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			CHAPTER 1

			 

			The dark, ominous morning skies that blanketed the New York City area were not all that unusual for the early fall. Temperatures had remained mild, and unless it rained, it was doubtful that many people would even pay that much attention to the solid wall of clouds steadily moving in. The wind continued to increase, but did so at a measured pace, masking the severity of the cold front that would soon engulf the city.

			The front, and all its unexpected consequences, remarkably paralleled the events getting ready to unfold at a meeting being held at the Investigative Division of the Hawthorne Group—the quiet before a storm of unknown and unimaginable magnitude. James MacBridan, lead investigator, had arrived well ahead of schedule, all too familiar with the required punctuality of his boss.

			“Here’s what we know,” said Dolinski, looking at the file on his desk. MacBridan sat across from him, having wedged himself into one of the overstuffed client’s chairs, a tight fit at best. It wasn’t that he was fat, actually quite the contrary. MacBridan’s six foot one frame was nearly solid muscle, and he worked at staying in shape, which enabled him to handle many of the rougher demands of his job. He was particularly broad across the shoulders, his jacket size, depending on the cut, varied between size forty-six and forty-eight. His dark brown hair emphasized his blue, intense, penetrating eyes that tended to give MacBridan a hard look. As was his custom, MacBridan stretched his long legs out in front of him, marveling at the neatness of the Dolinski’s desk. It just wasn’t natural. “Over the past two months, seven Catholic churches have been burglarized in and around the Boston area, in addition to two others in Western Massachusetts. The relics that were taken are of extraordinary value, and not just to the church. It was important to understand that their value has been assessed not only on their religious significance, but also as to their value in the world of historical antiquities.”

			Peter Dolinski, the man MacBridan reported to at the Hawthorne Group, continued to stress their value repeatedly as the initial briefing went on. “Personally I don’t agree with paying a ransom, never have, but I’m afraid the thief has made his point rather clear to our client. We either do things his way, or else. Archbishop Kerry has reminded me several times that each of these relics is quite old and must be handled with considerable care. That is primarily why he is insisting on paying the ransom. Understandably, they are rather fragile and won’t fare well with too much exposure to the elements. The Catholic Church is willing to do what they have to in order to get them back.”

			“All right, I can understand that. Where is this pay off supposed to take place?” asked MacBridan.

			“Hopefully, we’ll know in the next couple of hours,” answered Dolinski. He opened the right hand drawer of his desk, took out a cell phone and slid it across to MacBridan. “Two days ago, the priest at St. Margaret’s received a call from a man claiming to have the artifacts. He gave enough detail to make his claim legitimate. Unfortunately, our thief didn’t give them any room to negotiate. Either the church pays for the relics, or he will destroy them. This threat, of course, also holds true if the police become involved in any way.”

			“Of course. So, all things considered, the church is taking a bit of a chance even bringing us in,” said MacBridan.

			Dolinski leaned back ever so slightly in his high backed leather chair. It was about as relaxed as he ever got. “I’ve known Archbishop Kerry for several years, and he called me the minute he hung up with the priest. He actually wanted to handle the exchange himself and wanted my advice as to how to go about it. I convinced him that in the best interest of the church, he needed the Hawthorne Group to manage this for him. I gave him the number to this cell phone and told him to tell the priest to give the number to the thief the next time he contacted them.”

			“I take it he called back.”

			“Yes, he did, exactly at the time he said he would.”

			“Prompt. Good to hear. I like that in a thief. Could the priest tell if it was the same person?” asked MacBridan.

			“The priest says that the guy has a very pronounced lisp and he didn’t think he was faking it. He told him that the church has agreed to pay and that he is to call this number and ask for Father MacBridan.”

			A smile spread across MacBridan’s face. “You’re joking.”

			Dolinski just stared at him. “You know better. Keep that close to you. He said he’d be in touch in forty-eight hours, which would be some time this afternoon. Let me know as soon as you’ve talked to him.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			MacBridan waited for the call with Cori Hopkins in her office. She had worked several cases with MacBridan before, and although quite experienced, she didn’t look the part of a field operative. A tint of natural red ran through Cori’s shoulder length, dark brown hair. She wore it loose, so that it framed her face, accentuating her pale green eyes. Her five foot seven figure was on the slender side and never failed to attract the attention of the men around her.

			“If this guy has half a brain cell he won’t call. He has to know it’s a setup.”

			“You and I would know that, but that’s only because we’re bitter, old, and cynical,” said MacBridan. Cori started to object to MacBridan’s having included her in that characterization when the cell phone rang.

			“Here goes,” said MacBridan. “Hello, this is Father MacBridan.”

			“You should be expecting this call, so lissen up ‘cause I’m only going to say things once, you got it?” The priest had been very accurate in his description of the thief ’s voice. The lisp was very distinct, and he sounded young.

			Cori wrote down the number from the caller ID, turned to her computer, and went to work. “Yes, of course, I’ve been waiting for you. Please go ahead,” said MacBridan.

			The thief quickly told MacBridan the time and the place for the exchange. As they talked, Cori pinpointed the location from which he was calling, a pay phone outside a park in downtown Boston. She then radioed one of the teams Dolinski had on standby in Boston, and they immediately moved out, hoping to catch sight of the guy.

			“Remember, you come alone. I see anyone else and tha’s it. You underssand?”

			“Yes, I understand. You’ve been very clear,” said MacBridan, trying to give his field team as much time as possible. “But what if someone does come by, someone I don’t know? I can’t help that.”

			“No one but you, Father, no one. You juss better pray that things go the way I want them to.” He slammed down the phone before MacBridan could say anything else.

			“I couldn’t keep him on any longer.”

			Cori’s phone soon rang. Dolinski’s people had made good time but not good enough. All they found was an idle payphone next to one of the main walkways leading into the park.

			MacBridan immediately briefed Dolinski on his short call with the thief. Dolinski then called the archdiocese to let them know the exchange was on. With the wheels set in motion, Cori made arrangements for her and MacBridan to get up to Boston, as well as getting the backup they would need ready to move.

