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To the Reader

All of the paintings described in this book are real 
artworks that were actually stolen from the places 
mentioned and in the manner described. As yet, 
none of them have been returned, and no one 
knows who has them or where they are ...




Disease, insanity and death were the angels which attended my cradle, and since then have followed me throughout my life. I learned early about the misery and dangers of life, and about the afterlife, about the eternal punishment which awaited the children of sin in hell.


 


—Edvard Munch





1

The Children of Dr. Wax

On the day Bartholomew Wax had selected to kill himself, he called in sick at work to spend the entire day saying goodbye to his children. He would enjoy their company as he ate his last meal.

With the strains of a Vivaldi violin concerto issuing from the speakers of his home’s built-in sound system, Wax uncorked his finest bottle of burgundy and prepared himself a plate of brie, foie gras, cracked wheat and rye crackers, and fresh grapes. Once the wine had had a chance to breathe, he placed it on a sterling-silver tray along with the platter of food and a cut-crystal goblet, and carried it from the kitchen to a door in the hallway. Setting the tray on the adjacent mahogany side table, he punched in a seven-digit combination on the door’s digital keypad, and the carbon-steel bolts slid back into the jamb with the shuck of shells pumped into a shotgun barrel.

Wax pulled the door open, revealing the foot-thick depth of insulation and metal behind its wooden façade. The walls of the basement had been similarly reinforced. The plaster and drywall hid tungsten-carbide plates and sandwiched layers of concrete, steel, and Sheetrock, making the shelter impervious  to fire, drills, and explosives. The vault had cost his employers at the North American Afterlife Communications Corps a couple million dollars to build, but no price was too great to pay for his children’s safety.

They glowed in welcome as he descended the cellar steps with the silver tray. Sensors detected his heat signature and switched on the lamps that illuminated his family. Warm yellow light bloomed in patches in the darkness of the black-walled room. Basking in their individual spotlights, the children smiled at him—as precious to him as if he’d given birth to them himself. Wax had positioned the spots to light each canvas to best effect, precisely calibrating the intensity so as not to fade the colors. Although a blistering New Mexico heat broiled the exterior of the house, climate-control systems kept the cellar at a constant seventy degrees, with just enough humidity to keep the paintings from cracking.

An office chair and a small table in the center of the floor provided the chamber’s only furnishings. As the vault door automatically sealed him inside, Wax set the tray on the table, unwound the bread-bag twist-tie he’d used to hold back his hair, and shook out the ponytail until it fell down around his shoulders in a gray mane. Popping a grape in his mouth, he seated himself in the chair, which he could swivel to view the artwork hanging on any of the cellar walls. There, with forced air and piped music swathing him in a cool swirl of Vivaldi strings, he spent his last hour with the only real family he had ever known.

As an only child, Bartholomew Wax had virtually grown up among paintings. His divorced mother couldn’t afford a babysitter during summer vacation, so every morning she would drop him off at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum while she went to work the day shift at a Dunkin’ Donuts shop in downtown Boston. Back in the seventies, when parents were still naïve about pedophilia and when day care was considered a luxury, Bartholomew’s mother told herself that it would do the boy good to spend his days surrounded by high culture rather than at home watching television.

A withdrawn and frail boy with an autistic’s love of routine, little Barty came to cherish his hours in the dim galleries of the Italian-style palazzo. The docents all knew him by name, and he would eat his sack lunch among the white lilies and Greco-Roman statuary in the peaceful courtyard, alone with his thoughts. But what he loved most were the paintings, each of which remained exactly where Mrs. Gardner had decreed it should stay forever. Masterpieces of different sizes and themes jammed some walls so closely that their frames butted against one another, resembling a patchwork of postage stamps on an enormous envelope. Each one silently whispered its story, and when no one else was in the room, he would talk to each in turn, telling them all his secrets and his grand plans for the future. They were his family, after all.

Several members of that family now hung before him in this vault. Munching a cracker spread with brie, Wax basked in the delicate glow of The Concert—one  of only thirty-five Vermeers in existence. The artist’s muted use of light gave a preternatural tranquillity to the scene of a seventeenth-century Dutch family playing musical instruments; Wax could actually hear the quiet harmony of the clavichord and guitar calming the frenzy of thoughts in his mind.

Next to the Vermeer, Storm on the Sea of Galilee  churned in an endless, frozen tempest. Rembrandt’s only seascape, it depicted Jesus’ disciples clinging to a sailboat that cresting white water threatened to overturn. Golden sunlight touched the wave-tossed boat as a hole of blue sky opened in the coal-smoke clouds, the promise of God’s salvation for the faithful. Now more than ever, Bartholomew Wax needed the possibility of peace and redemption.

His meal finished, he rose from his chair and strolled past the remainder of his collection, sipping wine from his goblet. Here were the other siblings from the Gardner—a tiny Rembrandt self-portrait,  Chez Tortoni by Manet, La Sortie de Pesage by Degas, and more. Alas, those barbarians from the Corps had savagely cut the pictures from their frames, and Wax himself had had to remount the canvases on stretchers and find suitable replacement frames. He also made sure that the NAACC took greater care the next time they procured children for him to adopt.

