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CHAPTER 1

 

In Sam’s considered opinion Otto Leap would never fly a helicopter. He might fly planes, but every dimwit could do that. Just like everybody could drive a car. Do this and do that and Bob’s your uncle. Not so here. An anonymous wit once noted that flying a helicopter was like trying to screw a rolling donut. Otto Leap probably couldn’t even do it with a stationary one, let alone one in motion. And he definitely shouldn’t ever again touch Suzie’s controls!

A pity, really. If ever Otto advanced to the stage of obtaining a license, he would probably end up flying for only a few hours—maybe minutes!—before killing himself; which would be a convenient way to dispose of yet another fascist swine. The perfect murder: teach Otto enough to pass the tests and then let him commit suicide-by- incompetence. Nobody would ever know. Another jerk from ADLER six feet under, making the world just that little bit safer.

Sam sighed and set the MD-500E down with precision and a deftness of touch born out of years of experience and an innate feel for—maybe even a union with—the machine whose brain he was. His conscience fought a brief battle with his sense of vengeance. Conscience won. As the blades started to spin down he turned to Otto.

“It won’t work.”

“Huh?” 

The man’s high forehead crinkled; his narrow eyebrows went up.

“You and helicopters,” Sam said. “Not a winning combination.”

“What?”

“Take my word for it.”

Otto’s mouth gaped open. are love“Just because—”

Sam shook his head. “No, not ‘just because’. You suck at this. You always will.” He shrugged. “I can tell.”

Otto Leap’s florid face flushed. He jerked the earphones off his head and flung them against the canopy. “What kind of a stupid-fuck instructor are you? You think you know everything, huh? Just because you used to be some hotshot sonofabitch—”

He fell silent as Sam raised a hand.

“Get out,” Sam told him. “Go home and shoot yourself some targets, or whatever it is you lunatics do for entertainment. Better even, shoot each other, because the world would be a better place. Just do everyone a favor, and don’t make the skies any more unsafe than they already are.”

Otto Leap’s right hand twitched. Sam allowed himself a thin smile. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Or what?”

Sam just stared at Otto. He could take this jerk out without even blinking. All he needed was a nice, clean reason. Maybe that’s what he was waiting for.

Otto glared at him. “You stupid fuck!” But he didn’t make a move, and the moment passed.

Sam sighed. “Get out—before I change my mind and take us up again.”

He saw that the guy didn’t get it. Surprise, surprise.

“Ever tried to jump from a few hundred feet without a ‘chute?”

Otto, his face mottled with anger, fumbled with the latch, finally got the door open and tried to get out—only to be restrained by the belt. He hissed an obscenity and undid the buckle, got out and, shielding himself from the down-draft of the still-whirling rotor blades, stalked off to his car.

Sam looked after him.

So, ADLER had finally come to New Mexico. They’d been in Texas for decades of course, reeling in those who couldn’t forget the Alamo or whatever imagined grievance. Still, up to now New Mexico seemed to have been spared. It couldn’t last forever. ADLER’s continued expansion was inevitable. One hoped against hope; as it turned out, in vain. And the global terrorist menace, as if not enough of a threat in itself, only fueled and advanced the philosophical corruption endemic in Western societies. Loony Left or ADLER; atheist anarchists or religious fundamentalists. Tomato, tomato.

The truth was that Otto Leap had been in clear and present danger of death-by-a-long-drop from the moment he’d revealed his motives for wanting to learn to fly helos. Of course, Homeland Security didn’t check on the likes of him; he didn’t look Arab and hardly would have made it onto a watch-list already cluttered with bogus threats. Just as well he’d ended up in Sam’s lap.

Why?

The gods only knew why Otto had picked Sam to be his instructor. There were dozens of helo schools in the phone book! Didn’t the guy read the papers? Or did he just have a memory shorter than your average cockroach? Or—and this gave Sam pause—had he known?

Sam sighed and shook his head. Paranoia had its place, but maybe he was taking it too far.

Maybe.

Sam waited until the blades had spun down, then did post-flight on the helo, whose name was ‘suzie’, and who was a woman in more ways than one. Satisfied that all was as it should be, he closed the clamshell access panels and headed for his office, squinting in the glare, despite his wraparound polaroids, as the New Mexico sun beat down with merciless abandon from a crisp blue sky.

The office was a cubicle in the pre-fab hangar, now just about at hot-oven temperature. The same hangar also housed Meg, Suzie’s twin: another ex-army MD-500E, this one still adorned in somewhat tattered camouflage colors; with patches of newer paint, where Sam had brushed over those spots where the old insignia had been crudely removed, probably with a wire brush. Meg was a work in progress: fully functional, but not yet quite as well refurbished and tidied up as her sister.

The sweltering air in the office occasioned an immediate outburst of uncontrollable sweat. Sam looked around himself. A desk, two chairs, a phone, a computer, an appointment book, a tool-box, a trash-can, a sideboard with tools, testing instruments, grimy service manuals he didn’t need but was obliged to have. Near one corner of the desk, an aluminum-framed picture of Katie at the age of eight. Sam looked at it; looked away again; felt his viscera crawling with nauseous loathing of the likes of Otto Leap—and the sense of something ineffably precious gone forever. After more than ten years it still hadn’t abated—and today it was worse than usual. Otto Leap’s presence no doubt. Maybe he should have made that guy live up to his name!

Sam looked at the appointment book, though he didn’t have to in order to know that Otto had been his last client for the day.

What now?

Same question every day. And in the evening—unless Rita came over and kept him occupied—it would be the same. Probably worse.

He stared at Katie’s picture and he could hear her talking to him. He could see her face. Trusting completely. A trust betrayed by a dumb mistake. It never left him: wondering if she’d actually been conscious of her father’s betrayal.

Sam left the office, closed the sliding hangar doors, and locked them with a couple of heavy padlocks. He activated the burglar alarm with a remote and walked back to the helo outside. One of these days, when he finally had enough, he’d run Suzie or Meg and himself full speed into the side of Jonesy’s Break.

Boom.

But not yet. Plenty of time to do the irrevocable. Right now he was just going to fly home. As the rotors spun up again Sam reflected that normal people went home in cars.

Arriving home—a small ranch-style house on a five-acre spread at the outskirts of Albuquerque—he found two messages on his answering machine and eleven in his email inbox. He attended to the email first, disposed of nine junk messages, briefly replied to Joshua Eisenhaupt in New York and Candice Porteus in Phoenix, then turned his attention to the answering machine.

A message from Rita, wanting to know if he was still picking her up at eight as arranged. Sam grimaced. Rita knew he would have forgotten! She didn’t seem to mind though—which was a strange thing, and probably indicative that she was quite serious about him. He’d have to deal with that sooner or later. Maybe sooner was better. Rita had a life to get on with, and the earlier she was rid of him the better for her. Women in love tended to ignore it if the guy they’re with was a losing proposition—usually until it was too late and they’d wasted too much of their life on him.

Rita was too good for that. He mightn’t be in love with her, but they’d had some good times, in and out of bed, and she was his friend. She deserved to get a life and a suitably devoted boyfriend and father for the children she definitely wanted. Sam had been a father once, but he really didn’t think he could ever be one again.

The other message was from Harry, asking Sam to call him back. Sam dialed Harry’s cellphone, only to find it engaged. He left a message and went into the shower.

When he came back into the lounge, stark naked, he found two people sitting in the low armchairs around his coffee table.

“Whoa!” Harry slapped his leg with one hand and raised a can of Bud in Sam’s direction. “Here’s to the man!”

“Screw you, Harry!”

The head of the other person in the room, one Helen McCormick, confirmed pain-in-the-neck- and-lower-down and Harry’s girlfriend for about a year, turned around slowly enough for Sam to jerk back behind a door jamb and out of sight. With Harry’s laughter ringing through the house he slipped into a pair of jeans and threw a T-shirt over his head. He came back into the lounge and gave Harry the finger.

Harry grinned from ear to ear. “I tried to call! Honest!”

As Sam went over to them, Helen turned her head. She gave him a cool cursory inspection from a pair of inscrutable dark-brown and quite remarkable eyes, set in a face that would have been beautiful, if only the owner hadn’t been such a total bitch. Sam ignored her and kept an indifferent mien—though inwardly he felt like punching Harry out cold and kicking him and Helen down the front steps.

He slumped down into a chair opposite Helen and pretended that it all wasn’t so. From his peripheral vision he noticed that she was studying him with furtive intensity. Probably wondering what she could say to add to his discomfort. Helen always had a barb at the ready. Surprising really that this time it took her so long.

“Sorry to intrude on your ablutions,” Harry chuckled. “But you really should turn on that cellphone occasionally.”

“If he knew how,” Helen muttered.

There it was. Thank you, Harry!

Harry laughed. “Shush! Be nice! Remember what we came here for!”

“You mean you didn’t just come here to piss me off?”

Harry shook his head. “Would I do that?”

“I know some people who would,” Sam said darkly.

Helen’s mouth twitched but she held her peace. Small mercies.

“Well, I’m not one of them,” Harry declared.

“I’m glad.”

“How was your day?”

“All right—if you ignore the Nazi asshole this afternoon.”

“Nazi?” Harry narrowed his eyes.

“A jerk from ADLER, would you believe it? What is it with the world? There’s only one of me and maybe a thousand of them and they find me without fail! This asshole wanted to learn to fly helos so he can chalk up another point on his organizational scoreboard. Maybe go and buy a helo and hunt for the inferior races or some crap like that.”

Harry was silent for a moment. He glanced at Helen, who evinced no disposition for snappy comebacks. Mark the day in the calendar!

“What did you do?” Harry wanted to know.

“I didn’t kill him.”

“That’s a relief.”

“I thought about it.”

“Not too much, I hope!”

“Enough.”

“When are you seeing him again?”

“I’m not.”

“You’re not?”

“I told him his flying sucked—terminally. He wasn’t impressed. He protested. I threatened to drop him from a great height. He chose to forego the experience.”

“Nice going.” Harry obviously didn’t approve, but he seemed relieved. He glanced at his girlfriend, then back at Sam.

“It makes it all the more urgent.”

“What?”

Harry grimaced. “Reason why I came here: to invite you on a journey of discovery.”

“Huh? You booked on an expedition or something?”

Harry wagged his head. “Close.” He sat straight. “Sam,” he said firmly, “you and I know that you need a vacation. So does Rita. I need one, too. So does Helen—who, you’ll be glad to know, and you’re the first one, too!—has today consented to marry me at an unspecified date in the hopefully-not-too-distant future.”

Sam glanced at Helen, who stared back defiantly.

“You gonna marry her?” he asked Harry.

” ‘Her’ is here!” Helen snapped. “If you don’t—”

“Children, children!” Harry broke in, half laughing, half exasperated. “Can we just be nice? Just for today? Or maybe just half an hour?”

To Helen: “Let the man get used to it, all right?”

