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CHAPTER ONE


The snow had stopped. Barely an inch of it had come down to cover the icy sheet that made New York City shine with strange new prisms of light. The temperature was twelve degrees below freezing, and it wasn’t going to get any warmer. Traffic barely moved, and a lot of it was pinched against curbs where they had slid earlier. Nobody bothered to stay with their vehicles. Sitting shut up with an engine going was inviting trouble, and with all the lights on outside the bars in the adjoining blocks, it was a night to play until it thawed or somebody came and got you.


I had enough of being parked on a bar stool, brushing off the half-drunks and the chippies who were making the most of a bad night on the street. I paid my tab, nodded good night to the bartender, left a full Scotch and soda for the doll baby who was trying to give me a rush job, and went outside.


Damn, it was cold.


I buttoned up the old pile-lined trench coat and snugged the belt around my waist, glad I wasn’t on a job where I’d need the .45.


This time it was in a belt holster on my right hip, accessible through my pocket. Nothing was happening, but the precaution of keeping my hands stuffed in my coat wouldn’t be a noticeable gesture. Everybody else had their hands in their pockets, too.


Across the street a battered sedan was parked, a gypsy cab, the hood and top under a layer of snow. The front wheels were angled out and the distance from the car in front of it was enough to make sure it wasn’t trapped. The windshield wipers had kept the snow off.


Briefly, there was a dark blur of a face in a rear window—up front, the driver, a guy in a stocking cap, was bored and slumped behind his wheel; but behind him, the blurred face slowly scanned the sidewalks before sinking back into the darkness.


Whoever this passenger was, he’d been sitting there for over an hour freezing his ass off, waiting for something to happen. And paying a cabbie for the privilege.


I had seen too many nights like this on streets like these. There is an atmosphere that goes along with it, like smelling smoke from a fire a long way off. There was nothing you could put your finger on, but the years of living under the shadow of violence gave me an alertness I never tried to shrug off.


Something was going to happen.


Two drunks came out of a bar trying to sing. One got as far as the curb and threw up. The sight and smell of it caused the other one to make it an upchuck duet. Then they both argued about which way to go, decided to head toward the dull glow of Sixth Avenue, and lurched off.


A fat guy carrying a couple of packages came by, and when he waddled past, I stepped out, went about ten feet, and stepped into a doorway beside an abandoned old store.


Nothing was happening. But it was getting ready to. I could feel it. Pat Chambers of Homicide always told me that’s what cops felt. Old cops. Real street cops. He always said I should have stayed one instead of taking the money road of being licensed to play the cop game for big and private bucks. Guys like me weren’t supposed to have those weird feelings, like having little people crawling up along your spine and making funny noises in your ears.


Something was happening, all right. It was under way. I was buried in the shadows and had pulled the glove off my right hand. My fingers crept to the liner opening in the pocket where they could slide around the butt of the cold 1911 model .45 caliber Army Colt Automatic that had six in the clip and one in the chamber.


All I had to do was clear the fabric of my trench coat and thumb the hammer back.


Across the street, a dingy late-night diner disgorged a pair of mildly gassed-up college kids who took a long time figuring out where they were. Taxis weren’t showing, so the Broadway glow waved them to head that way and they shuffled off, kicking up the snow ahead of their feet.


I took my thumb off the hammer of the Colt.


Thirty feet down toward the bright lights, a door opened, and the glow of a Chinese restaurant spilled out onto the sidewalk, making a rainbow of colors from the red and green lanterns inside. The noise was muffled, but it had to be a popular place, happy with laughing sounds and even the faint rattle of dishes.


The pair that stepped out were also of college age, well dressed and sober. The girl had her blonde hair mostly stuffed under a stocking cap and wore a fur-trimmed suede coat; the boy had on a Western-style sheepskin coat and no hat at all. The boy was carrying a tubular brown-paper-wrapped package that was three feet long or more and a good six inches thick. His hand held it at the bottom and the other one clasped it firmly to his chest. A musical instrument, maybe? If so, a precious one to this kid.


I didn’t know what, but something was going to happen. The needles along my spine were beginning to probe into my skin.