			An hour later, an elderly priest, Father Vincent, arrived at the Hawthorne Group’s building and gave MacBridan a clerical collar, a crucifix, and a prayer book. Father Vincent’s hands trembled as he helped to put it on. MacBridan was surprised by the tight fit of the collar. He felt as choked and uncomfortable as he had when his mother forced him to perform as an altar boy a lifetime ago. Father Vincent, for some reason, was very nervous about being there but asked if he could pray with MacBridan.

			“Father, I’m not sure how much good that will do. God and I are not on the best of terms and haven’t been for many years,” said MacBridan.

			“God never forsakes us,” Father Vincent snapped at MacBridan. “Even if we have turned our back on Him.”

			“That’s good to hear, Father, but I doubt the work I’ll be doing tonight will follow many of his teachings.”

			“Tonight you are doing God’s work,” said Father Vincent. “Go with God.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			The car’s engine throbbed under the hood, omitting a low, powerful growl, threatening MacBridan as it rounded the corner, creeping towards him. Although it did not appear to be in the best of shape, he could see that a significant amount of custom work had gone into the car. The windows were tinted, so much so that it effectively blocked any view of its occupants, giving the appearance of the soulless, dead eyes of a snake. The back end of the car was jacked up, further accentuating the car’s image of a prowling, night hunter, poised to attack anything weaker than itself.

			The large, dark-colored sedan continued its slow approach, a block from where MacBridan waited. Despite the late night hour, the  car rolled forward without any lights. This would be its second pass in thirty minutes, presenting a complication MacBridan hadn’t counted on. Multi- storied brick tenement houses, all in varying states of decay, lined both sides of the street. The tired, old buildings leaned against each other, crumbling monuments to the despair and violence that blighted this inner city neighborhood. Scant bits of light escaped from the few windows that weren’t boarded up. The car, as battered as the neighborhood, crept forward.

			MacBridan raised his hands to his mouth as if warming them with his breath. With his hands covering his face, he spoke into the wire connecting him to his backup. “Here they come again, and unless I’m mistaken, they’re not with Welcome Wagon. There’s a chance this could be our boy, but it doesn’t feel like it.”

			His team, parked three blocks away, listened intently, ready to move. But MacBridan knew that he was on his own, no matter what went down. As close as they were, his backup was too far from him to provide any immediate support.

			The cold temperatures,  combined with  the neighborhood’s reputation, left this section of Front Street nearly deserted. Up until the car’s appearance, there had been little sign of life in either direction. Well, that wasn’t entirely true, MacBridan reflected. There had been a rat, the size of a small pony, which had disappeared into a pile of garbage not too far from the entrance to the alley. As far as he could determine, this run- down part of town had long been devoid of any improvements except, possibly, the addition of gang graffiti, defiantly streaked across various walls. In fairness to the few residents that still called Front Street their home, MacBridan tried to view the graffiti as urban art.

			Tension laced across his shoulders as the car closed the gap between them, but he did his best to ignore it. He made eye contact with the driver, or at least with the part of the windshield where he thought the driver should be. MacBridan stretched to his full height, a little over six feet, not giving any ground to the slowly approaching car. He was naturally broad in the shoulders and the padding of the leather jacket he wore worked to his advantage, further accentuating their width. The expression on MacBridan’s face was neutral; his eyes locked on the windshield, moving to the driver’s window as it gradually rolled by. The car slowed down even more, nearly coming to a stop. MacBridan stood motionless, braced for whatever would happen next. Suddenly the rear tires squealed and the car shot off, racing down Front Street and disappearing around the corner at the next light.

			MacBridan slowly let his breath out. He knew the car’s occupants were taunting him, but the threat of their escalating things into something more remained all too real. Once again, he raised his hands to his mouth. “So much for the pre-show. Guess my obviously good-natured charm just didn’t appeal to them. Our boy better show up before they come back, though, or I’m pretty certain we’ll have a problem on our hands.”

			MacBridan checked his watch: ten till. If their man held true to the plan, the exchange would take place at 2:00 a.m. The waiting continued. He zipped his jacket up as far as it would go and rubbed his hands together, trying to ward off the bone chilling cold of the night. It was only late September, but as far as MacBridan was concerned, it felt like the dead of winter.

			As he waited, MacBridan considered how little he knew about the man meeting him to collect the ransom. The little he did know he didn’t like. He glanced down at the canvas bag next to him, frowned, and shook his head. It held the one hundred thousand dollar pay off. A great deal of money, all to reward a thief.

			The night air seemed to be getting colder by the minute. Not for the first time that evening MacBridan envied his backup, wishing he could think of a way to share the van’s heater with the two surveillance men and Cori. This time MacBridan really was warming his hands. “All clear here,” he said.

			MacBridan’s voice came across the speaker in the van with very little static. “Think he’ll show?” asked Smithers, his massive frame crammed into the van’s front seat.

			“Yeah, he’ll show,” answered Harry. Harry was just as tall as Smithers, but had a tight trim build. The scar under his left eye gave evidence that he was no stranger to violence; still, he had usually come out the victor, a good man to have standing with you. “Question is, can MacBridan fool him into believing he’s a priest?” he asked Cori.

			Cori gave a small smile. Tonight she was operating the equipment that monitored both the wire MacBridan had on as well as the transmitter sewn into the handle of the bag containing the money. She answered, “I think we’re safe, so long as our perp doesn’t ask him any questions about the bible.”

			MacBridan had taken up position on the corner of Front and Twelfth, right where he had been instructed to stand, in plain sight. Once again, he looked around. Nothing moved. The payphone across the street started to ring. Carrying the bag, he crossed to the phone and answered. “Hello.”

			“You don’t look like a priess.” The lisp in the voice as strong as ever. 

			“Really? What did you expect?”

			“You know man, a priess. An older guy, gray hair, the uniform,” the thief sounded nervous, real nervous, like the amateur MacBridan figured him to be. This was not good. MacBridan knew that when amateurs got scared, people got hurt.

			“Sorry to disappoint you. Not all of us are old. As to what I’m wearing, in case you haven’t noticed, it’s freezing out here.”

			“Open your coat. Turn all the way around. I want to see what’s under there.”

