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      SHARON MCCONE MYSTERIES
 BY MARCIA MULLER



      A WILD AND LONELY PLACE


      TILL THE BUTCHERS CUT HIM DOWN


      WOLF IN THE SHADOWS


      PENNIES ON A DEAD WOMAN’s EYES


      WHERE ECHOES LIVE


      TROPHIES AND DEAD THINGS


      THE SHAPE OF DREAD


      THERE’s SOMETHING IN A SUNDAY


      EYE OF THE STORM


      THERE’s NOTHING TO BE AFRAID OF


      DOUBLE (with Bill Pronzini)


      LEAVE A MESSAGE FOR WILLIE


      GAMES TO KEEP THE DARK AWAY


      THE CHESHIRE CAT’s EYE


      ASK THE CARDS A QUESTION


      EDWIN OF THE IRON SHOES


   

      For Molly Friedrich 
with many thanks


      

      

      



      

      Thanks also to:


      Toni Alexander, Sharon McCone’s travel agent Suzanne and Rex Stocklin, guides on a scary journey Collin Wilcox, flight instructor

         to an earthbound author

      


      And to Bill, without whom…


   

      6,500 Feet Above The Tehachapi Mountains


      May 28, 6:27 A.M.


      The vast arid waste of the Mojave was behind us now, but the deathlike loneliness of the tiny airfield and the shroud of white

            smog drifting from the chemical plants at Trona had left nightmare traces in my mind. Below sprawled the Tehachapis, their

            wrinkled, jagged peaks thrusting aggressively. They seemed to telegraph a warning: we can claim you.


      I pulled my gaze from them before my imagination could cloud my judgment, looked instead at the last ridgeline separating

            us from the Central Valley and an easy flight home. Piece of cake, as Hy would say. Only Hy wasn’t saying anything just now—hadn’t

            for some time.


      Anxiously I glanced into the Beechcraft’s rear seat, where he’d crawled after I’d awakened him with difficulty at Mirage Wells.

            He was slumped against the side—unconscious again, and maybe better off, since the chills had passed and the fever raged again.

            The little girl sat rigid beside him, silent as she’d been the whole grueling journey. Her dark hair was matted, her face

            begrimed; her eyes had a bottomless quality that said she’d seen too much in too few years. I wished Hy were able to hug and

            reassure her, but for the moment my smile and the words “Not long now” would have to do.


      She didn’t respond.


      Well, who could blame her? After we were on the ground, I’d hug and reassure her. And get badly needed medical help for Hy.


      I checked the instruments, looked back at the ridgeline. The morning sun was turning its striated brown rock to gold. Some

            of my tension was draining away, but the grit of the desert was still on my skin, overlaying the clamminess of the tropics.

            I made myself feel it so I wouldn’t become careless.


      So much could go wrong yet. Could go wrong at any moment, as events of the past days had proved—


      The impact felt like slamming into a concrete wall.


      My stomach lurched and I felt a surge of panic. I scanned the instruments as the plane shuddered. The VSI showed we were descending

            fast: fifteen hundred feet per minute, sixteen hundred…When I looked up the ridgeline tilted crazily, then leaped to the top

            of the windscreen. All I could see was a fractured stone cliff face.


      Downdraft—bad one.


      Extreme clear air turbulence here, and why the hell hadn’t Flight Service warned me? Not that I’d’ve had any choice but to

            brave it.…


      I glanced into the rear seat again. Hy was still unconscious; no help from that quarter. The child’s eyes were wide, her face

            drained of color. Afraid I’d betray my panic if I spoke, I tried instead for a reassuring smile, but it didn’t come off.


      Okay, I thought, you know what to do. You’ve watched Hy deal with downdrafts a hundred times or more. Stay calm and change

            course. Get away from that ridge, turn toward lower ground.


      I turned. Another draft slammed us. For a minute the Beechcraft shuddered so violently that I imagined its wings being torn

            off.


      Two thousand feet per minute now and still falling!