I heard the car door open and saw, from the rear of the gypsy cab, a bronze-faced figure emerge in hooded navy sweats, loping across the street and falling in behind the two kids, whose backs were to him. The couple disappeared down the stairs of a subway station. The hooded figure, lagging perhaps a dozen feet behind, followed them.


I moved fast but I didn’t run—I might have slipped and broken my tailbone, and maybe, just maybe, I was wrong. Maybe there was a good reason for some asshole to sit in a gypsy cab for God knew how long waiting till a couple kids left a bar with a bulky wrapped package and headed for the nearest subway station…


The stairs were empty by the time I got there, but as I headed down, hand on the .45, I knew damned well I hadn’t been wrong. I couldn’t just feel it, I could hear it…


Panic has its own sound. It hisses with a terrified breath full of wild fear. It stumbles and makes strange animal noises of knowing something deadly is right behind you.


But this panic came toward me, its panting a harsh rasp, tripping on the steel steps, creatures fleeing from a dark nightmare. Here I was trying to catch up with them when the two kids were suddenly scrambling back up at me, eyes wide but not seeing me, running jerkily my way, only their eyes directed past me toward the freedom above, on the streets of New York. So close. So close…


The oval-faced, blue-eyed young man was half-dragging the terrified dark-eyed little looker behind him, his arm bent, holding her by her wrist, clutching his bulky package with his other arm. Then the girl slipped, nearly pulling the guy down with her, and he almost dropped the package, trying to hang on to her. It was only a momentary pause before he got her to her feet, and for an instant I saw the contorted, frenzied expression as she turned her head for a terrified look over her shoulder.


Their pursuer was right behind them, running silently on rubber-soled shoes, the gun in his hand ready to pump slugs into the backs of the kids and in two more seconds, it would be done.


I grinned because I already had the .45 out and in my fist, the hammer thumbed back, and nothing bothered me because this was no cop after a couple of young offenders, not with that silencer on the snout of his piece, and when he paused for that fraction of a second to aim, my .45 slug tore the rod right out of his hand and in that fleeting moment, dread bit into him like a lightning flash that contorted his face, and he spun to get away from this sudden nightmare.


But his feet didn’t hold him.


He tripped, made a waltzy spin and his echoing yell was stifled when his head smashed against the metal-tipped stairs and his body made squashy sounds in its mad tumble, the head pounding out drum notes until it split, and all was quiet. Then he was too far away and I could barely hear the blood dripping.


Down below, the heavy thunder of a train going by on the express tracks tolled a death knell like the kettledrums in a Wagnerian opera.


So far, nobody else had come up the stairs.


On the landing just behind me, the two kids were waiting, not knowing which way to go. I put the .45 back in the leather and held up a hand, indicating they should stay put. They exchanged glances that said neither saw any better option.


Then I took out my cell phone and called Pat Chambers’s number at home.


The captain of Homicide took it on the third ring; not bad for a guy nearing retirement. “Mike! Do you know what time—”


“Since when do I call this time of night to shoot the shit?”


A long sigh. “Since never.”


I told him to get a squad car to the subway station immediately. No details. Just do it. I broke the connection and turned to the kids. They were huddled together, shivering, the boy managing to cradle both the girl and the bulky butcher-paper-wrapped item.


Down below, a BMT local rumbled into the station and rumbled out again. Nobody came up the staircase. It was a lousy night to travel.


The young couple looked like cross-country runners at the end of the race. Their white pluming breath was uneven, their faces wet with sweat despite the cold, their eyes a silent signal that panic lay right behind them. A killer had stalked them and had almost ended the chase. Now they were looking at me like maybe I was another killer, and they weren’t wrong.


I said, “I’m a licensed private investigator.” As I told them, I flashed my wallet and let them see the state ticket behind the plastic. They didn’t breathe any easier, and the girl’s lower lip was quivering with fright.


“The cops’ll be here in a minute or two,” I told them. “You kids in any trouble with them?”


Swallowing hard, the girl shook her head.


The young guy said, “That… man…” His head jerked toward the body on the lower stairway. “…was following us all day… It started at the university.”


“You college students?”


Between heavy breaths, he said, “Graduate students. NYU. Our parents teach there.”


“At this time of night?” My voice had a sour note.


