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      Los Angeles

      1954

      

      The last of the daylight had long ago bled from the sky and yet Lee Harker remained in his office, a stack of hardbound California Reports and a scrawled-upon legal pad in front of him. His ashtray was nearly overflowing and stale smoke created a heavy pall, almost enough to obscure his view of the lights in Pershing Square, had he bothered to look out the window. Instead he stared at a page in one of the Reports, his brow furrowed and his pen tapping an irregular rhythm on the paper.

      His head was sore. He shook out two aspirin tablets from the bottle in his desk drawer and considered washing them down with some of the scotch he kept in another drawer. But that would only make the words swim in front of his eyes, so he dry-swallowed the pills instead, wincing at the vinegary flavor. He’d have a drink when he got home, he promised himself. Maybe two or three. If he got home tonight; he might end up spending a few cramped hours on the sofa in the corner of his office.

      He was pondering whether to take a third aspirin when his door swept open silently, the sudden movement startling him. What he saw in the doorway scared him even more: Raymond Graves, the most senior of the firm’s senior partners.

      Lee gaped rudely.

      “It’s very late,” Graves said as he walked into the office. He was a tall man, so gaunt that he wore his suit like a human hanger. Only a few wispy gray strands clung to his age-mottled scalp, but his white eyebrows bristled so impressively that they nearly obscured his eyes. Lee had seen Graves only a handful of times and had never exchanged more than a polite greeting. Now the man stood near Lee’s desk with an unlit pipe in hand and an odd expression of satisfaction on his narrow face.

      “Is there something I can help you with, Mr. Graves?”

      “Perhaps.”

      Instead of explaining, Graves just stood there, staring.

      Lee felt very much as if he were being judged. His suit jacket hung on the coatrack, his shirtsleeves were rolled up, he’d loosened his tie, and his hair was likely a mess. He definitely had stubble on his jaw. He was not presentable, but then, he hadn’t expected a visitor at—he glanced at his watch—ten fifteen at night.

      “I understand you’re often here this late,” Graves said at last. He was correct, although Lee wondered how he knew and why Graves cared.

      “It’s a complicated project, sir.”

      “The Bunker Hill project? Yes, I suppose it is complicated. Are you enjoying it?”

      Lee, who figured his enjoyment or lack thereof was irrelevant, forced a smile. “I’m helping in a small way to shape the future of Los Angeles, sir.” That was how the junior partner had described the job as he handed it over to Lee.

      Graves snorted as if unimpressed. “Your wife doesn’t object to your long hours here?”

      “I don’t have a wife.”

      “You were unmarried when we hired you. But that was four years ago, was it not? I would have expected a young man such as yourself to have begun a family by now. Surely the young women find you quite eligible—a handsome man with a bright future in one of the West Coast’s most prestigious law firms.”

      It was difficult not to squirm. Lee was uncomfortable with both this line of questioning and with being called handsome by Mr. Graves.

      “Right now, I prefer to devote my time to my work.”

      Lee wondered whether Mr. Graves was aware that one of the other senior partners had twice finagled Lee into a date with his daughter. Lee had vaguely thought that it might be a good idea to allow himself to be manipulated into marrying her. It wouldn’t be too awful; she was intelligent and good company.

      Mr. Graves still looked shrewd. “I have a new assignment for you.”

      “But Bunker Hill—”

      “Was here before you arrived and will be waiting when you return. We’ll be tied up in that mess long enough that I’m sure the paperwork and court filings will far outlast me. You’ll do this other task for a few days only. Your success or failure will be duly noted.”

      The aspirin churned in Lee’s belly, making him feel ill. He was still only an associate, not a junior partner. If he didn’t impress his bosses, he’d be canned. And then what would he do? Defend small-time crooks? File lawsuits over fender benders? Maybe he’d end up scuttling back to Nebraska, where he’d— No. That didn’t bear thinking of.

      “I’ll work hard and do my best, Mr. Graves. What do you want me to do?”

