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  Behind the Hypnotic Toad

A Clarke Lantham Mystery






When work follows you home...

Nothing completes a long, hot summer day like a little kidnapping, as Clarke Lantham just learned. Strapped to a chair by mercenaries, baking under hot lights at the point of a gun, he's forced to recount the most baffling case of his career.


When eccentric billionaire hacker Earl Whitaker was framed for murder and called Clarke Lantham Investigations for help, it sent Lantham and his team into the deepest, darkest mystery in their history. Dodging the Bay Area surveillance grid, rubbing shoulders with muggers, mercenaries, and homicidal maniacs, the case went unsolved, unresolved, and cold as a buried-and-broken heart.

But cold cases have a way of catching fire. And some secrets can't help but come to light...even when they're better left in the shadows.








   


Dedication

With
undying gratitude and affection for Dalya, Alexis, Kitty, and Nix

Who
make life ring with beauty,

Even
after the death of what was once

The greatest place on Earth

 








Along the shore the cloud waves break,
The twin suns sink behind* the lake,
The shadows lengthen 
In Carcosa.





Strange is the night where black stars rise,

And strange moons circle through the skies

But stranger still is

Lost Carcosa.

Songs that the Hyades shall sing,

Where flap the tatters of the King,

Must die unheard in

Dim Carcosa.

Song of my soul, my voice is dead;

Die thou, unsung, as tears unshed

Shall dry and die in

Lost Carcosa.


—Cassilda's Song from The King in Yellow
Robert W. Chambers, 1895
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July


  Blackness

 


I’VE BEEN IN THE dark for an hour now.
You get cornered, captured, and shot at enough, you get to the point
where you can tell time just by the state of your bladder. If they
keep me in here much longer, they’re gonna have to redo the
upholstery. Be a hell of a shame. This heap smells brand new. The
only reason I’m not letting loose right now is I don’t want to
sit in my own puddle, but if they hit many more bumps, I might not
have a choice.

Serves me right for drinking an
almost-giant Coke Slurpee in the last bad neighborhood in San
Lorenzo. Ninety degrees in early May apparently makes me stupid-level
thirsty. 


Not long after real estate prices
whizzed from “feudal” to “imperial,” houses in the bad
neighborhoods in Oakland wound up with dirt that was more expensive
than gold (if you were paying by the ounce). Anyone who wasn’t
sucking on the tech tit got pushed south out of West Oakland,
straight down into San Leandro, San Lorenzo, and Hayweird, where they
ran up against the Valley’s commuter bubble—or, as I like to call
it, Satan’s right testicle. The left one crept up the peninsula and
sat on San Francisco a few years ago. Now the devil’s dragging the
other one up north so that he can fart on San Jose without having to
shift his posture.

If you lived here the last few years,
you’d believe me. 


It used to be a nice neighborhood, where
you didn’t have to be rich to get by. Now it’s where the poor
folks go, cause everybody’s gotta be somewhere.

The poor folks, yeah. And the
gangbangers and the hookers and the druggies and the broken windows
and car theft rings that follow them around like a horny mutt on the
scent of rut. Nobody wants police in poor neighborhoods, including
all of the cops and half the residents. You dump cops in the slums
its like chlorine in a fishing pond—you might kill the scum and
algae and parasites, but you’re gonna poison a lot of good fish
that aren’t doing any harm, and there are wounds in this place that
run too deep for anything to heal them but fast cauterization to kill
all the “damaged tissue.”

Yes, that is a euphemism. I live in the
shadow of Silicon Valley. So do the rest of us, now. Euphemisms are
how you stay alive.

Ten or fifteen years ago none of us
would have thought the “cauterization” would come in the form of
Temescal and Cypress and West Oakland turning into upscale digs for
the techno-hipsters, but there you have it. Thank the cheap loans
subsidized by your tax dollars and the California Urban Renewal Fund,
which, like the rest of the state government, never saw a dumpster
fire they didn’t want to put out with gasoline.

That leaves a lot of desperate people
running around on the streets, and isn’t it too bad?

Trouble is, some of them have good
reasons not to like me, and not just because I’m a whiter shade of
pale—a fact I forgot about or I wouldn’t have left my .45 in my
car because it had been making my butt crack itch from my tailbone
rubbing against the holster.

Not that I’d have been able to go for
it in time. This snatch-and-grab was a polished job. I was looking at
the real estate rags on the wire racks out front—wondering how long
this bubble was gonna last—and finishing off the last of the cold
slick slush and wishing I’d gotten the 44 ouncer when I heard
something beefy pull into the parking lot behind me.

A car door opened, a black hood dropped
over my head, and someone who knew what they were doing and was a
hell of a lot taller than me—which meant you could probably see him
from space without a zoom lens—kicked my knees forward,
full-nelson'd me, dragged me back into something with seat belts,
doors that slam shut, and that gives a big throaty brrummmm while a
gun muzzle burrowed its way into my ribs.

“Don’t think about it, mate,” like
he was Crocodile Dundee. He was patting me down looking for my
backup, found the little snubbie on my ankle. My best buddy in
college was from Sydney. This guy was about as Australian as
Budweiser. “Nice piece. Not as nice as this one,” he prodded me
again. “Got two more pointing at your head from the back. Just sit
tight, everything’ll be great. Now stick those mitts out in front
of you, nice and slow.”

They used zip ties. Not too thick. I’ve
had about an hour to get used to ‘em and work ‘em up and down.
Doesn’t take much to break out of zip ties once you know the trick.
This gives me options.

Hard to be sure, but the sound of the
road and the feel of traffic makes me think they’re taking me down
to the Valley. I’m playing it cool, but I’ve got cold sweat
trickling down my spine. There’s some people down there who want to
get rid of me. We’ve had kind of a truce for a few years. Maybe
this is them breaking it.