To Sam: “Maybe you could do what prospective best-men usually do when they find out their best friend is getting hitched. At the very least commiserate. Or you could do something really outrageous: like congratulate me on my good fortune maybe?”

Sam took a deep breath and got up. He looked from one to the other.

“Congratulations, Harry.”

Forcing it out in her direction. “And you.”

You’re getting the better deal. He bit back the remark.

“Best man?” he asked Harry.

Harry shrugged. “Who else?”

Sam issued a lopsided grin. “Yeah.” He glanced at Helen again, who was studying him with an odd kind of intensity. Like she was asking herself some serious questions.

What about? If he was going to make trouble? The thought of him as Harry’s best man wouldn’t enchant her. Their dislike was mutual. Oil and water, and who knew who was which?

“Of course,” he said to Harry. “Shall we drink to it? Let me get another couple of cans from the fridge.”

He turned away to go into the kitchen, then stopped on the spot. “How does Rita come into this? And what’s this ‘journey of discovery’ stuff anyway?”

Harry grinned. 

“Rita’s a co-conspirator. Sorry, Sam, but that’s the way it is. We’re all going to take a two-week vacation and you’re going to come with us.”

“I can’t leave! I’ve got clients.”

“They can live without you for two weeks.”

“Who’s going to look after the hangar?”

“Do you know how many security firms are in Albuquerque?”

“Where are we going?”

“Cornwall.”

“Cornwall?”

“King Arthur country.”

“Oh.” It all made sense now. Harry’s long-planned pilgrimage to the holy land of his hero.

Sam stood, thinking.

“Rita’s wanting to go?”

“If you are.”

“She’s got work to do as well.”

“Not during those two weeks.”

“You’ve been plotting this, haven’t you?”

“Ah-yep.”

“Screw you, Harry!”

“You’re welcome.”

“I’m going to kill Rita for this. She should’ve told me.”

“I think she would prefer a night of hot sex with you expressing your undying gratitude for her complicity and knowing better than you what’s good for you.”

“Shut up.” One day Harry would get himself punched out, buddy or not.

Sam waited for the inevitable sequitur from Helen, but it didn’t come. He hesitated, thought it over for a few seconds, then decided that it didn’t really matter a damn one way or the other. It would make Rita happy and give them both a break. He hadn’t had a vacation for years. Maybe trudging along after Harry as he explored the haunts of his fixation was just the thing to do. Maybe the time away would give him a chance to figure out what to do about Rita. Maybe, as unbelievable as it sounded, this was exactly what he needed.

He went into the kitchen and returned with another round of beers for them and an ice-cold mineral water for himself. Sam didn’t drink anymore. He had tried the path of boozing himself out of his skull on a regular basis and found it wanting. He didn’t have the genetic makeup to become an alcoholic; and getting drunk was an unpleasant effort, which invariably ended in bad hangovers on the following day—and why should anybody subject himself to that? Besides, it almost was a betrayal of Katie’s memory. How would she have felt about her father if he’d become some pathetic drunk? And if he bowed out of life—as surely he would one day, there being little reason to carry on forever a pretty pointless existence with nothing to justify it—when the day came, he was going to do it not because he’d been heading down some steady slope to extinction, but with eyes wide open and aware of his choices until the very last instant of consciousness.

Choices. That’s what it was all about. Nobody and nothing else but yourself to blame for your actions and their consequences. Anything else was a cop-out.

“So, tell me about the Nazi,” Harry said when Sam had plonked himself down in his chair again.

Sam grimaced, and provided a brief summary.

Harry shook his head. “I know how you feel about these assholes, but you’ve got to be more careful.”

“What can they do to me they haven’t done already?” Sam was going to say more, but then remembered that Helen was here.

Harry, insensitive as usual, didn’t know when to stop. “Call Frank Ricci. He’ll take care of it.”

“Who’s Frank Ricci?” Helen asked, looking from Harry to Sam and back again.

Sam gave Harry a dirty look. Even Harry picked it up—which meant that Helen would have, too. Sam avoided looking at her and stared out the verandah window, across the arid New Mexico landscape outside. The afternoon sun shone from a clear sky, reflecting off Suzie’s canopy, standing on the concrete pad just off to the left: a monstrous insect; a living creature of metal and plastic, poised to leap into action at any instant.

“Someone who owes Sam a favor,” Harry said evasively.

Sam expected a follow-up question from Helen, but it didn’t come.

An uncomfortable silence fell. Sam got up.

“We were thinking of dinner,” Harry said, “in the company of good friends. Think Rita would want to come?”

Sam hesitated. He really didn’t feel up to a social evening in the presence of Helen. But then again, the occasion meant something to Harry, and if Rita was game…

“Sure. Where’d you want to go?”

 

~~~

 

“Who’s Frank Ricci?”

Now that they were alone, driving back from Sam’s place, Helen felt free to ask; and this time, freed from Sam’s presence, she intended on getting an answer from Harry.

“I told you—”

“No you didn’t.”

“A guy who owes Sam a favor.”

“What’s the big secret?” she prodded.

Harry’s squirm was almost physical. There was a secret here. Something to do with Sam and his murky, and occasionally tragic, past. Something that had gotten him so tense that it almost punctured that damn thick layer of control and nearly allowed a glimpse at the real person underneath. Not that she expected to find much that was edifying. In fact, probably just more of the same. Pride. Cynicism. That biting sarcasm of his.

So, what was she looking for? Weakness maybe? Something redeeming?

What for?

What could you hope to find in some obnoxious, eccentric bastard who thought it was cool—or maybe he didn’t even think about it any more, which made it even worse!—to drive home from work in a helicopter, rather than doing it like ordinary humans, who had the good grace to stick to cars.

“Could we not talk about this?” Harry begged.

Helen shifted in her seat and looked at her fiancée; the guy she was going to marry one day, though just exactly when was quite up in the air. A good man, Harry was; though here, too, she sensed that things remained concealed, which one day would no doubt bubble to the surface. As long as they didn’t come to bite it was all right. Everybody had some muck in the bilge of their souls, and that was all right, too. Let the one who wasn’t damaged goods fire the first shot.

“Harry,” she said, carefully, because she was going to know what she wanted to know, “we are engaged, are we not?”

“Yes.” She heard the defeat in his voice.

“Sam’s going to be your best man. He is, you’ve told me a thousand times, your best—maybe your only—real friend. I think I have a right to know something more than his name and his official record.”

Harry grimaced sourly and, as she’d known he would, surrendered to her insistence.

“Frank Ricci is the father of one of the men Sam—we—saved from that boat.”

Helen waited.

Harry made a fretful sound. “You know the story, right? Hell, the whole damn world knows it after they made it into a movie.”

“Eagles in the Storm.”

“The one and only.”

“What about it?”

“There was some…artistic license—”

“Don’t tell me. Sam wasn’t the hero they made him out to be.”

Harry shook his head. “I wish. But he was. He took us out there when they told him to can it because it couldn’t be done. He pretended that the radio had crapped out, ignored orders, and went ahead and risked our lives, and a multi-million dollar helicopter. Which really pissed everybody off! And all that to save some drug-running scumbags from drowning in an almost perfect storm.”

“He really did?”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

“Because,” Harry shrugged. “Who knows why Sam does what he does? Ever since Katie… And then Frances…” Harry fell silent.

Helen gave him a few moments.

“What about the ‘artistic license’?”

“Remember the ending? One of the guys was made out to be a DEA undercover operative. So, rather than face the music, they suppressed all the names. Everybody sworn to silence. Nobody ever saw their faces or knew their names. The coast-guard was told to cease its internal investigation of Sam’s insubordination. He resigns anyway, and becomes a flying instructor and resolves to live happily ever after with the woman he loves.”

“Who was she?”

“Nobody. Sam had a brief fling with someone at the time, but she didn’t matter a damn. Nobody has since Katie died and Frances left him. Except maybe Rita, and even that—” He shrugged. “Anyway, the critical difference between the Hollywood version and what really went down is that in the real version there was no DEA involvement. Every single one of those fuckers was a bona fide drug-runner. One of them was a kid, barely eighteen. Tony Ricci. Son of one Frank Ricci, who’s a big crime cheese in the New England region—”

Helen nodded thoughtfully. “So, Sam didn’t resign, but was told to leave.”

“Most definitely. Especially since Tom, our navigator, chose to open up about Sam’s radio-crap-out bullshit.”

“Everybody covering their asses.”

“Exactly. Tom wanted a promotion. Got it, too. The coast-guard felt it wouldn’t look good if they spent their efforts and looked they were risking valuable equipment trying to save scumbag drug runners; so they made one of them into undercover DEA. Still Tony Ricci—that’s the kid—thinks the sun shines out of Sam’s ass; as does his dad. He phoned Sam later. Told him ‘Anything you want, consider it done. Anything.’ Seems like family, especially your own kid, still has this blood-debt nonsense associated with it. I’m sure if Sam called Frank today and asked him to clean out ADLER on a nationwide basis, Frank would go and do it. He’ll probably manage to make some kind of profit out of it as well—but do it he would, and could.”

” ‘ADLER’?”

“The ‘Aryan Defense League for European Races’. They must’ve worked hard to get the acronym right.”

“It actually means something?”

“It’s German for ‘eagle’. Which just about pins them down. Bunch of neo-Nazi jerk-offs with shit for brains and itchy trigger fingers. You know, the ones who—”

“Yeah—” Now she remembered. It had been all over the news; almost a decade ago when Sam’s daughter died. The juvenile lunatics who’d decided to ‘purify’ their neighborhood by trying to get a school with too many ‘Jews’ closed down by taking a class of third-graders hostage, and then—when it all went wrong as it had to, and they should have known if they’d had even a single brain between them—killing several, among them Katie Donovan…they had been ADLER. So the cops determined afterwards, when they identified the attackers’ corpses.

Ten years later, and they still existed?

“What is it with Sam and ADLER?”

She didn’t realize that she’d said it out aloud until Harry answered.

“Yeah,” he said thoughtfully, “it’s like bad karma.”

“You really think that Frank Ricci guy would do this for Sam? Why hasn’t Sam asked him? What a way to get even!”

“Nahh. Not Sam.”

“Why not?”

“Ask him.”

“I’m asking you.”

“No idea. Sam’s Sam.”

“You think if he’d known…Would he have done it different?”

“That they were going to fire him?” Harry grinned. “No way.”

“No? If he’d known these guys were drug runners?”

Harry snorted. “He did. We all did. That’s why we were told to abort the rescue. We would have been expected to risk our lives for upstanding citizens of the United States—but drug-running trash? No way.”

“What did you think?”

Harry was silent for a few moments. Helen glanced at him sideways, to find an oddly tortured expression on his face. It faded the moment he noticed her regard.

“The truth? I don’t know. Risking five good men—not including himself—for the sake of three criminals? What kind of a deal is that?”

“Anybody argue with Sam?”

“You don’t argue with the pilot, especially if he also happens to be the ranking officer. That’s like mutiny.”

“Even if he goes against orders?”

Harry chuckled. “He’s also got control over the aircraft.”

“You were his co-pilot.”

“Not in that kind of weather, thank you. I was damn good, and I knew it. But Sam and helos…they’re like—” He made a curious gesture with one hand, expressing his apparent inability to formulate the concept on his mind.

Helen stared out the windscreen at the road ahead. The western outskirts of Albuquerque were closing in around them. Traffic was thickening. People going about their business, oblivious of each other’s lives and their joys and tragedies. She tried to get her mind off the subject, but in her mind two scenes from Eagles in the Storm kept playing over and over again. One was the actor who played Sam holding his dead child in his arms. The other: in the cabin of the helicopter in the storm, as Sam turned off the radio and told his crew that he didn’t care about who or what these people were, and that it was his job to save their lives. That’s what they’d signed up for and that’s what they were going to do, and damn the bureaucrats and the chain of command. Period.

Hollywood had come along and done its thing to capitalize on a news item that had caught the public imagination for more than just the usual fleeting moment. And Sam had gone along with it. Profited handsomely, if the truth be told; making money out of his misery. Not quite the hero Harry made him out to be. Tragic, maybe. That affair with his daughter was terribly sad; but pathetic as well: how he’d become the stand-offish jerk he was.

No excuse for that. A person chose who they became. Life’s vicissitudes seldom provided adequate excuses for its mismanagement. If she had allowed herself to be unduly influenced by the fact that she had been an orphan, left behind as a baby on the doorstep of a Manhattan church, her own life would not have been as it was; a guy like Harry would not have asked her to marry him; and she probably would not have been a fast-rising star in the ranks of Keeler and Associates either. Her ads had won several prestigious industry awards and been described as some of the most imaginative and ground-breaking material to burst onto television screens in the last year.

Of course she had also learned some of the less pleasant things about life: her mother had abandoned a perfectly healthy baby; and if such a thing was possible then so were a good many others—and one never knew what people were capable of.

With Harry it was different. Harry she knew well. They had been going out for just about a year now, and though they had not actually lived together—but would soon, this being the sensible thing to do under the circumstances—she had him pretty much figured out. Not a mental or emotional giant. Quite an ordinary guy in many respects, though he owned and ran a multi-million dollar software company. Not some damaged entity like his buddy Sam. Loving, and definitely needing, her.

Needing wasn’t a bad thing, contrary to what psychologists told you. Not every ‘need’ implied co-dependency. The fact that Harry had asked her to marry him proved only that he was in this for the long haul. By contrast, Sam and Rita wouldn’t last out the year, if that. God only knew what she saw in him. Why a good-looking girl like her was wasting her time with a loser like Sam was one of the great unsolved mysteries of the universe; right next to the origins of jokes and human stupidity. Maybe Rita’s infatuation with Sam was just a testimony to the lack of judgment even in people who should have known better.

Rita should! She was, after all, a professional psychologist, though maybe not trained in all the right specialties of her profession.

Harry said something, interrupting Helen’s ruminations across the spectrum of people figuring in her current existence.

“What did you say?”

Harry glanced sideways at her. “Thinking hard?”

She shook her head. “Just tired. I need a break.”

Harry chuckled. “You’ll get it. End of next week.”

Yeah, sure. With Sam around it was going to be real fun.

Why would anybody risk his life—and those of people under his command—to rescue three low-life drug-runners? What if they’d been ADLER members and he’d known? What then?

“If it were me,” she said thoughtfully, “I would let Frank Ricci do his job.”

She felt Harry’s sideways look. “Bother you, huh?”

“I just don’t understand the guy.”

“Who does? But I tell you one thing: if there’s anything to know about ADLER, Sam probably does. He’s got a few gigs of stuff on them. It probably surprised him to no end that they’d started up in New Mexico without him knowing about it.” 

He chuckled mordantly. 

“There’s some weird shit going on with these guys. Did you know that two of them—and their wives—disappeared without a trace some years ago? Seems like they went on some hush-hush neo-Nazi convention to Europe—and Cornwall of all places! One day two of them just vanished. Poof. Sam’s says that hell probably swallowed them up. Only place that would have them.

“If Sam gave the info he has to Frank Ricci, ADLER could be a greasy historical footnote by the end of the year. But he won’t—though I wouldn’t be surprised if one of these days he decided to go and do a bit of the good work himself.”

“He’d go and murder people?”

” ‘People’?”

“They’re human!”

“Barely.”

“It would still be murder.”

“A moment ago you said you’d set Frank Ricci onto them!”

“That’s different.”

“How? Because you hire someone else to do it?”

“It’s different,” she said with finality.

Harry was wise enough not to push the issue. She was glad about that because he was right.

“Would Sam really do that?” she asked as they pulled up in front of her apartment.

Harry turned off the engine. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think he might. Wouldn’t you—if they murdered your kid? I tell you, I have no idea what’s going on in Sam’s head. He keeps it all in—as you may have noticed. But I tell you one thing: he loved Katie—and Frances. But Katie above all. And he never forgets—and this one he ain’t gonna forgive either.”

“Is that why he never smiles?”

“Yes he does! Just not at you. Probably because he doesn’t like you. Which,” he added, “is totally beyond my comprehension.”

She smiled. “You do know to say the right things.” She leaned over and kissed him hard, making it an affirmation of her…

…what?

Commitment?

Love?

Why had she agreed to marry him?

She didn’t want to go there right now and dismissed the question, which would surely be answered one day when the time was right.

Or it’ll come back to bite me when I least expect it.

“See you tonight?” she asked him.

“Seven-thirty sharp.”

“I’ll be waiting right here.”

She got out of the car and waved as he drove off.

 