      Graves’s smile revealed yellowed teeth that seemed too small for his mouth. “Go home, Harker. Get some sleep. Take tomorrow off. Return here by six tomorrow evening, carrying a bag packed for three days’ journey.”

      “Where am I going?”

      “You’ll find that out tomorrow evening. Good night, Harker.”

      Graves turned on his heel and marched out of the office, leaving behind the slight scents of alcohol and old age.
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      Lee had an apartment not far from the office, in a building that catered to young professionals on the rise. It had seemed very glamorous when he first moved in, at least in comparison to the creaky old family house in Beatrice and the places he’d rented as an impoverished student. But then he’d been invited to cocktail parties at the homes of some of the firm’s partners, and he’d realized how mean his three rooms truly were. No matter, though; he spent little time there, and soon enough he’d make partner and buy himself a house.

      He spent the next day rattling around in those three rooms, unused to having free time. He usually worked even on weekends. Today he held the newspaper without really reading it, made himself a lunch from the few items he found in the kitchen, and stared out the windows at the building across the street.

      Packing his bags took some time; he had no idea where he was going or what events he’d be dressing for. He settled on the same suits, shirts, and ties that he wore to the office. They were all very good quality—better than he could comfortably afford, in fact. But making a good impression on the partners and clients was critical. It wouldn’t do to show up for meetings looking like some random Joe off the street.

      As the sunset blazed, Lee caught a cab to the office, where most of the lights in the building still shone. Clearly he wasn’t the only one who worked late. A steady stream of people, casting curious glances his way, exited through the front doors as he waited in the lobby with his luggage.

      At precisely six, a long black Cadillac came to a stop in front of the building. Nobody got out, and after a moment, Lee realized that it was probably waiting for him. He hefted his bags, took a deep breath, and exited the lobby with more than a little trepidation. At this point the driver got out and, without any greeting, opened the car’s rear door. He was a small man, perhaps in his sixties, pale and thin, wearing a dark suit and chauffeur’s cap. His eyes seemed excessively bright, but maybe that was a reflection from the streetlamps.

      Lee paused without getting in, still not sure the ride was for him. “I’m Lee Harker.”

      “Of course, sir. May I take your luggage?”

      Lee slid inside, startling a bit when the chauffeur shut the door with a solid thunk. Lee had never been in a limousine before. The upholstery felt thick and expensive, the seat was wide, and he had plenty of room for his long legs. In fact, footrests were built into the floor.

      “Please make yourself comfortable, sir,” said the driver as he pulled away from the curb. “Is the temperature to your liking?”

      “Uh, yes. Sure.”

      “There are some light refreshments in the cabinet, sir. Please help yourself.”

      It took Lee a few moments to find the cabinet—he was too embarrassed to ask—but there it was, cleverly built into the back of the driver’s seat. It swung open smoothly, revealing a bottle a Glenlivet and one of Chivas Regal, a pair of lowball glasses, a pack of cigarettes, and three jars. The jars proved to contain olives, shelled nuts, and crackers. There was even a crockery container of sliced salami and cheese.

      Lee realized that he was ravenous. He poured himself a glass of scotch, an easy task due to the Cadillac’s smooth ride, and sat back to eat. Only after he’d finished off the meat and cheese did he notice that it was difficult to see through the windows. They were tinted, perhaps, and all he could make out were blurry lights and a few vague shapes. The windshield seemed similarly opaque, but the driver obviously had no problem seeing through it, so maybe the problem was Lee’s distance from the glass. In any case, the lack of visibility made him uneasy and gave an odd sensation of traveling outside of normal space and time, as if he were a character in one of the science fiction stories one of his brothers had loved so much.

      “Where are we going?” Lee demanded.

      “To the master’s estate.”

      Master? Lee decided to ignore the odd phrasing. “Who’s the master?”

      “Mr. Laszlo Farkas, of course.”

      The name didn’t mean anything to Lee. “And what does he—”

      “My task is to get you there safely, sir. The master will explain after we arrive.”

      Lee frowned. “And when will that be?”

      “As soon as possible, sir.”

