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Here lay Duncan,

His silver skin laced with his golden blood;

And his gash’d stabs look’d like a breach in nature

For ruin’s wasteful entrance.

—Macbeth, Act II, Scene iii, 117–120
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A Death In the Andes

As he did every morning, Nathan Azure rose at dawn, dressed, and shaved in the musty canvas confines of his private tent scrutinizing the aristocratic severity of his Mayfair face in a travel mirror to make certain that not a whisker remained and that every strand of blond hair was in its proper place. He then opened the carved wooden box next to his cot and selected a pair of leather driving gloves from the dozens of pairs inside. Although he wore gloves as a matter of habit, he donned these with especial care, like a surgeon wary of infection.

He had not touched another human being’s skin, nor allowed his to be touched, in more than a decade.

Seated on the edge of his cot, Azure idled away half an hour skimming Prescott’s History of the Conquest of Peru, lingering over passages that he had long ago committed to memory—those that described the abundance of gold sixteenth-century Spanish explorer Francisco Pizarro and his conquistadors had extorted from the Inca people, who tried in vain to purchase the release of their leader Atahualpa. A king’s ransom, indeed.

Azure’s gloves made it awkward for him to turn the pages, however, and he soon tossed the book aside. After snatching the .45 automatic from beneath his pillow, he chambered a round and shoved the gun barrel-down into the hollow of his back between the waist of his slacks and his oxford shirt. He put on a cream-colored linen jacket to cover the butt of the pistol and stalked out of the tent.

Outside, the Andean air, thin and crisp, pricked the inside of Azure’s windpipe, as if he’d inhaled a handful of asbestos. The sun had yet to ascend above an adjacent peak to the east, leaving the mountains in a pall of predawn gray. Nevertheless, the camp already bristled with activity, Peruvian laborers bustling to and fro with spades and sifters, men delicately brushing dust off bits of broken metal and stone at makeshift tables. Azure had staged this dig with painstaking detail, accurate enough to fool an expert. Or one expert to be precise.

It was all a sham. Azure had bought the artifacts at auction and then planted them on this Andean slope. The Peruvians he’d assembled to pose as his assistants were actually mercenaries—some of them former Shining Path terrorists, others drug runners from the Huallaga Valley cocaine trade. Men whose loyalty Azure could purchase and whose silence he could ensure. Men to whom all work, whether menial labor or murder, was the same, as long as it paid well. Not unlike the conquistadors themselves.

The performance was proceeding as scheduled, but the audience—the expert for whom Azure had created this mock expedition—was missing. It seemed that Dr. Wilcox, the only true archaeologist on the site, had chosen to sleep in.

The closer Azure drew to his prize, the more impatient he became with delay. Intent on hastening today’s drama to its climax, he made his way down the path his crew had cleared in the spiky brush that carpeted the mountain slope. Erected wherever the ground leveled off for a few feet, the haphazard tent encampment formed a terraced village of canvas and plastic, with Azure’s large shelter at the hill’s summit. At its base, a medium-size tent rested near the edge of a precipice, where the mountainside abruptly plunged into the valley below. Clouds blanketed the dell, a comfortable illusion that hid the screaming descent.

A bearded thirty-something man in a creased white dress shirt and chinos sat in a director’s chair outside this last tent, head bent over a book, legs crossed as if he were lounging at a Parisian café. He must have sensed Azure’s approach, though, for he slapped the book shut and hopped to his feet before the Englishman arrived at the tent’s entrance. A gringo like his boss, he differed from Azure in nearly every other respect: his hair and complexion dark instead of fair, his face broad rather than narrow, his manner expansive, not calculated.

“Looks like I got up before you did today.” He displayed the book’s cover, smiling. He smiled a lot—a monkey appeasing an alpha male. “Researching my role. See?”

Conqueror and Conquered: Pizarro and Peru read the title copy above an artist’s rendering of a composite face—half Pizarro, the other half Atahualpa, the Inca leader he overthrew and executed. Below the dual portrait was the author’s name: Dr. Abel Wilcox.

Nathan Azure did not smile. He never smiled. “There’ll be plenty of time for that on the plane, Trent,” he commented in a clipped Cambridge accent. “Do you have the cuirass?”

