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Prologue


She brought the goat as payment.


Some people brought jewels or perfume. Those who were poor brought food or even wine to Delphi. Gold was an offering worthy of a god. But without any of these things available to her, Nausicaa brought the goat that had been her responsibility ever since she had gone to live with her father’s brother in Thebes.


Her uncle would be angry when he learned that the animal had been used in sacrifice at the temple in Delphi, but it was the only thing Nausicaa possessed that would be acceptable to the god of the smoke.


Not that the Pythia itself was a god. The Pythia of the Temple of Apollo was a servant. Within the vapor—the knisa—that flowed from the living rock inside the temple, there dwelled a spirit who infected any who sat above it. When the vapor was inhaled, the servant would become in its very essence the spirit of the Pythia. Whoever was fortunate enough to become Pythia was given the gift to prophesy.


As a result of its mysterious Oracle, Delphi attracted pilgrims from every corner of Greece who wished to see into the future. Because of this, the spirit of the Pythia was granted special status as a conduit to the gods.


But the Pythia served a greater master, the sun god Apollo, who daily led his flaming chariot across the heavens.


It was the powerful Apollo, son of Zeus, to whom Nausicaa silently prayed as she made her way up the well-trampled road to the temple on the hill.


Her question for the Pythia would surely seem petty to some. Her uncle had arranged for her to marry the son of a prosperous neighboring farmer, but Nausicaa was opposed to the union. She would slaughter the goat before the Pythia and then ask the Oracle if the marriage was her true destiny. If the Pythia foretold this was her future, she would surrender herself to the will of her uncle and return with her slave, Tyrtaeus, to Thebes. Reluctantly.


When Nausicaa finally laid eyes on the magnificent Temple of Apollo, she was awed by the sight. The building was huge. Bigger than any other man-made structure Nausicaa had seen in all of her fifteen years.


The walls were towering vertical sheets of the smoothest quarry rock. Creamy white marble statuary dotted the landscape along the path up to the main entrance of the temple. Gleaming bronze likenesses of Apollo, carved with painstaking detail by the finest craftsmen in Greece, stood watch over the huge archway into the temple. Particular attention was paid in many of the statues to Apollo’s defeat of the mighty serpent Python near Delphi, when the sun god was only an infant. The Pythia was named thusly because of this event in the young god’s life.


At the entryway Nausicaa was confronted by one of the white-robed temple priests who demanded the customary fee before he would allow her entry. Meekly Nausicaa offered him the cloth sack that she had brought. In the bag she had placed the pelanos, which was a type of cake, for payment to the lesser priests.


After inspecting it, the man seemed satisfied with the gift and he pulled the drawstring closed on the bag. Putting the sack aside, he led Nausicaa into the bowels of the temple.


Once inside, Nausicaa noticed the other priests, who stood in the darker recesses of the temple, motioning excitedly toward her. Some nodded and whispered among themselves as if some momentous decision had been made.


The hungry looks they gave her as she was led through the inner chambers made her uncomfortable. As they walked through chamber after massive chamber, the stares from Apollo’s priests became more intense. She realized with growing concern as they negotiated the labyrinthine corridors that the world outside was getting farther and farther away.


Nausicaa began to feel uneasy. Her mouth felt dry.


When they at last reached the entryway to the Pythia Pit, the slave, Tyrtaeus, was made to remain behind. Alone and with a feeling of deep foreboding, Nausicaa followed the priest into the Pythia Pit.


Inside, the room was filled with a choking yellow smoke. Nausicaa knew that the Pythia divined the future by inhaling the noxious sulphur fumes, but she hadn’t expected the smell to be so strong. A fine yellow film of sulphur powder coated the floor and walls of the inner chamber. Nausicaa began coughing uncontrollably as another priest came forward and led her goat up to the platform on which the Pythia sat.


The temple had been constructed around the rocky fissure through which the breath of Apollo had first appeared, and so the floor of the Pythia Pit resembled the hillsides of the region.


The goat left tiny hoofprints in the yellow sulphur powder as the priest led the unwitting animal to the top of the hill. There, he held the creature firmly in place as he removed a ceremonial dagger from his belt. With a practiced motion the priest swiftly slit the animal’s throat. The goat squirmed in pain and fright as a fountain of thick red blood erupted from its throat and poured out into the cleft in the mountainside.


As she watched the ritual from the floor of the chamber, Nausicaa grew more fearful. Perhaps she should have stayed at home and married the farmer’s son. Since the death of her father, her life had been one of hardship, and the young farmer could offer her a warm home and freedom from want for the rest of her days.


There was something else that had troubled her since entering this inner chamber. If the Pythia was to predict Nausicaa’s future—then where was the girl through which the Pythia spoke?


For the stool on which the young female servant of Apollo was meant to sit was vacant.


This, above all else, filled Nausicaa’s heart with fright.


Nausicaa resolved to return to Thebes, to surrender to the life her uncle had arranged for her. She would leave the oracles of the Pythia to generals and kings.