Wax had always dreamed of having such a family. Reproductions would not do, for even the finest lithographs could not capture the play of light upon the actual brushwork, the depth and textures of the swirls and ridges, the translucence of the glazes. As a boy, he decided that he would have to become very  rich so that he, too, could buy a mansion full of artworks like Mrs. Gardner’s. His need for money drove him into medicine, for weren’t all doctors well-to-do? Yet as he matured and learned more about the rarified world of art auctions, Wax discovered that even works painted by the artists after their deaths—the posthumous “collaborations” created by the government’s violet-eyed conduits for the dead—sold for millions of dollars each. And these were not the works he wanted. He considered starting his own biotechnology company to make his fortune in the stock market, but soon realized that even the wealth of Bill Gates could not purchase the works he truly wanted—the priceless treasures that hung in the Gardner and other museums around the world. And that was when he made his bargain with the North American Afterlife Communications Corps, offering his services in exchange for their promise to accumulate the unattainable collection he craved.

Wax lingered before each item in the gallery as he made his way around the vault attempting to delay the inevitable. After more than fifteen years of effort, his work for the Corps was near an end, which meant that so was he. Ironically, success rather than failure spelled his doom. As soon as the NAACC obtained what it wanted, it would take his family away and eliminate him to protect its secrets.

He paused in front of da Vinci’s Madonna of the Yarnwinder, raised the goblet to his lips, but found only a dribble of wine left. Once again, he toyed with the idea of sealing himself up with his treasures like a pharaoh in his tomb. But Wax knew better than  anyone that you could take nothing into the afterlife. The Corps would no doubt breach the vault sooner or later, and Wax could not bear to think of his children ending up in the hands of a ghoul like Carl Pancrit.

He contemplated Leonardo’s rendition of Mary and the Christ child, which had once adorned the home of the Duke of Buccleuch in Scotland. In the painting, the baby gazed at the T-shaped wooden spindle in his hands, a symbol of the cross that awaited him—the end prefigured in the beginning. Mary’s right hand hovered uncertainly over the infant, as if she longed to hold her son back from his destiny yet knew she could not. Certain sacrifices had to be made.

Wax approached the final and most recent acquisition in his collection with reluctance. His time was almost up, but that was not why he dawdled. The last picture frightened him. Although he had seen countless copies and parodies of The Scream, none had prepared him for the terror portrayed in the original, brought here all the way from the Munch Museum in Oslo. Beneath a sky as red and fluid as an arterial hemorrhage, a solitary androgynous figure shivered on a bleak seaside boardwalk, its eyes and mouth gaping, its grotesque, distended hands pressed to its temples.

Most people who saw the picture did not realize that it was not the humanoid figure screaming. No, Wax mused, the mutant being was struck dumb with fear as it vainly covered its ears to shut out the eternal, cosmic wail of the universe—“a loud, unending scream piercing nature,” as Edvard Munch had put it.

With its indigo eyes and bald, skull-like head, the figure might have been a Violet, its scalp shaved to accommodate the electrodes of a SoulScan device.

The resemblance filled Bartholomew Wax with both revulsion and a renewed sense of urgency. What would it be like to hear that awful shriek of transcendental agony ... and never be able to shut it out? What if everyone could hear it? Would the human race be able to withstand the constant sound of its own inescapable mortality?

The questions preyed on Dr. Wax, hastening him into action. Tying his hair back into its ponytail with the twist-tie, he did not take the trouble to clean up the remains of his last meal, but left the cheese and pâté to rot on the silver tray beside the wine. His remaining time was too valuable, and he would never return to this place, anyway.

Instead, he began taking the paintings off the wall one at a time, meticulously packing them into the special reinforced shipping crates he’d accumulated in the cellar for that purpose. Custom-cut Styrofoam brackets held each frame motionless within its box, ensuring that nothing touched the surface of the canvas, while wood inserts prevented the cardboard sides from being crushed or punctured. The crates all bore shipping labels with the name “Arthur Maven” and a false return address as well as the packages’ destinations: the Munch Museum in Norway, Drumlanrig Castle in Scotland, and, of course, the Gardner, among many others.

Wax actually smiled as he imagined the astonishment on the recipients’ faces when they opened the boxes and discovered their long-lost pictures inside. The thought made him happy. Unlike human beings, artworks had no afterlife in which to perpetuate their existence. A painting that no one saw ceased to be, and his children deserved to live.

The CD changer on his stereo system switched from Vivaldi to Mahler’s Ninth. Opening the vault door, Wax began the laborious task of carrying the crates up the stairs and out to his Ford Explorer. He left the engine running and the air conditioner on full-blast while loading the SUV which barely contained his collection. At last ready to depart, he grabbed the antique black doctor’s bag that usually carried only his lunch.

 



The afternoon sun cast the vertical ridges of the Organ Mountains in sharp relief, the craggy gray range resembling the pipes of a church organ as its name implied. Dr. Wax lived in a desert housing development a few miles outside Las Cruces, and had to hurry to make it to the shipping office before the cutoff time for overnight delivery.