With exaggerated flair, Trent snapped his fingers at one of the nearby laborers, who hurried up with a mud-encrusted, rust-stained breastplate in his hands. The men had done an admirable job of simulating centuries of exposure to the elements. The armor had been polished to a museum-ready sheen when Azure had obtained it from an underground “antiquities dealer” in Lima—a glorified fence for grave robbers and artifact thieves.

Azure noted that the center of the breastplate had been rubbed clear of dirt revealing the ornate engraving of a family crest. He registered his satisfaction by withholding criticism. “What about Wilcox?”

Trent glanced at the tent behind him, shrugged. “Still asleep.”

“Wake him.”

Trent smiled again and pulled his own pair of leather gloves out of the back pocket of his pants. He put them on and ducked under the black plastic flap that served as the tent’s door. A drowsy grumble came from inside, followed by the shuffle and clatter of hasty activity.

A few minutes later, Trent emerged with a man who could easily have been his brother. The latter stood an inch or two taller and lacked Trent’s muscular development but they shared the same almond-shaped eyes, high forehead, and dark widow’s peak. Trent had grown the full black beard to downplay the resemblance, but it was not a coincidence; Azure had chosen Trent for his appearance as much as for his acting skills and had even insisted on certain … alterations in the confidence man’s physiognomy. Trent had demonstrated exceptional dedication to his craft, doggedly researching his role during the months it took his face to heal from the surgery. Even now, he eyed the professor with avid attention, taking advantage of his last opportunity to observe his subject.

“Good morning, Dr. Wilcox,” Azure greeted the second man. “l trust you slept well.”

“Until now.” A day’s growth of whiskers darkened the archaeologist’s face, the fly of his jeans was only half-buttoned, and his untied bootlaces trailed in the dust. He put on a pair of oval spectacles and scowled at Azure. “I hope you have something worth getting up for this time.”

“Perhaps.” Azure thought of the string of worthless daggers, swords, coins, and other flotsam he’d tossed in front of Wilcox like a trail of bread crumbs over the past month, gradually luring him to this remote Andean peak. “We just found this piece, and it seems promising—very promising. Naturally, I couldn’t wait to get your professional opinion.”

He held a gloved hand toward the cuirass, which the impassive laborer still held. Wilcox sniffed dubiously and glanced at the breastplate as if scanning the headlines of the morning paper. As he moved close enough to see the crest inscribed on it, his expression flared with stifled excitement—a prospector afraid that the mother lode he’s discovered is actually fool’s gold. He shot a look at Azure. “Where did you find this?”

Azure’s face remained as immobile as a bas-relief. He asked questions, he didn’t answer them. “Is it genuine?”

Wilcox pushed his glasses higher up on his nose, bent forward, and squinted at the armor’s insignia.

“Well? Is it his?” The archaeologist’s silence rankled. Azure knew at least as much about Peruvian history as this ivory-tower effete, and yet … had he been wrong about the cuirass? Had he blown a million quid on a clever forgery? If he hadn’t wanted to be absolutely sure of the breastplate’s authenticity, he wouldn’t have put up with Wilcox this long. Although Nathan Azure would never admit it, he needed to commandeer the man’s knowledge as much as his identity.

The archaeologist did not respond directly to Azure’s questions. Instead, he pointed to the design on the breastplate, mumbling as if to himself. “The family escutcheon … but with the black eagle and twin pillars of the royal arms. And here: an Indian city and a llama. Charles the Fifth’s seal of approval for the Peruvian conquest.”

“But is it his?” Azure pressed. “Could one of his men have worn it?”

Wilcox shook his head, voice quavering. “Pizarro wouldn’t have allowed anyone else to wear it.”

“Then we can use it to summon him?”

“Yes.” The archaelogist straightened. “You have a Violet?”

Azure’s face returned to its dour placidity, the closest he ever came to expressing pleasure. “We have one in mind.”

“But I thought all American conduits were controlled by the N-double-A-C-C,” Wilcox said, using the popular acronym for the North American Afterlife Communications Corps.

“Not all.” Azure pictured the photos he’d collected of Natalie Lindstrom, the classical contours of her visage turned skeletal by her scalp, which she kept shaved so that electrodes attached to her head could detect the presence of the souls that occupied her brain. Like all conduits for the dead, she had violet eyes, weary yet intense.