She turned to hurry from the temple—but a group of priests barred her way. She hadn’t even heard them enter the room behind her. Now they blocked her path.


She pleaded with them to let her pass, but the priests didn’t listen. They took up a low, lyrical chant.


Nausicaa tried to go around them, but they grabbed her arms and held her fast. As she screamed and struggled, they carried her slowly, almost reverentially up the incline to the rocky crevice. Nausicaa saw through frightened tears the yellow smoke pouring out of the mountainside in steadier bursts, keeping time with the chants of Apollo’s priests.


For the first time she saw that the flat top of the tiny hill was moving in a strange, undulating pattern. She realized in horror that the entire upper platform was covered with squirming, wriggling snakes. The serpents slid atop one another, across the bare feet of Apollo’s priests and in and out of the giant cleft in the earth through which the noxious smoke issued.


The stool on which the Pythia interpreted the oracles sat vacant. Nausicaa wept openly as many powerful hands forced her upon the small wooden tripod. The thick smell of sulphur wafted up through the rock, filling her nostrils, overpowering her reeling senses.


The chanting of the priests grew louder, more frenzied.


Nausicaa’s head felt as though it had filled with the yellow smoke. Slick brownish bodies of dozens of slithering snakes moved with sickening slowness across her sandals, coiling up around her naked ankles.


She attempted a last scream, but the ecstatic cries of the priests muffled her voice so that only a whimper escaped.


Terror clogged her throat.


She felt the snakes tighten about her ankles. Cool, flicking tongues were exploring her knees, her thighs. She could feel dry, scaly muscles sliding slowly across her neck—but it no longer seemed to matter.


Something terrible was happening inside her head.


The smoke continued to pour out of the crevice, surrounding her with its nasty old-egg stink. She became dizzy and fatigued. Nausicaa tried to blink at the sensation, but her eyes no longer worked. She thought hard on this, and realized that her eyes still worked. It was only that they no longer worked for her.


Through a strange, shifting haze, Nausicaa saw the temple priests surround her body, ankle deep in slithering snakes, but she was no longer in her body. She was beyond it, above it.


Somewhere from a distant, indistinct place her father was beckoning her to join him, and she left the temple and its chanting priests along with her body as she moved into a place of light and warmth.


As her thoughts fluttered free, a strong alien presence that had taken root somewhere in a far-off place within her mind told her that the events of this last day in her young life would have resonance down through the ages, and that the chain that began here would end as it was foretold.


The words spoken in her mind foretold that when East met West, a god of the past would meet a god of the distant future.


There was only one word in the prophecy Nausicaa did not understand, and as her essence vanished into the ethereal nothingness, that single word and its significance—along with all the troubles of her earthly self—vanished behind her.


The word she did not understand was “Sinanju.”




Chapter 1


This day the Prophetess foretold a great fire that would wash down from the mountains and scorch the valley below. The ground would quake beneath a stampede of mighty beasts, and the earth would give up its dead.


There was much excited discussion among the new arrivals upon hearing of the catastrophe that would soon befall mankind. They looked up and around as if the end were at hand, which it was, according to the pamphlets they had received upon passing through the high steel gates.


The sky was a warm pastel haze, the Wyoming sun a small spark of yellow white against the sea of ice blue. There wasn’t much in the way of apocalyptic activity at present, but the Prophetess insisted it was on the way, and they had been assured that the Prophetess was never, ever wrong.


“Will the seas turn to blood, like in Revelations?” someone asked fearfully.


The Prophetess considered. “Like the blood of a thousand times a thousand souls,” she intoned.


There were gasps.


“Will the sky darken?”


The Prophetess allowed that it would. “The sky will turn the color of death for seven days, and on the seventh it will be torn asunder and a hail of holy fire will pelt the valley below.” Pelt? She’d have to reconsider that word. It didn’t sound sufficiently lyrical, let alone apocalyptic.


The crowd was enraptured. “When will this come to pass?” they chorused.


The Prophetess held her right hand to the heavens, as if the sun’s rays against her palm were the source of divine inspiration. Her hand made an arc through the still air as she thumped the heel of the long hickory staff clutched in her left hand against the ground three times, making tiny circular marks in the dirt of the compound. Puffs of reddish dust rose and fell as she considered the question.


Those gathered held their breath as the seconds slipped away.


The Prophetess stepped up onto the broad wooden porch of the ranch house so that the crowd, clumped together at the end of the long road leading up from the main gate, was a full head-length beneath her. It was a well-rehearsed move and one that placed her in a clear position of authority.


She suppressed a shudder as the air-conditioned coolness poured out through the open door of the house onto her back.


At last the Prophetess spoke. “It will happen in the time of which I have spoken and in the manner in which I have foretold.” She said it with certainty. Her blue eyes, like azure pools, held each of theirs in turn.


There was power in the eyes. And wisdom. Those determined, unwavering eyes had converted many a disbeliever, leading the new faithful over to the Church of the Absolute and Incontrovertible Truth like Moses leading the Hebrews through the parted waters of the Red Sea.