“You want more than fifty bucks’ insurance on any of these?” the thick-fingered clerk asked him when she weighed in the packages.

Wax smiled at the folly of assigning a dollar value to an irreplaceable work of genius. “No, that’ll do.”

With the members of his adopted family safely on their way back to their original owners, Dr. Wax drove his SUV back onto U.S. 70 headed east. He now  had to attend to his other progeny—the misbegotten ones.

Dusk tanned the chaparral along the road a dirty orange, and the scattered houses at the city’s edge grew more infrequent. Wax wound his way through the deepening shadows of a cleft in the mountains until he passed the turnoff for Route 213 South, which brown-and-white signs indicated would lead to White Sands National Monument. He turned instead on the restricted road that served as entrance to the missile range, pausing at the guardhouse to display his I.D. badge to the soldier on duty. The G.I., a crew-cut beanpole of a boy whose face still broke out in zits, waved him on with barely a glance. He knew mousy Dr. Wax. Everyone here did.

A herd of oryx grazed along the road toward the military base, adding a surreal touch to an already alien landscape. Distinguished by the black-and-white coloration on their heads and their long, straight horns, these African antelope had been imported here as part of a program to introduce exotic game into the region, and they had thrived in the New Mexican desert. The animals scattered as Wax veered down an unmarked offshoot of the main road.

Before long, the desert gave way to an even more desolate landscape: stark dunes of granular gypsum, as white and coarse as ground bones. In places, the windswept mounds of sand had crept over the fringe of the pavement, attempting to reclaim the path and bury it. The SUV’s tires bounced over and crunched through the occasional hillocks, which the Army  would plow aside like drifting snow. At last, Wax arrived at a large, windowless gray building that resembled military barracks. No sign identified the structure; only those who already knew its purpose were allowed inside.

Wax parked in the adjacent asphalt lot amongst a few civilian and military vehicles and carried his black bag up to the structure’s only door, which required him to slide his I.D. into a slot and press his thumb on a touch pad for authorization.

“Dr. Wax!” The corporal on duty at the front desk smiled as the scientist entered the foyer. “We weren’t expecting you today. How are you feeling?”

“Much better, thanks.” He smiled back, embarrassed that, although he saw her practically every day, he’d never bothered to remember the corporal’s name. “Just came by to check on the subjects.”

“Sure thing. You want me to call an orderly?” She nodded toward the building’s auxiliary wing, where the staff lounge, offices, and laboratory were located.

“No, that won’t be necessary,” he replied, although he could have used the help. He’d never had to deal with the patients alone before.

“Whatever you say.” The corporal tapped in a code on her computer keyboard, and the door behind her buzzed. Wax opened it and passed through into a corridor lined with identical gray doors, each with a round glass portal at eye level.

The doctor donned the white lab coat that hung on a rack to his left, but waited until the security door swung shut behind him and the buzzing ceased  before opening his black bag. Instead of his usual bagel, lox, and cream cheese, it held a pneumatic vaccine gun and dozens of glass vials filled with clear liquid.

Wax drew a deep breath and set the bag on the floor. Do no harm, he thought. But it was far too late for Hippocrates now.

He took the first vial and inserted it top-down into the circular tube on the vaccine gun. It was the same device he’d used to inject the carrier virus into the subjects to commence their gene therapy. He hoped the gun’s familiarity would keep it from spooking the patients. The doctor wouldn’t be strong enough to deal with them alone otherwise.

With the gun loaded, Wax went to a wall panel beside the corridor’s entrance and turned on the preprogrammed classical music he used to calm the patients during his visits. The hall filled with the sonic balm of Pachelbel’s Canon in D. Although Wax himself detested the piece, he found it had the soporific effect of elevator music upon the test subjects.

Holding the gun behind his back, Dr. Wax approached the first room and peered through the porthole. When he’d satisfied himself that the occupant was not waiting to attack him, Wax entered the security code on the door’s keypad to unlock it. The music was not quite loud enough to drown out the scream that burst forth as the door opened.

“Get away from me! Leave me alone!”

Dr. Wax knew that the patient was not shrieking at him. The plump man lay curled in the far corner of  the room between the mattress and the toilet and did not even seem to register the doctor’s presence. But Wax could not help fretting that the subject knew what he had come to do.

“Hello, Harold. How are you today?” Although he knew perfectly well how Harold was, Wax employed his usual bedside patter to avoid upsetting the patient as he advanced, the gun concealed behind him.

Harold pounded on his head with his fists, which were bound in padded cotton mittens. Scabs and scars still streaked his face and shaved scalp where he’d clawed the skin with his fingernails. “GO AWAY! ALL OF YOU!”

Fecal matter smeared the back of his loose hospital smock as he squirmed against the vinyl upholstery of the walls and floor. Unlike a true Violet, Harold could neither allow a dead soul to inhabit his body nor shut out the souls who tried. He lived, therefore, in a gray zone between this life and the next, constantly bombarded by spirits that knocked and knocked and knocked.