      A wild impulse hit Lee: to fling the door open and leap out of the limousine, to run away as fast and as far as he could. His hand even reached toward the handle of its own accord. But realizing that this was entirely foolish in every regard, Lee growled softly and poured another glass of scotch.

      The next time Lee glanced at the clock inset behind the front seat, the hands read 9:13, but surely that wasn’t possible. He hadn’t been in the car anywhere near that long. His watch, however, said the same thing. He saw nothing through the windows now, not even lights. It was as if someone had covered the glass in black velvet. Claustrophobia threatened to overtake him, and he steeled himself against it, reminded of how important this journey was; Mr. Graves had made that very clear. And wasn’t it significant that he’d sent Lee and not one of the junior partners, not even one of the other associates? Lee needed to comport himself in accord with the trust that had been placed in him.

      He distracted himself by falling into a familiar daydream of what his life would be like once he made partner. A house, yes, perhaps in Pasadena, with a lush backyard and a kitchen containing all the latest appliances. It wouldn’t be his ultimate home—that would wait until he made senior partner and could afford a mansion—but it would be luxurious nonetheless. He would buy a car, a sleek little sports model fresh off the assembly line, and new clothes, and he’d spend weekends by the beach and go on vacations and learn how to ski. He would host parties for the city’s movers and shakers; even some movie stars would attend. His name would be mentioned with respect and maybe even a bit of envy. He would—

      The car jolted slightly, bringing him back to awareness. Now the clock said it was nearly midnight. Where the hell could they be going? He opened his mouth to demand an explanation from the driver just as the limo came to a halt.

      Without a word, the driver hopped out of his seat—leaving the engine running but the headlights off—opened Lee’s door, and disappeared around the back, presumably to get the luggage. Lee exited with considerably more hesitancy than the driver had and peered around cautiously.

      There was very little to see. In the nearly utter darkness, he had a sense of things looming on all sides. The ground beneath his shoes was soft earth rather than pavement, and the air smelled sharply of herby plants. Before he could comment, an eerie howling began to his right, followed immediately by more to his left. Within seconds the sound was all around him, making his hairs lift and his heart beat faster. Coyotes, he thought. It must be coyotes. It sounded as if there were dozens of them, and although their yowls could have meant anything, he had the distinct impression that they were sounds of hunger.

      “This way, sir,” said the chauffeur, making Lee jump.

      As if on cue, a dim light switched on ahead of them, illuminating what he first thought might be a tunnel. But as he stepped closer, he saw that in fact it was a passageway leading to the door of a building. The structure was made of stone and seemed massive, although he couldn’t truly make out its shape. Once again he had the urge to flee, but instead he followed the driver into the close, arched corridor and stopped when the driver swung a metal doorknocker.

      “The master will be here shortly.” The driver set down the luggage, turned and walked past Lee, and strode toward the car. Before Lee could protest his abandonment, the man was lost in the darkness. A few seconds later, Lee heard the crunch of tires on gravel and the retreating thrum of the engine.

      The coyotes’ noise intensified. They sounded very near.

      Lee’s breaths were ragged, and although he was cold, sweat slicked his skin. Seething with fear and uncertainty, he licked his lips and pressed his back against the stone exterior. He tried to think of something he could use as a weapon, but he had nothing except his small suitcase and his garment bag, neither of which would do much damage against a single animal, let alone a ravening pack.

      He nearly collapsed with relief when the door swung open with a loud creak. “Come in, Mr. Harker,” said a deep voice.

      Lee scrambled to pick up his bags and get inside.

      He was in an enormous vestibule with a slate floor, paneled walls, dusty crystal chandeliers almost as big as the limousine, and an assortment of carved wooden chairs and accent tables. A double stairway—large enough to host a parade—rose along the back of the room.

      A man stood before Lee, smiling warmly.

      He appeared to be in his early thirties, like Lee, and wore a formal suit that was decades out of style. He was of average height, quite slender, and his thick, dark hair was slicked carefully into place. Lush pink lips and bright sable eyes provided a contrast to his moon-pale skin. His features were refined, almost delicate, like a marble sculpture come to life, yet something about his demeanor radiated confidence and power.