~~~

 

Sam didn’t know what made him fly back to the hangar. He rationalized it by arranging with Rita to meet him here, rather than at his place, which was farther from her own, lying, as it was, at the opposite side of Albuquerque. They could go to the dinner from here, then come back here and take the helo back to Sam’s where they’d spend the night. In the morning Sam would drop her here again, and Rita would go off to the university.

Such were the overt reasons why Sam returned to the hangar. He admitted to himself that others lurked just beneath the surface. These were, however, not as limpid. Most prominently figured the vague unease which had taken hold of him sometime after today’s lesson with Otto Leap. Those Nazi freaks had no sense of humor at all, and now that they were in New Mexico—and how come he hadn’t known about that? They were right in his backyard again. Just like they had been when they murdered Katie.

So, who was it going to be this time?

Rita?

Harry?

Or maybe Helen. Even she deserved better than to get caught in the crossfire of ADLER’s twisted machinations and deluded activities. Besides, Harry loved her; so that was that.

As the helo cruised above the rolling expanse of Dale Ashburn’s ranch Sam pondered the few people still figuring in his life. None of them really, truly mattered—the way Katie and Frances had mattered. Still he felt vaguely responsible for their welfare. If he’d pissed off Otto badly enough, and if Otto thought that maybe he should get his own back.

If he organized his buddies to show this deviant Sam Donovan just who was who around here and that they deserved some fucking respect!

How had they gotten into New Mexico without him knowing about it? He thought he knew all an outsider could about these jerk-offs. It was part of his weekly routine to update his database by searching the web and especially some select pay-sites for the latest updates on ADLER’s activities. It was a worry all right!

Sam suddenly remembered that Otto’s license plate was in the database at the hangar, together with the usual details about his students. From a number plate to just about every other ‘official’ detail in the man’s life was a smaller step that most people dared to admit to themselves. Which of course implied that ADLER probably by now knew more about Sam than he did about them. They were nuts, but not dumb.

The thought gave Sam pause. The question as to whether Otto had known who Sam was before coming to see him—if he’d followed up Sam’s background far enough to know about Katie—

Had he?

Sam felt the intimations of a chill. The notion of being targeted—for whatever twisted reasons or purposes—by these lunatics was novel and frightening. Katie’s murder had been a random event. Nothing to do with Sam personally, though in many ways it had been his fault and he knew it.

But what about this? Sam thought back to his conversations with Otto; especially the last one. Was there anything here to suggest that Otto knew?

Without being conscious of it Sam increased Suzie’s speed.

The hangar stood on a twenty-acre section of fenced land on Dale Ashburn’s land, which he’d leased to Sam on a long-term contract and for a ridiculously low rent. It had been surveyed and accorded a separate title; and Dale had recently told Sam that if he wanted to buy it he was welcome to do so. The price he’d mentioned was nominal and Sam was sorely tempted to agree to it. He could build a house beside the hangar and live there. There was even a well taking care of the major problem associated with dwelling this far from the city’s water supply.

But the hangar was an eyesore: an old corrugated-iron barn of Dale’s, which he’d used for storage of feed and vehicles, and which Sam had cleaned out, patched, painted, and converted into something moderately respectable and protective of his valuable helos. Still, it remained an eyesore and Sam by far preferred his house where it was now. He’d probably take Dale up on his offer—if he could scrape together the cash without having to oblige his bank by taking out a loan and paying them interest they didn’t deserve. But he wouldn’t choose to build a house there: not as long as he could take the helo home without neighbors complaining.

Sam pulled Suzie higher to clear Lazy Hill and swooped into the indentation beyond. In the rapidly fading light the hangar appeared ahead. Sam squinted his eyes. A car was parked on one side of it. Not his, which he’d left inside. Not Rita’s either.

Sam reduced speed as he scanned the area. Just the car. The hangar door, as far as he could discern, was closed. Sam circled the hangar. Nothing. He hovered above the car, a nondescript Chevy that had once been black, but now exhibited patches of paint dulled and faded by lack of attention and long exposure to the New Mexico sun. Not Otto’s either. Not the one Sam knew about anyway.

If anybody was inside the hangar—which was almost certain—they’d know Sam was here. The helo wasn’t exactly quiet.

A motion near the hangar door, caught in his peripheral vision.

Crack!

A webbing spot appeared in the armored plexiglass of the canopy.

Sam jerked on the stick. Suzie rose and peeled off sideways as Sam pulled her out of the shooter’s range.

Bastard!

Someone ran toward the car. Suzie turned and swooped. The figure raised an arm, pointing in Sam’s direction. Suzie swerved right, and left again. The man’s arm jerked with the recoil. Sam used the second required to bring the gun back in line to pull Suzie around and head straight for the guy—who panicked, as Sam had hoped. He lowered his gun and started to run back for the hangar. The helo came down in a dizzying arc. The hangar loomed close. The left skid caught the guy in the back and threw him to the ground. Sam jerked on the stick. Suzie did a sharp turn; the rotor blades missed the hangar by inches. Sam completed the turn, swooped around and set down hard.