“Easy, Harold.” Wax knelt and brought his arm from behind his back. “I can make them go away.”

He jammed the point of the gun into Harold’s upper arm and pulled the trigger. With a spitting sound, the needle shot the fluid under the skin, and Harold’s eyes snapped open to stare at Wax.


“You.” His pupils, flecked with both violet and robin’s-egg blue, became an electric shade of lavender. “You did this to me. I’ll—”

Wax stumbled back as Harold lunged for him. But  the convulsions dropped Harold onto his belly, where he quivered like a salted slug. Not one to take chances, Bartholomew Wax had put almost ten times the lethal dosage of procaine in the vaccine gun’s solution.

The doctor returned to his bag and replaced the empty poison vial with a fresh one before proceeding to the next room. Through the door’s circular window, he could see a young Hispanic girl pacing the tiny cell and hugging herself. Her scalp, like Harold’s, had been shaved and tattooed with the twenty node points that showed where to attach the SoulScan electrodes.

Her resemblance to the figure in The Scream eased his conscience over what he was about to do. It was for the best—for her, and the whole world.

When Wax entered the room, the patient darted her eyes toward him. One was violet, the other brown, like mismatched marbles. “Hello? Who are you? Where am I?”

“Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be all right.” With the vaccine gun hidden behind him, Wax edged toward her, waiting for some indication of how dangerous the soul that inhabited her might be.

The girl swiveled her head to take in her surroundings. “Is this a hospital? I remember being in an accident.” She looked down at the smooth brown skin of her arms. “What’s happened to me?”

“You’ll be fine,” Wax assured her. “I’m a doctor.”

The problem in handling Marisa was that the person she had been no longer existed. The quantum  connection in Marisa’s brain that had once moored the electromagnetic energy of her soul inside her body had eroded away, leaving her an empty receptacle for any dead soul to inhabit. Another spirit might displace the current one at any moment, but if Wax could keep the present soul at bay long enough for the injection ...

“You’ve got to call my husband,” she beseeched him. “You’ve got to tell him where I am.”

“Of course. But, first, let me give you something to help you relax.”

Before he could administer the poison, Marisa’s body jerked right as if yanked. She waggled her head, her face twisted by tics, and when the fit passed, she stood with her feet spread apart, fists clenched at her sides, her brows lowered in a glare.  “So help me, I’ll kill you, Wax.”


Marisa launched herself at him, seizing his throat. Strangulation starbursts blurred his vision, and he stabbed the gun’s needle blindly into her torso and pulled the trigger. Only when her hands fell away from his neck and she collapsed to the floor did he look down to see that he’d pierced the thin cloth of her hospital gown, injecting her right over the heart.


Harold, he thought, rasping to restore his breath. Wax hadn’t counted on the poison working so quickly, although he’d heard that procaine in sufficient quantities could cause cardiac arrest. He couldn’t risk having the patients he’d killed inhabit the other subjects; he’d have to work faster.

Hurrying back to the doctor’s bag, Wax transferred  all the remaining poison vials to the deep pockets of his white coat. He paused only long enough between rooms to put a new dose in his gun. Each victim added bites, bruises, or bleeding scratches to his wounds, yet he kept on. He saw Edvard Munch’s pitiful, haunted creature in each skull-like countenance, and he was determined to silence once and for all the scream they heard.

The last one, a skinny black man named Ezra, survived long enough to pursue Wax into the corridor. The doctor stumbled and crawled across the hall, hyperventilating as the dying man threatened to topple on him. When Ezra slumped halfway through the door instead, Bartholomew Wax sprang up and reloaded his gun, swapping the vials as if changing the clip in an automatic weapon. Then he cast a sheepish glance to his right.

The corporal from the front desk stood only a couple of yards away, her .45 pistol drawn and aimed at his head. She wasn’t smiling.

A tall, stocky man in a navy-blue suit stood beside her. Silver threads filigreed his dark hair and thick black eyebrows, and the furrows in his face gave him a fatherly beneficence.

He tipped his head in greeting. “Dr. Wax.”


‘Mr. Pancrit.” The title was a deliberate slight. Wax knew that Carl Pancrit was a doctor, too, in the technical if not the ethical sense. “I didn’t expect to see you here at this hour.”

“Obviously not,” his colleague observed, nodding toward the man sprawled in the doorway. “But I’ve been expecting you. For some time now, I’ve  suspected that your heart isn’t quite in this project.”

Wax tightened his finger on the vaccine gun’s trigger. “Take a look around you, Carl. The experiment is a failure.”

“Not if it prompts further research. Yet you haven’t submitted a new proposal in months, and that makes me think you’re holding out on us. You wouldn’t do that, would you, Barty?”

Pancrit advanced, arms spread as if to embrace him in a paternal hug, but Wax swung the gun toward him. “I’m done, Carl.”

The corporal cocked her pistol.

Pancrit raised his hands to placate both of them. “Please! Let’s be sensible about this.” He motioned for the soldier to lower her weapon, then gave Wax a sympathetic look. “I can’t blame you for putting the poor devils out of their misery. I would have done the same thing myself—”

“I’m sure you would have.” Wax kept the vaccine gun level with Pancrit’s chest.