      Sweat coated my forehead and palms. I gripped the controls, struggling for focus.


      “Mountain flying course,” I said. “Mountain flying—what did they teach me?”


      My mind refused to function.


      Oh God, not this! We’ve come too far, through too much.


      Twenty-three hundred.


      This can’t be happening! I can’t die this way.


      Twenty-five hundred.


      Jagged brown peaks below. Sunny gold cliff ahead. The last things I’ll ever see.


      Sunlight, you idiot! Mountains facing into the sun create up-drafts. Get closer to them, not farther away.


      Find an updraft, and you can use this machine as a glider. Find one, and you’ll clear that ridge.


      I began to test the controls, banking toward the cliff.


      For God’s sake, McCone, find an updraft!


   

      Part One


      Northern California


      May 18 – 22


   

      One


      I had just left Adah Joslyn’s office at the Diplo-bomber Task Force headquarters when I ran into Gage Renshaw.


      As I walked toward the elevator of the decrepit Federal Building annex on Eddy Street, I spotted him turning away from the

         drinking fountain and brushing at some water drops on his rumpled blue tie. There was a dark stain on the lapel of his equally

         rumpled gray suit that might also have been water but could just as well be the remains of some long-past meal eaten on the

         run. Gage had the ability to go for days without noticing such things, but of course he noticed me instantly. His dark eyebrows

         quirked up and his mouth widened in a smile that gave him a distinctly satanic look.

      


      “Well, Sharon McCone,” he said. “What brings you here—as if I couldn’t guess?”


      “Hello, Gage.” I nodded pleasantly enough and kept walking. The conversation with Joslyn that I’d just concluded had disturbed

         me, and I was in no mood to spar with an old adversary—even one whom I’d forgiven most of his transgressions.

      


      Renshaw stepped in front of me and placed his hand over the elevator’s call buttons. “Visiting the SFPD’s representative on

         the task force?”

      


      I looked pointedly at my watch. It was only a little after one, and I had a long gap in my schedule, but I hoped Renshaw would

         take the hint.

      


      “Hear anything interesting while you were in there?” he asked.


      “Only that the TV special last night brought out the usual nut cases.” I peeled his hand off the call buttons and punched

         Down. The single elevator was absurdly slow; I leaned against the wall and crossed my arms, prepared to suffer Renshaw’s curiosity

         until it came.

      


      He regarded me through his dark-rimmed glasses, cool gray eyes amused. The dim light from the fixture above our heads cast

         shadows on the bony planes of his face and made him look like a middle-aged Abe Lincoln. He said, “Of course, you wouldn’t

         tell me if you had—heard anything interesting, I mean.”

      


      “Of course. And if I were to ask you why you’re here, you wouldn’t tell me, either.”


      “I think our motives are fairly obvious, and similar. Every investigator in town is whoring after the million-dollar reward

         the feds’ve posted for information leading to the bomber.”

      


      Now there was a false note if I’d ever heard one. Gage’s firm, Renshaw and Kessell International, specialized in corporate

         security and counter-terrorism services, and a million dollars was nothing to them, compared to the handsome retainers they

         collected. His very presence in San Francisco was suspect, as he worked out of RKI’s world headquarters in La Jolla.

      


      I didn’t comment, though, just raised my guard an inch or two and waited to see where this conversation was going.


      Renshaw came over and leaned against the wall next to me. His white forelock—startling in contrast to his shaggy dark mane—flopped

         onto his brow; he tossed it back with a practiced twist of his head. “The figure one million does have a nice ring, Sharon.”

      


      “Uh-huh.”


      “Not much chance of one individual claiming it, though.”


      “Why not?”


      “In my experience, an investigation like this requires teamwork.”


      “Meaning?”


      “Meaning you might be better off joining forces with an organization that has greater resources than yours.”


      “An organization such as RKI.”


      “We’ve got capabilities you’ve only dreamed of.”


      “Then why on earth would you want to co-opt me?”