			MacBridan lowered his collar and unzipped his coat. He let the phone hang by the cord and turned around. With the coat open, the clerical collar and the crucifix around his neck were clearly visible.

			MacBridan zipped his coat up and picked up the phone. “Everything alright now?”

			The thief did not respond. MacBridan worried that the extended silence might mean that he wasn’t buying him as a priest. Was it because he was in reasonably good shape? There had to be priests who worked out.

			Finally, the thief said, “You got the money?” 

			“Yes, but I don’t give it up without the artifacts.”

			“Look man,” the thief nearly shouted into the phone, “you don’t make demands! We’re doing this my way. You better be real nice to me. I’m doing you a favor. Weren’t for me you’d never see any of this junk again.” 

			“Sorry,” MacBridan said. The guy sounded closer to the edge than MacBridan liked, so he didn’t want to push too hard.

			“You sure you’re a priess? You don’t sound like no priess.”

			“Guess I’m a little nervous,” said MacBridan. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

			There was no response.

			“What do we do now?” asked MacBridan.

			“You bring that cell phone with you like I said?”

			“Yes, I have it. It’s the same number you dialed earlier.” 

			“Yeah, well, give it to me again.”

			MacBridan gave him the number.

			“Okay. See the apartment building behind you? Number 1308?” 

			“Yes, I see it.”

			“Okay. Go to the top floor, apartment C9. I’ll talk to you there.” The line went dead. MacBridan smiled tightly. As was usually the case, greed had won out over apprehension.

			MacBridan hung up the phone and looked around. There was still no sign of the thief. “Here goes,” he said under his breath. Anxious to leave the night air behind, he moved to the stoop of 1308, walked up the steps, and went into the building. A single, low wattage bulb, halfway down the hall, failed in its attempt to light the hallway. MacBridan held the canvas moneybag in his right hand. With his left, he reached behind him and checked the gun he had secured inside the back of his coat.

			Disappointingly, the temperature inside the apartment building wasn’t much warmer than it was outside. The walls along the hall were cracked and chipped, and the building had a thick, putrid odor of its own. It took him a few moments, but MacBridan identified it as a mixture of old garbage, with a pinch of urine, spiced with the stench of decay. Nice. He wondered if the rat he’d seen earlier had an apartment here. There was no elevator, but MacBridan quickly found the stairs and started up. He didn’t like the way this was going, or the position he was putting himself in. The fear in the thief ’s voice had come across all too clearly. By having chosen an apartment on the top floor, the thief had successfully cornered himself. MacBridan didn’t care for the implications this presented.

			MacBridan stopped and listened as he reached the third floor. Apartment C9 was down at the far end of the hall, facing the street, on the right. The only sounds were the sad notes of a saxophone straining out a blues tune that MacBridan didn’t recognize, drifting up from an apartment on the floor below. Carefully, he moved down the hall to the side of the door labeled C9, The C having been replaced with a mismatched font.

			MacBridan knocked. He waited, but  no  one  answered.  He  tried the door and wasn’t too surprised to find it unlocked. With his foot, he pushed the door open and waited. Nothing happened. He said, “It’s Father MacBridan. Is anyone here?”

			The silence mocked him. MacBridan looked back over the railing. His cell phone rang, making him jump.

			He fumbled with the instrument and said, “Hello, this is Father MacBridan.”

			“You in the apartment?”

			“No. There’s no one home so I wasn’t sure about going in.”

			“Come on Father, don’t go ssupid on me. Go in and look in the box by the window.”

			MacBridan did as he was told. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could see that the apartment had a one-room layout with a bare wooden floor, the kitchenette off to his right. There were no furnishings or anything else in the small, empty room. He knelt next to the box. Taking a small flashlight out of his jacket, he looked inside. Three of the smaller missing artifacts lay on the bottom of the box.

			“You find it?” asked the thief.

			“Yes, but it seems we have a problem. Where are the rest of the artifacts?”

			“Those are just a free sample. Let you know I’m real. You may be a priess, but it don’t mean I truss you. Open the window and look down.”

			MacBridan moved to the window. There, on the street below, stood the thief, calling from the same payphone MacBridan had used earlier. At his feet was another box, larger than the one in the apartment.

			“Okay Father, here’s how we do it. You drop me the money. I see if is’s all there. You stay right where I can see you while I check. You move away from that window before I say is’s okay and I’ll grab everything and leave you with nothin. You underssand?”

			“Yes.” MacBridan muted his phone. As he leaned over to pick up the moneybag, he spoke into the wire, “Right after I drop the money, move in.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			Cori looked at her two companions. “This is it. Get ready.” 

			Smithers put the van into gear and waited for Cori’s signal.

			 

			* * *

			 

			MacBridan yelled down to the thief, “You ready?” 

			“Come on man, drop it. We ain’t got all night.”

			MacBridan dropped the bag. The thief caught it and immediately tore into it to get at the money.

			“He’s got it,” MacBridan said.

			The van edged out onto Front Street. Keeping a slow pace, it moved toward them, its lights off so as not to attract attention. Although still blocks away, the thief spotted the van almost immediately.

			He looked up at MacBridan. “Friend of yours, Father?”

			Without waiting for an answer, he picked up the box of artifacts and threw it into the street. The box came open, scattering the artifacts across the pavement. He grabbed the money and took off at a hard run down the street, away from the van.

			“He’s got the money and he’s heading north,” MacBridan yelled into the wire as he raced out of the apartment and down the stairs. “He’s thrown the artifacts all over the street and there’s some in the apartment. Get those first, then back me up.”

			MacBridan made it out of the building and into the street just as the van skidded to a halt, the left front tire barely missing one of the artifacts. He looked just in time to catch sight of the thief turning into an alley. As he ran down the street, he unzipped his jacket, reached behind him and pulled the gun free of the bindings that secured it in place.

			MacBridan’s luck held. As he entered the alley, he caught sight of the thief darting into a building two-thirds of the way down on the left. It didn’t take him long to reach the same red brick structure. The thief had disappeared down a small flight of stairs, leading to what looked like the door to a basement.