I don’t recognize their voices. I
can’t even tell if I’m in a van or a minivan or a Suburban. “Not
a bus” and “Not a car” are as close as I get.

I’m about ready to burst when we slow
down, turn, go up some kind of driveway, over some speed bumps, and
into a loading dock. The big roller doors come down behind me,
distinctive sound for anyone who’s ever been in a warehouse, and
I’ve been tortured in the occasional warehouse before. Always
managed to avoid the electrical leads on the scrotum, except that one
time. Got my toes crossed that I keep my lucky streak going.

They let me take a leak—hell of a
thing to do when you’re zip-tied and you can’t see where you’re
aiming, but they tell me it’s one of those trough urinals that
people keep around for the ass-end of drought season when the horses
start getting desperate.

Then they sit me down. They take my
wallet on the way.

They cut the zip ties, twist my arms
behind, re-zip tie me to this steel-framed Adirondack chair.

The hood comes off.

It’s bright. The kind of bright that
makes your head hurt and your guts twist. Even keeping my eyes
squinted nearly-shut isn’t doing the trick. I have to close the
lids just to get the brightness bearable enough to live with. Feels
like they’ve got Kleigs with Fresnel lenses pointed straight at my
face.

“Okay, boss, we’re rolling,” says
one. A woman. Sounds like she’s black, maybe thirty years old.
Middle class. They’re filming this, and that means one of two
things: either I’m testimony, or I’m an example.

I’ve seen a lot of “examples” over
the years. Some on the force. Some on the street. Some on the net.
The lucky ones involve guns. The unlucky ones tend more toward
bowling balls, baseball bats, and steak knives.

“What’s this?” I say. “Need
proof of death?”

“Mister Clarke Lantham,” Mr.
Not-an-Australian reads my address. “Is that information correct?”

“That’s what it says on my license.”

“Licensed private investigator in good
standing, licensed for double carry—where’s your other weapon?”

“I’m not working today. Well, I
wasn’t. If you’d told me you were coming, I’d have dressed for
a job interview.” So far, my voice isn’t cracking.

“My friends and I have a few questions
about one of your associates.”

“The business card says ‘private
detective’ for a reason.”

Someone out there on the other side of
my eyelids doesn’t like that one. At least, judging by the fist in
my side.

Then I hear the woman in my ear. “This
is easy. You answer our questions, you go back to your Slurpees. You
don’t, then we find your friends and ask them.”

“What’s this about?”

“The Hypnotic Toad.”

“Oh. That.” I don’t know quite how
to react. I never got to the bottom of that one. I dropped the case a
while back. I got my client out of a jam, but that was about it.
Everything dried up. Like someone simply shut off the information
supply. Cold as a father’s touch. “What about it?”

“Everything,” Not-Sydney says.
“Starting in Dominica.”

“Private investigator, boys. Private
means...”

“Privacy is dead. Don’t encourage us
to give it company.”

There are four kinds of tough characters
who would pull this kind of operation that I worry about. The mob,
who isn’t this genteel. The government, who likes flashy
intimidation. Both of them might have taken an interest in The
Hypnotic Toad, but this doesn’t
feel like either of them. Serial killers sometimes pull this sort of
stunt,
but they’re not this well-organized. That leaves professionals.

These guys are professionals.

And with professionals, things are very
simple. You’re a job. A paycheck. That’s it. They get what they
want, they disappear. If they’re not getting paid to hide a body
they don’t bother to create one (if they can help it). And if it’s
a hit, you’re not going to see them coming.

They had my address. They knew where I
breathed. They could find Rachael and Nya and Klepto and disappear
them before anyone knew what happened. If I got out of here with some
time to spare, I could warn whoever they were really after. If it’s
about the Toad, they’ve got to be going after Earl Whitaker.

Earl’s a big girl. He can take care of
himself.

“Where do you want to start?”

“Dominica. Why did you come home
early?”

Great. Dominica. Just what I’m
bursting to talk about with strangers who have me on camera. “Nothing
happened on Dominica.”

“That’s not what we’ve been led to
believe.”

“Fine.” If they want this to be a
therapy session, they can fucking have it. Long as I stay alive, I’ve
got room to maneuver. “Dominica.”


Curator’s
Note








LANTHAM WAS BULLSHITTING at gunpoint,
and bullshit it was. After I heard the tapes, I couldn’t even
remember what was truth and what was a lie anymore. And now I get to
put together what really happened with the shadow games he tried
playing. He wants the record to be totally true both to what happened
and what he said happened, but fuck him. I’m just gonna treat it
like real history, based on the stuff he thought was important to
mention, and only leave in the lies that were really important to the
game he was playing. Lucky fucking me.


   


Ten Months Ago


  2:00 AM, Wednesday

 


THE HOUSE IS WAY up on a cliff. Four
hundred feet above the water on the south-eastern point of Dominica.
It smells like salt and stale garlic up here. The salt is from the
ocean. The garlic is from my booze breath blowing back against my
nose, and I don’t give a damn.

The moon is hiding behind the clouds.
I don’t blame it. Last time it got a good look at me I showed it
things it probably didn’t like seeing.

I didn’t like seeing them either.
Hence the booze.

Nya and Rachael think I came here to
meet a client. My sister-in-law Sam knows some people who know some
people who wanted some background checks that I could have run from
home, but the girls don’t need to know that. I may not have much
dignity left, but a naked starving man will use a scrap of towel to
cover himself if that’s all he’s got. Might not fool anyone but
himself, but then, it’s all just to fool ourselves, isn’t it?