“—but you still owe us for those pictures of yours. We went to a lot of trouble to get them for you. Do you want us to send ‘em right back where they came from?”

Wax gave a wan smile. “That won’t be necessary.”

He drove the needle of his gun into his own carotid artery and pulled the trigger.

As he crumpled to the floor, the corporal rushed forward, brandishing her pistol in case Wax was playing some kind of trick.

He wasn’t.
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Carl Pancrit sighed as he watched Bartholomew Wax twitch in his death throes. “Don’t think you can get away from me that easily,” he muttered.




2

A Slave to the Masters

Natalie Lindstrom could not help feeling a stab of envy when she arrived at Hector Espinoza’s house in Laguna Beach. Working in the Corps’s Art Division had made Hector rich enough to buy this white Art Deco palace by the sea, while she and her daughter and father all had to squeeze into a two-bedroom condo in Fullerton.


Just be glad he’s willing to see you, she reminded herself as she saw the sign beside the front door’s buzzer. DO NOT DISTURB! it shouted. MEETINGS BY APPOINTMENT ONLY.

Natalie had phoned to arrange such a meeting a week ago, but when she pressed the buzzer button three times without a response, she began to wonder if Hector had changed his mind.

Finally, a heavy Latino man in a baggy black tank top and board shorts opened the door. His tattooed scalp had been shaved more cleanly than his face, and his violet eyes were bleary and red as he scratched crumbs of sleep dust from their corners. “Yeah?”

He apparently wasn’t awake enough to recognize her in the black pageboy wig and green contacts she wore to evade the Corps Security agents who tailed her. Natalie, too, kept her head shaved, for some of  her fussier clients insisted upon having a SoulScan confirm that she actually summoned the dead artists she claimed to work with.

“It’s me, Hector,” she prompted.

“Boo? Holy crap, is it noon already?”

“Quarter-past, actually. I’m fashionably late.”

“Sorry ... I spaced.” He stood to one side and waved her forward. “Come on in. And pardon the freakin’ mess.”

He led her through several rooms that managed to look both cluttered and barren at the same time. The dining room contained a card table covered with unopened mail and one metal folding chair. The den had a flat-panel plasma TV, a black leather couch, and a shelf unit stuffed with art books, sketchbooks, and files of loose papers and drawings. Stacked pizza boxes and balled-up burger wrappers littered the hardwood floors, and empty beer bottles lay scattered like bowling pins. That was all the furnishing Hector had use for—indeed, all he had room for. The rest of the house he surrendered to the paintings.

Finished canvases leaned against the walls and armrests of the sofa, some stacked five-deep with sheets of cardboard in between. Works in progress rested on easels erected with the careless arrangement of highway roadwork signs: here a Monet, the vibrant purples and reds of its water lilies still sticky and shiny with damp paint; there a crucifixion by Raphael, awaiting its fifth glazing. The styles ranged from the dark Baroque palette of Velázquez to the drop-cloth paint spatter of Jackson Pollock’s Abstract Expressionism. The place might have been a  warehouse for the world’s great museums, yet only one artist’s work actually hung on the plain white walls—Hector’s.

“These some of your latest?” Natalie recognized his signature style: spray-painted scenes of L.A. urban life with the exaggerated cartoon figures of graffiti art “I like them.”

He shrugged. “Eh! I thought, hell, if no one else wants ‘em, I’ll put ‘em up myself.”

His offhand tone couldn’t quite disguise his bitterness. Natalie knew that serving as a Violet in the Corps’s Art Division was rather like being the lead singer in a cover band. The audience didn’t care about your originals, only other people’s hits.

“Hope you won’t mind if I help myself to some breakfast,” Hector said as they entered the kitchen. Teetering piles of dirty dishes shared counter space with jars of paintbrushes that bathed in blackened fluid while waiting to be cleaned. The heavy, refriedbean scent of microwaved burritos mellowed the sharp odors of turpentine and stale Heineken that saturated the air. Hector snatched a bottle opener from among the chaos and took a beer from the fridge. “How about it, Boo? Want to join me?”

“No. And I told you not to call me that,” she said, referring to her old nickname. When she was a kid, all the Violets who went to the Iris Semple Conduit Academy with her called her “Boo,” since everything seemed to scare her. She still displayed a hypochondriac’s concern for her health, which was why she didn’t drink alcohol—a fact Hector knew well.

“Suit yourself.” He popped the cap off the bottle  with a grin and sucked up the geyser of foam that gushed from it.

“I thought you gave up drinking.”

“I did.”

He downed half the beer in the time it took for them to climb the stairs to his studio. As always, Natalie suppressed a sigh when she saw the size of the room, with its enormous picture windows providing a panoramic view overlooking the stippled waves of the Pacific Ocean. She usually had to paint on her condo’s narrow balcony, or sometimes in the kitchen.