			“Cori, I’m going into a four-story brick building. There aren’t any lights on that I can see. There’s a green dumpster next to the door.” With that, MacBridan descended the stairs and entered the dark basement doorway.

			As soon as he entered, he flattened against a wall and listened. He didn’t dare use his flashlight. There wasn’t any sound, but at the end of the long hallway, he could see a faint light. He gave his eyes a little more time to adjust, then as quietly and cautiously as he could, he moved down the hall. The light came from a room, the door partially open.

			MacBridan stood beside the door, gun ready. He didn’t know what to expect on the other side, but felt sure the thief knew he was there, ready to take him out at the first chance. It had been too easy. He glanced around the doorframe and what he saw surprised him even more. The thief sat on the far side of the room at a small table. He was young, early twenties and bone thin. On the table were three candles, accounting for the light. The thief had the money spread out before him. He was counting it, as if he had all the time in the world.

			MacBridan burst into the room, his gun leveled at the thief ’s chest. The thief stood up, knocking over the chair, but froze at the sight of the gun.

			“You did some things right, but for the most part, you were pretty stupid,” MacBridan said as he walked across the room. “Now, interlace your fingers behind your head and kneel down.”

			The thief stared at him. “Do what?”

			Smaller words, MacBridan said to himself, use smaller words. “I said put your hands behind your head and kneel down. Now!”

			The thief did as he was told. MacBridan stood behind the thief and quickly patted him down. In the right hand pocket of his jacket, MacBridan found a switchblade with a six-inch blade. Pocketing the knife, he moved to the table and began to put the money back in the bag. Trash covered the floor. A sleeping bag and a blanket lay next to the wall, in the corner. The thief had obviously been living here for a short time.

			“Cozy,” said MacBridan.

			“You’re not a priess. I knew you weren’t no priess.” The lisp was very pronounced.

			“Maybe not,” MacBridan answered, “but as is turns out, I do accept confessions. The way I see it, you’re in a bad spot. Now, I’m positive you had help stealing this stuff. Tell me who they are, where they are, and I’ll do all I can to help you.”

			“No way, man. You’re crazy. I’m not saying nothin’. Those people are real spooky, man. They can do things you wouldn’t believe.”

			“You’re looking at serious jail time here. If I find them without your help, and I will, it’s going to leave you with no one to turn to.”

			“Look man,” the thief stammered, “I’m tellin’ you, they got too much power. You don’t underssand. Look, I’ll give you some of the money—you can have half. I’ll even give…”

			The sudden change in the air hit MacBridan with a jolt. He blinked his eyes a few times, as the light in the room quickly faded. Glancing at the candles, he saw that even though they continued to burn, just as when he’d arrived, the light they put out had greatly diminished. MacBridan looked around, trying to find the reason that would explain what was happening. The thief, mortified, scooted back against the wall, his eyes wide, darting from side to side.

			“They’re here.” The whisper of his voice so intense, so filled with terror,that it got to MacBridan. What little light there was continued to weaken and retreat back into the flames. “You gotta let me go!” The thief begged, tears streaming down his face. “We gotta get out of here now! I don’t wanna die.”

			“Shut up,” MacBridan nearly shouted. The thief ’s panic was contagious, and the unexplainable loss of light didn’t help any. Then, just as suddenly, the temperature in the room plummeted. The cold, more penetrating than anything MacBridan had felt in a long time, cut through him with such force that it nearly brought him to his knees.

			The thief ’s eyes locked on to something across the room. He pointed at the door and began to scream. MacBridan strained his eyes but couldn’t see anything, at least not at first. But there was something there, something standing between them and the doorway, blocking their only way out. A darkness filled the space where the door had been. A darkness so complete, so intense, that light was absolutely useless against it.

			Without any sound, it entered the room and began to glide toward them. A nearly paralyzing fear washed over MacBridan leaving his mouth dry, unable to swallow, and he felt the tingling needles of numbness rapidly spreading through his body. He tried to speak but couldn’t form the words. He wanted to shoot at it, defend himself, but couldn’t raise his arm. The lack of control over his body further fueled his mind with panic. He tried to grasp some understanding of what was happening, feeling as if he was drowning in a sea of darkness. It was his last thought as he felt himself falling, passing out on the floor.

			 

			* * *

			 

			“Mac, come on Mac, wake up. We’re going to need an ambulance!” she shouted.

			MacBridan could hear the voice, a woman’s, but he didn’t know who it was. “Maria?” he mumbled, his mind struggling to focus in on things. Finally, he managed to open his eyes. The room looked familiar, but why? Then he remembered. He was in the basement of the deserted building, still in the room where he’d found the thief. With a great deal of effort, he turned his head and saw that the candles were still burning. Their light, however, had returned and once again filled the room with a soft glow.

			“Mac, are you all right?”

			MacBridan sat up, struggling with every movement, every thought. He felt groggy, as if trying to wake up from a deep sleep, his mind trying to reorient itself. Cori knelt beside him on the floor, a gun in her hand.

			“Did he get away?” asked MacBridan.

			“What happened Mac? Who was here? Was there a woman involved?” asked Cori.

			“A woman?”

			“You said ‘Maria.’” 

			“No, never mind that.”

			With Cori’s help, MacBridan managed to get to his feet. The thief lay on the floor next to the table. 

			Smithers stood beside the still form. “Harry’s gone for an ambulance, but it’s not going to do this guy any good,” he said.

			MacBridan made his way over to Smithers and looked down at the thief. What he saw nearly turned his stomach, threatening the slim grasp he’d regained over his faculties. The man was dead, eyes wide open, his mouth gaping in a silent scream. The throat had been torn out so savagely that his head lay at an odd angle to the body.

			“Mac, what happened here?” Cori asked again.

			MacBridan stood staring at the body, unsure how to respond. “I don’t know,” he mumbled, his voice almost too low to hear. “I really don’t know.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			 

			Even though MacBridan and the rest of their team were now back at the van, the nightmare he’d just experienced lingered on. MacBridan’s eyes never rested, continually moving up and down the street, expecting at any moment to see the dark form materialize out of the shadows and come at him again.