At least that was how the faithful saw themselves. Esther Clear-Seer, the divine Prophetess, was nicknamed “Yogi Mom” by her followers. As founder and Beatific Head of the Church of the Absolute and Incontrovertible Truth, and possessing a mystifying gift of prognostication, she saw her followers less as Levites than as lemmings. They streamed willingly to Esther’s wilderness church and flung themselves off the cliffs of reason with an almost violent eagerness.


This new group was no exception. They had been driven by bus from the nearby town of Thermopolis, Wyoming, to the Truth Church ranch for religious indoctrination. Esther could see from their naive, hopeful expressions that they were ripe for the picking.


There were about a dozen of them, men and women in their twenties and thirties. They stood there in the dirt of the arrival center of Ranch Ragnarok—duffel bags, knapsacks and third-generation suitcases bursting open at their feet—and Esther knew that they were all hers.


She had seen their type before. Despondent, lonely, downtrodden. These were her flock: people with an emptiness in their barren lives. They looked to Yogi Mom for deliverance. Many such converts were toiling on the grounds of the ranch or in the concrete bunkers beneath her gold-sandaled feet.


Some in this latest batch thought it odd that heaven could be achieved by sheer brute force, for that was the impression one got upon seeing the well-armed squads of Truth Church disciples who milled about at the periphery of the indoctrination area. It seemed that everyone on this side of the Ranch Ragnarok gates carried some kind of pistol or rifle or machine gun. The new faithful were told in no uncertain terms that force was sometimes necessary to ensure harmony of spirit. They learned, soon enough, to adhere to this dictum, lest they find themselves staring down a 700-rounds-per-minute barrel of divine retribution.


Thus, surprisingly few questioned the wisdom of Esther Clear-Seer. Most who had joined the Church of the Absolute and Incontrovertible Truth had nowhere else to turn. These were society’s outcasts, desperate for something to cling to. Esther Clear-Seer gave them hope, family, community. A future. Her assurances that they would be the survivors of the coming Dark Times made them somehow special. And in the end, special was all they had to cling to.


These new arrivals were no different. Failure showed through the glazed look in their eyes and sat across their slouched shoulders. The world had dealt them many harsh blows, they believed, and they longed for some deus ex machina to alleviate their troubles.


At Ranch Ragnarok in the piney woods of Wyoming, I hey were promised the secrets of the future and protection from the things that were to come.


Of course,. nothing was ever given away, free of charge.


On the steps of her sprawling ranch house, Esther Clear-Seer addressed this latest motley collection of human flotsam and jetsam.


“You all realize that you must suspend your belief in the rational. For to become one with truth is to that is false. Beyond those walls—” with her staff she indicated the high hurricane fence and gun towers surrounding the ranch “—lies falsehood. Within these walls you will find safety and contentment. And spiritual knowledge. When the world as you know it has turned to ash, only those of us inside this fortress will be spared the ravages of the Dark Times.” Her voice became a husky threat. “And you can only pass through to salvation when you have been stripped of all worldly trappings.” With that she beckoned with her staff and, with a solemn bow of the head, backed through the open door behind her.


When she was gone, some of the older faithful, the few who had been around since Esther Clear-Seer had founded the Truth Church, descended like pack animals and began the inevitable shake-down of the new recruits. Cash was taken, credit cards impounded, bank books signed over, personal belongings searched. It only took a matter of minutes before the worldly trappings of the newly converted became the worldly trappings of Esther Clear-Seer.


Esther sighed inwardly as she watched the scene through the large bay window in the air-conditioned coolness of her Meditation Chapel.


Just another day in the God game.


Of course, the line she had fed this group was nothing new. She had predicted the whole “mountain, fire, burning valley, stampeding death” scenario before. In fact, she had given this particular prediction to every new arrival since Day One.


And when these events failed to come to pass, she reminded the skeptical that she had never mentioned what mountain or which valley, and if someone had the temerity to press further, she invariably ducked the question and accused the questioner of heresy in shrill, demanding terms.


Heresy was always a good dodge, Esther Clear-Seer held. You could get away with nearly anything by calling someone a heretic.


But Esther didn’t much care for heresy. She felt it was a sign of personal failure when she had to cast out one of her own flock, for when Esther Clear-Seer excommunicated someone, he or she remained excommunicated. There were about two dozen mounds of overturned earth baking in the Wyoming sun to attest to that fact.


No, maintaining faith was the real challenge, and no doubt about it: when choosing between either faith or heresy, faith was the far more lucrative.


All this Esther considered as she poured herself a tumbler of Scotch—a drink that was forbidden, as was all liquor, to her faithful acolytes—and slumped back into the tension-relieving vibrating recliner she had bought with proceeds donated by an unemployed auto mechanic from Duluth. She took a sip of the amber liquid from the heavy, hand-etched crystal and watched through drooping blue eyelids the activity outside her window.


There was some kind of problem out there.


It seemed that one of the new recruits was arguing with her acolytes.


She had noticed the funny little man, a Mediterranean type, when the rest of the group had descended from the rickety old bus that now sat in an overgrown patch of weeds near the gate.