      He was incredibly beautiful.

      “Welcome to my home, Mr. Harker. I am Vincent Farkas.” He extended his hand for what turned out to be a very firm shake.

      “I thought— The driver said—"

      “Laszlo Farkas is my grandfather. And your client, of course. But I handle most of the business nowadays, so you will be working primarily with me.” He smiled broadly, as if this arrangement pleased him. His English was faintly accented by something European that Lee couldn’t quite place. Maybe the family had emigrated to escape the war.

      Lee finally managed to catch his breath and find coherent words. “I’m afraid I don’t know what you expect from me. Mr. Graves—”

      “Yes. I asked him to be circumspect about the details. Do not worry, my friend. In due time I will provide you with all of the information you require. But please forgive me—I am being a terrible host. I have very few visitors and am quite out of practice. Let me get you settled and provide some refreshments.”

      Without waiting for a response, Farkas took Lee’s bags and led the way upstairs at a fast clip. They walked down a long hallway hung with paintings in ornate frames and lined with vases and small busts atop pedestals. The floor was covered in a thick Persian carpet, and the doors—all closed—had complicated carvings and fancy hardware. But like the chandeliers in the vestibule, everything was a little dusty, and the air smelled stale.

      The hallway branched, turned a corner, and branched again; they climbed several short flights of stairs and descended several others. Lee was soon thoroughly lost, and in the immensity of the home, didn’t hear or see anyone except Farkas. It felt as if they walked for miles.

      As they turned down yet another corridor, Farkas again gifted Lee with a smile. “I trust your journey here was smooth?”

      “It was… fine. Thank you for the scotch and the snacks. Where exactly are we?”

      “On my estate, in the mountains. We own several hundred acres.”

      “I heard…. As I was walking to your door…. Coyotes, I think.”

      Farkas grinned as if this was good news. “Ah, the children of the night. What music they make!”

      Unsure whether this was intended as a joke, Lee held his tongue.

      At long last Farkas stopped in front of a wide double door flanked by plaster columns. He took a key from his pocket and unfastened the lock, then pushed both doors inward. With a small bow, he ushered Lee inside.

      They were in a room larger than Lee’s entire apartment. Part of it appeared to serve as a library, with two massive desks, tall shelves crammed with legal books, and some wooden chairs. The remainder of the space housed a small dining set and, clustered around a roaring fire, four leather armchairs. As in the rest of the house, the furnishings and décor looked old and expensive, but here they were free of dust and cobwebs, and the air held a pleasant aroma, something like cinnamon.

      There were no windows in this room but there were several doors, and Farkas opened them one by one. The first led to a bedchamber that contained the type of tall canopy bed that Lee had seen only in paintings. The second was a white-tiled bathroom, complete with a shower and tub. The third opened into a bedroom-sized space lined with more laden bookshelves. The final door, which was narrower and standing open, gave access to a tiny balcony with a stone balustrade. Lee could see nothing but the night beyond, where coyote howls continued. Farkas chuckled before closing the door and cutting off the sound.

      “I hope you will find this apartment comfortable,” he said. “If you need anything, you must let me know at once.”

      “It seems very nice,” Lee said politely, unsure what else to say.

      Farkas waved toward the bedroom. “Please unpack and freshen up. I will return shortly with a meal.”

      Lee almost protested that he wasn’t hungry—it was past midnight, after all—but then he realized that he was indeed hungry. Starving, in fact, despite the things he’d snacked on in the car. Maybe it was the aftermath of his recent attack of nerves. So he nodded and carried his things into the bedroom.

      It didn’t take him long to put away his clothing, use the toilet, and wash his hands and face. He peered through the bedroom window but could see nothing at all, not even the moon. Deciding he could wait until later to inspect the paintings and other decorative items, he thought he might glean an inkling of his purpose by examining the books—which proved to be only legal codes and casebooks. A decent collection of them, to be sure, but they gave no hint about what work would be expected of him.