He killed the engine, opened the door, and, as he jumped out, jerked the Beretta from its holster underneath the pilot seat. He raced toward the guy, who was scrabbling to get up. Hearing Sam approach, the man rolled around and scrambled for the gun on the ground beside him.

“Don’t!” Sam shouted, pointing the Beretta.

The idiot was too dense to appreciate his predicament. His hand closed on the gun. He pointed it at Sam, who threw himself on the ground, skinning his elbows in the process. A shot rang out, sharp and thin in the open air. Far too high. The guy brought the gun down from the recoil and lowered his aim. Sam fired. An instant of frozen motion as the bullet struck. The instant passed. The perp’s gun-hand continued on down until it hit the ground. Sam brought the Beretta into line again and waited. After a few breaths he got himself up and sidled up to the body. He kicked the gun out of the man’s reach and bent down. A rattling breath. Sam straightened and ran for the hangar, slid open the big door and found a light switch.

For a few indecisive moments he stared at the office phone. Decisions, decisions. A cop he’d known in San Diego once told him, not entirely jocosely: “What’s the point of letting these fuckers live to have another go at you? And if they don’t try to kill you, it’s their lawyers suing you for doing your job!”

If the GSV here was ADLER, letting him die would be doing the world a favor in more ways than one.

Sam fought a brief battle. Then he dialed 911.

 

~~~

 

Officer George Malone was a corpulent man in his forties, with a bulge of fat hanging over the equipment affixed to his belt. How he could possibly reach it in a hurry, especially his gun if the need arose, was an interesting question. However, Officer Malone was very sympathetic as he interviewed Sam. The doctors had assured him that the perp, a young man barely twenty-five, name of Jerry Polhem, would live: mostly thanks to Sam’s decision to heave him into the helo and fly him into hospital without delay. Sam might have shot the guy, but he’d also saved his butt.

“Gotta confiscate the gun,” Malone said apologetically, “It’s evidence, you know. You gonna get it back, of course. Seems pretty clear-cut what happened.” He peered at Sam. “Any idea what the guy wanted? You got anything in that place except the other chopper and stuff?”

Sam shook his head.

“Think he was trying to steal the chopper?” Malone wondered, making notes on a pad.

Sam shrugged. “Maybe.”

Hardly.

“We’ll need your statement,” Malone told him. “If you could come down to the station…”

“The helo is still on the hospital’s pad. I don’t think they like it much.”

“I forgot!” Malone shook his head. Then he grinned. “How about this? You take the chopper back to your place. I go with you for the ride. Gotta do it, you know. Until I have a statement, you’re…well, you shot the guy—”

“No problem,” Sam assured him. “I’ll drive you back into town.”

He’d be trimming Suzie all the way back to the hangar!

 

~~~

 

On the flight back to the hangar Officer Malone enjoyed himself hugely. Classic reaction to a first-time helicopter ride: it either scared the crap out of people or got them hooked beyond hope of recovery. Riding a bike at a hundred miles an hour came close. Charging along on a fleet horse was another. Great sex might have been the only thing better.

Officer Malone was hooked. He also knew who Sam was and was therefore positively disposed toward him; so the ride to the hangar was pleasant. Malone alighted from the helo and watched open-mouthed—and from a distance—as Sam opened the door and then flew Suzie inside. It was a stunt that could go seriously wrong, but then again, anything could go wrong.

“That was some serious shit,” Malone said, clearly in awe. “You do this all the time?”

Sam laughed. “Only when I feel lucky.”

He did a very brief post-flight, then drove out the car and slid the door close. It couldn’t be locked: the guy had wrecked the latches. Sam waved aside Malone’s objections. He was quite sure that nobody undesirable was going to pay another visit tonight. Not for a few hours anyway. When the cops were done with him he’d come back and fix the door.

He drove Malone into Albuquerque, where Sam underwent a brief and comparatively painless debriefing. While this was going on, he received a call from Rita, who wanted to know if he was all right. He calmed her down and told her to phone Harry and cancel the dinner. Sensibilities or not, he didn’t feel up to it tonight.

The cops kept the Beretta for forensics, but Officer Malone insisted that it wouldn’t be a problem. The perp had three priors: one for drunk and disorderly conduct, once for B&E, another for beating up a geriatric rabbi—in that order. Nothing said ‘ADLER’ in so many words, but Sam knew the profile. Another loser with an unspecified grudge, needing somebody to blame for his own uselessness.

Sam thought of communicating his suspicions to the cops, but refrained. Let them think it was simple B&E. He’d take care of the other angles.

He wondered what the kid had been after.

The answer came to him later after he’d returned to the hangar. The hose leading to the avgas tank outside the hangar was not in its usual place. Looked like someone had taken it off and then dropped it in a hurry; probably when he heard Suzie.

So, what was this? Some weird initiation rite? Send the kid to blow up Sam Donovan’s hangar? Show that he’s a man who can do terrorism just like the rest of them? Whatever… These guys wasted no time. Not much for careful planning though.

Sam wheeled up the arc welder, plugged it in and welded a small steel plate over the damaged area of the door, then re-attached the loop for the padlock. He wheeled out Suzie again, fueled her up and, after locking the hangar with a spare padlock, did pre-flight and started up the engine. As the helo lifted off the concrete he reflected that the time of assuming that nothing was going to happen at the hangar was definitely over. Tomorrow he’d get started with installing some serious security systems.

When he approached his house the lights were on and Rita’s red Mazda convertible stood in the driveway. She came to meet him as the rotors spun down. She gave him a tight hug and a hard kiss.

“I was worried!” she said emphatically.

They went inside. Rita was a good listener. She heard him out without interruption, briefly expressed her concern and told him to please be more careful—then told him that she was as randy as hell.

Sam gaped at her.

Rita chuckled huskily, then turned serious. “I just want to be close to you. Maybe so I know I haven’t lost you after all.”

She slid her hands under his shirt, down his back, and under his belt.

“I think I need a shower,” he told her.

“Not now,” she assured him and did her best to shut him up.

 

~~~

 

Later….

“I meant what I said.”

“I’m gratified.”

“Not that, silly!” She dug her thumbs gently into his ribs and wriggled them.

Sam squirmed. “Stop that!”

“Then stop teasing.”

“You didn’t mean it, huh?”

“I did…oh, you know what I’m talking about.”

“Maybe. Tell me anyway.”

“I was worried! You really got to be more careful. I don’t want to lose you, Sam.”

He was silent for a few moments. He looked at her face above his, the blonde hair framed by a halo of light from the almost full, curving skylight set into the bedroom’s ceiling.

“You know,” he said gently, “you could do better.”

“I don’t think so.”

He stroked her hair; his hand came to rest on the side of her head, against her cheek. She pushed against his palm.

“I love you, Sam,” she murmured. “If I can do better I can’t imagine how.”

“I love you, too,” he said, and meant it, though not the way she would have wanted it. It was the truth and yet it was equivocal. He loved Rita. She was a great girl, a good friend, a devastatingly passionate bed-partner, beautiful and warm, the closest thing to a ‘lover’ he’d had since…

Whenever. A long time ago. Very long.

Rita was good for him; kept him from walking too close to the edge, and did so without being cloying, clingy, or demanding. And she was patient: very patient; but ultimately she was hoping for a future; preferably a long-term one. Something he couldn’t guarantee. And she knew that and still she stuck around.

“I know,” she said and kissed him; and he felt bad and guilty because he was terribly fond of her and yet he didn’t love her: not like he should and like she deserved. Somewhere, deep inside him, something remained untouched. He didn’t know what or how or why, but he knew that it mattered. He wished it weren’t so, but that’s how it was, and no matter how hard he tried—and try he did—it didn’t seem to matter.

“What’re you doing with a loser like me?”

She stiffened. “Don’t say that! You know it’s not true.”

“Some people seem to think so. Can’t say I blame them?”

“Who?”

Sam chuckled softly. “Maybe I’m one of them.”

“Don’t listen to Helen!” she advised. “Screw her!”

“I think I’ll leave that to Harry.”

Rita laughed huskily and nibbled on his ear. “You’d better.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Maybe. But I’m on top, and I’m not done with you yet.”

 

~~~

 

Dale Ashburn was livid.

“Those bastards! They went across my land to do this? I’ll be damned if I—”

“I’ll take care of it,” Sam assured him.

Dale, a lank individual in his sixties, with a leathery epidermis battered by sun and wind, and a pair of bright blue eyes that missed nothing, waved the comment aside.

“No way! You’re not hiring nobody! I’ve got over a hundred thousand acres and ten hands working for me full-time. They’ll be doing shifts at the hangar every night you’re away—with Jackie or Mannie. I’m gonna have no fucking neo-Nazi sonofabitch violating my property or that of my friends.”

Sam bit back a grin. He should have known Dale wasn’t going to take this crap lying down. Jackie and/or Mannie, huh? Those Dobermans should put the fear of the Lord into just about anybody. Dale’s ranch hands also were not exactly the wimpy kind. They couldn’t afford to be. Dale’s spread was big; some of the best land around here. His cattle were good stock, and rustling was not entirely a dead art form as yet. Dale’s minions were a tough lot. They’d do a better job than any security firm or electronic alarm.

Still, Sam felt vaguely guilty.

“Don’t!” Dale told him. “I’m not just doing this for you—or your dead kid.” Dale was one of those who knew; and, while not effusive about it, evidenced a measure of true compassion and empathy; probably because he’d also lost a kid to a random act of fate—and the thing had wrecked his first marriage just like Katie’s death had Sam’s.

Sam stretched out his hand and Dale shook it.

“Thanks, Dale.”

“Don’t mention it. Go and have a holiday. Get away. Look at the world. Screw your girlfriend until she can’t walk with her legs together.” He laughed when he saw Sam’s face. “I wish someone like that wanted to hog my bed.”

“I’m sure Maddie gives you a run for your money,” Sam said, referring to Dale’s second wife, a vivacious woman whom Dale had married only about five years ago, with Sam as the best man.

Dale chuckled. “Well—yes—”

Sam grinned and left. He flew Suzie back to the hangar and from there he called his current crop of students and advised them that he was going to be away for two weeks starting the coming Friday. All but one took it well and wished him a good vacation. The last individual, however, made a song and dance about it, so that in the end Sam told him to shove a spiked pole up his ass and go somewhere else. With a final invective the guy slammed down the phone. Sam reflected that maybe he had to work on his people skills. He was getting just a tad crotchety and impatient.

Next he got onto the web and logged onto the usual search engines—some of them specialized and requiring payment—and tried to update his database on the most recent ADLER news. Nothing, oddly enough, about New Mexico. Maybe the foray was still too new—or too clandestine?—to have made it into the various databases. He used a virtual private network account to spend some time searching under different key-words, logging onto various ‘Aryan’ web-sites, some of which provided enough links to keep a person busy for days on end, surfing the web for the apparently endless evidence for some of the most base and dismal of human proclivities.