He was older than the others, perhaps in his late forties, and he had a much younger girl with him who seemed to follow him, step by step, wherever he went. When Esther had first seen him, he was in his shirtsleeves, having doffed his suit jacket, draping it over his forearms. But his clasped hands rested too far from his body, as if he was hiding something. Esther assumed that he was carrying something of personal value underneath the suit jacket. Whatever it was, her men would strip him of it when the time came.


Esther had dismissed the man from her thoughts. Now, watching with increasing concern, she hoped her Truth Church acolytes would resolve the situation peacefully. Unfortunately it seemed as though they were paralyzed with inaction.


The man barked something at them but Esther didn’t catch it through the window.


The acolytes hesitated. This was not good. Why were they just standing there? Where was Truth Church discipline?


Quickly Esther Clear-Seer pressed the button that stopped the vibrating motion of her recliner.


The man snapped again. Even if Esther couldn’t hear what he was saying, she could see her men backing off. The new recruits looked at the guards and at one another fearfully, faces confused.


“Damn!” Esther cursed. “This is my damn fault.” Almost a year before, her acolytes had administered ultimate chastisement against a young man who had refused to surrender his wallet upon arrival. As a result, the rest of the group he had arrived with, who were not yet fully indoctrinated into the ways of the Truth Church and capable of talking to the authorities, were stricken from church rolls, as well.


No one ever asked about them.


Since then, there had been a standing order, issued by the Prophetess herself, that no one was to be shot in the presence of any recruit still in the six-month initiation program.


That order came back to haunt her as she watched the small wiry man shove his way through the group of armed guards and gesture boldly toward the sprawling split-log ranch house. His hand snaked back under his rumpled jacket tail. His young companion followed, zombie like, in his wake.


The guards almost drew down on him, but the man was talking reasonably now. He gestured crisply toward the ranch. He had a definite way about him. Commanding.


The guards looked to one another in confusion.


The little man took this indecision as an opening and marched boldly past the guards, the girl following dutifully behind.


“Shit,” spake Her Beatific Oneness.


She got up and went to the door.


The guards were behind him when she opened the door on the strange little man and his hidden package. Their confusion had already given way to alarm at his disturbing their divine leader. Their weapons were trained directly at the man’s back.


He spoke without preamble. “A small biotechnical firm in Massachusetts has gone public as of 9:00 a.m. today,” he said. “I have placed an order in your name. Your holdings have by now tripled in price. By closing today, you will have made a profit of 78,000 dollars on a ten-thousand-dollar initial investment, and by noon tomorrow it will pass the hundred-thousand-dollar mark. You may check with your broker to verify this information. Until then, I would recommend that you instruct your followers to refrain from shooting me.


The man smiled a tight-lipped smile, told Esther the name of the company and took a seat on the small wooden bench beside her door. The girl stood dutifully beside him.


Esther was at a loss for words. The other recruits had seen all of what was going on and were watching for a reaction. The little man just calmly sat there. He tucked his coattails around the top of whatever he was holding in his lap. His eyes were black and unblinking, and his unwavering gaze reminded Esther of a dead-eyed reptile.


That decided Esther Clear-Seer.


She called her broker.


Yes, the information was true. Yes, if she had invested ten thousand when the exchange opened, she would have tripled her investment by this time. And did Esther want to sink some money into Biotechnics, Inc.?


Esther hung up the phone and went out to her porch. The man was wearing his jacket now, and there was something on the bench beside him.


“What’s your game?” she asked the strange little man.


“You are rich?” he asked, standing.


Esther glanced at her acolytes. “I am rich in the things that matter,” she pronounced boldly. She dismissed the guards, ordering them to deal with the other recruits. When the guards were gone, she leaned over to the little man, whispering, “What’s your game? Insider trading?”


The man’s smile broadened. Somehow the expression made his face appear even more reptilian. “In a sense,” he admitted. He straightened himself up to his full height, but even so, Esther guessed that he could not be more than five foot five. “My name is Mark Kaspar,” he said, “and we are destined, you and I, to become partners in the greatest enterprise in modern history.” The smile flickered and faded, in an almost too-practiced manner, to be replaced by a more serious expression.


“We should go inside and talk.” He collected his package from the bench and headed for the door. The dead-eyed girl followed, mute.


For the first time Esther clearly saw the item he hefted from the tiny wooden bench. It was a large carved stone urn with a heavy cracked lid. On the sides were intricate raised images of intertwined snakes that had been worn smooth with age.


As the strange man passed into her home, Esther Clear-Seer caught the pungent odor of rotten eggs.




Chapter 2


His name was Remo, and he was tired of repeating it. “Remo!” he shouted for the third time to the umpteenth set of nerve-deafened eardrums.


“Zemo?” asked the elderly woman. She checked a clipboard on her desk. The clipboard was upside down. “Oh, dear,” she clucked.


“I’m looking for Dr. Coffin,” Remo explained as she made a vain attempt to search for the name Zemo Welby on the upside-down visitor’s list.