Still more paintings crowded the studio, most of them barely beyond the pencil-sketch stage. Beside one easel, a tall wooden bar stool supported a stained palette and an assortment of what looked like multicolored toothpaste tubes, which had been gnarled and kneaded and rolled up to squeeze the last gob of oil paint from them. A Soul Leash dangled from a nail driven into one leg of the stool. Worn like a pair of stereo headphones, it served the same emergency function as the Panic Button on a SoulScan device. If the inhabiting soul attempted to take the Violet’s body out of the room, the Leash would deliver an electric shock to the brain, thereby driving out the electromagnetic spirit and restoring control to the Violet. A conduit like Hector who worked alone with unpredictable souls could not afford to take chances.

On the ledge of the easel, a pair of thick, round-rimmed eyeglasses rested against the nearly blank canvas. Natalie recognized those glasses from the last time she had come to ask Hector for a favor. They had  once belonged to Claude Monet, who near the end of his life had worn them to compensate for the cataracts that progressively dimmed the vision that had once helped to begin the Impressionist movement.

A glass-fronted cabinet opposite the picture windows contained an eclectic assortment of such memento mori. Touchstones—personal effects of the deceased that still bore a quantum link to the electromagnetic energy of their souls. Keys that could unlock the afterlife and summon the dead from the black rooms that confined them. Natalie knew a few of these items. A pathetic, yellowed letter from Vincent van Gogh to his brother, Theo, begging for more money. A plaster bust of Caligula from the personal collection of Rembrandt van Rijn, who had to sell it along with most of his other possessions when he declared bankruptcy in 1656. The Corps had used three-hundred-and-fifty-year-old auction records to track down the sculpture. There were at least two dozen other antiques in the case as well, but Natalie could only guess at the identities of the artists who had once possessed them.

Although the NAACC could have arranged for a Corps Violet like Hector to use a dead artist’s painting as a touchstone, the government generally favored using more mundane objects. Picasso’s shaving brush was a lot easier to obtain and transport than Guernica.  Since Natalie did not have the luxury of access to either the artists’ masterpieces or their toiletry gear, she had to rely on her connection with Hector. A decade older than she, he had been like a big brother to her back in their days at the School.

Hector squatted beside the glass case, scanning the contents as if selecting a doughnut from a bakery display. “So you really want to mess with the crazy Norwegian, eh?”

“It’s what the client asked for.” Natalie crossed her arms in a manner she hoped was nonchalant rather than defensive. “Ever since The Scream disappeared, Munch’s become trendy.”

Hector chuckled. “Yeah, that’s the way it goes. Any artist worth stealing is worth owning. You and me, we couldn’t pay thieves to take our stuff.”

The remark nettled her, mainly because it was true. She’d offered her original work for sale in several of the local coffeehouses at prices less than what most collectors paid for prints. Nothing.

Hector swigged more beer. “I just hope you know what you’re getting into.”

“I summoned Vincent without shooting myself in a wheat field,” she pointed out.

“Munch’s different. He’s got ... issues with women.”

Natalie bristled. “Gender mismatch” had been the primary reason the Corps cited when it denied her application to the NAACC’s Art Division. According to some of the Corps’s psychologists, deceased artists who inhabited a Violet of the opposite gender might find the experience too jarring, making them uncooperative. Since most of the artists in demand happened to be Dead White Guys, the Corps told Natalie, male Violets were more suited for the job. They had no problem, however, with allowing her late friend Lucy Kamei to work with Mozart and  Beethoven, so Natalie suspected the rationale was merely the Corps’s excuse for shunting her into the Crime unit, where they were short on conduits.

“I can handle Munch,” she muttered.

“Yeah ... that’s what I thought.” Hector’s lips moved as he opened one of the case’s glass doors, and Natalie knew that he was already reciting his protective mantra. That way, the soul couldn’t knock when he made contact with the touchstone.

“I have to do this,” she said, as if he’d asked for a reason.“I have a family to support.”

“I know. I wouldn’t have let you come otherwise.” Nudging aside a couple of objects on one shelf, he took a scuffed, spattered paintbrush with coarse bristles from the cabinet. Hector twirled it around his fingers like a baton before offering it to Natalie handle-first. “Bring it back when you’re done.”

Natalie hesitated. Before taking the brush, she began repeating her own protective mantra in her mind: The Lord is my shepherd: I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures ...


“Sure you don’t want a beer, Boo? If you’re hanging with Munch, you might need it.” Hector downed the dregs from his bottle. “I did.”

She avoided the unblinking gravity of his gaze. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

... He leadeth me beside the still waters, she continued, until she had placed the brush deep within her canvas tote bag.

 



As she drove back home to Fullerton, Natalie’s self-confidence slid into uncertainty. Although she hadn’t  dared to admit as much to Hector, she actually shared his misgivings about working with Edvard Munch. The Norwegian really was crazy—an agoraphobic subject to paralyzing panic attacks and nervous breakdowns—and he really did have issues with women. Handsome yet shy and morbidly sensitive during his youth, he endured a string of disastrous affairs, as duplicitous beauties seduced and manipulated him. One of his lovers, Tulla Larsen, threatened to shoot herself to keep Munch from leaving her. When he tried to wrest the pistol from her, the gun fired, taking off the tip of Munch’s left middle finger.