Finally, sickened as wading through this crap always left him, and none the wiser for having done it, he gave up. Whatever ADLER was doing around here was as yet either too insignificant or too novel to have made it into cyberspace. Or maybe there was nothing about this expansion but the natural progression of things. Growth or decline. There seemed to be no middle way. Stasis was not a natural condition.

Officer Malone called. He told Sam—very confidentially, of course—that the D.A. had decided not to lay charges against him in connection with the shooting last night. The perp however, who was well on the road to recovery, would be charged with B&E and aggravated assault. Some lawyer freak had poked around and made enquiries about the shooting. It sounded like the perp—or whoever sent the lawyer—wanted to have a go at Sam himself, but Malone didn’t think he had much of a case.

Sam enquired about the lawyer’s name: just in case, he told Malone, he was contacted. That way he knew.

Malone told him. One Theodore Howard from El Paso. Sam thanked him and Malone wished him good luck. Maybe one day soon, when he had some extra cash, he could take up flying lessons. Sam said, “sure, just come on up", hoping that it would never happen; but if it did he’d take it from there. Keeping on the good side of the cops could not hurt.

He hung up and pondered the significance of the existence of Theo Howard from El Paso. He made a new entry in his database: under ‘ADLER: New Mexico’. The first snippet of information. Hopefully there would be more soon. He backed up the database over the internet to an off-site location, and did another backup to a portable USB hard-drive, which he took with him as he flew home.

At loose ends for the rest of the day, he called Rita, made a date to meet at Capers in downtown Albuquerque, then called Harry and invited him and Helen as well.

“Make up for last night,” he told Harry.

“Gotta tell me all about it,” Harry insisted.

“Of course.”

“See you at eight.”

Sam hung around the house for a while, strangely uneasy, but unable to place the cause. He felt like there was something he should be doing, but couldn’t figure out what. Finally, in despair, he flew back to the hangar and immersed himself in servicing his helos. Halfway through this exercise the phone rang. Sam wiped his hands and went into the office cubicle to pick it up.

“Donovan Flights.”

At the other end a silence. Sam frowned and opened his mouth to say something more. He hesitated and listened.

Breathing.

“We’re gonna get you for this.”

The man at the other end hung up.

Sam stared at the receiver.

Yeah, and I’m so scared.

Maybe he should be scared.

He picked up the phone and dialed a four-digit code. On the LCD display appeared a phone number.

These jerks were living in the dark ages. Had they never heard of caller tracing? Or were they just plain dumb? The possibility was real. You wouldn’t have expected it from paranoid bipolar morons like that but there it was: incontrovertible evidence that you could, indeed, never tell.

Sam sat down and logged onto the web again. Five minutes later he had the name and address of the caller. He shook his head when he saw it. Even now, with the evidence staring him in the face, he refused to believe that Theodore Howard from El Paso could possibly be that stupid! Still, that’s where the call had originated.

Sam hesitated and looked at the address again. ‘Theodore Howard’? Sam made a couple of calls. No such person was or had ever been listed with the New Mexico bar. Not in El Paso or anywhere else.

A private address? Was there something so devious about this overt stupidity that he was completely missing it?

Sam added the address to his database and returned his attention to Suzie and Meg.

 

~~~

 

The atmosphere at Capers was very cosmopolitan and un-New-Mexico. Almost continental’, without being in-your-face about it. Something about the way Giovanni Garbini had arranged it. None of the usual prissy, pretentious crap. Just a nice ambience, mooted light, a theme of amber and brown wood, nice personnel, and excellent food. Giovanni’s recipe had born fruit: Capers was booked out every night of the week, with long queues lining up to go there. To get a table without booking weeks ahead was almost impossible: unless you were a friend of Giovanni’s, which Sam was. Giovanni, like Frank Ricci, owed Sam: at the very least a few hundred bucks, probably his health, and possibly even his life.

In the early days, when Capers was just starting off and was still located in a somewhat unsavory district of Albuquerque, there had been an attempt at robbery. It had been late and the place just about empty. Sam, who at the time had a brief fling with Jane, one of Giovanni’s two waitresses, came to pick her up after closing time—only to run right into the holdup.

Giovanni, seeing which way the wind was blowing, was cooperating and meek, but the two perps, high on some designer-dope, were aggressive and hyped, shouting and waving around their guns and generally having their version of fun. One of them was pawing Jane, who had been cleaning up and waiting for Sam; the other was threatening to blow Giovanni’s head off unless he revealed the location of his great stash of cash—which existed only in the perp’s imagination, but what the heck.

Sam, looking in through a break in the curtain behind the glass of the door, adjudicated the situation, concluded that there was no time to call the cops. He retrieved the Beretta from his car—the same one that had recently nailed Jerry Polhem—and returned to the shop—only to find the situation had gone from bad to worse. One perp was kicking Giovanni, who lay on the ground, squirming, while the other had the gun pushed up against Jane’s neck and his other hand under her blouse, doing things there she really didn’t seem to be enjoying much. The two of them were shouting and screaming and laughing hysterically, all at once.

Sam took another look along the street, found it mostly deserted and no cop in sight. He pushed at the door, which opened with a creak. The perps saw him, forgot all about their victims and, without much ado and whoops of delight, opened fire. Sam dived into cover behind a table. The perps, leaving Jane and Giovanni behind, converged on Sam’s position with guns blazing. Regular cowboys. Unfortunately they were too doped to count their ammo, and by the time they got to him they had emptied their guns. They also weren’t very coordinated physically. Sam suffered only a minor bruise and never had to fire a shot: basic SDT had been sufficient to lay them out cold.

The cops arrived in due course. Sam’s non-use of lethal force and his background got him out of this one with a nod and a wink. Jane was so worked up from the whole affair that she not only screwed the living daylights out of him that night, but also developed acute symptoms of co-dependency—which in due course led to a bitter breakup between them, with her making at least one half-hearted attempt at suicide afterwards, and then, when the ruse proved to be ineffectual, moving away to the other side of the country. The whole thing left Sam with the uneasy sense that maybe rescuing damsels in distress wasn’t all it was cut out to be. The sex afterwards was great, of course—but the other bits?

Thanks, but no, thanks.

Giovanni and his wife—who’d been terminally pregnant at the time, and therefore at home and completely unaware of the whole affair until she’d had her baby three days later, after which event Giovanni finally told her—expressed their undying and eternal gratitude to Sam. Capers always had a table when Sam wanted it, and payment was never required. Giovanni also made it quite clear that he would be deeply offended if Sam did not avail himself of this offer on a regular basis. Sam chose to oblige, though he thought that Giovanni had probably ‘paid’ his imagined debt many times over. But Giovanni would hear none of it. His sharp Sicilian features creased into a grimace of dismay when Sam even hinted at it—meaning that it was never raised again, and that on this evening, after yet another emergency of sorts, Sam and his three prospective travel-companions were enjoying Capers’ hospitality at a specially arranged table at the window, whence where they could watch the traffic flow past through one of Albuquerque’s older districts, whose colonial leftovers lend it a picturesque air that was absent from a lot of the city.

As he retold what happened the previous day, Sam, who was doing it with only half a brain, contemplated the three others. His traveling-companions-to-be: if all went as planned. The prospect of being stuck with these people for two weeks without interruption cast novel aspects on his interaction with them. It had been many years since he had been in the company of anybody as consistently as he would on this trip. He might learn more about them than he really wanted to.

With Harry of course that was not an issue. Sam knew him well enough. After his separation from Frances they had even shared an apartment for a few months. Harry was, therefore, a known quantity. A slob to live with—one of the reasons why Sam found his own apartment soon enough—but basically honest and reliable. No hero; certainly not given to impulsive bouts of recklessness. A Republican, who couldn’t understand Sam’s indifference to and cynicism about, all politics. A good pilot, but with none of the true empathy for the machine that would have made him into a brilliant one; a much better businessman: with a good nose for what to do and how and when to do it. A silly fool, too, with his soft side for that frump, Helen.

Helen.

And Rita.

The two juxtaposed quite naturally in his mind, sitting, as they did, beside each other in his field of view: Helen opposite Harry, Rita opposite Sam. A Harry-thing. He liked to look at his dates across the table. Normal people liked to snuggle up. Everybody had his quirks.

Rita looked stunning—as usual. Devastatingly sexy, but not blatantly so. She just couldn’t help it. With looks like that, a voice that could melt the polar ice caps, and a personality that made her into just about the nicest person Sam knew…no wonder she made Helen appear insignificant. Or maybe that was the wrong word. Maybe just less glamorous. Inside and out. Helen could have helped the matter if she’d turned on that smile of hers for anybody else but Harry. But she didn’t; and the one time he caught her glancing in his direction—an action she avoided as much as possible—her face had become a mask. The expression before that… Sam wondered what it had been. Intent observation maybe. A sizing up. Like she was having the same thoughts: Will I be able to stand being with this person for a whole two weeks without a break?

The topic of what happened the previous night died an unnatural death, starved of oxygen by Sam’s pronounced lack of enthusiasm to dwell on it. Harry produced a map of Cornwall and propounded on his plans. They’d hire a Range Rover at Heathrow and make their way west, following Harry’s carefully worked-out schedule, working their way toward Land’s End, and then back to London and home.

Two weeks in a car with Helen? Their eyes met across the table. A silent staring match, lasting maybe a second or two and unnoticed by the other two. Sam could read the same thoughts behind Helen’s eyes. Were they going to survive this without screwing up the trip for Harry and Rita? If only their mutual chemistry wasn’t so totally…opposite!

It was almost funny. If this had been a movie plot, thought Sam, it’d be obvious to even the most naive of viewers that sooner or later Helen and he would wind up in each other’s pants.

And here’s the difference between movies and real life.

He looked away; at Rita, who was laughing at Harry’s eagerness. Sam decided that two weeks with Rita would be nice. Maybe they would even work out their future—one way or the other.

 

~~~

 

Friday.

Suzie and Meg were locked up in the hangar. Dale had assigned a rotating shift of guards over the place. Jackie’s favorite dog-house had been temporarily relocated to beside the hangar’s front door. The chain holding her was long. She thoroughly explored the area within the confines of her reach, then settled back in front of her hut and, alert as was her way, pretended that she was asleep and not really interested in what was going around her at all.

Sam shook Dale’s hand and opened his mouth to thank him. The rancher’s expression made him shut it again.

“Don’t even think it!” Dale warned him.

Sam chuckled. “I won’t.”

“Good! Now go and have yourself a vacation. And don’t forget what I told you about your girlfriend.”

 



CHAPTER 2

 

Aquadiënna

 

Mirlun bowed, but his face was troubled. “Thus, oh Diënna, you may destroy yourself. And then…what are we to do?”

“I will not fail,” she promised him, “for now I see clearly again: and I see that the time is soon. The opening will be very near—and I must call them, for they, too, will be close.”