The woman seemed lost somewhere on the page before her. When she finally looked up, it was as if she saw Remo for the first time. “Oh, hello,” she said with a quavering smile. “Name?”


“Lawrence Welk,” sighed Remo, walking past her and up the hall.


That was at the fourth-floor duty station. Things had gone pretty much the same at the third-floor duty station, the second-floor duty station, the information booth in the lobby and the guard’s shack at the main gate of Sunnyville Retirement Community in Tampa, Florida.


No one Remo encountered was a day under eighty.


He wasn’t surprised. Upstairs had told him that this would probably be the case. There were only six members of the Sunnyville staff drawing a regular salary and, Remo was told, the half-dozen individuals he was after were fairly young and not likely to be doing anything more strenuous than overseeing the real Sunnyville workers.


It was no secret that Sunnyville thought the problem with most retirement homes was that the residents felt used up; they were of no account, their days as contributing members of society behind them.


It was with this mind-set that the upper echelon at Sunnyville reinvented the entire nursing-home concept from the ground up. The result was a pioneering retirement community boasting a totally new method of dealing with the elderly and infirm. They worked them like slaves. Some of the aged were put to work in the kitchen preparing the daily gruel. Those who were still lucid were put to work in administration, answering phones, filing or typing. The balance toiled as groundskeepers, cleaning women, carpenters and janitors.


In recent months, Sunnyville had made national news when an eighty-five-year-old retiree, tasked to cut down orange trees in the Sunnyville grove, was stricken simultaneously with a stroke, partial paralysis and a hemorrhaging occipital lobe. A cheery Sunnyville spokesperson, trying to happy-spin the “unfortunate, unavoidable incident,” theorized the man’s brain was probably already uncontrollably bleeding when he dropped the chain saw on his leg.


Once the story died down, Sunnyville lawyers opted for an out-of-court settlement, with a strict gag order. And so the matter faded from public view. But not in all quarters.


Remo had been told about a rumor that Sunnyville had recently refined its lucrative business. Word going around was that whoever was too tired or old to work any longer, would suddenly succumb to death due to “natural causes.” Just like that. And the vacant bed and job would go to the person next on Sunnyville’s phone-book-sized waiting list.


Remo didn’t bother to ask how the word got out. A private memo, some loose talk in a bar—it didn’t matter to him. An assignment was an assignment.


Remo strolled down the antiseptic-smelling hallway, his thick-wristed hands swinging casually at his sides. Today his T-shirt was crisply white, his chinos black.


The building almost looked abandoned. The doors to the private rooms were closed. Remo could hear the faint rasp of asthmatic breathing coming from several of them.


The hallway itself was the opposite of his image of a nursing home. There were no laundry baskets, chairs, stools or medicine carts parked haphazardly about. Nor were there any elderly people bent over walkers or slowly pushing their blue-veined hands over the rubber tires of wheelchairs. It was as if the residents were under lockdown.


And there was something else. Something that lingered beneath the thick, combined odors of a thousand different prescription drugs.


It was fear.


There was no mistaking it. The smell was almost palpable.


It clung to the corridor walls, and no matter how many gallons of antiseptic cleansers were applied daily by overworked retirees, the odor couldn’t be washed away.


Remo sensed the fear, though he didn’t feel it himself, and he thought it odd that he could look back dispassionately on so strong an emotion.


When he was young, he had felt fear; but that was a million lifetimes ago, and at this point in his life he was able to remember the emotion as if it had been nothing more than a case of mild teenage acne.


The Sunnyville residents, however, didn’t seem to have that option. The daily fear they lived with clung to them like garlic.


Perhaps, Remo thought, fear could be distilled like musk or sold in concentrated form like a can of frozen orange juice. Instant fear. Just add water. He decided that the market for prepackaged fear probably wasn’t profitable enough. Why would people buy something they found in their everyday lives?


This in mind, he rounded a corner and nearly tripped over an elderly woman on her hands and knees on the floor.


A low, baleful moan escaped between the woman’s parched and cracking lips. Her swollen, arthritic hands were extended before her. The flaking, bloated fingers of her right hand seemed to be clutching something as she painfully inched forward.


Remo gently took hold of the woman’s birdlike shoulders and lifted her to her feet.


She wobbled unsteadily and leaned one gnarled hand against the wall for support, the other dangling by her side in a loose fist.


“Are you all right?” asked Remo softly.


“I’m not finished,” the woman said. She panted as she forced the words out. “Please, I can finish.” She struggled to make a fist. “There,” she said triumphantly. “See? I can still do it. It’s not so hard. Really.”


She tried to get back to her knees, but Remo’s seemingly gentle touch on her upper arms held her firmly in place.


“Let me take you to your room,” he said softly.


Sudden concern showed in her eyes. “Are you with Dr. Coffin?”


“No,” Remo admitted.


“Oh, dear,” the woman said. What little color she had drained from her face, and her exhausted frame tipped against the wall. “You mustn’t tell them I spoke with you,” she said desperately. “Please. They can’t find out.” Her watery eyes darted up and down the empty hallway in fear.