I came here to lick my wounds. That’s
the truth. I’m not proud of it, but there’s no point in lying
about it either. I’ve hit that point in life where I’ve realized
the only reason anyone builds bridges in the first place is because
the world needs more bonfires.

Sure is a tall cliff. Be a crying
shame if somebody stumbled off it.

But it would solve a lot of problems.

Hell of a location. Maybe the best
location on the whole island, if you’re into that kind of thing,
which I usually am. The place used to be my brother’s. He made up
for in money what he lacked in taste. I expected it to be painted
neon orange and be filled with sculptures of naked women in Hustler
poses.

No such luck. Low walls, clay tiles,
open rooms, the whole place has mosaics for floors. An architecture
nerd’s dream. Any other day—any other time in my life—I’d
have given my left nut for a place like this. Now...well, let’s
just say it would have been easier if it had looked like a
traffic-cone pornocopia.

And my brother? Well, he might not
have had taste, but he knew how to hire people with taste. He was an
investment banker, before he banked himself onto a murderer’s bad
side. Can’t say it surprised me all that much. I never could tell
what went on in his head, which is why we never got along. And I
could’ve gone my whole life not seeing the inside of his head and
been a happy guy, but his killer had different plans; the last time I
saw my brother his brains were falling out of his skull. Just one of
a thousand bad images from the last few years that not even the blood
of Christ could wash away, which is why me and Jesus don’t talk
anymore.

Tropical seas, beautiful sun, bracing
winds...this is the kind of place you come when you want the sun to
bleach your mind like it bleaches automotive paint jobs. I could do
with a few years of road film to make everything blurry.

Back when I was a kid, everyone swore
blind your brain would just block out the nasty shit that happened to
you, and you’d only find out about it when you had a flashback or
your kids reached the same age as you were when it happened. A lot of
people went to prison based on those recovered memories. But that’s
not how it works at all. Not even close.

I can see all of them. They pop up
every time I close my eyes, some nights. Every scumbag I put in the
ground. Every body I drew a chalk outline around. Every open wound
and bloody organ I saw on the street when I was a cop, and the look
in the eyes of the people I’ve beaten and killed since then. The
difference between me and a serial killer is that I don’t want to
jerk off every time I remember. I just wish I was somebody else.

At least, that’s my guess. Serial
killers are more Rachael’s thing than mine. After that car ride
with the Broadway Slasher I decided I didn’t want to learn any more
about them. Might find out things that would make me want to start
jerking off more. Or worse.

“Go on out there, Clarke.” That’s
what Sam—my dead brother’s widow—said when I called to tell her
about my father. “The tropical air will blow all that soot out. I
could meet you there, you know, if you need someone to...talk to.”

She’s got a little candle she’s
been carrying for me for years, and I’m not interested in getting
burned again.

Blow the soot out? So why the hell
was I standing out here on the patio looking at the ocean at four in
the morning? Soot like mine doesn’t come out with the wind. Maybe a
good bottle of turpentine would do the trick, but I was already so
deep into the bottle that I couldn’t find the neck anymore, and I
still couldn’t forget.

Sure is a long drop
down to the water.

Last time I looked over a cliff this
steep I was holding my father’s hand.

And I let it go, on purpose, because
the world would be better off without him, and I wasn’t going to
have his victims on my conscience. I wasn’t going to let him use
the system to get away with it again.

But that’s not why looking down is
giving me vertigo.

It’s more like...looking down
doesn’t seem right. In the last three years I’ve shot an old
friend, been dumped by my girlfriend for the crime of saving her
life, been saddled with a quasi-daughter that doesn’t think of me
like a girl thinks of a father, spent more than my fair share of time
in the hospital, watched my brother die, killed my father, and lost
the woman I was going to marry. I could step right off this cliff and
stand in mid-air and it wouldn’t matter. You can’t fall any
further than this.

I haven’t slept for three
days. Not that I can remember.

And now I’m out of bourbon.

Fuck it.

Well, look at that. It falls. Maybe
there is further down after all.

I wonder what it’s like down there.


  4:10 AM, Wednesday

 


BOOP DEEP BOOP-BING DEDINGDING

For the record, if you have to wake up
in a puddle of your own stomach lining, try not to do it to that
ring tone. I scrambled up to the kitchen counter—right above me, it
turned out. I’d blacked out sometime after that maudlin little
display on the cliff. Thank God nobody saw it but me.

My phone was plugged into the house
speakers. Wouldn’t have heard it otherwise. I could’ve stayed
blacked out breathing my own fluids and avoided the call permanently.

By the way, judging by what I didn’t
want to look at on the floor, nachos and Maker’s Mark are not a
great chaser for jerk chicken. That kind of wisdom and a quarter
might buy you a gumball in less developed parts of the world.

I fumbled around for the phone, realized
I had my eyes closed cause I didn’t want to look at the floor.
Easier to find your phone when you open your eyes. Of course, you
also have to see the festive kitchen tile swimming around and pulsing
like a beggar’s booze dream.

It was Skype. Of course it was. Nothing
else makes a sound like that.

Rachael’s ID.

I thumbed the screen.

“Rache?”
I realized I was shouting.
The fan over the stove was on. Sounded like a Learjet.

“Yeah, Lantham, it's me.”

“What's wrong?”

“Got somewhere private we can hop on
video? There's...something we need to talk about.”

“Ugh. Trust me, there’s nothing you
wanna see here.” Well, I wasn’t slurring. Guess that Irish
liver’s good for something after all. How long was I out anyway?

I reached up to the hood and flipped off
the fan. One of those kitchens where the stove is on the island so
the cook can talk to the drunks while she works.

“That’s better. What, did you just
duck out of an airport?”

“Yeah, sure. Something like that.
Look, do you know what time it is?”