      Finally the large painting over the fireplace caught his attention: an oil portrait of a man who very closely resembled Farkas, but with much longer hair and wearing an elaborate velvet-and-silk ensemble with tall black boots and an embroidered, feathered cap. The cracks in the varnish and the small dings in the gilded frame suggested that the painting was old.

      “An excellent likeness.”

      Lee jumped in startlement and spun around to find Farkas wheeling a cloth-covered cart into the room. The scent of cooked meat hit Lee at once, making his mouth water.

      “Boucher was a bit too rococo for my taste, but I do admire the degree of eroticism he employed in his work. Wouldn’t you agree?” Farkas waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      Lee turned back to the painting to hide his blush. Even as he desperately wondered which of his secrets Farkas was aware of, Lee couldn’t help but see what Farkas was talking about: the slight leer on the painted man’s face, the way he stood with one hand on his hip and the other reaching forward, the noticeable bulge at his groin. And behind him, not quite obscured in shadows, a bed with the covers rumpled and… was that a man’s bare leg sticking out from the blanket? None of these things had been obvious until Farkas’s comment.

      “Is that an ancestor?” Lee hoped his voice sounded steady.

      Ignoring the question, Farkas removed the cover from the cart and began putting dishes on the table, setting a place for only one person. “I have eaten already,” he explained. “But perhaps you will not mind my company as you partake?”

      “Of course not.”

      They sat opposite each other, and Farkas poured a large glass of wine from a carafe and handed it to Lee. He didn’t take any for himself but sat back in his chair, looking as comfortable and content as a well-fed cat by a fire.

      The meal was excellent: steak with peppercorns, a buttery baked potato, roasted root vegetables, and crusty bread.

      “Do you like the wine?” Farkas asked.

      Lee hesitated before answering. It had a rich, deep flavor that was more bitter than sweet, and although the taste almost made him recoil with every sip, he found himself wanting more. “It’s… complex,” he said diplomatically. “Sorry—I’m not much of a wine connoisseur.”

      “No need to apologize. My family produces this, but it is not to everyone’s taste. However, some people find that they become quite fond of it eventually.” Chuckling as if at some private joke, Farkas poured a refill and then beamed as Lee drank some more and devoured a pear tart.

      “Tell me, Mr. Harker, where are you from originally?”

      It wasn’t truly a rude question, but it made Lee bristle nonetheless. “The Midwest,” he said shortly.

      “Ah. I’ve spent some time there, but it is not to my taste. I prefer to be amidst mountains. And your name—what was it before you adopted a more American sobriquet?”

      This time Lee had to suppress a growl. “My name is Lee Harker.”

      Farkas sighed. “My friend, you and I will be working together quite closely these next several days, and I will of necessity be revealing to you some of my most personal confidences. I wish to foster an atmosphere of openness. Let us be frank with one another, yes?”

      Lee could have pointed out that everything about this day had been a complete fucking mystery. But the wine was going to his head and he was too enervated to argue. “My parents named me Ludwig Hasenkamp. I had my name legally changed shortly after I turned eighteen.” That had been in 1942, when a German name was a burden.

      “And were you born abroad?”

      “My mother was pregnant with me when they came to the United States, but I was born here.” His parents had been proud of that; he was their American son.

      “I see. Thank you for sharing this with me. May I call you Lee?” Farkas tilted his head slightly as if intentionally creating the best angle for the firelight to highlight his cheekbones.

      “Sure.”

      “Wonderful. And you will call me Vincent, of course. Now, let me introduce you to the scope of our task.”

      Finally, Lee thought. But Vincent didn’t say anything right away. Instead he cleared away the dishes onto the cart, which he rolled into the hallway. Then he poured another glass of wine and indicated that Lee should join him in the armchairs. The air was almost stiflingly warm near the fire, so much so that Lee gave an apologetic shrug and took off his suit jacket. He even rolled up his shirtsleeves. Vincent, however, remained fully cocooned in his old-fashioned tuxedo.

      “Allow me to explain some of my situation,” Vincent said.

      Lee swallowed a mouthful of wine—it tasted almost sweet now—and sat back to listen.
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