“Relax,” said Remo quietly. With great delicacy he pulled the woman upright. “Everything’s going to be just fine. Is there a nurse around here somewhere?”


“No!” she shrieked. She pulled away from Remo’s grip with surprising agility. “Not the nurses! Please,” she begged, her voice now muted. “Please, just leave. Leave me alone.”


“Can I help you with something?” a voice behind Remo asked icily.


Remo turned to see a severe-looking woman standing near the empty nurses’ station down the hallway. The knuckles of her plump hands rested on her boxy hips, and her eyes shot daggers at him. Her plain hair was pulled back in a bun so tight her eyes bugged out. She sashayed over to Remo, the coarse fabric of her heavy tweed skirt swinging like Quasimodo’s bell.


“Oh, no,” groaned the old woman. “I’m fine, Dr. Coffin. Honestly. See? I’m working.” Using the wall as a brace, she slid slowly to the floor and unfolded a moistened ball of rag clutched in her hand. Remo watched in amazement as the woman—she looked ninety if she was a day—began scrubbing the floor wildly.


“See? I’m still working. And happy,” she added. “That’s what I was telling this young man here. I couldn’t be happier.” Straining her neck, she looked up and forced a smile.


“This is ridiculous,” Remo said, shaking his head. He drew the woman back to her feet.


“Stop that!” the old woman cried. “I’m not too old to work!” Her arms flailed as she tried to pull away from Remo.


“It’s all right, Josephine,” said Dr. Coffin. “You may go now.”


“But I haven’t finished scrubbing the floor yet. Please let me work!” The old woman was in tears. “I want to work!”


“I said you may go,” snapped Dr. Coffin. Josephine turned her pitiful, red-rimmed eyes toward Remo and without another word shuffled painfully down the hall and out of sight.


“‘So that our guests might enjoy their later years in quiet dignity and grace,’” said Remo, quoting from the Sunnyville brochure.


“Stuff it, Lean and Mean,” snapped the woman. “What do you want?”


Remo shrugged. “Local reporter,” he said. “Doing a piece for the Sunday supplement. Dr. Coffin, I presume?”


The nursing-home staffer suppressed a brief, mirthless smile. “Which local paper?” she sneered.


“Beats me,” Remo admitted. “Daily something-or-other. Who pays attention to the masthead these days? I’m too busy racking up column inches. You up to an interview, Mrs. Coffin?”


“Doctor,” she corrected. “Dr. Augusta Coffin.” Her meaty face puckered painfully. Remo realized that this was what passed for Dr. Coffin’s smile of triumph. “And you are no reporter,” she added. With that, she whirled and, with a flash of thick calves, clomped over to the bare desk near the elevator foyer. With a stubby finger she dialed a security code on the old-fashioned rotary telephone.


“That’s what my editor keeps saying,” Remo said, “which is why I’m stuck doing Sunday fluff pieces.” As he followed Dr. Coffin, he fumbled in the pockets of his new chinos for some paper but the best he could come up with was an Inspected By ##7 label. He held the tiny scrap of paper in the palm of his hand, ready to jot down notes when he suddenly remembered he had no pen or pencil.


Dr. Coffin didn’t seem to care. She merely stood, bouncer-like, in front of the elevator doors, her arms folded across her crisply starched blouse.


“You’ve got other people here, don’t you?” Remo asked. “Younger guys on the payroll? Where are they?”


Dr. Coffin ignored him.


“Is it true you recently unplugged an eighty-year-old woman from dialysis because her Medicare check was a day late?”


“I’m running a business here—not a charity.” Dr. Coffin’s pug nose crinkled as she cast a sideways glance at Remo.


“Can I quote you on that?” Remo asked. He pretended to make a few scratch marks with his nonexistent pencil.


Dr. Coffin’s gaze seemed to be hardening. “Who are you really?” she asked, looking him up and down. The edge in her voice softened. She rubbed a shoulder against Remo’s chest. Or tried to.


Remo dodged the meaty shoulder. “The woman died,” he said.


“We all have to go sometime.”


“I’m glad you feel that way,” said Remo, deflecting a clumsy paw from the front of his trousers. “There have been nine other similar incidents here in the past month.”


“A girl’s got to keep busy,” Dr. Coffin purred. “What’s that cologne you’re wearing?”


“Bee pheromones.”


“Yowza, yowza.” Padded fingers sought Remo’s short dark hair.


“Oh, get real,” said Remo. He smacked her thick fingers away. “I haven’t got all night. My editor’s a stickler for deadlines. Where are your accomplices?”


“Accomplices?” asked Augusta Coffin innocently. “We have nurses on staff at Sunnyville, but refer to them as associates, not accomplices. You make things sound so sinister.” She ran her tongue across her thick red lips. “There’s a vacant room just up the hall, sugar,” she said suggestively.


Suddenly the elevator chimed, and the doors slid open.


Five burly men lumbered out as if joined at the hip. The seams of their white cotton shorts were stretched to the bursting point as muscle fought fabric in a contest Remo was certain the fabric would lose.