“Since when did you go to bed before
five AM?”

“Since the room started spinning at
midnight.” So much for keeping her in the dark. Maybe she’d think
I was at a disco.

No, that wouldn’t work. She actually
knows me. More likely she’d think I got tied to a merry-go-round
and beaten with baseball bats.

“Look, Lantham, if you can’t make a
fucking hole for me to talk...”

“No, no, no, it’s fine. Fine. Sure.
Talk.” The place had bar stools. Probably shoulda sat on them when
I was drinking. Might not have fallen over when I passed out. Then
again, I didn’t have a bump on my head, so maybe I just fell asleep
singing drinking songs on the floor. “What the hell has you up this
early anyway?”

“A case.”

“You took a case?”

“Jesus, Lantham, would you just put
the video on?”

I closed my eyes. I might’ve been
sober enough to speak more-or-less straight, but the room  wasn’t
entirely comfortable staying where I’d put it. She’d be able to
tell how fucked up I was just by looking at me. My reflection in the
black glass cook-top put my sheets-to-the-wind index at about two and
two-thirds.

Well, why did I care? She knew what I’d
been through. She knew what kind of shit I’d been wading in. Why
should I give a good goddamn if Rachael knew I’d been drinking?

I couldn’t have told you if you bribed
me. But I knew, down deep, in that dark hole where I keep my
religion, that the two things I hated most in the universe were
disappointing her and embarrassing her, and this would disappoint
her.

But she also wouldn’t let it go if I
told her to fuck off.

“Yeah, whatever. Sure. Just remember,
you asked for it.”

 I thumped the little video camera
button.

“Jesus Christ, Lantham, what ran you
over?”

“I don’t remember.”

“I bet. Shit, I’m sorry. Look, we
can talk later if...”

“You already woke me up. Make with the
skinny.”

“Um...yeah...you see...”

“No, I don’t. Little one-sided,
aren’t you?”

“Sorry. Just...well, you’ll see.”
She turned her video on.

Rachael’s been a problem for me since
the day she showed up in that blues club and finagled a job out of
me. She’s young enough to be my daughter—or would be if I
could’ve held onto a woman long enough to convince one to marry me
at any decent age—but she likes to push my buttons. She’s way too
goth and purple-haired for me, and definitely not my type, but any
time I catch her in the right light I have to remind myself who she
is, and who I am.

This was one of those moments.

She looked like hell. Magenta mop all
matted down like she’d been walking in the rain. That green afghan
she keeps on her couch wrapped around her like she was freezing to
death. Red eyes. Deep circles. Like she’d been up for two days,
crying. But she had a chiseled dignity that showed even through that
cheap webcam in the bad lighting. Made her glow. My stomach turned
upside down, and this time not from the booze.

“Rache, what happened?”

“I...Lantham I...shit...” Tears
spilled out the bottoms of her eyes.

“Rache? What’s...”

“...the view.”

“What? What view?”

“Christ, Lantham, can’t you
understand the fucking language? I said ‘I love you,’ you stupid
cunt.”

I blinked. It had to be the booze
talking. But it wasn’t. She wasn’t the one who’d been drinking.
Maybe it was the booze listening. I was trying to work it out, but I
didn’t have the time to rub two brain cells together. She was
rambling on and on about trying to tell me before and this and that
and I couldn’t make out any of it.

“Hold on hold on hold on...did you
just call me a cunt?”

“Right, sure, great Lantham, cause
that’s the most important thing I said. How drunk are you, anyway?”

“Drunk enough to think you told me you
love me.”

She nodded. Smirked too. Not the happy
kind of smirk. “Stupid, huh?”

“Yeah.”

“Guess I’m stupid, then.”

“What?”

“Oh, come on, like you didn’t know.”

I blinked. “I didn’t.”

“Jesus, and you call yourself a
detective.”

“That’s just advertising.” I
needed a drink. No...no, I needed something to drink. Big
difference.

I put the phone down and found a glass
on the counter. There was some water in an ornate tap sprouting out
of the the sink not too far away. I just about managed to fill the
glass and even swallow some of it without developing a serious
drinking problem.

“Lantham? Lantham!”

“What?”

“Where’d you go?”

I slid sideways against the counter
until I was in the camera’s view again. “I needed a drink.”

“You’ve already had more than you
need.”

“Don’t fuckin’ remind me.” Deep
in the darkness that had swallowed my soul came a little pinprick of
light that was gonna bloom into a full-on migraine in another couple
minutes.

“Well?” she said.

“Well what?”

“Aren’t you gonna say something?”

“Your timing’s fucking brilliant.”

“Fine. Well, in that case, the FBI’s
digging up your basement.”

“Hmph. That’s more believable.”

“For Christ’s sake, Lantham.”

“Well
it is. What, did Erica
decide to get revenge or something?” My ex-almost-fiancé.
She dumped me a
week ago
for snooping on her computer and getting her in trouble with her
boss. I had to, to save a kid’s life. She sent me a ‘Dear Clarke’
letter and told me it was the only way to keep me out of jail. Can’t
imagine what she would’ve done if it had been our kid. Sure can
pick ‘em, can’t I?

This is why I can’t have nice things.

“We caught a child-killer yesterday.
Used to own your house.”

“The fuck?” You know, maybe it did
make sense. What Rachael was saying, I mean. It would explain why she
always found a reason to... “This is why you ran away, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“When you left. Quit. Whatever. This
is why?”

“Yes, Lantham, I left because I was a
whiny bitch who couldn’t compete with Miss Redhead Fedhead. I left
because I couldn’t have what I wanted and I couldn’t live with
it. I left because being near you has cost me everything and everyone
I wanted because they could all tell I wanted you more, and now it’s
costing me my fucking job for good because you’re gonna fire me so
that you don’t have to worry about being inappropriate around me
now that you’ve got an invitation to do it. Happy?”

