dog school seemed quite lengthy and, lost in his memories, he hardly listened Henry's descriptions of the passing landscape meant little or nothing to Tommy. Then his mind started roving ahead, wondering how it would be. He'd never been around other blind people before and speculated what that would be like.

Then they arrived.

Cab doors slammed, and he heard their bags being unloaded from the trunk. There were a couple of murmurs between Henry and the driver and a gratified “Thank you, sir!” which probably meant a very large tip.

A melodious female voice said, “Welcome to our school. You must be Tommy Stewart.”

He shook his head. “I'm not Tommy Stewart.”

“But....” There were some agitated whispers. “You're registered as Tommy Stewart.”

“Then you'll have to change your registration. The correct name is Cooper.”

With a smile, Tommy reached for Henry's hand. “Thomas Stewart Cooper, to be exact, and this gentleman is my dad.”

The End
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