The man at the fore of the group appraised Remo’s lean frame. “Another Fed?” he asked Dr. Coffin. A pin over his breast pocket identified him as Roy Harkness, R.N.


Dr. Coffin’s face was flushed. She smoothed her dress as if she and Remo had been discovered in flagrante delicto. “He says he’s a reporter,” she said to Roy, crossing her arms and plumping her ample bosom.


“He don’t look like no reporter to me,” one of the meat-piles said from the back. “Looks kind of faggy, in fact.”


“That’s not quite the look I was shooting for,” said Remo. “I thought of going for the grizzled-news-vet approach, but opted for the cub-reporter persona instead. Now, how many of you are guilty of murder? Can I have a show of hands?” His invisible pencil hovered over his tiny notepaper.


Dr. Augusta Coffin sighed. “I suppose you have to take care of him now,” she said to Roy.


“We can’t let him escape,” Roy suggested. He seemed puzzled that she even asked the question. “You want a piece of him?”


“In the worst way.”


They looked at her.


“I affect some women this way,” offered Remo.


“Just do it,” Augusta Coffin said, a hint of regret in her voice. Roy and his male-nurse brigade escorted Remo onto the waiting elevator, piling in around the edge of the tiny car like a solid, living wall. The elevator groaned under the weight as Roy stabbed at the Down button.


“Isn’t there a weight limit on these things?” asked Remo. “’Cause if there is, you’re it.” He pointed at a nearby pectoral muscle that looked like a beef flank.


“What agency are you with?” Roy demanded.


“Agency?” said Remo, feigning surprise. “I told you. I’m cub reporter Remo Welby, hot on a story that’s going to win me the big prize that all reporters dream of.”


“Da Pulitzer?” suggested one of them.


“That’s the one. I’m gonna win it hands down. Now, first nosy question—how many old people have you guys snuffed so far?”


“Apparently, one too few,” said Roy.


The other nurses snorted.


The elevator stopped downstairs at a basement laundry room. The five nurses escorted Remo out into the room and fanned out in a circle, surrounding him.


Roy cracked his knuckles against his open palm. “Sorry about this, buddy,” he said to Remo. “But business is business.”


“I wouldn’t know anything about business,” Remo said. “I went to journalism school. They taught us to be suspicious of anyone who worked for a living. But if you want, I can put something special in your obituaries.”


All five rushed him at once. Rippling arms and tree-trunk legs swung and flew in wild arcs around Remo’s head. Remo yawned.


A meaty paw flashed at his face, and Remo leaned back. The fist swooped past his head and landed with a I hump on the temple of a male nurse closing in on Remo. The man let out an “Oof” and sank to the floor.


“Oh, now that isn’t fair,” said Remo.


Roy shot out a right hook that flattened the face of one of his comrades, tumbling him into a laundry basket. Soiled linen flew everywhere.


“Hey,” said Remo. “You’re not supposed to do it yourselves. Leave me something.”


“Something this, buddy,” growled Roy. He wrapped his arms around Remo’s chest and squeezed. This was how he had finished the first government investigators who had come to nose around Sunnyville Retirement Community. Roy had snapped their spines like dry noodles.


The other men—even those injured—pulled themselves up to gather around their leader. They liked to watch Roy in action. Roy could bench-press a transmission. One of his favorite moves was to stretch his fingers all the way around the ankles of selected elderly patients and break both legs with one squeeze. He called it “making a wish.”


But something wasn’t right with this latest government snoop. The skinny guy hadn’t even turned red yet. He seemed to be breathing, too. At least it didn’t look as if he wasn’t breathing. And he was whistling. The tune sounded like “Everything’s Coming up Roses.”


“Spiffy trick, Roy,” Remo chirped. He slid from the huge man’s grip like liquid margarine and trotted across the room. He scooped something up from the floor. “See if you recognize this one.”


The men lunged all at once, Roy leading the charge.


“Hey, I didn’t get my turn!” said Remo. He mixed with the charging behemoths, joining their attack. “Naughty, naughty,” he admonished, dancing between them and clanging a silver bedpan from head to head. “Must play fair.”


Five sets of sounds echoed through the room.


Bong! Crack! Four left.


Bong! Crack! Three left.


Bong! Crack! Two left.


Bong! Crack! Roy left.


“Bye, Roy,” said Remo. “I guess you won’t be playing with old folks or government agents anymore.”


Roy seemed genuinely disappointed. “No more old folks?”


Bong! Crack! No more Roy.


“I trust you incinerated the body?” asked Dr. Augusta Coffin without looking up from her desk.


“Which one?” asked Remo.


Dr. Coffin’s head snapped up. “Sweet thing, you’re back!” She rose from her seat as Remo clicked her office door shut. “Where’s Roy?”


“He took something for his head,” said Remo. He glided across the plush green carpet to the gleaming mahogany desk. “You’re next.”


“I don’t know what you mean,” said Augusta Coffin.


Remo glanced to his right. An enormous Plexiglas window overlooked a well-equipped gymnasium.