Mirlun raised his eyes to the ethereal shape floating above the waters, unearthly in its loveliness.

“But they know not who they are!”

“Then they must learn.”

“How?”

“They must take Gladius Magnus back to their world.”

“Diënna!”

“This is the way it must be. Augustus has made a pact with Plius, who has promised him even more power. Sooner or later Plius will come and take Gladius; and there’s nothing I can do—for he is stronger than I, and he can see the sword, no matter where I hide it. All he has to do is take it—and soon I will be no more, while Plius and Augustus vanquish the hearts of my people. Everything Magnus fought for will be gone.”

The luminous shape displayed an array of erratic color patterns, evidencing her agitation.

 “When the portal opens I will call them, and they shall take Gladius and keep it safe—until they have learned who they are—until they are prepared.”

“But when it is gone—” he objected.

“Hush! Remember who you are and do not protest against something you do not understand. But prepare yourself, for you, too, will be needed.”

“Diënna?”

“Plius’ Minions are gathered to await the next opening. He, too, knows that it will be soon. He may even know where. Augustus is afraid. Someone might enter to challenge his control. In this instance this fear is indeed justified—as he will know when Gladius is gone. He will try to send someone to their world to retrieve it. Therefore you, too, must hold yourself at the ready.”

“You want me to…go…there? How can I? I know nothing of that world!”

The glistening outlines of the sprite rippled with a brief burst of amusement. A tinkling sound echoed across the waters. “You will know. You will have all the aid you need. My influence reaches far and will help you to befuddle the inhabitants of that simple world.” The merriment faded. “Plius’ influence also reaches there. The Minions will try to make the transition.”

“But,” sputtered Mirlun, “to leave you behind! Augustus will be livid. He will influence Oldecus Pistor, who is nothing but a puppet. They will come here and do their worst. Plius will gloat and leer over the rim of his lake.”

“Not yet,” Diënna told him. “Still I am strong, for the legends of Cassius and Magnus sustain me. As long as the saviors come quickly—and for that I need you!”

Mirlun bowed. “I am your servant.”

“Then serve and serve me well. I will help you deceive the stratagems of that world which will try to hinder your progress. But I cannot make the saviors come to us. They must do so of their own free will.”

Mirlun stood in an attitude of respect. “I am—and have always been—here to serve.”

Another ripple went through the sprite. The tinkling sound of ethereal laughter floated across the waters. But it wasn’t as merry as he would have liked it. An undertone of mournful sadness tainted the sound: an ominous foreboding—and it was as if the Diënna—despite all her good spirits, that had so bewitched Magnus and his people—had lost the touch of joy that had marked her existence ever since Mirlun had come to Aquadiënna to serve. The arrival of Augustus and the other two, the murder of Oldecus Pistor’s wife and son…all that combined to cast a pall over her happiness, and thus over all of Seladiënna, from the farthest north to the borders of the southern jungles.

He, Mirlun, would do whatever it took—and whatever sacrifice it might require of him—to ensure that the Diënna could be happy again.

 

~~~

 

The wind from the Atlantic was sharp and gusty, driving a fine mist into their faces and through every crack in their clothing. The weather had cleared all but the most determined of tourists from the viewing area at Land’s End. The fine drizzle and mist shrouded the rocks below in a blanket of mysterious vagueness. The Atlantic lay somewhere behind the narrow visual horizon imposed by the mist. One assumed, Sam thought, that it was there. An existential assumption, based on informed guesswork.

But who knew that it was really there? Who could know?

Sam liked fog: a metaphor for life. Visibility constrained to a narrow confine.

Behind: the past, already sinking into the oblivion of inexact memory.

Ahead: the future, its shape already discernible in outline, yet beyond the veil it was unknown—and if one forged ahead too quickly, who knew what might emerge at breakneck pace, to collide with one’s assumptions about what there was?

To the right and left: the confines of one’s current mental horizon, limited by physical perception, the constraints of contingency, imagination or the lack thereof.

Yes, Sam liked fog, and here, at Land’s End—after their sojourn through the relics of a past so deep in the fog that nobody could ever hope to know what was ‘real‘—the fog seemed to epitomize a fundamental truth about what he had learned in the last two weeks. How much was legend and how much wasn’t? Or maybe that was the wrong question. Should it be: what was it that gave rise to such persistent legend? The assumption here, of course, that there was indeed something: a moot point. There were those who would argue that it needed nothing to originate legend but imagination. Another fairy tale: of heroes, villains, fair maidens, love, hate, generosity, greed, loyalty, betrayal, hope, fear, life, death, sex, peace, war, violence, forgiveness, retribution, curiosity, misunderstanding, reconciliation, ambition, surrender, cowardice, courage, and whatever else happens to strike one’s fancy.

Was that all? Just a figment of someone’s imagination, amplified through popular tradition? Geoffrey of Monmouth, the insignificant priest who needed a metaphor for the flock and something to suck up to his superiors: of Christian conquest and the dawning of a new age?

Or was it Lucius Artorius Castus, the Roman general, who, with his ‘knights’, cobbled together from indentured warriors from the far-flung reaches of an already decaying empire, became a hero who drove back the invaders from the north, and as  result was elevated to the status of legend? 

Who could tell? 

Who dared to be definite about such a thing?

During the last few days Sam had come down on the side of ‘legend based on real people’. 

It had the ring of plausibility. Precedents abounded. The Bible. The Koran. Gilgamesh. The Vedas. All of them legends, but who knew what they were based on; if one discounted imagination of course, which was a serious candidate!

Plausibility did not make legends or their backgrounds any more true than fertile imagination. Historical truth had always been concealed behind the impenetrable fog of time, erosion of memory and decay through ultimately flawed and degraded transmission of information. Behind those walls it would remain forever.

Just like…

The thought came unbidden; tainted Sam’s romantic, almost dreamy, mindset.

Land’s End… 

It was here that ADLER and their European counterparts had had a meeting some fifteen years ago.

Sam had worked hard to reconstruct what had happened. A contact at the FBI had provided some interesting snippets of information, allowing Sam to piece together the shadowy details of a curious mystery.

 

~~~

 

Spring 1998.

ADLER’s four premier leaders—from Texas, Minnesota, Kansas, and California—went to the UK to meet up with a European contingent of neo-Nazi bigwigs from across northern Europe to discuss the possibility for coordinating their activities on an international scale: to work toward an organization that would—in some hazy utopian future where the lower races were finally relegated to the inferior position where they belonged—provide the foundation for a world ruled by the superior races.

They thought they were being subtle about their trip, taking pains to avoid attracting the attention of the FBI or other undesirable, liberal, Zionist, nigger- and spik-infested, authorities. Their tickets were booked separately. They left from different airports on different days, flew to different destinations in Europe, hired cars, and drove to their final goal, a little town called ‘Helston’ in south-west Cornwall. The meeting place was not chosen at random, but was imbued with symbolic significance. All the participants had agreed that meeting in the land of King Arthur was very much within the spirit of their association. If there ever had been a good Aryan, it must surely be Arthur, who’d kicked the crap out of the southern barbarians. Such was their interpretation of hazy historical conjecture, as it could be gleaned from the ‘documents’ on their various associated websites, most of which, ironically, were hosted in countries that were home to those they considered racially inferior.

A number of hotels and guest-houses in Helston and environs had rooms booked to accommodate the participants; the bookings, like everything else, arranged independently, in order to avoid attracting any attention by undesirables: in this instance Interpol or Special Branch; or whoever had them in their sights. The men brought their womenfolk: it looked more realistic. The ADLER members were presently joined by others from Germany, France, Sweden, Belgium, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Austria.

Despite their paranoia and careful preparations, their meeting was, of course, no secret, except in their wishful thinking. Just about every word uttered by any of them was duly recorded by at least three different police organizations, who were rubbing their hands at the idiots’ delusions. Meetings had been arranged on a small-scale basis only. Attendees met apparently at random, being thrown together in cafés, bars, restaurants or during their sightseeing. The whole pussy-footing around profoundly irritated the conference partners, so that in the end—after having talked themselves into the belief that they had thoroughly fooled the authorities, who surely didn’t have a clue of what was going on—they decided to damn it all, and have a grand meeting after all: a picnic on the grassy area beside the car park at Land’s End, watching the autumn sun set over the Atlantic—where they could see any observers from a mile off and the wind snatched up their words and blew them away before even the most sensitive of directional microphones could possibly pick them up. And if they couldn’t prove anything illegal about this meeting: the truth was that without good reasons those liberal, mixed-blood bastards couldn’t touch them. Not in England anyway.

One sunny afternoon a fleet of rentals converged upon the car park. The few legitimate tourists enjoying the view across the waters to mythical Lyonesse were soon put off by the bunch of intense, unsmiling creeps who appeared between them like aliens from outer space. Put off by this unsavory horde, the legitimate visitors departed in some haste. The ADLER men congregated to one side leaving the women to organize the ‘picnic’, which consisted mainly of bags of crisps procured from a Helston grocery shop, dainty sandwich wedges prepared at short notice by one of the local guest-houses for an exorbitant price, and lots of cans of beer—which, once emptied, were duly thrown into the crashing waves, despite an abundance of trash receptacles strategically placed around the parking area and picnic ground alike.

The party, however, was to remain incomplete, its discussions inconclusive. This was the fault of two important ADLER members, Larry Unterflug from Minnesota and Clint McDermott from California. Larry and Clint, accompanied by their wives Shareen and Darienne, never arrived. In fact nobody ever saw them or their rentals again; something which later created a great deal of grief for the remaining members of the conference in general, and for ADLER in particular. The rental agency’s insurance company also could not have been pleased.

 

A mystery, to be sure. Maybe they got lost in the fog? Maybe hell had swallowed them up—though it might have been expected that it also had spat them out pretty soon after when its denizens came down with stomach trouble.

“What are you thinking?” Rita tightened her hold on his arm.

“I’m glad I came here,” Sam said, half-truthfully.

“Pity about the fog,” Harry said.

“I like fog,” Helen told him. “It’s—”

Harry chuckled. “Like life, huh?”

“Yeah.”

Harry gave Sam a crooked grin. “See, you two do have something in common.”

Yeah, right! And pigs have thirty-minute orgasms. The situation with Helen hadn’t become any better during the trip. Not any worse either—which was something to cheer about. She still didn’t smile at him, but she didn’t snarl either. Really controlling herself. Of course, Sam had worked hard on it as well.

Harry laughed. “Come on, you two! Peace! Just for the last day! Think you can manage it?”

Sam gave Harry a shut-up-or-I’ll-punch-you-out look and turned to Rita. “There’s something about this place.”

“Yeah. It’s wet and I’m getting chilly.”

“She’s right,” Harry said. “Wanna go? We’re not going to see Lyonesse today.”

“Or ever,” Rita pointed out.