      “Well, there is your connection with the task force. You can’t convince me that Inspector Joslyn hasn’t been feeding you information.”


      She had, but Renshaw didn’t need to know that. I pushed away from the wall and punched the call button again.


      “Besides,” Renshaw added, “you and I have worked well together in the past.”


      I stared at him, astonished. “Worked together? You tried to use me to get a lead on Ripinsky—so you could kill him!”

      


      “And you used our money to save him. Touché. Anyway”—he waved his hand dismissively—“all that’s in the past. Ripinsky’s a

         partner in the firm now. He, Kessell, and I have reached an understanding. You and he are…well, whatever you are to each other.

         That makes us practically family.”

      


      “You and I are not family. We will never be family. And McCone Investigations doesn’t enter into cooperative arrangements

         with firms whose practices are…incompatible with ours.”

      


      Renshaw tried to look wounded at my thinly veiled slur upon RKI’s professional ethics, but the effort was lost on me. I’d

         long before learned that he was incapable of being insulted. If anything, he took pride in his dubious transactions and extralegal

         shortcuts.

      


      “Okay,” he said after a moment, “let me make you a proposition. Come back to the shop with me, take a look at what we’re got

         on these bombings. If it intrigues you, you share what you’ve got with us, and we work together. If you’re still not interested,

         the subject is closed.”

      


      The elevator finally creaked to a stop, its doors wheezing ominously as they opened. I stepped on, and Renshaw followed.


      “Why such largess, Gage?”


      “Oh, let’s say for old times’ sake.”


      “Don’t give me that. You must need my connection to the task force very badly. And it isn’t because, as you put it, you’re

         whoring after a million-dollar reward.”

      


      He hesitated. “Okay, it’s not. But come back to the shop anyway. What’ve you got to lose?”


      “Only my self-respect.”


      “That’s nothing.”


      “Thanks a lot.” But already he’d intrigued me. I said, “I can be there in half an hour. But remember—I don’t owe you a thing.”


      “Not yet, anyway.”


      * * *


      As I drove to RKI’s building on Green Street between the foot of Telegraph Hill and the Embarcadero, I thought about my earlier

         conversation with Adah Joslyn.

      


      My friend was slumped behind her littered desk when I entered her office, a pencil skewered through her thick dark curls,

         a scowl creasing her honey-tan face. Even on what was obviously a bad day, she managed to look elegant. Her beautifully tailored

         jacket and pants had something to do with that, but I’d seen her look the same in sweats. Adah’s elegance stemmed from a combination

         of inner qualities: composure, confidence, assertiveness, her way of meeting the world with a level, honest gaze.

      


      A fifteen-year veteran of the SFPD, Joslyn had been the answer to the prayers of a former chief beset by complaints that the

         composition of departmental personnel did not reflect that of the community they served. In order to get the media, the mayor,

         and various citizen-watchdog groups off his back, he’d cast around for a minority figure to award with a high-visibility promotion,

         and in Joslyn he found her. She was not only half African-American and half Jewish, but also a decorated, talented cop. When

         she took her place on the elite Homicide detail, she quickly proved that she wasn’t there as mere political window dressing

         and soon won the admiration and respect of her most serious detractors.

      


      A month ago Joslyn had been tapped as one of the department’s two full-time representatives on the newly formed Diplo-bomber

         Task Force. There she joined agents of the FBI, the ATF, and the Postal Service in the search for the individual who had bombed

         two Washington, D.C., embassies, two cars belonging to foreign diplomats, two homes of delegates to the United Nations, and

         two consular offices here in San Francisco. In the past five years the bomber had killed three people and badly injured three

         others. Pressure for his capture from both our own government and foreign powers was enormous.

      


      The pressure must have really been on today; Adah’s scowl didn’t soften when she saw me. She waved her hand at her desk and

         said, “Do you believe all this shit?”

      


      I eyed the stacks of message slips, each a different color. “Phone tips?”


      “Damn eight-hundred hot line’s jammed. One of the callers told the operator he’d been on hold for fifty minutes.”