Basketball court, weights, parallel bars—Remo assumed all of this stuff had been used only by Roy and the other nurses. To one side of the gym was an unused shuffleboard court. He imagined that the residents of Sunnyville—the people for whom all of this was intended—only saw the inside of the gym when they were forced to clean it.


“I’m glad you’re all right,” said Dr. Coffin. She circled the desk and pulled up beside Remo. “We can be good together, baby,” she breathed.


“Did you have raw onions for dinner?” Remo tried to block the fumes with his hands.


“What’s that?” asked Dr. Coffin, pointing to the shiny, dented metal object that Remo had been hiding behind his back.


“It’s a bedpan,” said Remo. “Don’t see too many of these, do you?”


“Ick, of course not,” said Augusta Coffin. “If they have to crap in a bucket, we don’t want them around here. I didn’t even think we had any more left. Where did you get that one?”


“Downstairs.” Remo tapped it and smiled. “It’s not supposed to look like that, is it?”


“Nope. It should look like this.” Remo flipped his wrist, and the bedpan, which had been dented by the skulls of the dead in the basement, popped back open like a folding top hat.


“Hey, that’s neat.”


“It gets better.”


Dr. Coffin pushed in closer. “If you took care of Roy, you’re somebody I can use.” She rubbed her hands on his chest. “And you can use me, too,” she added breathily.


“Keep it up,” warned Remo. “It’s only going to make it easier for me to kill you.”


Augusta Coffin was startled back to attention. “Kill me?” she said.


“Thought you’d never ask,” said Remo. He reached over and unplugged her life-support system, medically known as her cerebral cortex.


Whistling, Remo stuffed as much of her head as possible into the bedpan and flung her at the Plexiglas. The partition shattered, and Dr. Augusta Coffin skidded across the floor of the gymnastics area before landing on the “10” triangle at the top of the shuffle-board court.


“That’s what you get when you mess with a member of the Fourth Estate,” he pronounced solemnly.


Remo parked his rental car at a pay phone by a busy highway a block away from the nursing home.


He didn’t have any change so he shattered the coin box with his forefinger and inserted one of the quarters that poured out back into the slot. He hummed to himself as he jabbed the “1” button a half-dozen times.


There was a series of clicks over the line as the call was rerouted halfway up the East Coast and back down again. Finally a parched, lemony voice came on the line.


“Report.”


“The sun has set on Sunnyville,” intoned Remo.


“Very poetic,” the voice of Dr. Harold W. Smith responded dryly.


“And you might want to get someone over there to take care of the residents.”


“I am making arrangements for the patients.”


Remo sighed. “Knowing you, you’re trying to sell the terminal cases on squandering their last days and life savings on the Folcroft three-meal-a-day plan.”


Smith said nothing. The organization for which they both worked operated under the cover of Folcroft Sanitarium. Although he had a virtually unlimited budget for clandestine operations, Smith insisted on running Folcroft as a business.


“I knew it!” Remo said.


“If there is nothing else to report, I suggest we sever this connection,” Smith said tightly.


“There is just one more thing,” Remo said. “About a hundred TV reporters saw me off that Coffin woman. I suggested they shoot me from the left. I think that’s my better side. So if you tune in at about six-thirty tonight, you should see me on the news. And just so you don’t think I hogged all the limelight for myself, I mentioned your name at least three dozen times.”


Remo slammed the phone down, not even waiting for a response. Placing his hands on either side of the squat upright phone stand, he ripped the entire booth from the pavement and sent it skipping down the street like a flat rock on a placid pond.


“Connection severed,” he announced to the empty night.




Chapter 3


Esther Clear-Seer couldn’t believe her luck.


She had been in the religion business for nearly twenty years and in all that time she had never experienced a genuine miracle until the day late last summer when Mark Kaspar showed up on her doorstep.


The Biotechnics stock deal had pulled in nearly five hundred thousand dollars in three days before the little man had instructed her that it was time to pull out. She had wanted to let the money ride, but Kaspar had been firmly insistent and, reluctantly, she had acquiesced.


The next day the bioengineering company had gone down in flames after a patent dispute with a larger pharmaceutical conglomerate. By then Kaspar had dumped half the cash in a five-hundred-acre parcel of land abutting the Ranch Ragnarok property, thus doubling the Truth Church’s real-estate holdings, and invested the balance in a relatively safe soft-drink company. The money didn’t explode like the initial investment had, but its value continued to grow steadily.


Which was just fine with her. If there was one thing Esther Clear-Seer could appreciate, it was the enrichment of Esther Clear-Seer. Especially if she didn’t have to do anything to earn it. The land, however, was another deal entirely.


When she first learned about the property purchase, she had marched angrily over to confront Kaspar and to explain to him, in no uncertain terms, the Ranch Ragnarok pecking order.


The Truth Church ranch had been established by Esther on the grounds of a former industrial complex, and Kaspar and his silent female friend had moved into one of the many vacant cinder-block buildings that was set apart from the communal buildings where the rest of the faithful worked and lived.
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