He depicted another paramour, the statuesque violinist Eva Mudocci, as Salome, smiling in satisfaction as she posed with a likeness of the artist’s severed head. Given such a history, it was not surprising that in Vampire Munch painted a man curled in fetal helplessness upon a woman’s lap while she pressed her mouth to his neck, either kissing or feeding, as her long red hair drizzled over him like stolen blood.

How would a man who portrayed females as carnal, castrating creatures—vixens and murderesses—feel about inhabiting one of the very beings he so mistrusted and feared? Natalie had no way of knowing. She would have to rely on the psychological skills she’d developed during her years of summoning murder victims for the NAACC in order to keep Edvard Munch calm, controlled, and focused. Unlike Hector, Natalie did not have a Soul Leash that could banish the artist’s spirit if anything went wrong.

“Hey, kiddo,” Wade Lindstrom called out the  moment she stepped through the connecting door from the condo’s garage. “Did you get it?”

Natalie made a face. She didn’t really feel like discussing the Munch project with anyone right now, but her dad pressed her for details of all her Violet gigs, as if they were now the family business. “Yeah. Hector wasn’t happy about it, but he gave me the touchstone, anyway.”

“Great! Come here—I want to show you something.”

She detoured into the kitchen, where Wade sat at the breakfast table in front of a stack of open textbooks and a portable CD player. Although forced into retirement he dressed as if he were still traveling the country selling climate control systems. Without the weight he’d lost since his bypass surgery, the sport coat and slacks sagged like tent canvas around the poles of his limbs, but he’d refused her repeated offers to buy him new clothes. Natalie had invited him to move in with her and Callie following the operation, for he had little to lose by abandoning the former family home in New Hampshire, given that serial killer Vincent Thresher had murdered Wade’s second wife, Sheila Lindstrom, there.

Wattles bunched at the open collar of Wade’s dress shirt as he bent his head over one of the books. He raised a hand when Natalie approached. “Just give me a sec ... ”

Out of habit, she glanced at the calendar pillbox on the kitchen counter and noted that the week’s TUES compartment was still shut. “Dad, you didn’t take your meds.”

He fluttered a hand in annoyance. “I know, honey—in a minute. First, listen to this.” Rising from his chair, he tugged his lapels taut and cleared his throat. “Hei. Mitt navn er Wade Lindstrom.” He smiled and gave a diplomatic bow. “Det er en fornoyelse mote De.”


Natalie’s mouth opened before she knew quite what to say. “Come again?”

“It’s Norwegian! ‘Hello. My name is Wade Lindstrom. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’” He spread his arms with a ta-da! flourish.

Though she already suspected what he was thinking, Natalie hoped she was wrong. “Uh ... you planning a trip to Scandinavia?”

“No, silly! I want to help you with Munch.”

Her frozen smile melted. “Help me?”

“Sure. Like this: Herr Munch, hva vil De liker ... oh, heck—” He shut his eyes a second, then peeked at one of the language texts on the table. “Oh, yeah.  Herr Munch, hva vil De liker male i dag?”


“Translation?”

“‘Herr Munch, what would you like to paint today?’” Wade beamed like a boy who’s just learned to ride his first bike. “I figured you could do the summoning and I could do the talking.”

Natalie rubbed her forehead, trying to think of a way to let him down easy. “Um ... that’s really sweet of you, Dad, but I was actually going to speak French with Munch.”

Wade’s face fell. “He speaks French?”

“Yeah. He spent several years in Paris when he was young, and since I brushed up on French for  Monet and van Gogh ...” She finished the thought with a shrug.

Her father cast a crestfallen glance at all the books and language CDs he’d accumulated. “But wouldn’t it help to have someone with you while you’re ... you know ... occupied?”


The desperate eagerness etched in his expression tied a knot in Natalie’s throat, and for a moment she couldn’t reply. Ever since her mother, Nora, went insane from her work as a Corps conduit, Wade Lindstrom had wanted nothing to do with Violets. He had hardly visited Natalie during her years of training at the School, and had divorced Nora to start a new life with Sheila, a woman of exemplary normality. For him to volunteer to assist Natalie with her current work indicated how far he had come in conquering his past fears—and how much he loved her and Callie.

Still, the thought of having Wade watch her inhabited by another person’s soul was akin to allowing her dad to videotape her having sex. Natalie didn’t want him to see her like that.

“I wish you could help me,” she told him truthfully. “But dead people can get touchy, and I have to handle them very carefully.”

Wade shook his head, his blue eyes becoming rheumy with the water welling in them. “There must be something I can do. I feel awful just sponging off you.”

“Dad, you’re not sponging.”

“How can you say that? I invade your house, eat your food, kick you out of your own bed—”

“It was my idea to take the couch. I’m fine with it,  really.” She felt that offering Wade the master bedroom was the least she could do, since he had been forced to sell his business in large part because the government had blacklisted him when Natalie left the Corps.

As always, Wade refused her consolation. “I’d like to help you make a living.”

“Believe me, Dad—what you save me in day care alone more than pays your room and board.”