She was the only Violet he could find who was not in the employ of one government or another, and Nathan Azure was eager to avoid attracting the attention of any government. Even Lindstrom, he knew, was monitored by the NAACC, but it would take the Corps a while after her disappearance to figure out where she’d gone—long enough for Azure’s purposes. To avoid wasting time, he had decided not to bring her to Peru until he possessed a genuine touchstone for her to summon Pizarro. Now that he had one, he knew that she would agree to assist him. Especially after good Dr. Wilcox helped draw her here to these isolated Peruvian peaks. A pity the archaeologist would never get to meet the Violet … at least not until Azure had finished with her.

“If you’re right about Pizarro’s gold, this could be the biggest find since King Tut.” Wilcox’s words grew heavy with a kind of lust. He did not appear to notice the two Peruvian workers who flanked him from behind, gloved hands clenched into fists. “Everyone’s going to want a piece of it. Customs, the Peruvian government—everyone.”

“I agree. That’s why they mustn’t find out about it.” With a shift of his eyes, Azure signaled the men, who seized the archaeologist’s arms.

Wilcox wriggled in their grasp, more from astonishment than fear. Then he laughed.

“You can’t be serious.” When Azure didn’t smile, the archaeologist’s own grin failed. “I’ll be missed. If I die, they’ll bring me back. I’ll tell them all about you.”

Azure sniffed to indicate his amusement. “You’re under the mistaken impression that I care.”

He pulled the .45 from the small of his back and emptied it into Wilcox’s chest.

The impact of the shots threw the archaeologist backward, but the men holding his arms kept his body from falling. Wilcox lifted his head, gurgling and hacking as if struggling to utter a final curse.

“Madre Maria,” one of the superstitious Peruvians gasped.

In the instant before they dropped him, Wilcox spat in Nathan Azure’s face.

“Bastard!” Azure recoiled, dropping the gun and slapping at the viscous spittle on his cheek. A film of crimson mucus smeared the palm of his driving glove, and he tore it off his hand and flung it in the dust at his feet, nearly doubling over with nausea. He’d gone to great lengths to avoid establishing any quantum connection with Wilcox, but now the man’s soul would adhere to him with the tenacity of a lichen. He’d have to keep that dead-talker Lindstrom from touching him, or Wilcox’s spirit might ruin everything.

The Peruvians laid out the bleeding corpse while Trent rushed up to put his gloved hand on Azure’s shoulder. ‘You okay, boss?”

Azure swatted his hand away. “Don’t touch me!” He pointed at the dead archaeologist. “Find his passport. Then get rid of him and everything else he came in contact with. We’re moving camp by nightfall.”

Trent essayed a grin. but his Method technique failed to conceal his unease. Azure staggered away from him, compulsively wiping his contaminated cheek.

As commanded, Trent and the other men gathered everything Abel Wilcox had touched – his tent, his bedroll, his books and notes, his campfire cookware—and tossed it all over the cliff’s edge into the valley below. Last of all, they pitched the body itself off the mountain. Before it dropped beneath the cloud cover, the drifting limbs of the corpse spread-eagled in the air, as if the archaeologist were about to take flight.

They never heard the body hit ground.
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Wolves at the Door

Natalie Lindstrom did not recognize the Corps Security agent who followed her to the movie theater that May afternoon: a man not much taller than she, of Southeast Asian Indian extraction, with slick black hair and sideburns. His gray suit seemed to blend chameleonlike into whatever background he passed.

She sighed and pretended not to notice him as she purchased her ticket, for which she used one of the few credit cards she hadn’t already maxed out. The N-double-A-C-C must be having higher turnover these days, she thought. They must also have instructed their people against becoming overly familiar with the Violets they were ordered to intimidate, for the new agents never spoke to her. She actually became nostalgic for the days when she at least knew the names of the three agents assigned to her: George Langtree, Arabella Madison, and Horace Rendell. George used to share pizza and gossip with Natalie during his surveillance shift and had even helped rescue her daughter, Callie, from the serial killer Vincent Thresher. George had since quit Corps Security, while Rendell had evidently been killed by Thresher when the murderer kidnapped Callie. That left Madison, catty fashion diva, as the only agent Natalie knew personally.

But there was one advantage to having these nameless rookies following her: they didn’t know her tricks as well as the veterans and so were easier to lose when necessary.