      “Anything useful there?”


      “Who knows?” She pointed to the largest stack—blue, weighted down by a stapler. “Those’re the real whackoid callers—the ones

         who claim the bomber’s an extraterrestrial or Elvis or the ghost of their dead mother-in-law who hated foreigners. The pink

         pile’s tips from folks who sound like they’re out to cause somebody trouble—the ones who accuse their boss or a family member

         or the next-door neighbor. Still, they’ve got to be checked out. These white ones”— she poked a third pile—”are from what

         you might call theorists. They’re cool, logical, persuasive; they’ve got it all figured out. Usually they’re wrong, but every

         now and then you spot a glimmer of truth that can lead to a breakthrough. And this yellow bunch’re from people whose memories

         may have been jogged by the TV special—folks who may have noticed something significant at some time and forgotten about it

         till now.”

      


      “And these green ones?”


      “First priority. Suspicious callers. Our interviewers have been trained to pick up on certain things; sometimes it’s as subtle

         as a change in vocal tone, other times the person knows one of the details we haven’t made public.”

      


      “And how soon are you supposed to finish checking them?”


      “By my calculations, about an hour ago.”


      I was silent, overwhelmed by the size of her task.


      Joslyn pushed back from the desk, stretched her long legs out in front of her, and sighed. “You know,” she said, “I never

         used to envy you. The long hours you put in, the way the partners in that law firm ragged you, the shit you’d have to take

         off sleazes—none of that seemed worth the salary you drew. I’d tell myself, ‘Hey, compared to McCone’s, my life’s not so bad.

         I’ve got official status, the respect of the community, a good salary and all kinds of benefits.’ Woman on the way up, I was,

         maybe make captain someday.”

      


      I leaned on a corner of her desk. “Well, you’re still a woman on the way up. And I’m still doing all those things you don’t

         envy me for.”

      


      “No, you’re not. You’ve got your own agency now, you call the shots. And me…well, the shield has gotten kind of tarnished.”


      I frowned questioningly.


      “No, nothing like that. I’m still an honest cop. But the shine’s definitely off the metal. Official status? Doesn’t mean squat.

         Respect of the community? Forget it. Salary and benefits? I can think of a hundred jobs where I’d do better. And I’m not a

         woman on the way up anymore.”

      


      “Why not?”


      “I’m pushing forty and still an inspector; that wasn’t in my game plan. And after Bart Wallace moved to Vice, I never got

         a new partner. Somebody’s on sick leave, they send in Joslyn to pinch-hit for a while. Somebody’s new on the squad, they’re

         temporarily teamed with me. But then the regular partner comes off leave or the new guy learns the ropes and gets assigned

         to somebody else, and I’m back to operating solo.”

      


      “But what about your appointment to this task force? That was a coup.”


      “Hah!” Her hand swept across the desk, stirring the message slips. “What I got here is paper-shuffling, and what I am is a

         goddamn clerk for a bunch of federal agents who think they’re too good to share their ideas with me. No, the Department stuck

         me on the task force because years ago they trotted me out as their poster girl, and now they don’t know what to do with me.

         You see, in their hurry to revamp their image, they forgot to look closely at my background check; if they had, they’d’ve

         thought twice about promoting a girl from Red Hill.” Red Hill was what Adah called Bernal Heights; according to her, it had

         once been a hotbed of communists.

      


      “You’re not saying that Barbara and Rupert—”


      “I’m not saying my crazy parents have hurt my career, but they sure haven’t helped. You know them. She still goes to her Marxist

         study group every Wednesday night, and you’ll find her on the front line of every lunatic-fringe protest. And he still turns

         up at every open meeting at City Hall to tell them who and what he doesn’t like in local government—which is everybody and

         everything. I love them and I wouldn’t change them, but they’re not exactly assets.”

      


      I doubted the situation was as grim as she painted it, but it wasn’t good, either. “So that’s why you asked me for help on

         this investigation,” I said. “You want to crack the case and show them all up.”