I opened my mouth to say something about
a half a dozen times, but everything died halfway out my throat.
Because none of it was...

Oh, hell.

Oh hell no. No way on God’s blue
planet...no. 


No no no. Not in a million years would
I...could I...

“Lantham?”

“Rachael...I...” I swallowed hard,
not believing the thoughts that were going through my head. “I
can’t...I can’t talk about this now. I just can’t...”

“Coward.”

“Look, alright? Let’s say I said
yes, okay? Let’s say, in some world that’s not anything like this
one, let’s say I was in love with you and couldn’t contain
myself. Let’s say I said ‘sure, let’s do it right here on this
counter and see what happens.’ Then what? Your Dad’d be all kinds
of thrilled.” Especially since he had me working adjunct for the
Santa Clara Sheriff's Department as his personal corruption hound.
“And what happens to Nya? We’ve got a fucked-up little family
here, but you know...” I trailed off. Her face was stone proud, but
her eyes were leaking like a garden hose. I felt like a damn fool.
Like I was slowly stepping on a kitten. Like nothing I could say
would make any difference to her. There was no right answer, and I
wanted more than anything to give it to her. I owed her my life. I
didn’t have any right to break her heart. But I didn’t have any
right to take advantage either. “...it’s the only real family
I’ve ever had. Maybe the only one I’ll ever get. We’d screw
everything up. You know we would.”

She sniffed. Her face stayed defiant.

She waited a minute, like I was supposed
to say something, then she shrugged.

“Well, I guess that’s that, then.”
She wiped her eyes with her hands. “At least I’m not carrying
that around anymore. I’ll clear my desk out...”

“You’re not quitting again.”

“You’re not firing me?”

“Depends. Is the FBI really digging up
my basement?”

So she filled me in on the child-killer
case. And by the time she was done, I felt like an even bigger idiot
than I had ten minutes ago.

“Sounds like you guys handle the
business better than I do.”

“Sounds like.” Quiet and flat. She
was pissed. 


“All right. I’ll fly out tomorrow.
Don’t want those assholes poking around my house without...look,
I’ve got to get some sleep. Good job.”

She was quiet for a while. Like she was
waiting for me to say something else. Again.

I didn’t. I was too busy trying not to
have a heart attack. The kind where it bursts out through your rib
cage and eats everyone on the island.

“You want I should pick you up at the
airport?”

“No. No, that’s okay. I’ll BART
back.”

“Fine.” Fine. That’s the female
f-word. ‘Fuck you’ in fewer phonemes and more makeup.

“Talk to you later.”

“Yeah, sure, whatever.” She hung up.

I took another drink from my glass, then
looked at it.

I threw it against the wall, where it
shattered.

Just like everything else.

 

 


  Friday

 


I DIDN’T GET A flight out on Thursday. There weren’t any flights leaving for Miami or Houston. Late season
tropical storm. I got to stay by myself in that goddamn house, which
I’d have enjoyed at any other time of my life. I killed the time by
giving myself field sobriety tests, and when that didn’t keep my
mind off what’s-her-name, I gave up and busted out my laptop and
started needling at one of my cold cases.

Cold isn’t exactly the word for it.
Smoldering, really. One of those that you keep tripping over and
never get a chance to solve, cause there’s no expense account on
it.

It ate a few hours. Then I gave up and
stole a couple books off my brother’s shelf. Sam—my brother, not
his widow—didn’t like fiction, but he did like looking
like he liked fiction, so I found a couple things that caught my eye.
Good, hard science fiction. Crazy speculation filled with excitement,
adventure, and really wild things. The kind of stuff all the
superhero bullshit cannibalized, written by people whose minds were a
little looser and freer than the buttoned-down utopians that were
infesting my hometown.

I
was finishing up the third
stolen book when they lit the fasten
seat belts
sign on far
end of the
flight home, closed the covers with a nice, satisfying, hardbound
thunk.
Good
pinch, that one—appropriate since it was a story about a thief and
a fugitive. Erica
wouldn’t have approved. Would definitely have made me pay for it
with a Harlequin or two.

Funny. First time I’d thought about
her all day. Maybe if I was shrewd about my ethanol over the next
couple weeks I’d wipe her from my memory.

By the time we trundled up to the gate I
already had my books packed up and my bags slung over my shoulder.
Since I was flying up at the front of the plane—no choice, really,
when you have legs as long as mine, which makes everything more
expensive—after a couple dips of my head to clear the airplane door
frames I had the jetway all to myself. Now that I was back on home
soil I needed to get dressed before heading out into the real world.

Don’t look at me like that. You might
think the TSA just takes dirty pictures and feels you up, but by my
way standards it’s because they want to make sure you’re flying
naked.

I took the shuttle a mile south to the
Airport Hyatt. The clouds were spilling over the hills on the
peninsula like sea foam through tide pools, as if their mist could
muffle the silent screams of the thousands of people stuck in their
cars on 101. The man at the concierge station looked like he was
ready to squeeze the head off anyone who crossed him. Place like
this, where it takes six figures just to make rent on a closet-sized
apartment, the language of persuasion has a one-word vocabulary.

I gave him twenty of those words and
asked him when Miguel came on duty. He told me Miguel'd been
shit-canned, and could he help me with something. I told him that I’d
left a package in the hotel safe, and I’d like to pick it up, and
my deal with Miguel entitled the man who fetched them for me to
another fifty words of kindness from yours truly.