			Cori’s cell phone rang. “Yes, he’s right here,” she said. She handed MacBridan the phone and said, “Dolinski.”

			It was just past 3:00 a.m., and the thought of reporting back to Dolinski had completely slipped MacBridan’s mind.

			“How did it go, Jim?” asked Dolinski.

			MacBridan hesitated, not sure how to answer the question, his mind still reeling from the shock, he found it hard to focus. “It went okay.”

			“Okay? What is okay? What happened, for heaven’s sake? Did you recover the artifacts?”

			Again, MacBridan hesitated. He wasn’t prepared to talk about all that he had just witnessed, and he certainly didn’t want to talk about how he’d been rendered helpless. “Yeah, we got them all. At least I think we did. Harry and Smithers are combing the area again.” Try as he might to calm down, his voice sounded as if he was out of breath.

			“What is it, Jim? What aren’t you telling me?” asked Dolinski. “Someone go down? Did we lose someone?”

			“No, it didn’t get at us.” MacBridan stopped again, hardly recognizing the monotone sound of his own voice. He had to snap out of it, he sounded ridiculous. “The thief is dead. He was killed after I’d taken him into custody.”

			“What? Just how did that happen? Did he attack you? What do you mean ‘it didn’t get at us’? Jim, you’re not making any sense,” Dolinski pressed.

			MacBridan stood there mutely staring at the phone. He didn’t know what to say or how to explain what had happened.

			MacBridan felt Cori next to him and realized that she’d been closely watching the exchange. He handed the phone to her and walked away, listening to her as she continued to fill Dolinski in on the night’s events. It had not been a good night for MacBridan, and it was far from being over.

			 

			* * *

			 

			The long night continued at the precinct house where the police questioned him over and over again. At some point MacBridan remembered a lawyer showing up, but the police had already decided not to file any charges against him, at least not yet. The Hawthorne Group had been working closely with them on this case, and Cori had backed up MacBridan’s statement. The wire he had been wearing provided the best evidence that MacBridan had nearly become a victim himself.

			After he left the police station, MacBridan called Dolinski back. Although he had a better grip on his nerves, he still could not shake the feeling of dread that seemed to drape across his shoulders like a shroud. Their conversation was short and to the point—get to the New York office as soon as possible.

			 

			* * *

			The short flight back to New York was uneventful, and MacBridan took a cab to their Manhattan office. He waited as patiently as he could for the meeting with Dolinski. It was late morning and he was operating on very little sleep, his umpteenth cup of coffee nearly gone. As he sat his cup down, he noticed the slight tremor of his hand, the only visible sign of the nervousness that still lived within him. MacBridan wanted to blame it on caffeine, but that wouldn’t explain the unrelenting tension between his shoulders.

			He checked his watch. MacBridan was anxious to talk to Dolinski. He desperately wanted to know what the police had turned up.

			As MacBridan waited in the private waiting room normally reserved for clients, his eyes rested on the modest, gold plated letters proudly mounted on the wall that spelled out “Hawthorne Group.” MacBridan took a great deal of pride in his employment with the elite, private firm, knowing the high level of talent and skill that ran through every part of the organization. The Hawthorne Group’s clients filled the ranks of the who’s who in business, government, and the entertainment world, and they handled their client’s needs with complete discretion.

			The Hawthorne Group had started decades ago as a family owned law firm that, due to their considerable wealth, could cater to a select clientele of their own choosing. As the years progressed, the firm grew in strength and power and earned a reputation for protecting the special interests of its clients. Appropriately, as the demands of its clients grew in complexity, other divisions were added to support their needs.

			There was a financial division, capable of working through the most delicate tax problems on up to the largest of corporate mergers. Dolinski was tasked with various security challenges, as well as private investigative services, and headed up the investigative division. Lastly, to divert the media’s and public’s attention, a public relations division was created, there in part, to quote Dolinski, to ‘put perfume on the pig.’

			Based on its reputation in all the right circles, the Hawthorne Group had been able to attract top talent and was well positioned to handle the most sensitive of issues. MacBridan had been one of the first that Dolinski had personally recruited into the firm. Based in New York, the Hawthorne Group fielded offices in five countries, with six locations spread out across the United States.

			MacBridan had worked for Dolinski for close to three years, and for the most part, he liked and respected the man. The two men shared a common background, both having served in the military, and then for different law enforcement agencies. But most important to MacBridan, was the fact that Dolinski let him run his own show without constant interference or direction.

			On the other hand, the one thing that had, on more than one occasion, caused conflict between him and Dolinski was the man’s complete ruthlessness. While this was not a prevalent tendency, it too often sprung up, seemingly out of nowhere. Dolinski’s personality during those times closely resembled the dramatic swings that one would expect of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. He would offer no middle ground and seemed to operate without a heart or conscience. The given objective would be met, period, and anyone who got in the way was simply a casualty. However, at the same time, and to his credit, it was important to note that Dolinski was very loyal to his people. He gave unwavering loyalty and expected no less in return.

			The door to Dolinski’s office opened and his executive secretary, Ester King, emerged. Ester never failed to amuse MacBridan. Her whole persona was based on being very prim and proper, almost to the point of severity. She was the perfect picture of the dour maiden aunt who had never married, with an air about her that told you she was not to be trifled with. During his tenure, MacBridan had never seen a full-fledged smile cross her face. The mouth would go through the motions, but the eyes never joined in.

			“Mr. Dolinski is ready for you, Mr. MacBridan. Is there anything else I can get you?”

			Nearly three years and it was still “Mr. MacBridan.” However, being a master sleuth, he deduced that Ester, either couldn’t remember his first name, or—more likely—she was desperately masking a strong sexual attraction to him. After all, she was only human. “No, thank you, I’ll just go on in.”

			“Very good,” said Ester as her face contorted into her twisted version of a smile, lightly pulling at the cheeks, still not reaching the eyes. At least, he guessed it was a smile.

			MacBridan closed the door behind him, crossed the room and eased into his favorite of the two client chairs in front of Dolinski’s desk. “Good morning, Jim,” Dolinski said. He remained seated at his desk. “Sorry to have kept you waiting.”