      


      “I want to hand them the bomber, say ‘fuck you,’ turn around, and walk away. You help me do that and, like I promised, I’ll

         recommend you for the reward.”

      


      Again I was silent. For two weeks now Joslyn had been acting in direct violation of policy. She’d given me copies of reports

         and files, briefed me on the progress of the investigation. Together we’d brainstormed till both our heads ached. I wanted

         to crack the case, too—and not only because of the reward or for Adah’s sake—but now I wondered if I hadn’t been abetting

         her in a risky and potentially ruinous course of action. Maybe I should back off.

      


      She must have sensed what I was thinking. “McCone, dont’t listen to me,” she said quickly. “I’m having a bad day, that’s all.”


      “You know that’s not all. We need to talk.”


      “Talk? We’ve been talking.” She hitched her chair up to the desk and glared at me. “I’m out of time for you. Get the hell

         out of here and let me work. I’ll call you when I’ve got something interesting.”

      


      I nodded dubiously and left her along.


      Maybe, I thought, it was only the stress of the assignment that was getting to Joslyn. After all, a message was being sent

         to the task force from local and state government; from SFPD, ATF, FBI, and Postal Service headquarters; from Congress; from

         the White House itself: the Diplo-bomber is making international relations very iffy; get your asses in gear and find him.

      


      * * *


      After circling the surrounding blocks for some fifteen minutes, I finally found a parking space near the looming cliff face

         of Tel Hill and walked past decorator showrooms and antique shops and small cafés to RKI’s renovated brick warehouse. On the

         sidewalk I paused, however, reluctant to go inside. Even being on the premises made me uneasy.

      


      My feelings weren’t due to the type of business they conducted; counter-terrorism contingency planning and hostage-recovery

         services were necessary for corporations Operating in today’s high-risk environment, and if RKI’s methods were somewhat unorthodox,

         they usually worked. Nor were the feelings due to the fact that most of RKI’s principals and operatives had murky pasts; my

         lover, Hy Ripinsky, owned a past that crisscrossed those of Gage Renshaw and Dan Kessell, and now that he’d told me about

         it, I understood both the forces and the mistakes that had driven him. The potential for violence that I sensed in RKI’s people

         didn’t concern me; I’d long ago been forced to recognize the same potential within myself. And as for ethical considerations—well,

         I paid them a lot of lip service, but as recently as last fall I’d availed myself of the firm’s help on a difficult case.

      


      No, what really bothered me was that I might be becoming too much like those people.


      There was a time when I’d viewed everyone—both victim and perpetrator—through idealistic, compassionate eyes. No longer. There

         was a time when I’d gone strictly by the book, but then I’d found that the book was something that a lot of people in my business

         talked about but few had read. Toward the beginning of my career, remorse over having killed a man in order to save a friend’s

         life had dogged me for years. But last spring I’d cold-bloodedly shot another man and called it justice. I wasn’t sure that

         I liked the woman I was becoming, but she was formed of life experiences I couldn’t eradicate. You work with what you are,

         I often told myself on those dark, lonely nights when my misdeeds caught up with me.

      


      I told myself that now, crossed the sidewalk, and pushed through the building’s lobby entrance. The armed guard at the desk

         looked up from his closed-circuit TV monitors, surprised. “Mr. Ripinsky’s not in the office this week, Ms. McCone.”

      


      I set my bag and briefcase on the desk and went over to the security gate. “I’m here to see Mr. Renshaw.”


      “Sorry, he didn’t tell me he was expecting you.” He made a cursory check of my things, then buzzed me in. Let me get your

         badge.”

      


      Since Hy had struck his deal with Renshaw and Kessell last winter, they’d kept my photo I.D. on file with those belonging

         to frequent visitors to the San Francisco offices. Not that I used it all that much; Hy seldom used any of RKI’s facilities,

         preferring to work out of his ranch in Mono County or the cottage we jointly owned on the Mendocino coast. He was, in fact,

         at the cottage right now, and I planned to join him on the weekend.