He shook his head, sucked in his breath and added, “That guy ‘accidentally’ bumped into us on Broadway, about pushed us under a bus. That was when we got through traffic and thought we’d lost him.”


“Who was he?”


There was no answer.


Then the girl asked, “Could we hire you?”


“Can you afford it?”


The boy was nodding even as he hugged that unwieldy item.


I indicated the package. “Is that something you stole, son?”


“No!… But I… I’d rather talk to you about it than the police.”


So I hustled them out onto the street and down the block to my car and put the girl in front and the boy in back and got the hell out of there. Pat knew where to find me.


We’d gone maybe a block when the boy said, “Thanks, mister.”


“No sweat.”


The girl said, “He could have killed us.”


I got the boy’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “He was aiming at you, son.”


With one motion, the pair gave each other a quick, introspective look that said it was happening all over again, and before they could make any excuses, I asked, “How many times?”


Without any discussion, the girl said, “Three.” Then her eyes opened wide and she half-whispered, “How would you know about that?”


Both sets of eyes were on me now. There were no expressions on their faces at all. For a moment they seemed like rabbits under the dark muzzles of a shotgun, not knowing whether to run or just die quietly.


I said, “All I did was step out into a situation I’ve seen before. Trouble seems to have an aura about it. It was the way a car was parked, wheels out, not crowding the car in front, windshield wipers keeping the glass clean. It was a guy wearing a hooded jogging outfit in the wrong weather.”


The girl frowned. “That’s all?”


“That’s enough. You know what kind of area this is?”


The boy murmured, “Not really.”


“This is Sugartown,” I said. “Hookers’ heaven. An easy place to pick up some crack or pot or some heavier stuff, if you have a thick wallet.”


“We don’t use those things,” the girl told me. Her voice was irritated.


Half-smiling, I jerked a thumb at the bulky brown-wrapped item and said, “Then that baby’s not a bong?”


The boy knew I was kidding, and said, “We went to that restaurant to meet a friend.”


“Did you?”


“…Yes.”


“Who was he? Or was it a she?”


There was no answer.


At the corner, I turned left, went a few blocks, cut over cross-town and while I waited at a stoplight, called my secretary Velda, and told her to get over to the office.


“A little late for office hours, isn’t it?” she asked, a tiny edge in the purr of her throaty voice.


“It’s a case I stumbled onto.”


“What happened to not taking on any more cases this month?”


“This won’t interfere with our plans, doll. I promise.”


“I love you, anyway.”


She clicked off and so did I.


There had been no other questions from Velda. Maybe it was the tone of my voice, but she had been in on enough kill scenes to know that something had gone down the hard way.


Behind me, the boy shifted the package in his arms to a more comfortable position and leaned back against the cushions. Finally he said, “Were we dumb asses to hop into your car like you told us to?”


I shook my head. “Not if you want to stay alive.”


“Where are we going?”


“In ten minutes, we’ll be at my office. My secretary’s apartment is nearby, so she’ll meet us there.”


“Your secretary,” the girl said, trying to understand what that was about.


A pair of squad cars came screaming past, fearless in the ice and snow. I knew where they were headed, so I didn’t look back.


“She’s a PI, too,” I said. “Licensed and carries a concealed weapon when she’s on a job. If you don’t like the way this goes down, we’ll call it quits right away. Then I’ll turn in a full written report to the New York City Police Department, who you can tell all about that package you’re holding.”


The two of them suddenly stiffened and glanced at each other surreptitiously before staring out the windshield at the snow, which was coming down again, my wipers working overtime.


Unconsciously, the boy seemed to pull his ungainly package closer to his body. His fingers tightened against the wrappings, and there was an odd rasp to his breathing.


And this was where it was, I thought. That feeling I had that meant something ugly was brewing. That a car ready for an instant takeoff wasn’t in a normal stance. That a guy was dressed wrong for winter. And now an assassin was dead, but there would be more attempts, better calculated. They would allow for oddball possibilities such as an itinerant interloper breaking up an artfully contrived plan.


I parked in the buildings basement garage, and the three of us went up to the eighth floor. For the first time, some of the tightness had gone out of them and their eyes held only questions, not abject terror.