Chameleon Man proved no exception. Natalie waited until the theater had lowered the house lights, then took her seat during a scene when the screen went dark to make it difficult for the agent to see where she was. The movie was one of those three-hour-plus epics Hollywood seemed increasingly fond of, and she left to go to the women’s restroom twenty minutes into the picture, the canvas bag containing her pantsuit and alternate wig slung over her shoulder.

Satisfied that the agent hadn’t followed her into the lobby, Natalie went into one of the stalls in the lavatory and changed into her suit. With no hair of her own, she easily swapped her blond wig for the chestnut brown one. Because her current clients demanded SoulScan readings to prove that her inhabitations were real, she’d kept her head shaved, enabling her employers to attach the machine’s electrodes directly to her bare scalp and monitor the souls she summoned. Since she did not want Callie to be ashamed of being a Violet, Natalie no longer hid her violet irises on a daily basis, but today she needed to operate incognito, so she completed the disguise with a pair of contact lenses that turned her eyes a conventional shade of brown.

As scheduled, the car from Daedalus Aeronautics awaited her in the cinema’s parking lot—an unmarked black Cadillac. The moment Natalie emerged from the theater, the driver started the engine.

Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at a tower of mirrored glass, home to the high-profile law firm retained by Natalie’s client’s company. After parking in the underground garage, they took a private, highspeed elevator up to the structure’s top floor. At one time, such a ride would have made Natalie sick with fear about what would happen if the carriage suddenly plunged twenty stories. But that wasn’t the fear that squeezed her stomach today.

I shouldn’t do this, she thought not for the first time. The North American Afterlife Communications Corps had never forgiven her for quitting the service. You can forget about getting another job, Delbert Sinclair, the Director of Corps Security, told her at the time. He had made good on his threat. The Corps blacklisted her from seeking conventional employment, and she found that even temp agencies mysteriously turned her down when, in desperation, she applied for ordinary office jobs. The Corps also did everything in its power to keep her from obtaining freelance Violet work in the private sector, and if the organization discovered that her current job was not only unauthorized but also illegal, she could end up in jail. Or, worse, the Corps could take custody of Callie, forcing the girl to become a new member of the NAACC.

Keeping herself and her daughter out of the Corps extracted an increasingly high price. Personal summoning sessions garnered a few hundred dollars here and there, not enough to feed and house a single mother and child. Natalie had already taken out a second mortgage on the condo as a debt consolidation loan, only to run up new credit-card balances to make ends meet when she couldn’t hustle any under-the-table Violet gigs.

She watched the number on the elevator’s digital floor counter rise to twenty, wanting to blame someone for her present predicament. Sid Preston, that slimy reporter from the New York Post, had promised her six figures for a posthumous interview with the victims in the Hyland murder case. If he’d paid up, she wouldn’t have had to bother with the likes of Daedalus Aeronautics. Unfortunately, the journalist wasn’t satisfied with the headline-making revelations she’d provided. When she refused to collaborate with him on a tell-all book about the Corps, Preston welched on her. The modest advance he’d given her hadn’t lasted long, so she had to scrape up what work she could. The Daedalus offer paid as much as a hundred sessions with little old ladies who wanted to talk to their dead husbands, so she took it praying that no one from the Corps recognized her in disguise.

Daedalus Aeronautics appreciated her discretion. The aircraft manufacturer, too, could lose a great deal if anyone discovered that it had employed Natalie Lindstrom.

The company driver led Natalie into a large, dim corner office and shut the door behind her. The tinted windows that formed two sides of the room glowed with the sunlit panorama of the city twenty stories below them. Three people sat at an elongated table, silhouetted by the aerial view, while a fourth hastened to greet Natalie.

“Ms. Lindstrom! Arnold Jarvis, Daedalus Aeronautics. We spoke on the phone.” The man lifted his hand as if to offer it to her but shied from her touch, choosing to smooth his thinning hair instead. “Um, did you have any … problems?”

“No.”

“Great, great.” He did not introduce the three people at the table—a blond woman in a shoulder-padded business jacket flanked by two men in dark suits. “Well, we know you’re on a tight schedule, and we’re all set to go.”

“So I see.” Natalie circled around to examine the chair he indicated. Positioned opposite the long table, it resembled the chairs found in barbershops, only this one had been adapted for Sweeney Todd. Thick leather belts with metal buckles lolled from the chair’s back, armrests, and footplate, ready to lash the writhing occupant to her seat. On a pushcart next to the chair rested an electronic device about the size of a microwave oven, six flat glowing lines tracing across its green monitor screen.