Sam could have stayed in this spot for hours, just having the drizzle blow around his face and stare into the misty swirls and eddies. But—apart from Helen maybe, who cast a final, strangely yearning glance at the rocks and the crashing waves below—they wanted to go; and that was fair enough. The idea of a hot shower and an early dinner was tempting.

Of course, there was always the danger that Harry, who would probably get inebriated on their last night, would also use the occasion to make a thing of the fact was it was Sam’s birthday. His fortieth to be exact. Rita knew about it—but she’d promised to respect his wishes. Understood the motives. Sam’s birthday was a taboo subject: since it was also the day of Katie’s murder. He could not possibly celebrate it—ever again.

An intoxicated Harry was, however, not likely to pay much attention to such sensitivities. Whatever he thought of would be instantly verbalized. Sam was in no mood to have anybody toast to his welfare. Especially not a lubricated Harry—or Helen.

Sam briefly considered pleading tiredness. Maybe a migraine. He decided against it. It was their last evening together. They’d had a good time, despite the occasional bickering between him and Helen. It would be churlish to bow out now because of his tender sensibilities.

In the event it turned out not to be too painful at all. They had managed to score a table in a corner of the Helston Arms. The meal, typical stolid British fare, had been passable. The wine, such as Sam conceded to consume, was adequate. The whiskey might have been, too, but Harry would have to be the judge of that.

The room was filled with the reek of booze and smoke. Especially smoke. Cigarettes, cigars and pipes combined to produce an atmosphere more toxic than Jupiter’s. Europe had a long way to go to catch up with the US in implementing policies to protect those folks who chose not to die of smoking-related diseases. Sam reckoned that he had inhaled more carcinogens during this holiday than he had in the previous decade. Everybody smoked, and the pitiful few that didn’t accepted it. Evidently the Surgeon General’s Report had never made it across the Atlantic. Neither had every other bit of research into these matters. Or maybe these people were just abysmally stupid. Maybe that’s why Europe was such a dump. Lots of history, but a dump. The crap almost threatened to smother the charming aspects of the place.

Sam watched a fat, noisy man at a nearby table expel a stinking cloud of cigar smoke. Driven by an errant gust of air, occasioned by the briefly opened front door, it chose to waft in their direction like a dirty blob of blue-gray ectoplasm.

“Hold your breath,” he advised Rita, who wrinkled her nose and nodded.

Harry nudged Sam in the side. 

“Gotta die of something, old buddy.”

“Yeah, well, not of this,” Sam told him. “I’d rather pick the manner of my death.”

“Nobody picks the manner of their death,” Harry declared, his voice a tad slurred, but still coherent. “Time will—”

He was going to say something else, but didn’t. Instead his face turned to Sam. His eyes widened.

Here it comes!

“Sam!” Harry chuckled and poked him in the shoulder. “Sam, my man! You thought you’d get away with it, huh? Thought Harry wouldn’t remember! You sly sonofabitch!” He laughed loudly. “Gotcha!”

Sam grimaced. “Let it be, Harry. Please.”

Harry shook his head and reached for his whiskey glass. “No way!” He raised the glass. “Here’s to you, Sam. Happy birthday. How old are you now? Forty? Fifty? Who knows, eh? Who cares? Way I see it you could be in the terminal stages of Alzheimer’s and you’d still fly those damn helos. You’ll die in one of those infernal fuckers!”

Sam glanced at Rita who regarded him compassionately, her lower lip between her teeth. From his peripheral vision he saw that Helen, who had been silent for quite a while, sat up straighter and studied him with more deliberation than she usually did. He glanced at her and found her eyes narrowed and thoughtful. She hadn’t known. Well, it would have been nice if it could have stayed that way.

Harry slammed his glass against Sam’s on the table, knocking it over in the process. The remainders of the Coke spilled across the table cloth. Sam reacted quickly and turned up the cloth to stop the liquid from dribbling into his lap. He stood up the glass and shook his head.

“Thanks for that,” he said. “Now can we let it rest?”

Harry ignored him and waved to a waitress. “Hey!” he shouted, loud enough for heads to turn in his direction. “C’mere! A drink for my buddy Sam, the craziest fuck who ever flew a helicopter! Makes them dance like prima ballerinas on speed!”

The waitress, a full-busted freckled redhead in a long-sleeved cotton top that displayed her impressive mammaries to their full advantage, came over, dropped a cloth on the spreading blotch of Cola and mopped it up, then hovered.

Harry waved at Sam. “Get him anything he wants. It’s the man’s birthday, you know? Forty years and still he flies and shoots them neo-Nazi fuckers.”

The waitress, clearly bemused by Harry’s ramblings, glanced at Sam. Sam shook his head. “Nothing, thanks.”

He nudged Harry. 

“Time to go to bed, I think. Long day tomorrow.”

“No way!”

“Yes way!” Sam declared and winked at the waitress. “Thanks, but no thanks. Gotta go.” 

She smiled at him just a tad longer and with a bit more warmth than she had to. A hint of a suggestion that blew away as she glanced at Rita. Regretfully she swung around and headed off in the direction of the bar.

Sam looked at Rita, who grinned crookedly. “I’ve got to keep an eye on you!”

“No you don’t,” he said.

“That’s nice,” she said and smiled at him. The smile should have warmed his heart and set it aflutter, bearing as it did the promise of a night of immensely satisfying sexual congress. And more. It wasn’t just sex. Rita was serious about him; not just as a partner, but as the focus of genuine love. Sam felt a pang of guilt and something else—maybe sadness—when he admitted to himself that the vacation had done nothing to stimulate more profound feelings. Why could she not see that he was a lost cause? Why persist in hoping? The truth was that he just wasn’t capable of the kind of deep emotional passion she deserved. Not anymore.

Life was so damn difficult; especially when it came to those you cared about. How much easier to deal with those you detested. Like Helen. With her it was clear-cut and simple. Personal chemistry screwed up beyond repair. Chalk and cheese. Fish and flesh. Whatever.

He glanced at Helen again. She was leaning over the table, saying something to Harry in a voice too low to be heard over the din in the pub. When Helen noticed Sam’s attention she glanced at him and gave a curt shake of her head, then returned her attention to Harry, laid a hand on his right arm and said something Sam couldn’t catch.

He looked at Rita, who shrugged, then reached across the table and patted Harry on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get to bed. Long drive tomorrow.”

“Party-pooper!” Harry accused him. “Fun-killer!”

“He’s right,” Helen said firmly.

Harry stared at her. “What did you say?”

Helen looked like she’d bitten on something sour. “Let’s go.”

Harry turned his head to consider Sam for a brief, inebriated moment. “Gotta do what you gotta do.”

Sam patted him on the back. “Right.”

 

~~~

 

The weather outside had totally gone to the dogs. Or cats. Or whatever. The drizzle was thin but so dense that by the time they reached the Range Rover only a few steps away they were soaked.

Sam drove the few blocks to their hotel, a modern abomination with none of the charm of old Cornwall and all the stolid dullness and standardized decor of internationalized accommodation. Harry followed Helen’s guidance without further protest. 

Sam and Rita left them at the door to their room.

“Sleep tight,” Sam told them.

“I’m going to have some sex!” Harry muttered.

Sensitive, discreet Harry, Sam thought. 

When intoxicated, Harry’s lack of tact was without compare. He almost felt sorry for Helen, who made a point of not looking at them as she unlocked the door to their room and took Harry’s arm to pull him inside. Her face was flushed and angry. Harry wasn’t going to get laid, that much was certain.

Sam and Rita proceeded to their own room, a couple of doors down the hallway. When it had closed behind them Rita turned around and put her arms around Sam’s neck. In the still-dark room, she was a sleek silhouette against the pale rectangle of the window. She smelled of smoke and booze from the pub, but then so did Sam, and anyway it didn’t matter, because underneath she smelled of woman, and her hands and mouth were doing things that left no doubt what she wanted—and somehow he wanted it, too—if for no other reason but to yield to her desire; to make her as happy as he could, even though he was a pathetic cad who didn’t even have the guts to tell this lovely creature that he didn’t love her and never would.

But how could he hurt her so, when what she wanted was…this. Here and now. From him and nobody else.

And so he slid his hand under her jumper, loosened her bra and cupped her breasts. As her tongue penetrated deeply and roamed around his mouth and she moaned softly and their breath became one, he carried her to the bed and did his best to conceal the despair he felt; the guilt; the feeling of inadequacy and his own failure.

He didn’t think she noticed. 

Her climaxes felt real. 

So were his own, even though they left him empty and bereft.

 

~~~

 

“Let’s have sex!” 

Harry flopped down on the bed, where he lay on his back and groped to unzip his fly.

“Shut up!” Helen hissed.

“What’s the matter?” Harry’s hands stopped fumbling. He lay still, staring up at her with wide, slightly unfocused, eyes and an expression of incomprehension and hurt.

Helen turned to the bathroom. “Just…go to bed!” she snapped as she closed the door behind her. She sat down on the toilet to attend to her bodily functions and to get away from Harry.

What was it with him? What was it with her for that matter? Did she really want to marry this guy? After the last couple of weeks her previous impressions of who and what ‘Harry’ was had been…not so much ‘revised’ as…‘adjusted’. He was a sweet guy, no doubt about it. Kind, considerate, generous, affectionate, sensitive—unless he was in this state, of course, when he was still kind and affectionate, but more in the manner of a randy ape than a human being.

The solution appeared obvious: get Harry to stop drinking more than he could handle. She had a feeling that the elegant simplicity of the proposition hid its flaws, the first of which was that Harry simply wouldn’t do it—despite many reiterations of his love for her and how he would do ‘anything’ to make her happy. She had already hinted at such matters—and come up empty handed. Harry had slid away like an eel, not disputing the need, and yet somehow not actually agreeing to her implied suggestions. The signs were clear and Helen found them disturbing.

Still, she loved him.

Or did she?

The question had reared its head several times during these last two weeks. She had agonized over it many a sleepless night. Her chronic insomnia, a feature of her life for as long as she could remember, had not been helped by the thoughts roaming around in her head. Five hours of sleep on a good night. Three, sometimes less, on a bad one. The last two weeks had been an unending sequence of bad ones. As long as sex took up a significant part of the waking period that was all right, but when she had obliged Harry by lying beside him quietly, instead of getting up and doing what she would otherwise have done—reading; listening to music; watching TV; working with her laptop, maybe surfing the web for her favorite sites, both work-related and for entertainment—those nights had seemed to be never-ending. And it was going to be one of those nights.

She knew it. She just knew it!

Maybe the most troublesome aspect of her relationship with Harry was that passion, which had never figured all that prominently, was rapidly fading into unnoticeability. Helen frowned. Maybe ‘passion’ was the wrong word. Or maybe it wasn’t. Damned if she knew. It had something to do with being touched, not just on the surface but somewhere near her core—so that she actually felt something. Anything at all. To be brought to the point where she might actually lose this damn control she seemed to have over everything having to do with her emotions. Stirred, even if it was to loathing or detestation, like the kind she felt for Sam. If she could only muster a similar depth of emotion for Harry everything would be work out just fine. The drinking wouldn’t matter, because it would be dealt with. It wouldn’t be an effort to make an effort, but a joyous labor of love and engaged affection and sheer interest in another human being.