The kids were quiet, their bodies touching each other for mutual comfort. I was half a head taller than the boy and a whole head over the girl and had a good fifty pounds on the male. It had been a full day since I had shaved, and since I wasn’t all that pretty to begin with, I knew what the kids were wondering: Had they traded one tight spot for a tighter one? What kept them fairly calm was the fact that this was an old but well-maintained office building, refurbished and nicely outfitted, and not a likely place for unsavory characters. Like me.


We got off the elevator at the eighth floor and I steered them to the office numbered 808 and when the boy saw the inscription on the door that read MICHAEL HAMMER INVESTIGATIONS, there was a sudden constriction in his shoulders and his eyes flashed toward me momentarily.


I wasn’t supposed to see that, but I got it.


The lock opened soundlessly and I pushed the door open, my hands gently ushering the pair in ahead of me. A momentary touch of apprehension made the boy’s arm tighten around his package again, and it stayed that way until he saw Velda sitting behind her desk, the lamp beside her dramatically highlighting her face and the sleek darkness of her hair.


There was something of the past about her that could take your breath away, the soft pageboy curl that heightened the width of her shoulders, the fullness of her stature, the lush wet redness of her mouth.


When you’ve worked with a doll like Velda as long as I have, you’d think a woman, no matter how luxuriantly beautiful, would be just another attractive fixture in a wood-paneled office. She downplayed that beauty in tailored suits, which also concealed the short-barreled .38.


But the boy who hugged that wrapped package almost dropped it when he got a load of this statuesque, dark-haired beauty who was old enough to be his mother, though I doubted he was thinking of her that way.


When she smiled, the boy’s arm seemed to loosen around the package he was holding. Velda knew what she was doing, all right. She had been jarred out of bed, but had made a showgirl’s quick change and had gotten to the office in record time, ready to cope with any emergency that had popped up.


Velda beamed at our clients in a kind, reassuring fashion, took their coats and hung them up in the closet, saying, “Pat called. Fit to be tied. You seem to have left a crime scene again.”


The two kids exchanged glances, the girl mouthing, Again?


“It’s a bad habit,” I admitted.


Velda said, “He said he’ll be over here in half an hour.”


“Gives us some time,” I said, nodding.


She got up and opened the door to my inner office and waited until the two kids had gone in, then brought up the chairs for them in front of my desk. She brought her own chair up around beside my desk, halfway between me and our young new clients, and crossed her legs. The boy’s eyes couldn’t help themselves, and the girl gave him a look.


So they were a couple, then…


Couldn’t blame him—she was an attractive girl, with short dark-blonde hair, lovely brown eyes, and little or no makeup, one of those young women who make no effort to attract a guy’s attention and give you whiplash, anyway.


When everybody had settled, I said, “Crazy night, huh?”


There was no answer. But their eyes asked questions.


I leaned forward on the desktop. “Mind if I record this conversation?”


The boy, that brown-paper mystery in his lap with his hands on it protectively, said very quietly, “Why?”


“Because we left a dead man back at the bottom of those subway steps. We want an accurate account of what happened. The best time to get it is right now.”


This time the boy’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You shot him.”


I shook my head slowly. “No, I didn’t. I shot the gun out of his hand, and the clumsy fool tripped and fell down the steps.”


The pair gave each other a fast glance.


I said, “You know who I am, don’t you?”


There was a slight change of expression as he told me very warily, “I saw the name on your door.”


“Isn’t that where it should be?”


“I don’t like… coincidences.”


“Like how?”


“You’re… a private investigator, right?”


I nodded. “You hired me, remember?”


“But you’re… Mike Hammer—the guy who makes the papers?”


“Sometimes,” I agreed. I let my eyes drift to the wall where all my legal documents were framed. One plaque was for winning a small-arms competition with some pretty big shooters. A few headline stories were on display, too.


“Are you already taping?” he asked suddenly.


“Sure,” I told him. “Why not?”


“We didn’t give you permission yet!”


“Tough,” I said. “Listen, hiring me doesn’t make what happened tonight go away—or mean I don’t need to know what’s wrapped up in that package. I can only help you if you level with me.”


“Help us how?” the girl asked.


“Help you with the cops. Help you not get killed. That kind of thing.”


The boy frowned, then sighed. “What do you need to know?”