A SoulScan unit.

Jarvis took a coiled cable from the cart, plugged the jack into a port on the SoulScan, and fumbled to untangle the twenty jumbled electrodes at the cable’s other end. “If you want to make yourself comfortable …”

Natalie settled herself in the chair and removed the wig from her shaved head. She was anything but comfortable, though, particularly when it became clear that Jarvis had never dealt with either a Violet or a SoulScan before.

“Ah! Sorry.” He yanked off the first electrode he’d stuck to her scalp in order to position it more carefully over the tattooed node point.

She twitched as the electrode’s surgical tape tore at her skin. “Here, let me.”

Exhaling gratitude, Jarvis handed her the bundle of electrodes. She applied them with the help of a compact mirror from her purse, until her head resembled a bomb wired for detonation. The three backlit figures at the table watched the procedure without comment, even as Jarvis strapped Natalie to the chair with flustered clumsiness.

When he’d finished, Jarvis turned to the SoulScan unit and smoothed his hair again, a puzzled look on his face. The top three lines of the unit’s screen now jittered with Natalie’s brain waves, while the bottom three remained dormant, awaiting the presence of the summoned soul’s consciousness. “Um … the manual said something about a button. Y’know, in case of emergencies.”

Natalie extended the index finger of her bound left hand toward the glowing red disc on the SoulScans control panel. Commonly known as the Panic Button, it could jolt the electromagnetic energy of the inhabiting soul out of her brain with a flood of electric current.

“Only push it if I start to die,” Natalie instructed Jarvis.

He bobbed his head, blanching.

“Do you have a touchstone?”

“Huh? Oh … yeah.” He dipped his thumb and forefinger into the breast pocket of his dress shirt and pulled out a small plastic pouch. “They used this to identify the body. The National Travel Safety Board crash investigators summoned him with one just like it.”

Before she could object he turned her right hand upward and poured the object onto her palm. Small and hard as a pebble, it glinted with yellow metal, like a nugget of stone laced with gold.

But this gold happened to be a dental filling and the pebble a human molar, its roots broken off and its enamel blackened with soot.

Natalie wanted to drop the thing, to shout that she wasn’t ready yet, that she hadn’t even started reciting her spectator mantra, but it was too late. Her fist closed on the tooth as if she’d just grabbed a high-tension power line, and the bottom three lines on the SoulScan screen zigzagged into spiky fangs of panic.

The soul was already knocking.

In an instant Natalie forgot about Jarvis, about the office with its three silent observers, about herself. She now sat at the controls of an airliner, sticky with sweat, her breaths hot and rapid in the plastic cup of the oxygen mask that covered her nose and mouth. Through the dust pelting the windshield before her, she saw the plane’s nose dipping as the cloudscape outside shifted to the right.

Next to her, the copilot jabbered distress messages to air traffic control in between long drafts of oxygen from his own mask. From the cabin behind them came the shrieking of men and women, the yowling of a baby.

With her thick, hairy-knuckled hands, Natalie pulled back on the stick, turned the wheel to the left and pushed down on the left rudder pedal. The plane leveled off, but continued to yaw to the right.

Tail rudder’s out, she found herself thinking. Can I straighten out if I cut thrust in the right wing engines? Wait … I tried that before.

Natalie separated herself from the dead pilot’s desperation long enough to realize what was happening. The pilot was replaying his final struggle in endless variation, confining himself to an eternal flight simulator in which he sought a way to rescue an airliner that had already crashed.

Her objectivity restored, Natalie commenced reciting her spectator mantra:


Row, row, row your boat,

Gently down the stream.

Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily!

Life is but a dream …



The repeated verse enabled her to retain consciousness while the pilot’s soul inhabited her and, if necessary, to reassert control over her body if he refused to leave.

In the meantime, she could share the dead man’s thoughts and perceptions. He opened her eyes to discover Jarvis with his palm hovering over the SoulScan’s Panic Button, his face more peaked than ever. “Ms. Lindstrom?”

“Lindstrom? My name’s Newcomb.” The pilot righted her body in the chair, and Natalie groaned with him at the twinge of a pulled muscle in her back.

That’s gonna hurt, she thought. The epileptic contortions of inhabitation must have been particularly nasty this time.