She buried her face in her hands, sick in her heart with the hopelessness of it all. Sitting on the toilet, feeling sorry for herself.

What a pathetic creature.

Was she crying? She raised her head, sniffed, and tore off a few sheets of toilet paper which she used to daub at her eyes and the runny makeup and her equally runny nose.

Later she stood in front of the mirror and just stared at herself—and couldn’t even get worked up over her own pathetic misery anymore. Nothing mattered. Whatever had gone wrong had gone wrong—maybe a long time ago, when her mother left the baby at the doorstep of a Manhattan church. That was an excuse, of course, but it would have to do.

Why do you bother? With Harry? With anything?

Why take another breath? Maybe dying, maybe the last moment of her life when she knew that this was the irrevocable step…maybe that would stimulate a visceral response of some sort. Of course, the act of suicide was counterproductive. What if she did feel something beyond indifference? What if she started to care? What if she then died, and never had a chance to make something out of what she’d found?

She knew why she took another breath.

And another.

All of which didn’t solve her immediate problems, of course.

What ‘problems’? She didn’t have any problems! Everything was…fine. Her traveling companions were…nice.

That’s hardly a ‘visceral response‘…

Funny how life insisted on not obliging.

I do have a problem.

The last two weeks had distanced her from Harry. Familiarity had bred, if not contempt, then at least a troublesome form of indifference. The truth was that, while she’d do anything in her power not to hurt Harry’s feelings, if he were gone tomorrow she might feel sad, maybe even lonely—having lost a means to satisfy her natural urges, which had always been remarkably alive, despite everything else in her sometimes feeling dead—but that was about it. It’d pass quickly enough. There’d be someone else.

I wish…

Wish what?

Maybe that someday, somehow, she wouldn’t be able to think that about someone—even if she wanted to—but that she simply couldn’t.

That would be nice…

Helen terminated the tête-à-tête with herself by turning away from the mirror and her image. She hesitated before opening the door. What would she say to Harry? She definitely didn’t want the ‘sex’ he’d been offering so grandly. The mere memory of him lying there, unzipping his fly, was a grotesque obscenity. Of the things she really didn’t want to do right now this ranked even below…

No way!

Her hand touched the door handle.

Sam and Rita were probably having a good time right now.

Screw them!

Helen shook her head, opened the door, stepped into the room. Harry was still lying on the bed, one hand on his crotch, near his open fly. The other arm was flopped across the bed. His eyes were closed and he was snoring fitfully.

Small mercies!

Should she move him?

Her gaze fell on a somewhat stuffy, but possibly not too uncomfortable, cheap armchair. Helen paused, thought, then took the chair and dragged it so it stood near the window. She turned off the light and sat herself down in the chair, staring out at the night outside, where the mist and the fine drizzle swirled to errant gusts through the halos of light cast by the sparse array of orange-tinged street lights—growing thicker and more impenetrable even as she watched.

 

~~~

 

Sam couldn’t sleep. This was unusual: insomnia was not on the list of his many problems. But sometime during the early hours of the morning he’d woken up. Rita was draped over the other side of the bed, snoring softly. It wasn’t that sound which had woken him though. Something else…something that didn’t let him get back to sleep.

Maybe a dream? He closed his eyes and tried to sink back into whatever had been there before awakening.

He seemed to remember…a song? Woeful. Yearning.

Sam closed his eyes and sank deeper into the memory; snuck up on it gently, to stop it from blowing away like smoke in the wind. Dreams did that. You had to sidle up on them, so they didn’t even know you were there.

A mirror-like surface of water. Above it a dense, swirling fog. Faces in the fog.

One face…

The image retreated behind a veil.

An intimation of a caress; like a feather, only it touched his soul with a sad, yet almost siren-like, quality. The face of a beautiful woman, ethereal and lovely. Fading in and out of existence, created by the whorls of mist dancing across the waters.

The water itself. A lake of sorts. Maybe like Loe Pool, which they’d visited yesterday. Not a particularly spectacular place. Just a tidal pool with a boardwalk for the tourists who came here to ogle yet another ‘Arthurian’ site: Loe Pool being one of the candidates for the mystical place whence Excalibur had emerged and whereto it had been returned.

Sam opened his eyes.

Of course! The whole Arthurian thing was finally getting to him! Harry’s endless commentary. 

Harry Petrowski: Encyclopedia Arthuriana. 

Standing there, gesticulating excitedly and holding forth about the Lady of the Lake and Loe Pool, Excalibur’s final resting place.

Nice story. Boring place. About as dull as it could get; especially when one saw it surrounded by video- and digital-camera wielding tourists. But Harry was in his element. The guy was an endless well-spring of Arthurian lore. Sam wondered what Rita thought about it. Or Miss Pain-in-the-Ass. Or the rest of the tourists getting the benefit of Harry’s commentary.

Rita muttered something in a dream of her own and rolled onto her back. Sam turned his head and looked at her. Her upper torso was uncovered, and the dim light from the window highlighted the round shapes of her breasts and cast into sharp contrast the dark nipples.

Sam wondered how she would react if he touched her now; kissed her nipples, or maybe roamed further down. Knowing Rita, she would probably continue sleeping. Rita slept well and soundly. Unless he persisted, of course, in which case, if precedent was anything to go by, she would eventually respond favorably.

Sam decided against waking Rita. He pulled up the blanket to cover her and got out of the bed. She muttered something in her sleep, then fell silent again. He padded to the window, peered out at the dense grayness. The rain seemed to have stopped, but the fog was so dense that the street lights were only diffuse halos of light. Sam looked up. The sky displayed the faintest hint of something other than reflected illumination. He picked up his watch from the bedside console. Almost six.

Unbidden, the image of the dream-lake returned. With it came an almost real auditory sensation of the woeful song, tinged now with a new note. A beckoning. Almost a summons. A temptation.

Come…for I will show you things…

A face of swirling eddies in gray fog.

He looked at his watch.

Six o‘clock.

Plenty of time to—

What?

Harry wouldn’t wake up for another couple of hours. Rita, too, would sleep on unless awakened. Neither of them were morning people. Helen? Who cared?

Sam came to a decision. He scribbled a note for Rita and left it on the bedside console. He got dressed and went to the toilet, put on a water-proof parka, took the car-key, and quietly left the room. He tiptoed down the hallway and the stairs. The young guy at the reception was snoozing, but woke when Sam came past. Sam told him he was going for a walk. The youth regarded him with bleary-eyed incomprehension. Sam let himself out. He stood for a few moments, soaking up the ambience: the fog; the dreary, yet romantic, clamminess of it all; the sense of something…old…surrounding him. It was at these moments that he actually felt something that was more than a tourist’s curiosity; when the minor irritants didn’t matter anymore, made insignificant by a sense of history. Mystery maybe. Whatever it was that had prompted him to come out here and now.

He went to the Range Rover and opened the door. He hesitated. The fog was so thick, it might not be such a good idea to drive. Maybe he should walk.

Not enough time. Not if he wanted to go to Loe Pool for one last visit. Leave here with more than just memories of pubs and hordes of tourists.

Sam shrugged and turned the key in the lock. The engine kicked over and came to life. He reached for the gear-shift when there was a knock on the passenger side window. 

Helen…

She opened the door.

“What are you doing?” 

Her tone was civil. Barely.

Sam sighed. 

The best laid plans of mice and men are but soft shit in the hands of the fates.

“Going for a drive.”

“In this?”

“Yeah.”

She hesitated.

“Where you going?”

“Why?”

“Just asking!”

“Just down the road.”

He put his foot on the brake and shifted the automatic into ‘d’.

She didn’t close the door. Yet.

He glanced at her again. She was wearing her green water-proof jacket and looked as if she’d been up for ages.

“Anything else?” he asked, none-too-friendly.

Her internal conflict was plainly visible. Strange she didn’t hide it better. She usually did. If anything went on beneath that mask it was always kept well away from the surface. Not so this time—which in itself was strange enough.

“Mind if I come?”

“What?”

“Got a problem with that?”

“Yeah.” He wasn’t really going to say that, but it just came out. Bang!

She stared at him. A series of expressions flitted across her face. Astonishment. Disappointment. Anger. Detestation.

She shook her head. “Screw you, too!” she snapped. “Why do you have to be such a jerk!” She slammed the door and stalked off, heading away from the hotel and into the fog.

Sam sat frozen for a few moments.

What was it with her anyway? Did she expect him to be happy about her inflicting herself on a private moment like that? What was she doing out here? How did she know he was out here?

Damn her!

He jammed the automatic back into ‘P’ and turned off the engine. He left the car and looked around. As she strode away her outline was rapidly fading into the fog. Sam muttered a soft curse and jogged after her.

“Hey! Wait!”

She ignored him and continued walking.

“Helen!”

“Fuck you!” She didn’t turn around.

Sam stopped and fought a brief battle with his pride. Helen merged into the fog again.

“I’m sorry!”

Her footfall halted. She was an indistinct shape in the halo of one of the street lamps.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

A moment passed. Sam started to turn away. Let her do as she pleased. It was better that way.

She started moving. Sam waited.

She halted a couple of steps away from him. Her face was in shadow.

Sam gave her a crooked grin. “Don’t make too much of it,” he said. “But—” he sighed “why don’t you come?”

“Wow!” 

She eyed him suspiciously. 

“What do you want?”

Sam was about to give snappy retort but bit it back. Something wasn’t as it usually was, and this bothered him.

“Nothing,” he said. “Just… Look—you want to come or not? Your choice.”

Helen heaved a deep breath and expelled it again.

“Where were you going?”

“Loe Pool.”

“Why?”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Just—”

She nodded thoughtfully. “You felt it, too.”

“What?”

“Something. Whatever. Maybe because it’s the last day—” Shrugging. “I don’t know. Just something—”

“Maybe we don’t want to go home after all,” he suggested.

“Yeah. Maybe.” She looked around. “Not exactly ideal driving conditions.”

“We’ll live. It’s not that far.”

“I hope you drive as well as Harry says you fly,” she said and started walking in the direction of the car.

Sam followed.

 

~~~

 

They took the A394 south, then doubled back at the junction with the A3083. A short distance along was the sign, telling them to turn left to the pool. The fog was so dense here they almost missed it. The Range Rover crawled at a snail’s pace along the narrow road. Sam briefly turned off the headlights, hoping the nascent daylight might make things easier to see. It didn’t and he turned the lights on again.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Helen remarked.

Sam glanced at her. She didn’t appear overly perturbed or tense. Just curious.
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