      


      The guard handed me the badge, and I attached it to my lapel. “Mr. Renshaw’s in the projection room,” he told me. “You know

         the way?”

      


      I nodded and went through an unmarked door and down a long white corridor.


      Renshaw was waiting for me in the last row of padded chairs, his feet propped on the one in front of it like a teenager at

         a double feature. I half expected him to be clutching a grease-stained bag of buttered popcorn. Wordlessly he indicated I

         should sit beside him, then fiddled with the buttons on the console between us. The lights dimmed and the projection screen

         shimmered.

      


      I’d sat here before, in this exact place, the day he told me he intended to kill Hy.


      “Do you mind if we go over the chronology of these bombings?” he asked.


      “That wouldn’t hurt.”


      A slide flashed onto the screen: a large, austere building, its windows blown out. Glass and rubble littered the foreground,

         and a military guard stared down at it as if he wondered where it had come from.

      


      Renshaw said, “Brazilian Embassy, Washington, D.C. March, nineteen ninety. The bomb was in a package delivered by mail, postmarked

         D.C. No fatalities, but the clerk who opened it was disabled.”

      


      A second slide replaced the first, showing a plain sheet of paper that bore a single sentence: VENGEANCE IS MINE. The letters were Italic—Palatino Italic, to be exact. Joslyn had told me they were a brand of rub-on lettering commonly sold

         in art and office-supply stores from coast to coast.

      


      “His message isn’t very original,” Renshaw commented, “but he makes his point. This was also postmarked D.C., arrived at the

         embassy the day after the bombing. No fingerprints, nothing distinctive about the paper or the envelope.”

      


      “As was the case with what they recovered of the packaging the bomb came in.”


      The next slide showed a black Lincoln Continental standing in front of a restaurant called Fino. The car’s doors had been

         blown off, and a body in a dark suit lay twisted on the backseat, legs extending toward the bloody pavement.

      


      I said, “Also D.C. August of ninety. The car belonged to the Saudi Arabian ambassador. He and some of his attachés were inside

         the restaurant. The package was on the backseat; apparently the driver noticed it and investigated. The same message, in the

         same typeface, on the same stationery stock, was delivered to the embassy the following day. Again postmarked D.C.”

      


      Renshaw clicked slowly through the next few slides. “He hit the office wing of the Pakistani Embassy in November of that year.

         No fatalities, same message the next day. Now we move to New York City.”

      


      Another slide: a torn-up living room. Large mirrors on its walls were shattered; their shards reflected a jumble of ruined

         furnishings. A primitive wood carving stood in the foreground, decapitated.

      


      I said, “Co-op apartment in the east eighties belonging to an official of Ghana’s United Nations delegation. The bomb was

         inside a florist’s box delivered by messenger. The messenger was never identified, and all the florist’s personnel were checked

         out and eliminated as suspects. No fatalities, but the maid who accepted delivery was badly injured.”

      


      Renshaw said, “January of ninety-one, right?”


      “Right. The usual message arrived at Ghana’s U.N. offices the following day, postmarked midtown Manhattan.”


      Renshaw kept advancing the slides. “The bomber really had it in for the U.N. He blew up the head of the Yemeni delegation’s

         car in June of ninety-one, severely crippling the son of a minor official. In February of ninety-two the Mexican ambassador’s

         apartment was hit. A lot of destruction, but no fatalities or injuries there. In December of ninety-two the entire Panamanian

         delegation was at a Christmas banquet at a midtown restaurant. A messenger with a package for them seemed overly eager to

         leave; restaurant management got suspicious and called the bomb squad, but the man got away and was never I.D.’d. Of course,

         the usual message arrived after each incident.”

      


      “And then he took a couple of years off.”


      “Until last December.”


      The next slide showed the bombed-out facade of the storefront offices of the Libyan Trade Commission on Howard Street here

         in the city.