“Ah, Captain Newcomb!” Jarvis smiled. “We hoped you could answer a few questions for us.”

“Please … drop the ‘Captain.’ Call me Bill.” Newcomb looked down at the female body in which he resided, at the leather belts that immobilized his limbs, then at the three figures who watched from the shadows on the other side of the table. “For the love of God, can’t you people leave me alone? Haven’t I already told you everything I know?”

“That’s what we want to find out.” In his element now, Jarvis took a clipboard and pen from the pushcart’s lower tier and checked off the first of several queries. “Could you describe for us exactly how the accident transpired?”

Natalie could feel Newcomb wither inside her. They’d called him back from the dead only to have him relive the same horror and guilt that tortured him in his personal purgatory.

He drew air into Natalie’s lungs as if the room had suddenly become depressurized, and her voice became gravelly with his sadness as he spoke. “As I told you before … we were climbing at an altitude of about eleven thousand feet when we heard a loud thump and the whole plane shuddered. I thought something had hit us.”

One of the men at the table picked up a sheet of paper and bent toward the blond woman, tapping the page. “Collapse of the rear lounge area.”

She nodded.

“When I tried to regain control of the plane,” Newcomb continued, “the rudder pedals became stuck in the full left-rudder position.”

“And what did you do to try to land the craft safely?” Jarvis asked, making another check mark on his clipboard list.

“Everything.” Newcomb let Natalie’s head drop back against the chair’s headrest. “We radioed Detroit to clear us for a gradual descent and emergency landing. We almost made it, too. If I could have slowed us more after we touched down …” He couldn’t bear to finish the thought.

The blond woman consulted one of the papers the man on the left handed her. “Captain Newcomb, do you remember a preflight consultation you had with the maintenance supervisor in charge of inspecting your aircraft?”

“Vaguely.” The pilot remained distant as if longing to disappear back into the void.

“And did the supervisor confer with you about a problem that one of his ground crewmen had securing a cargo compartment door?”

Newcomb sat up. “Door?”

“Yes.” The blond woman read from the sheet in front of her. “The investigators have conduded that the cargo door blew off in flight. The rapid depressurization that resulted caused the aft passenger lounge to collapse, thereby severing hydraulic lines to the tail and incapacitating the tail rudder.”

The pilot shook Natalie’s head. “He told me they had secured that door.”

“The door itself, yes. But a smaller vent door within the larger door remained open a crack, even when the crewman forced its latch into the locked position.”

The vehemence of Newcomb’s denial increased, but Natalie could feel his fear tighten around her heart. “The cargo door warning light never came on. I checked it both before and during the flight.”

“Nevertheless, the supervisor alerted you to the problem and you agreed to let him sign off on the logbook to avoid delaying the flight. Isn’t that correct?”

“Yes.” Natalie heard the screams of the passengers echo in Newcomb’s memory.

The blond woman folded her hands, a prosecutor’s pinpoint gleam in her shaded eyes. “Captain Newcomb, are you familiar with the term ‘pencil whipping’—the deliberate falsification of airline safety inspection reports?”

He sagged forward as far as the leather restraints of the chair would allow. “Why couldn’t you leave me in peace?”

Natalie ached with pity for him. It’s not your fault, she told him in the mind they shared. They’re trying to blame you, but it’s their plane that’s at fault.

But she knew Newcomb would not be consoled that easily. Thanks to Daedalus Aeronautics, he now blamed himself not only for failing to save the plane but also for causing the accident in the first place.

“I think we’ve got what we need,” the blond woman told Jarvis.

He glanced from Newcomb’s stricken expression to the SoulScan’s Panic Button as if debating what to do. Natalie knew she had to send the pilot away before Jarvis zapped both of them.

You did your best to save those people, she reminded Newcomb, for whatever good it might do. You’re not responsible for their deaths.

Then she shifted from her spectator mantra to her protective mantra, the Twenty-third Psalm, and gently nudged Newcomb’s forlorn spirit from her mind:


The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want …



Natalie regained control almost immediately; the pilot seemed only too eager to sink back into the Pit and be forgotten. When she opened her eyes again, Jarvis smiled at her with evident relief.

“Ms. Lindstrom? Excellent work! Now, let’s get you out of that chair …”

She barely noticed him as he carelessly ripped the electrodes from her scalp and unfastened her restraints. Instead, she eavesdropped on the three anonymous figures at the table, who ignored her as if she were a computerized presentation screen that had just gone dark.