He brought me a Pelican case. No
markings on it, not even any fingerprints, in case anyone got snoopy.
I took it into the lobby bathroom and shut myself in a stall and
opened it up, pulled off the first layer of foam with my backup voice
recorder and a couple hollow microphone shells, and feasted my eyes
on two of my best friends.

I took the .45 and checked the chamber,
locked the hammer open and thumbed the safety on, slipped its holster
inside the waistband at the small of my back and snapped the
retaining clip to my belt, then slid the weapon home. I did a similar
ritual with the .357 snubbie and strapped it to my right ankle.

Now I could go out in public without
worrying too much about running into old friends.

I shuttled back to BART with the Pelican
clipped to a strap on my overnight bag, took the train for the
Pleasanton line. I watched the city out the window as Burlingame
flitted by. The week away hadn’t done it any favors. The skin on
the back of my neck was itching, and it wasn’t from the heat.

On public transit, you can get a feel
for a city like you can’t any other way. This one felt surly. A
kind of surly I usually feel in New York when I’m unlucky enough to
get caught there.

And here I’d just been starting to
feel like the rest of life might have some point to it. Guess that’s
the power of good science fiction for you. The Bay has other plans.
It’s had them for a while, but it was easy to ignore them—but I’m
getting ahead of myself. Easy to do when you feel like you’ve got a
first class grue breathing down your neck.

Well, he might not have been a grue, but
there was someone breathing down my neck. Not his fault. One
in the afternoon and the train was packed, just like the freeway out
the window. Sardine city. Might as well be Tokyo, but without the
mass conformity, at least on the surface.

The crowd started to thin a bit at West
Oakland. More at Hegenberger. After Bayfair, there were actually
seats to sit down in, but I didn’t take one. I was still stiff from
playing origami Lantham on the two-legged flight back home.

Castro Valley, and a half-mile walk from
the station to the house. There was a black Suburban in front. You
think Rachael would have warned me about that, but not a peep or a
buzz…

...not a buzz. Because I hadn’t turned
my phone on. Guess that’s what a good book can do to you. Dangerous
things, books. Gives you an idea why all those jackbooted German
yahoos thought they’d make good kindling way back when.

I hung a left across the street, about
half a block from home. Ducked into the Unity Church parking lot and
slipped into a little alcove behind the steeple. Useful little hide
spot—I found it last year when I caught Teddy Stride and some of
his buddies trying to smoke a cigar back there. 


Once I was out of sight and earshot for
even the most eagle-eared Fed, I powered up my handy-dandy
personal-monitoring device. After a minute of network hunting, it
started jumping around in my hand like a grasshopper on speed.

Busy morning for Clarke Lantham
Investigations. About eight messages from Rachael asking where the
hell I was with the usual amount of bitchiness—made me feel a
little better. If she suddenly went soft on me I’d have to get rid
of her. Apparently the Feds were trying to get nosy about the
upstairs, and Ronald Rivers had shown up.

I
popped open a reply. Get
rid of Rivers. Call Walter
if you have to.
Walter’s
my lawyer.

She sent back. Talking to him now.
Where the fuck are you?

Great. Don’t talk to any of them
without Nya as a witness.

I’m not a fucking idiot, Lantham.

Ping me when he’s off premises. I’m
almost home. 


See previous message. She
didn’t tell me to fuck off this time. Guess I must be in line for a
management award.

Now, who else wanted my attention?

Agent Ronald Rivers of the FBI, wanting
to talk to me. Of course.

And a
voice mail from a number I didn’t recognize. I called up
the box.

“Hi...”
A woman’s voice—high mileage. “I
got this number from a friend of mine and...well, I got
something you need. Um...give
me a call?” Then she left a number. Not the same one I had on
caller ID either. I saved it for later.

My phone pinged again.

Nya.

Clarke, you gotta get here soon.
They’re about to arrest Rachael.

Welcome home, Lantham.

Eight
houses and one crossed street brought me to my front door, where
Special Agent-in-Charge
Ronald Rivers was standing in
my living room with rolled-up sleeves and no sunglasses like
he had a right to be there. He
was more than a head taller than Rachael, and
the fact that she didn’t
seem to notice that
was turning the scruff of his
tanned neck a blotchy red. Of
course, Rachael was used to not noticing people that towered over
her. She couldn’t afford to,
working with a skyscraper like me for the last stretch
of forever.

I gave Rivers the greeting he deserved.
“What the hell is this?”

His head whipped around and his normally
squinty eyes narrowed to cylon-slits. “Obstruction.”

I set my bags down on the ground and
chewed my bottom lip at him. “Looks like a math problem to me. Your
goons forgot how to count to four.”

His brow furrowed.

I held
up one finger. “Religion, speech, assembly, press, and petition.”
I held up a second. “Weapons  as a fashion statement.” I held up
a third. “Quartering
soldiers.” I held up my fourth, “Security in persons and papers,
unreasonable search and seizure. You are trespassing in my domicile.
By my count that puts you afoul of one, three, and four. Care to try
to take my weapons?”

“We were invited...” He started, but
I shot a look at Rachael, who shook her head.

“Seems the matter is disputed.”

“Lantham...”
His voice ramped up—my name has that effect on people—then he
caught himself and went back into monotone like a good federal
lapdog. “Let’s speak in
your office.”

“How about the porch?”

“Fine.”

“Rachael,
get Walter
on the line.” I eyeballed Rivers as he passed me, heading out the
door. “I think we could use some Constitutional firepower around
here. Nya!”

Nya poked her head out from her bedroom
where—I found out later—she’d been taking notes on her phone
and live-syncing it to the cloud so we’d have time-stamped records
in case we needed them.

“I need a witness.”

“Oh no, you and I are going to talk in
private.”

“Then you’re waiting till my lawyer
gets here, and I want your men off my property until you do.”