I said, “Look, this isn’t official. You don’t have to tell me anything, but right now I’m one big part of your story, and we’d better get everything straight before a cop comes walking through that door. Then it will be official.”


“Okay,” he said. “So ask.”


Behind them, Velda said, “Let’s start with names.”


All business, my Velda. You’d never know these kids threatened to spoil our plans. We’d been engaged for longer than most people are married.


And we were set to fly to Vegas this weekend so she could finally make an honest man out of me.


“My name is Matthew Hurley,” the boy said, “and this is my stepsister, Jenna Sheffield. But our names aren’t as important as his…”


Matthew Hurley placed the big brown package on my desk.


“His?” I asked. “What’s his name?”


“Goliath,” Jenna Sheffield said. “That’s Goliath… or anyway, what’s left of him.”




CHAPTER TWO


“Let’s hear the story,” I said, peering across the bulky butcher-paper-wrapped package. “We don’t have much time.”


Matthew sat forward, blurting, “My father… and her mother… are professors at NYU.”


The way he separated his father from the girl’s mother caught my attention.


Jenna noticed it, too. “Be nice, Matt,” she scolded. Then, her eyes moving from me to Velda and back again, she said, “My mother was Matt’s father’s assistant. She still is; they’ve worked together for many years.”


“What’s their specialty?”


“Dead languages,” Matthew said. “After studying the Dead Sea Scrolls for over six years, they finally decided to go to Israel for some on-site research.”


Velda’s brow was tight with thought.


I said, “Aren’t your folks in with some pretty fast company there? Most of the religious world looks upon those scrolls as if they’re community property. I understand there’s a lot of red tape to go through to even get close to the originals.”


Jenna nodded. “But the university provides impeccable credentials, and finances. Plus, our parents managed to… well, grease the way somehow.” She caught me frowning a little and added, “Not bribery. It’s just that the brains of the world seem to have a peculiar relationship—one day they’ll ask for a favor back.”


Hoping to cut out the nonessentials, I said, “Where do you two fit in? Just along for the ride?”


“Sort of,” Matthew said evasively.


“Do you like Israel?”


His boyish grin was disarming. “It’s not exactly Aspen or Vail, or spring break in Florida. But Jenna and I have a healthy respect for history ourselves—our majors are both in that area, and we assist our parents, as grad students—so the Israeli kind of sun and sand was just fine with us. Anyway, somebody had to look out for Jenna.”


She gave him a kidding poke with her elbow—yeah, they were a couple, all right.


I tried tearing a few pages out of the script. “So you both got bored and took off on a trip somewhere, a little getaway. Someplace not too hairy with bandits and buzzards, but a spot on the map you could tell stories about when you got home. That it?”


They both nodded.


“So,” I said, “where did you go?”


Jenna leaned forward in her chair. “We had a Land Rover and all sorts of equipment, including GPS.”


Things sure had changed. Global-positioning instruments on vehicles now could tell you within inches where you were on the surface of the earth. What the hell, kept a guy from having to ask directions, didn’t it?


“We had plenty of gas and food and water,” Jenna was saying.


“How about a gun?”


She shook her head. “We aren’t political or militaristic or anything. Not us, or our parents.”


“Go on.”


Her expression grew thoughtful. “You know anything about the Scriptures, Mr. Hammer?”


“I got the ‘eye for an eye’ part down,” I said. “I’m kind of fuzzy after that.”


“Does the phrase ‘low plain of Elah’ mean anything to you?” she asked.


“Not unless it’s a stop on the Long Island Rail Road.”


Her big brown eyes stared me down, unblinkingly. “One of the greatest military battles in the history of the world was fought there in the Valley of Elah.”


I could see Velda’s tiny expression of puzzlement, and since I wasn’t following this, either, I kept my questions to myself and let the girl talk.


“A huge battle line was drawn up, armed warriors at the ready. The generals were right there at the front, surveying the enemy, and the enemy had something really special to look at—a weapon so huge nothing like it had been seen before and the very sight of it terrified the whole army. That enemy stood behind that weapon absolutely convinced they’d be the victors in the battle about to take place. That their weapon would lead them into a wild and bloody victory over the opposing force.”


Quietly I said, “That weapon couldn’t have been explosive. Both sides would have lost.”