“You really think this will shield us from liability?” the man on the left asked the blond woman.

“Absolutely. If it goes to court, we’ll pin it on maintenance and make it the carrier’s problem.”

The man on the right, who had so far remained silent, pushed his eyeglasses back up to the bridge of his nose. “What about the vent door latching mechanism? Shouldn’t we …?”

“We’ll issue a standard service bulletin,” the woman replied. “If the airlines want to fix the problem, let ‘em. Either way, we should be covered in case of another incident.”

“Incident.” Was that what they called the killing of more than a hundred people?

If another crash happens, I’ll be as much to blame as they are, Natalie thought, and for a moment she shared the full weight of Newcomb’s guilt. But she couldn’t tell anyone without exposing herself to prosecution, and Daedalus Aeronautics knew it.

“We can’t thank you enough for your assistance.” Jarvis helped her to her feet and pressed a folded slip of paper into her hand. “For services rendered.”

She didn’t look at the paper until she sat in the black Cadillac while the company chauffeur drove her back to the movie theater. A cashier’s check, so it couldn’t be traced directly to Daedalus Aeronautics or its law firm. Fifteen thousand. Not bad for a day’s work. But not enough for selling her soul.

Natalie removed her contacts and changed out of her disguise in the theater restroom and sat through the rest of the movie without really watching it. Immediately afterward, she let Chameleon Man tail her to her bank, where she deposited the check despite a nausea that nearly made her retch. At least she’d be able to cover the checks she’d already written.

[image: image]

Ordinarily, when Natalie had a Violet gig, she left Callie at the day-care center, but this was Tuesday— ”Ms. Tabby day”—so she drove directly from the bank to the professional center in Orange. She vainly hoped that, unlike every other Tuesday for the past year, some miraculous progress had been made today, for Ms. Tabby was rapidly becoming a luxury she and Callie could no longer afford.

Except the therapist wasn’t a luxury. Natalie was afraid that, without counseling, Callie might end up like Nora Lindstrom, Natalie’s late mother. A Violet who once worked for the FBI, Nora had spent the last half of her life in a mental institution, psychologically ravaged by the spirit of Vincent Thresher, whom she had helped to convict and execute. Thresher had since inhabited Callie, filling her with the same horrors that had driven her grandmother insane.

Natalie parked her geriatric Volvo in the professional center’s lot and ascended a flight of concrete stairs to the second floor of the complex. Proceeding along the terrace past a dentist’s and an accountant’s offices, she arrived at a door with a small plaque bearing engraved white words:


Carolyn Steinmetz, PhD

Preadolescent Psychology



The room beyond the door was as unprepossessing as the sign – walls of calming neutral colors with framed prints of fluffy anthropomorphic kittens in pastel clothing. On the waiting room’s velour sofa lounged two genuine felines – one a long-haired, blue-eyed Persian, the other a striped tom that provided Ms. Tabby with her nickname. A third cat, a black-and-white one, batted around a velveteen mouse in the corner of the room. The lounge also contained a plethora of games, toys, and storybooks to keep the therapist’s patients entertained, which was especially fortunate today, since, in order to make today’s Violet gig, Natalie had to drop Callie off at the office almost three hours before her appointment.

Jon, the receptionist, sat at his desk wearing another in his seemingly inexhaustible collection of cartoon-character ties. He smiled at Natalie as she entered. “Callie’s still in with the doctor, but they should be done anytime now.”

He glanced toward the door into Steinmetz’s office, which always remained open. No doubt wary of lawsuits, Ms. Tabby never allowed herself to be alone with her underage patients.

Through the doorway, Natalie could see the psychologist seated on the floor in the center of the room, her legs folded beneath her, her long black hair held up by a cross of intersecting chopsticks. She inclined her head far to the right as she murmured a soft question to Callie, who played listlessly with plastic animals from a Noah’s ark set. Refusing to look up, she mumbled some answer that made Dr. Steinmetz nod. The psychologist then noticed that Natalie was watching and led Callie out to greet her mother.

Natalie forced a bright smile as she knelt to receive a perfunctory hug from her daughter. “Hey, baby girl! Did you have fun with Ms. Tabby today?”