He inflated his chest and looked me in
the eye. He’s only about an inch shorter than I am, and he had the
world’s biggest bureaucracy backing him up, so I made the most of
that inch. I knew I couldn’t make it stick, throwing him out. The
basement was a crime scene. He knew that I knew I couldn’t make it
stick, either, but he also knew that I knew how to make his life
difficult for at least as long as it took for him to open up a hole
on the Federal Court docket in San Francisco. Two days at the close
end, two weeks at the far end, give or take. He was trying to figure
out exactly how determined I was to make his life a living hell.

What I couldn’t figure was why he
thought I’d be dumb enough to talk to him alone. The FBI’s notes
and recollections from private chats and informal talks are actually
called 302s and they’re admissible, even when they don’t have a
stenographer present. Once you start talking, they can make up any
fucking thing they want, and it’s all gospel. People can and do go
to the Federal Pen simply for having the good grace to consent to a
chat. I’ve known a few of them personally. 


“Give
it up, Rivers. You’re not getting me alone unless you consent to a
recording, in writing and on tape.” I know, I know, but ‘on mic’
just doesn’t have the same ring to it.

“All right. She comes. But she keeps
her mouth shut.”

I nodded at Nya. She joined us on the
front porch, her phone already out and the recording app running. I
closed the door.

“You’ve
got some fucking nerve quoting the Bill of Rights to me,” he
growled.

“I’m
impressed you recognized it.”
I sat on the railing on the
north side of the house and Nya took my cue and sat on the
steps just in front of the door, leaving Rivers to try and look
intimidating while he was pacing in little circles with his hands on
his hips.

Every time he came around, he flashed me
the kind of looks that judges use to terrify defendants. 


“Spit
it out, Ron.”

“Keep
insisting, Clarke. I could use a few more leverage points on you.” 


He
meant Erica.
She worked his detail. He’s the one who gave her the deal to keep
me out of jail in exchange for her breaking off all contact with me.
In anyone else’s universe I might thank him for that, but as far as
I could see at that point, all he’d done with his generosity was
take my life away without locking me in a cage. “Fuck
you.”

“Watch
it.”

“Original. You should be in pictures.”

“I’m ready, Clarke,” Nya said.
She’d opened her tablet on her knees and had her fingers poised
like she was ready to type.

“Now,”
I looked at Rivers, “I’ve been on a plane or in an airport for
the last eighteen hours, so why don’t you just assume I’m as
stupid as you look and tell me what the fuck you’re doing in my
house instead of just in my basement.”

He
looked at me like I couldn’t possibly be
serious.

“Well, then,” I said, “You’re
welcome to take a walk.”

“This house is a crime scene.”

“The basement is a crime scene.”

“We need to make sure we find all the
bodies.”

“And you’ve got your peachiest crew
crawling around under my floors to do just that.”

“All
the bodies.”

“Be
specific, unless you’ve got
a hard-on for the
magistrate.”

Rivers
sighed.
Looked down at his shoes, like he was making up his mind about
something. Then he looked back up at me, with a sad droopiness around
his eyes and a hard set to his jaw, and I wondered
why I’d bothered to come home.

“I
need to search the premises.
X-ray the walls. Use GPR on the yard and the slabs. You had a merry
little pair of serial killers in this house...” Rachael hadn’t
said anything about two killers. Obviously there was more to the
story. “...and
we don’t take that kind of thing lightly. We must make sure all the
victims are accounted for.”

“So,
we leave while you paw through everything for a week or two, then
come back like nothing happened.”

“Considering
our history...” he let the phrase hang in the air so the full
weight could sink in. He shouldn’t have bothered, my whole life was
drowning under that weight already. “...I assumed you would be
accommodating.
But if that’s not the case, I suppose we shall have to explore...”
his voice dropped to a warning note. “...other options.”

I kept
the poker face, don’t know
how well. All he had to do
was twist the right knife and he could get me thrown in Federal
lockup for three or four decades—that’s the penalty for
unauthorized access to a federal database, which is what he
knew-about-and-couldn’t-prove
unless he made it a priority. If
Rachael and Nya hadn’t been digging out my basement to surprise me,
this would never have happened. Now the FBI was in my house, taking
it over, and my balls were in a sling to boot. Makes you wonder what
the girls would
do if I ever got on their bad side.

The
door opened behind Rivers before I could come up with a good reply.
Rachael poked her head out, looking a hell of a lot more composed
than I felt. “Walter’ll
be here in twenty to forty, depending on traffic.”

I nodded at her, flicked my eyes to Nya,
who was still writing down everything.

“All right,” I said to Rivers,
“Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll let you do your search, starting
tomorrow, without a warrant, on three conditions.”

“And those are?”

I held
up a finger. “For
the interiors, you do one room at a time, supervised, you take
nothing but your X-rays. Your agents will be unarmed in my house.”

He ground his teeth, but didn’t say
anything.

Up went the second finger. “Daylight
hours only. You’re done in a week, and no obstructing the
driveway.”

“And
the third?”

“Sometimes,
you can be a Fed even though your parents were married. I
never believed it till I met you, so
I don’t mind working with you when we can help each other out. But
I think we know enough about how each other works to take turns
castrating each other. Trust me on this one.” A bluff. Rivers was
clean enough to eat off of compared to the average Fed. But he didn’t
know I thought so.
His expression wrinkled. He was taking the bluff. I
was betting he expected me to
have borrowed records that could embarrass him and the bureau. Or
that I could prove malfeasance in the matter of dear old Dad. “So
let’s drop the pressure games. You stop breathing down my neck. You
put your deal with our mutual friend in writing, including that
immunity guarantee.”

“Well
fuck you too.”