“Oh,” Matthew said, “it wasn’t explosive.”


“Yeah?” I waited a moment and asked, “Who was fighting this battle, anyway?”


“The Israelites were on one side,” Matthew said, “and the Philistines on the other.”


Nothing in the Six-Day War covered this, I thought.


“And what was this weapon?” I asked.


And both kids looked toward the brown-paper–wrapped package sitting in front of me like a great big sack lunch I hadn’t gotten around to unwrapping.


Velda, as usual, was way ahead of me.


“Goliath?” she asked, knowing.


They nodded in sync.


“Goliath wasn’t a weapon,” I said. “He was just a man.”


Velda said softly, “I know a man who some have considered to be a deadly weapon.”


“That was before I got my AARP card,” I said. “Listen, I know this can’t be some stupid college prank, not with bullets flying, but convince me I’m not wasting my time here on some idiot—”


“Goliath,” Matthew said firmly, sitting up straighter, “was a man, all right—a man who stood ten and a half feet tall.”


“He’d do great in the NBA,” I allowed. “Head above the basket. So I assume there’s a point to all this?”


But Matthew answered with his own question: “What happened to Goliath, Mr. Hammer?”


I remembered the story, all right. I didn’t get kicked out of Sunday school till I was ten. “David nailed him with a rock out of a sling. Close enough?”


“Dead on,” Matthew said, smiling a little. “Then what happened, Mr. Hammer?”


“Beats me.”


“Then David took Goliath’s sword and lopped off the giant’s head and held it up for both sides to see.” Matthew had his hand up in the air as though he was holding Goliath’s head up by its hair himself. “What do you think happened next, Mr. Hammer?”


“You’re doing fine, son.”


“Seeing their supposedly invincible giant defeated by a little brat with no armor, and just a slingshot, well, it threw the Philistines into one hell of a panic. They turned and ran like crazy, because the whole Israelite army was coming after them in a wild charge that was going to wipe them off the face of the land.”


He painted the picture well; and it was some picture to imagine. Matthew’s enthusiasm made it seem as real as live video coverage, and even Velda’s head bobbed with satisfaction.


But he was holding something back.


I said, “Finish it, kiddo.”


“What do you suppose happened to Goliath then?” he asked.


“Not much, I’d guess. Not much going on in your head when a kid like David has it in his hands.”


“But what happened after that, Mr. Hammer? What happened to the body?”


“Well… I guess the whole goddamn army ran over him in the charge. Trampled the son of a bitch.”


Matthew gave me a satisfied grin; he was coming out of his shell—he did have a taste for history. “You guessed right, Mr. Hammer. They tripped right over that monstrous ‘weapon’; they stepped on it, stomped on it, with enough feet to drive the remains right into the soil. When the rout was over, just the head was left, and the remains of the big guy were only a muddy puddle in the dirt. Vultures and insects took care of the edible bits. Goliath was dead. Goliath was gone. Goliath was only a memory.”


Jenna wasn’t squeamish. She’d been taking Matthew’s story in with not just interest, but pride.


Now I was leaning forward on my desk, cradling my chin with my fingers. He had a punch line left, and I wanted to hear it.


“Apparently, everything got eaten or taken away by scavengers,” he said. He paused and his eyes partially closed. “But they didn’t get all of Goliath.”


“Yeah?”


Jenna, her hand in Matt’s, nodded toward the lumpy brown package between us on my desk. “Matt found the rest.”


“The bone,” I said. I gazed at Matt over his find. “And how did you manage that, Matt?” The answer had to be a beaut.


It was.


Jenna went on: “We were camping on the plain. It was night and Matthew had to put out the campfire, so he took our small shovel to cover it up, but do you know what he did first?”


“Peed on it?” I asked. I’d put out my share of campfires myself when I was a lad.


Velda smirked at me, but Jenna had a startled look.


Then the little blonde turned to Matthew. “You finish the story. You found the thing.”


Matthew said, “I dug the shovel in, hit something hard, started to dig around it and, when I turned the flashlight on it, saw it was really big, incredibly big… and a sort of dirty white color. It was long and round, and when I had it uncovered, and lifted it up, I saw what it was. A bone. One great big bone that had knobs on both ends and must have weighed forty pounds. For a moment there, I thought I’d found a fossil bed with the remains of a T-Rex.”