“No.” Callie stood with her hands in the pockets of her jeans, her violet gaze fixed on the door leading outside. She was only seven, but she had already acquired the prickliness of a teenager. Her mother recognized the attitude for what it was—an armor against fear.

Natalie made an apologetic face to Dr. Steinmetz. “Honey, that’s not a nice thing to say—”

“That’s all right,” the psychologist said, her expression professionally placid. “Callie, would you like to pet Delilah for a minute while I talk to your mom?”

“Okay.”

Ordinarily, Callie would have lavished attention on Delilah, her favorite among Ms. Tabby’s cats. But today she trudged over, plopped down on the sofa, and stroked the Persian by rote, as if performing a homework assignment.

She’s like me, Natalie thought, her smile rapidly losing its wattage. Having been a sullen, frightened child herself, she had been delighted when her daughter seemed to possess a lighthearted, boisterous good humor—the same sort of sunny disposition that had made Natalie fall in love with Callie’s father, Dan Atwater.

But that was before Callie had endured the presence of Vincent Thresher.

Dr. Steinmetz motioned for Natalie to enter the office, then shut the door behind them. The office itself resembled a kindergarten playroom, the floor littered with toys, the only furnishings a long table and a few plastic chairs. The psychologist pulled a couple of these out from the table and invited Natalie to sit.

“I’m sorry if Callie was rude,” Natalie began, but the psychologist cut her off.

“Not to worry. Actually, the hostility she’s displaying is a sign of progress.”

“Oh?” Natalie hoped the word didn’t sound as sarcastic as it felt. Obviously, Dr. Steinmetz’s definition of “progress” differed from hers.

“Yes. The anger is a defensive reaction—a simplification of emotions she can’t understand or articulate yet. But she’s beginning to remember.”

A shiver skittered over Natalie’s skin as she recalled the visions of depravity that infested her mind when Thresher had once possessed her: images of the victims whose torsos he’d embroidered with bleeding needlepoint sewn into the living flesh. The thought that he had stained Callie’s innocence with such filth made Natalie sick with rage. “What has she told you?” she asked.

Steinmetz never seemed to blink, and the modulated quietness of her voice never changed, giving her the unnerving imperturbability of a grade-school librarian. “It’s a bit fragmented. Callie still can’t comprehend the psychopathic mind-set to which she was exposed. She only knows that it was wrong. And yet the inhabiting soul forced her to see things—to do things—that her instinctive morality abhors. Consequently, she feels guilt about actions and thoughts that she experienced but over which she had no control.”

Tell me something I don’t know, Natalie thought. “What can I do?”

“Encourage her to talk about what’s bothering her, even if it means wheedling it out of her. Particularly about these dreams she’s been having.”

“Nightmares,” Natalie corrected her. ”And?”

Tiny frown lines appeared at the corners of the psychologist’s mouth. “She’s also harboring a certain amount of resentment about the loss of her father.”

Natalie exhaled. ‘I know,”

“How about you?”

Dr. Steinmetz waited patiently for a reply. Natalie didn’t provide one. She didn’t like being psychoanalyzed any more than Callie did.

“I’m … not sure we’ll be able to make it next week,” she said, both to end the discussion and because it was true. “I’ll call to reschedule when I can.”

But she didn’t know if she would. Not with so many other demands on her meager finances. If only she could handle Callie’s counseling herself, the same way she’d taken on her daughter’s home— schooling and Violet training. That wasn’t possible, however. Natalie could hardly help Callie with her problems when she couldn’t even solve her own.

How about you?

The question reverberated in the silent air as Natalie drove Callie back to their condo. She knew her daughter missed Dan. He had died before she was born—slain while trying to save Natalie from the Violet Killer—but Callie’s abilities as a Violet enabled her to know her father better than most ordinary children could ever hope to know theirs. For the first six years of her life, she had been able to summon her father’s love, attention, and protection whenever she wanted.

Then Dan went to the Place Beyond—a realm from which even Violets could not call souls back.

No matter how many times Natalie repeated Dan’s reasons for leaving—that Daddy had moved on to a place where he could be happy, that she and Callie needed to learn how to get along without him—she never managed to justify to her daughter the sudden, gaping void in their lives. In truth, she’d never really satisfied herself with those explanations, either. Natalie had never experienced such loss before, because death had never severed a relationship the way the Place Beyond had cut her off from Dan. Only now did she begin to understand what bereavement meant to ordinary people.
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