			Dolinski looked the same as always. His hair was perfectly styled, and he wore a suit that had easily cost a grand or more. His tie and shirt perfectly matched the ensemble as if the style editor of GQ had personally picked it out for him. Much like Dick Clark, Dolinski never seemed to age. He appeared to be in his early fifties; gray dabbed at the hair around his temples and continued on from there, being lightly sprinkled throughout his mass of black hair. His deep voice matched the barrel chest, giving the distinct impression of a drill sergeant out of uniform. Although well under six feet tall, Dolinski could be a very intimidating individual when the spirit moved him.

			“The Catholic Church is very pleased with your work up in Boston. Archbishop Kerry asked me to convey his deepest gratitude and to let you know that you are in his prayers.”

			“Not only well deserved, but good to hear,” said MacBridan. “You have to admit, it is somewhat rare that one recovers the stolen items, as well as the ransom, all in the same night.”

			“Indeed. I have a report here on our thief. He has finally been identified.” Dolinski opened one of three folders lying on his desk. The lack of clutter matched the immaculate neatness of his dress, something that never failed to impress MacBridan. MacBridan’s desk was the polar opposite; always covered with various piles made up of reports, case files, unopened mail, and the occasional half-eaten sandwich that had been lost in the clutter. “His name was Gerald Vickers. Ring any bells?”

			“None. Last night was my first and only meeting with Mr. Vickers.” 

			“Not surprising. He barely rates as a small-time punk. He grew up in a small, rural community in western Massachusetts, New Westminster. At this point the police have no idea how he happened to come into possession of the artifacts.”

			“Have the local authorities in New Westminster been of any help?” asked MacBridan.

			“Not much, and frankly there is not much to add. They were surprised to even get the call. From what I understand, they feel that the thefts were far and above Vickers’ limited capabilities.”

			“I’d have to agree with that,” said MacBridan. “He was just a kid, and not an exceptionally bright one at that.”

			“None the less,” Dolinski continued, “our client is very pleased with your work. In addition to the bonus, the church is happily paying for services rendered, and they are now offering to double the amount if we can recover the one remaining artifact that is still missing.”

			MacBridan frowned, “I didn’t realize there were any more. We covered the area pretty well. I’m sorry to hear we missed one.”

			“I don’t think you did. I sent in another team first thing this morning to go over the same ground, just in case, and they came up empty. No, I don’t believe that Vickers had this one with him.”

			“To offer that kind of money, this particular artifact must really be something,” said MacBridan. “What makes it so special?”

			“Archbishop Kerry went in to that in some detail. It is a cross, roughly fourteen inches long, made of oak and silver. It was brought over from Ireland in the early nineteen hundreds. It is of extraordinary value to the church, and—here is the really remarkable part—it is believed to have once been carried by St. Patrick.”

			“Now I understand,” said MacBridan. “A relic with that pedigree would fetch a fortune on the black market. The Irish government alone would probably pay a great deal to get back a cross of that significance.”

			“Exactly,” said Dolinski, “hence the generous financial incentive for us. He stressed the utmost importance of the assignment and our need to move quickly. With Vickers having already set the example of going independent for a quick score, the concern is that that kind of behavior could become contagious, spreading to the other people involved in the thefts.”

			“Perhaps,” said MacBridan, “but his death certainly sets another kind of example of just how far that kind of behavior will be tolerated.”

			Dolinski reached for the second file folder. Before he opened it, he looked at MacBridan and asked, “Mac, how are you feeling? Things got a little rough there at the end.”

			MacBridan thought a moment before answering. “I feel fine. Truth is I really wasn’t hurt, but I can’t get it out my mind. For the life of me I can’t figure out what happened.”

			“Have you been able to remember anything else? Anything at all since we last talked?”

			MacBridan shook his head. “Wish I could. It was one of the strangest things I’ve ever experienced.” MacBridan went over the scene in his mind once again. It took all he had to contain the fear he felt and the nausea that instantly filled his stomach. He clasped his hands together and rested them on his leg to keep Dolinski from seeing the fear that they betrayed. “Whatever it was, it seemed to affect the candles first. They continued to burn, but the light itself was actually sucked out of the air. This was quickly followed by an extreme cold. As you know, I’ve been to the Arctic Circle more than once, but I don’t believe I’ve ever felt a cold such as that. It was more like some kind of force, so strong that it was capable of taking control of you, mind and body. I couldn’t move.”

			“Cori found your gun beside you. Do you remember pulling it?” 

			“Yes. As soon as the light began to dim, Vickers reacted. As sure as I’m sitting here, I believe he knew what was happening and it terrified him. The last thing that I remember was looking at the door.” MacBridan hesitated before continuing his narrative. “I don’t know how to describe this any better than to say that a darkness, a shapeless, formless darkness filled the door. Then it came at us. I wanted to shoot it, but couldn’t. The next thing I knew Cori was with me.”

			“The wire you were wearing recorded the entire incident, but it doesn’t add anything to what you have already told us,” said Dolinski. He opened the file folder. “I think you’ll find the medical examiner’s report is just as fascinating as your own story.”

			“Do the Boston police have any leads on who killed him?” asked MacBridan.

			“Not only do they not have any idea as to who killed him, they have no idea as to what killed him. I have a complete copy of the report for you  but want to touch on the highlights while you’re here. Vickers’s throat was mutilated almost to the point of decapitation. Marks on some of the neck vertebrate suggest the fangs of an animal, but—and this is interesting— not any animal that they can identify. Now, as interesting as that is, it’s not the strangest part. Due to the nature of his injuries, the two of you should have been covered in blood.”

			“I don’t think I have any on me,” said MacBridan, once again going over it in his mind. How could he have missed that? What else had he missed that night? “Come to think of it, I don’t remember there being much blood even around Vickers.”

			“Exactly! That is what bothers the ME the most,” Dolinski continued. “The two of you should have been lying in a pool of blood, and yet there was remarkably little spilled.”

			“That doesn’t make any sense,” said MacBridan. “How do they explain it?”

			 

			“They don’t. Even at the autopsy there was very little blood found in the body.”