“What changed your mind?”


“The size. It was about three feet long, too short for a T-Rex femur. It was a mature specimen, so it wasn’t an adolescent critter, either.”


“How did you know?”


“Well, I didn’t right then… but when we had cleaned it up, the evidence was clear.”


I nodded. “You show it to anybody?”


“No.”


“Then how did you know?”


He shrugged. “Advanced biology in college.”


I was studying him. “But something happened out there at your encampment, didn’t it? Something that made you pretty jittery?”


The two kids gave me the smallest look of astonishment and nodded hesitatingly. I didn’t question them. I let them spill it out themselves.


Jenna’s tongue flicked out and wet her lips. One hand gripped the other and she pressed both against her stomach. She didn’t like what was about to be said.


But it was Matthew who said it: “Our parents knew we were in a part of the world filled with animosity toward Western Civilization. Doing historical and archeological research in the Middle East, post-September eleventh, is inherently risky. When I called my father on my cell and said I’d found an oversize human femur in the plain of Elah, he didn’t have to have the significance spelled out. He wanted us out of there.”


“And you headed right back?”


“No. Dad wanted us to have protection, so he sent another Land Rover after us, and the driver followed our GPS right to us.”


“How long did that take?”


“Maybe an hour. The driver was an Arab native. He was the only one they knew who was familiar enough with the route we took, and the terrain. Bryan, one of Dad’s colleagues, an old student of Jenna’s mother, came along.”


“What happened?”


“They helped us pack the thing. We were wrapping the bone in some burlap when the Arab saw it, and his face lit up like a lamp. He began chattering in his own tongue. I kept saying that this was a T-Rex bone, but he kept shaking his head and jabbering.”


“Later we figured out,” Jenna said, “that he’d figured something out.”


Matthew nodded gravely. “Suddenly our Arab driver quieted right down. Twice he looked at a map in their Land Rover and I could just tell something was going through his mind.”


“And now you know,” I said.


“Now I know,” he said. “That guy may have been working as a driver, but he was an educated man—a history major at his country’s only university, I found out later. A lot of them have educations over there, but no place to use them—doctors, lawyers, teachers, rocket scientists, and no place to earn a buck.”


I nodded. “And your history-major driver figured out you had latched onto Goliath’s bone right away?”


“That I can’t be sure. But at least he’d spotted a fossil find, a find that could make a fortune for somebody.”


“End of story?”


“No. Before we left the country, our educated Arab driver was found dead on the city’s edge. He’d been tortured, then murdered. Robbery was the official motive. My father had paid him handsomely enough to make that vaguely credible.”


“When did somebody first try to steal the bone from you?”


The two kids shot glances at each other, then gave me that creepy look that said they wondered if I was a mind reader.


Jenna told me, “Somebody broke into my room while we were at supper, the night before we left Israel.”


“But you didn’t have the bone there, did you?”


“No. We’d already packed it and had a friend ship it out for us. It was labeled ANIMAL REMAINS FROM ANCIENT TRADE ROUTE—FOR UNIVERSITY STUDY.”


“Nobody challenged that?”


Jenna shook her head. “In that part of the world, education is a big thing. That word ‘University’ can be a magic pass.”


I nodded toward the massive wrapped package. “If you sent the bone to your folks at NYU, what’s it doing on my desk right now?”


“We didn’t dare have it shipped from or to our parents. Anything and everything that people like my parents take out of the Middle East is gone over thoroughly. The argument would have been made that the artifact we found was the property of the Israeli government.”


Velda said dryly, “That argument could be made, yes.”


Ignoring that, Matthew said, “So we sent it to a friend of ours, another graduate student at the college who’s also a teaching assistant at the university. She took it home with her—that’s why we were in that area where you spotted us, Mr. Hammer. We met our friend at that Chinese restaurant in Sugartown. We’d just picked the package up from her before you came to our aid.”


Jenna said, “Mr. Hammer—should we be scared?”


I sighed, leaned back in my chair. “You kids were targets tonight. But after we get this package delivered to your parents, the heat may come off.”


Velda said, “It’s not you two that they want—it’s the Goliath bone.”