The wisp of a smile returned to his face. “That’s not work, and you know it.”

“I know. But I also know it means a ton to Callie to have you here.” She crossed the room and folded her arms around him. “To me, too.”

“Thanks, kiddo.” He started to hug her back, but abruptly pulled away and looked at his watch. “Oh, shoot! Speaking of Callie, she must be about done at Dr. Steinmetz’s office. I’d better run.”

Natalie tried to stop him as he hurried out of the kitchen. “Relax, Dad, I can get her.”

“No, no—not a problem. See you in a few.” He rushed past her and waved a cheery good-bye.

Natalie snatched the pillbox off the counter and went after him. “Well, at least take your meds—”

The front door slammed.

Natalie sighed, the hand with the pillbox dropping to her side. She had moved to return it to the kitchen counter when the front door opened again and Wade leaned inside.

“Hey, kiddo! There’s a guy out here to see you.” He cupped a hand around his mouth and lowered his voice. “Looks like another client.”

Wade winked and flashed her a thumbs-up, then left again.

“Wait! Your pills.” Medication in hand, Natalie opened the door to catch him, but found a man with salt-and-pepper hair waiting on the front step.

He paused with his thick index finger only an inch from the doorbell, chuckled, and put out his hand.

“Didn’t even have to ring it! Ms. Lindstrom, I presume?”

Dressed in a dark, double-breasted suit, he stood a head taller than she, and she had to perch on tiptoes to peek past his broad shoulders at Wade, who strolled down the front walk toward his Camry. Noting her gaze, the man on the doorstep indicated her father with his thumb. “Your associate said you were available. Is this a bad time?”

As her dad got in his car, Natalie gave up on trying to nag him; she’d force the pills down him when he got home. She turned her attention to the stranger.

“I’m sorry. What can I do for you, Mr. ...?”

“Amis. Carleton Amis. I understand you’ve been commissioned to work with Edvard Munch.”

“I’ve been commissioned to do a painting in the style of Edvard Munch,” she corrected him. Since she was no longer a registered member of the NAACC, Natalie could not legally claim her paintings were the products of deceased artists. That was why her works sold for thousands of dollars, while pieces by Corps artists like Hector fetched millions at auction.

Amis held up a hand, as if to stop her from repeating a speech he’d already heard. “There’s no need to mince words with me, Ms. Lindstrom. The collectors  who buy your work know they’re getting the genuine artide. And I’m prepared to pay a great deal more for what they’ve been getting on the cheap.”

She eyed Amis, from his smug expression down to his Italian leather shoes, to decide whether he was a legitimate client or a Corps Security stooge sent to set her up. “Oh? You want a Munch original?”

“Not exactly. My needs are much more specific than that.” He smiled. “I want you to persuade Mr. Munch to create an exact replica of The Scream.”
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The Crazy Norweglan


Oh, brother, not another one, Natalie thought. What do you bet he wants a Mona Lisa, too? Still, she tried to exert some professional courtesy. It always paid to be polite to people of wealth—as Carleton Amis seemed to be—no matter how clueless they might be.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’d like to help you, but I’m fully booked at the moment.” That wasn’t really true, but she hoped Amis would buy the excuse and save her the trouble of explaining her real reasons for turning down the assignment.

No such luck. Amis didn’t budge from the doorstep.

“I understand how busy you must be, but I assure you I can make it worth your while.” He gestured toward the interior of the condo. “Might I come inside to discuss the project with you?”

Natalie shifted to block his view of the living room, where she’d left her sofa bed unmade that morning. “I’m afraid it’s a bit of a mess right now ...”

Amis chuckled. “Understood. And I didn’t mean to put you on the spot. I only wanted the chance to clarify the full scope of my offer.” He took a piece of paper from the inside pocket of his blazer and unfolded it. “You see, The Scream is only one of many paintings we’d like you to do.”

The typed sheet he handed her listed the titles and artists of more than two dozen masterpieces. The Concert by Vermeer, Storm on the Sea of Galilee by Rembrandt, Madonna of the Yarnwinder by da Vinci,  Chez Tortoni by Manet ...

Natalie scowled and passed the page back to Amis. “These are all the Maven paintings.”

His smile broadened. “Precisely. I’m a producer for Persephone Productions, and we want to make a movie about the artworks’ theft and mysterious reappearance.”

“Ahh! I get it.” Natalie could easily see Hollywood exploiting the art world’s latest sensation. Stolen over a period of fifteen years, the paintings had, without warning, resurfaced a month ago at the museums from which they’d been taken. Police around the globe still had no clues as to the identity of the thief, who had puckishly named himself “Arthur Maven,” or his motive for returning the priceless works without claiming any reward or ransom.

OEBPS/step_9780748118281_oeb_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/step_9780748118281_msr_cvi_r1.jpg
‘ - -
Some would die U
for her gift. .‘
Others would kill . . . '

FROM
BLACK ROOMS

STEPHEN WOODWORTH

‘Part Silence of the Lambs, part The Lovely Bones'
Lisa Gardner on Through Violet Eyes