			“But how is that possible? To clean up a mess like that would take several people, combined with a great deal of time and effort, and I don’t think I was out that long.”

			“According to the report Cori filed, they were, at the most, ten to twelve minutes behind you. You didn’t give them the best description of the building you were entering, but they found you none the less.”

			“I haven’t had the chance to talk with Smithers or Harry. Did they see anything?”

			“Nothing. When they arrived, both of you were on the floor.” Dolinski stared at MacBridan. “Mac, are you sure there isn’t anything else you can tell us?”

			“No sir, I’m afraid that’s it,” answered MacBridan. There was, however, one other item worth mentioning, but MacBridan didn’t think it would help, and he certainly wasn’t all that anxious to discuss it. He, along with Vickers, had been flat out terrified. Whatever had killed Vickers had filled him with an overwhelming dread that promised to give him nightmares for some time to come, adding to the nightmares he already had.

			“Very well then. Mac, I want you to go to New Westminster and see what you can find. With Vickers dead, New Westminster is the only point we have to begin our search for the missing cross. Almost all of the churches robbed were in the Boston area, but that may be where Vickers’s accomplices are hiding.” Dolinski handed him the third folder. “You’ll find everything we have so far in there. There are also pictures of the cross you’ll be looking for.”

			“Thank you,” said MacBridan, as he rose to leave. “I’ll see what I can find, but it sounds rather like a long shot.”

			“Perhaps, we’ll see. However, while in New Westminster, there is one other thing I’d like for you to look into. Double duty, if you will, but this shouldn’t get in your way too much.”

			“What would that be, sir?” MacBridan asked, taking his seat again.

			Dolinski turned his chair and gazed out the window. He seemed uncertain how to proceed, and then said without turning around, “Mac, this is a bit personal, but I have family in New Westminster and she may be in trouble.”

			“She?”

			“Yes. An aunt of mine—Ms. Katherine Chamberlin. Her real name was Katya Dolinski, but after she married, she changed it to Katherine. She must be in her mid-seventies.”

			“What kind of trouble is she having?”

			“That’s perhaps the most difficult part about this, Mac. It is hard to put into words. Perhaps the best way I can say this is that Aunt Katherine has seen some things that have her worried. She also thinks someone is watching her house.”

			MacBridan groaned to himself. Not only was he being sent on the improbable mission to find a gang of thieves who prey on churches—one of whom was now possibly a killer—in rural Massachusetts, but now he would also get to do some babysitting for an old woman. An old woman whose biggest problem was probably being a little afraid of the dark.

			“Sir, with all due respect to your aunt, wouldn’t she do better calling the local authorities? I’ll be pretty focused on the search and may not be able to give her the time this deserves.”

			Dolinski turned and faced MacBridan. “Look, I know what you are thinking.” The fact was he probably did. In the years MacBridan had worked for him, Dolinski had demonstrated an almost uncanny insight into people’s thoughts. “This is not some frail, senile old woman afraid of her own shadow. You’ll find that she is one tough old girl with a razor sharp mind. Besides, she has already called the local sheriff, and frankly they didn’t take her all that seriously.”

			“I see. Well, what exactly has she seen and why would anyone be watching her?” asked MacBridan.

			“Both excellent questions, but I’d rather she be the one to answer them. She can fill in the details so much better. I’ve already spoken to her, and she is expecting you tomorrow. Besides, you’ll be staying with her while you are in New Westminster. She has a very nice guest cottage behind her house, and I’m sure you’ll be quite comfortable.”

			“Do you think that is wise sir? If we are right, and I do find these people, I may end up putting your aunt in harm’s way.”

			“Mac, I believe she may already be in some kind of danger. If I could get away from here I’d go myself, but there is simply no chance of that. I want you there and I want you there tomorrow,” said Dolinski. His tone made it clear that there wasn’t any more room for discussion. “Do your best to find that artifact.”

			“I will,” said MacBridan. He got up and moved to the door.

			“Mac,” Dolinski said before he opened it. “I’ve known her most of my life. She and my parents were very close. There were quite a few summers when I’d go to visit them, staying for weeks at a time. I learned a great deal from her, about her beliefs, and I know that she doesn’t spook easy. Something is going on there. If I didn’t believe it was serious, I would not ask you to get involved.”

			MacBridan nodded and left.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			 

			Holly’s gaze drifted across the valley that ran down from their property, but her mind continued to reflect back on all of the changes that had taken place over the past year. It had been an incredible year with so many wonderful changes.

			“You want some water?” Ian called from the kitchen. 

			“Yes, please,” said Holly.

			“Stay there, I’ll bring it out.”

			They’d finished dinner an hour ago, and as was becoming the custom, Holly found herself resting on the front porch of their home, awaiting the sunset. The last twelve months were almost too overwhelming to think about. Just a year ago, she and Ian had been living in a small apartment in Boston. Now they were miles from there, settled in their own home.

			So many changes had taken place, all happening so quickly, that she and Ian seemed to have been swept away in a current of change with little option but to hang on to each other and hope. Still, they were happy. She loved their home, and Ian appeared to be just as content as she was. Yet there was something wrong, something she couldn’t identify.

			Holly couldn’t shake this feeling of uneasiness, a nervousness, which remarkably hadn’t started until they’d actually moved in to their new home. Considering all that they had been through, the nervousness should have started long before then. But it hadn’t, and now she was having trouble dealing with this unexplainable tension that had become her constant companion. The maddening part was that she just couldn’t put her finger on the true source of the problem.

			It all started with a simple get-away weekend. The travel section of the Boston Globe led them to New Westminster and the breathtaking scenic beauty that flowed across the hills of this charming, small community.

			They had been walking down Main Street when Holly spotted it, wedged in between a candy store and Clare’s Collectables. “Ian, look, a real-estate office.”

			“That’s good, Holly. Now if you spot a restroom, we’ll really be in business.”

			Holly’s straight, dark brown hair matched her eyes perfectly, resting just on her shoulders. Not a beauty in the traditional sense, she had a natural beauty that seemed to flow from within. Her brown eyes were large and full of expression. Ian had told her more than once that her eyes could communicate all her feelings to him without her ever having to say anything. She wasn’t tall, just a couple of inches over five feet, but her spirit was as bold as one could want. “Oh come on, let’s go in.”