Matthew brightened. “So we’re in the clear?”


“Hard to say,” I admitted. “My guess is your late educated driver back in the Valley of Elah reported you to his buddies… buddies who eventually killed his ass. Now you two are entangled in an international situation, in the shadow of two towers that aren’t there anymore. You two, and Goliath.”


“Damn,” Matthew said softly. He gazed at me earnestly. “This is… big, isn’t it?”


“If the contents of this plain-brown-wrapper package are real? Gigantic.”


“Like Goliath,” Velda said.


Her eyes had clouded up and she sat there half-lidded, letting the facts go through her mind. They were the same things I was thinking. Out of the blue came a world crashing down. The corners were beginning to crumble and we were all racing to prop it up, but the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune were coming at an unsuspecting populace from strange angles, and nobody knew which way to duck. The anthrax scare had quickly followed the first attacks, white powder delivered in envelopes. Courtesy of idiots or enemies? Nobody knew. The world situation bred copycats, and now we were faced with a ten-foot giant from another time.


In the quiet of the night, we all heard the elevator reach our floor and the door snick open and shut automatically. The footsteps on the tiles in the corridor were determinedly audible, marching, not creeping, coming our way.


Jenna seemed alarmed, but before Velda even got out of her chair, Matthew said, “You mentioned that the police were coming here, didn’t you, Mr. Hammer?”


I grinned. “I like the way you stay on top of things, son. That’ll be Captain Chambers right now.”


“Captain Chambers?”


“Of Homicide.”


Velda was up and had the door open before Pat could knock. The big rangy guy in the rumpled off-the-rack suit looked ten years younger than he was, which didn’t mean he looked young. His eyes, not surprisingly, went to the ungainly oversized brown-paper package on my desk. But he said nothing about it.


He politely took off his hat, nodded to Velda and me, and let his eyes drift to the kids. I made the introductions, Pat flipping out his police shield so they could see it, and the city’s most decorated detective pulled up another client’s chair and eased down on it.


The gray eyes glanced at me knowingly. “Having kind of a long day for a guy your age, aren’t you, Mike?”


“Hell, buddy, they’re all long in this game.”


“Not in mine. Not anymore.” An eyebrow lifted. “You got me up out of bed.”


“Tough. We left a dead man in that subway station. He won’t be getting up again, period.”


“Oh I know. I just came from there, touched bases with the squad before coming to the source. Seems the guy wasn’t murdered, Mike—he fell. Losing your touch?”


I said nothing. The gray eyes never left me.


“Or maybe you aren’t. The slug caught the guy’s rod in firing position and mashed the action so that his shot never went off.” He let a slow grin play around his mouth. “You do that, Mike?”


I didn’t deny it. “Velda can take a statement from me and I can sign it right now, if that’ll make you sleep better when you climb back in your jammies.”


He pretended he didn’t think that was funny. “Oh, we’ll get around to your statement, Mike.” Then he grunted a gruff laugh. “But don’t sweat it. Calling it in immediately took the curse off, and you not knowing whether or not the guy had a partner with him explains hustling these two out of there.”


“You have learned a thing or two over the years.”


“The media may see it different. They may pick up on you being the rescuing agent here and do a piece about your exploits back in the old shoot-’em-up days. You always did make for good press.”


“Getting good publicity never hurts, Pat.”


“What do you need it for? You and I are both facing imminent retirement.”


“Speak for yourself.”


“You really think attracting attention makes sense when you’re coming up against an organized mob like this?”


“Mob hell, Pat. John Gotti’s dead now. Sammy the Bull’s back in the slammer. Who’s that leave to play footsie with?”


Pat’s grin wasn’t attractive. “This is a new kind of mob, Mike. The kind that might have been out of your league even before you qualified for the senior discount. That kid you killed—make that helped to kill himself—he’s enjoying himself right now.”


“Yeah? Doing what?”


“Hanging out with forty virgins in the afterlife. Get my drift?”


I got it.


Pat’s eyes lowered and fixed upon the wrapped package sitting like an abstract centerpiece on my desk. The heavy butcher’s paper that was used for wrapping had been worn in spots, and there were dirty smears where hands had held it tightly for a long time. The heavy cord that tied it had come loose in places and had been hurriedly retied.
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