“Buy me dinner first.”








HE JUST ABOUT choked on that. But after a little more sweet talk from me
and then some tough talk from Walter,
he managed to swallow. And then he
left
until the morning, when he’d be back with documents.

As soon as he and his lackeys piled into
their Suburban, I found myself buried in a bear hug and kisses from
Nya. I hugged her back, glad to see her in spite of everything.

After
we disentangled and said proper hellos, I turned to Rachael, and all
the blood went out of my middle. This
woman who’d gone toe-to-toe with the Sinaloa
Cartel to save my ass, and run her own undercover investigations in
the middle of nowhere, who’d had killers chase her and who’d
killed them to defend herself, she looked at me like I could shatter
her whole world if I blinked
the wrong way. Any
other homecoming, she’d have given me a big hug and then punched me
on the shoulder. Today, she just stood there.

She was waiting for me to make a move,
and I don’t think I’ve ever known less what I should do. So, like
a coward, I looked around for something else to notice.

“Where’s Klepto?”

Rachael
raised her left eyebrow as if to say Is that the best
you’ve got? Then
she said, “We have to lock him in the office when the Feds are
here. He keeps trying to eat their shoes.”

“Do we still have an office?”

“He ate one of the arms off your
chair.” She shrugged like nothing could be less interesting.

“Swell.”
Then, suddenly, I was hugging her tight enough to cut her breath off.
I didn’t know how it happened, or why, and the moment I noticed it
I wanted to get out of it, but I didn’t know how to let go without
making it seem weirder than the hug was in the first place. So I
whispered, “You did good, solving that one. Damn good. I
wanna hear the whole story tonight.”

She squeezed back. I could feel her body
melting against me. I let go, and cuffed her on the shoulder like she
normally did me, but not hard enough to leave a bruise like she
normally did.

“Looks like this little family reunion
is one shy.” I smirked like I was feeling carefree instead of like
I was trying to escape, then slipped out through the kitchen, down
the stairs to the back door, out around the back of the house to the
detached garage where we’d built the office and lab.

I spent
longer than I should have playing with Klepto. It took him a full ten
minutes of pit mastiff-sized
jumping and slobbering before he had enough of a grip
on himself to hold up his end
of a game of tug-of-war.

That left the evening for us to pull the
server, the backups, the safes, and everything else that might
attract a wandering eye and spirit them across the street to
Rachael’s apartment.

*	*	*

“Oh
for Christ’s sake. The dog?”  says the black woman. They’re
not digging my story. I’ve heard three of them sigh impatiently
already. My heart bleeds for
them, sitting back there on the dark without zip-tied
wrists and no Kleigs smashing
migraine-inducing light into
their faces. “Relevant,
much?”

“You
asked
about the Toad.”

“Yes,”
she says.

“This
is the tadpole.”

“Then,” said Mr. Not-an-Australian,
“stop dragging it out.”

“You
can’t get a Toad if it don’t grow legs. I
know you stayed in school
long enough for seventh-grade biology. You couldn’t operate those
lights if you didn’t.”

He doesn’t say anything for a second.
I get the impression he’s sizing me up. I look at him—or where I
think he must be—through slits in my face. Cuts down the glare
enough I can almost see the edges of his arms. Big guy, even by my
standards. I’ll need to surprise him when I hit him. Of course,
I’ll have to get out of these zip ties first.

“Well,
then, Ovid, make with the metamorphosis.”

“My
pleasure.”


   


Two Months Later


  7:00 PM, Sunday

 


WALTER MANAGED TO WRITE a deal that Rivers didn’t choke on, and that
didn’t put me over the line into felony territory for my little
database
indiscretion.
Mighty sweet of them to agree to that—if I had to cop to a felony
I’d lose my weapons, and, much as I like looming over people, I’d
have a hell of a time taking down corporate hit men and paramilitary
burnouts armed with a toothpick and an attitude. I’ve
had
my share of those cases in between the bread and butter jobs.

Earned my fair share of enemies too. And
some of them know where I live.

They did break their deal on one point,
though. They didn’t take a week. They took a month. Every wall in
the house had something interesting hidden in it, and they took out
and put back a piece or two of every wall in serial—a lot harder
with lath and plaster than it is with sheet rock.

Interesting, yeah. None of it relevant.
The jokers who built the house hid time capsules and old toys and
jokes all through the house. None of them are technically evidence,
so now Clarke Lantham Investigations has an antique business on Ebay.
Don’t get me started.

So for most of that month, the three of
us were playing musical bedrooms and musical furniture with a fecund
field of fuckwitted feds, bouncing back and forth between my place
and Rachael’s place across the road.

A month is a long time when the FBI is
turning your house upside-down. Longer when you can’t have your
server online most of the time. Makes running a PI firm an athletic
enterprise. But it did solve the problem of how to deal with
Rachael—we barely had time to shit separately, let alone indulge
romantic impulses.

And once the Feds were out of there, we
had a freshly remodeled house courtesy the Federal government, and
they’d dug out the basement for us, which meant that the month
after that was devoted to finishing the extra square footage it
opened up.

So about two months after my tea time
conversation with Rowdy Ronnie Rivers I was downstairs in the new
pool room with a cue in one hand and a tumbler of Balvenie Doublewood
in the other—for Rachael’s benefit, in case she came in. She’d
developed issues around my relationship with ethanol, so keeping a
little around all the time was a reliable way to keep her at a low
rolling boil. Better that than moon-eyed. Kept things neat and tidy.

 The dim light streaming in through the
basement windows was just enough to play pool by. Another
fifteen minutes and we’d have to turn the light on. Twenty before
Rachael got back from her supply run. By that time, I would’ve won
back my twenty bucks from Nya.
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