			“You’re not serious?”

			“Why not? We’ve talked about getting a place of our own, and New Westminster is beautiful,” said Holly.

			“I like it too, but Holly, we would be so far away from everything.” 

			“Far away from what? Neither of us have family in Boston. You work out of our apartment as it is. Besides, things can’t be nearly as expensive here as they are there. We’ll get more for our money in a much nicer place.”

			Ian hesitated for a moment before giving in. “Alright, we’ll go in, but if there’s no restroom, we are out of there.” He had never really been able to deny Holly very much. For him it had been love at first sight the day they met.

			Their friends referred to them as Salt and Pepper. Although they blended well, they were as different as two people could be.

			Holly never met a stranger, whereas Ian took some time to warm up to people and was much more comfortable with computers. Holly could come to a decision without hesitation. For Ian, big decisions, in particular, could drag on for weeks. His proposing to Holly took three separate dates before he was able to get the question out. It wasn’t that he doubted his feelings for Holly; it was just that up until the third attempt he’d simply become overwhelmed by the whole idea. An inch shy of six feet tall, Ian was of medium build, with wiry, dark hair that never wanted to cooperate. Most of the time it gave people the impression that he’d just gotten out of bed. Nevertheless, Holly loved him, and couldn’t imagine herself with anyone else.

			Holly hugged his arm as they entered the real-estate office. Two metal desks dominated the small room. Pictures of houses on letter sized paper posters covered the far wall. The only person working appeared to be about their age. In his late twenties, maybe early thirties, he was terribly thin with sharp, pointed features. He kept his plain brown hair pulled back tightly into a sort of mini ponytail that under other circumstances would probably have made them laugh. The end result only served to make his face look even more gaunt.

			The thin man was on the phone but smiled and motioned for them to sit down. He quickly wrapped up his call. “Hi, I’m Paul Lovett. How may I help you?” he asked as he came around the desk.

			“I’m Holly Carpenter and this is my husband, Ian,” she said as they both shook hands with Paul.

			Ian was surprised at the strength in the smaller man’s hand.

			“Pleased to meet you,” said Paul. “What brings you to New Westminster?”

			“Actually we’re just visiting for the weekend,” answered Holly. “However, we’ve talked a great deal about getting our own home—this area is just beautiful—and so we thought we’d see what might be available in our price range.”

			Paul smiled. “Not a hard place to fall in love with is it? Let’s do this. Let me get some information from you, and then we’ll have a better feel as to what kind of home we should be looking for,” he said as he sat back down behind his desk and pulled out a form.

			Ian knew that this was going to take more time than his bladder could stand. “Paul, excuse me, but is there a restroom nearby?”

			“Of course.” Paul pointed to a door at the rear of his office. “Go through there and down the hall. It’s your first door on the right. While you’re doing that, Holly and I can get started.”

			 

			* * *

			 

			It didn’t take long before Paul had all the information he needed. He turned to his computer and began to see what New Westminster had to offer. While the computer completed its search, Paul asked, “So how would your family feel about you and Ian leaving Boston?”

			“Ian and I don’t have much in the way of family,” said Holly. “Ian’s parents both died before he graduated high school. I lost my dad when I was eight, and it was only my mother and I growing up. She never remarried. I don’t think she has ever really gotten over losing Dad. Ian and I hope to start our own family soon.”

			“That must have been hard,” said Paul. “Where is your mother now?” 

			“She lives just outside Lexington, Kentucky. That’s where I grew up. She’s lived around there all her life.”

			“Boston is quite a way from Kentucky. How did you end up there?”

			Ian was just returning as Holly said, “Ian and I met at college. That was at Morehead State University in eastern Kentucky. We got married right after graduation, and then Ian got a job in Boston.”

			“Well, Boston’s a good place to be,” said Paul. “I get up there every so often. Nice thing about living here is that Boston’s not that far away.” Paul looked at Ian. “Holly tells me you are self-employed.”

			“That’s right,” said Ian. “Four months after we moved to Boston, the company I was with went under. Things got pretty tough there for a while. Most of the money we had, and that wasn’t a great deal, we’d used in the move. Fortunately, I’ve always been pretty good with computers. Even though jobs were tight, I ended up working as a contractor for a couple of companies, with their IT groups. Anyway, a guy I knew helped me get set up as a consultant, and suddenly I had my own business. Frankly, it is probably the best thing that could have happened to us. I’m making more now than I ever would have at my old company.”

			“That is really good to hear, Ian. Congratulations. It always makes you feel good to hear stories like that. Now-a-days there are too many cases where things don’t work out as well.”

			“Yes,” said Holly. She reached over and held Ian’s hand. “We are very blessed and we know it.”

			“Well, let’s see what we can find for you in the way of a home. Ian, I personally would like to have you here in town so I can get you to help me figure out my own darn computer. I fight more with this crazy machine than I care to talk about,” said Paul. “Course, truth be known, it is mostly pilot error.”

			Paul began to show them the various listings that were within their range. As expected, they were small homes, but none of them seemed very interesting. Holly’s disappointment was evident, but then it had been a spur of the moment long shot. Paul leaned back and scratched his head. Then suddenly he seemed to remember something, sat up, and once again went to work on the computer. “Give me a minute here. We just may have something else.”

			He soon found what he was looking for. He explained that there was a piece of property—a small farm, actually—not too far out of town, on Hickory Hill Road that had recently come on the market. The family, Paul explained, lived out of state and had finally decided to sell. They were interested in moving the property fast and therefore had priced it pretty low. “If you have the time, I’d like to take you out there and show it to you. It is really very nice. A local man has been looking after the place, so it has been kept up pretty well.”

			Holly enjoyed the ride out to the farm. She and Ian had not been out this way, and the hills reminded her of Kentucky. Paul told them that the farm’s twenty-five acres were already fenced. The water came from a well that tapped into a spring. They soon turned off onto the gravel drive that led up to the house. The driveway was little more than a twisting path, running across Shepard’s Creek just after leaving the highway.
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