      


      “One fatality,” I said, “again, the clerk who opened the package. It was mailed from the main post office, as was the message

         that followed.”

      


      Another slide: an office with furnishings knocked helter-skelter. There was a big hole in the rear wall, and on the floor

         chalk marks outlined where a body had fallen.

      


      Renshaw said, “Belgian consular offices. Last month. Bomb and message both mailed from the Lombard Street substation. One

         fatality.”

      


      He left the slide on the screen, and we contemplated the destruction silently. I couldn’t imagine what he was thinking, but

         I was entertaining emotions, rather than intellectual concepts.

      


      Somewhere in this city was a person who methodically plotted and carried out monstrous crimes. A person who’d gotten away

         with them time and again. He could be any nationality, could come from any walk of life. Could look as ordinary and harmless

         as the wrappings that concealed the bombs. Could kill or maim again at any moment. The thought of such a creature walking

         the same streets as the people I cared about chilled me through and through.

      


      Renshaw had only guessed at part of my interest in the Diplo-bomber case. I wasn’t sure if even Joslyn was aware of it. Yes,

         a million-dollar reward was attractive; I’d be a fool if I didn’t want to claim it. But there was more.

      


      Last August a hired killer had blown up a house that had stood on the Mendocino coast property that now belonged to Hy and

         me. I had been his target, but someone else had died in my place, and other lives had been ripped apart as a result. Time

         had passed, people had healed, the rubble had been cleared from the cliff top; the place seemed beautiful and serene once

         more. But often at night I could sense violent ripples beneath the surface of that serenity, could hear the echoes of grief

         and loss in the waves and sea breeze. The aftershocks of that bombing would never be stilled.

      


      I couldn’t do anything about the tragedy in Mendocino County, but I sure as hell could take steps to prevent any more bombings

         in San Francisco. I was, as Adah told me when she asked me to help, “a flat-out fine investigator, if sometimes a pain in

         the butt.”

      


      I turned to Renshaw. “Okay, Gage, we’ve reviewed what’s public knowledge. Now show me something new.”


      He smiled thinly and advanced the slide.


      An imposing house: creamy white plastered brick, with a mansard roof and heavy cornices. The arched windows were elaborately

         ornamented, and carved pillars rose beside the massive front door. Yew trees stood like sentinels at its corners. I’d seen

         it before but couldn’t place it.

      


      Renshaw said, “Azadi Consulate, Jackson Street near Octavia.”


      “Azad—isn’t that one of those oil-rich emirates?”


      “Right. Oil rich, progressive, and politically stable. They’ve maintained the consulate since the late sixties, do a high

         volume of business with our West Coast oil companies.”

      


      “But they haven’t been—”


      “The target of a bombing? No.”


      The next slide showed another sheet of plain paper lettered in Palatino Italic: BE FOREWARNED. Below a sentence was taped, obviously a headline clipped from a newspaper: BRAZILIAN EMBASSY BOMBED.

      


      I asked, “The Azadis received this after the first D.C. bombing?”


      “Yes. And again after each subsequent one.” He showed slides of the messages in quick succession.


      Odd. According to Joslyn’s files, none of the other diplomatic missions who had been bombed had reported receiving such warnings.

         But then, neither had Azad. “Did these come to the consulate, or to other Azadi delegations as well?”

      


      “Only the consulate here.” Renshaw switched the projector off and the screen went blank.


      “Okay,” I said, “what’s RKI’s connection to Azad?”


      “We handle their security in San Francisco, D.C., and New York.”


      “How’d that happen?”


      “They were impressed with how we dealt with a situation for an American company operating out of their capital in the late

         eighties. When these messages started arriving, they decided to beef up their protective measures at all three of their U.S.

         locations and contacted us.”

      


      “Did they also contact the authorities?”


      “No. Mrs. Hamid has an aversion to negative publicity and, besides, the authorities hadn’t done anything for the bomber’s

         other targets.”

      


      “And Mrs. Hamid is…?”


      “Malika Hamid, consul general here.”


      “A woman consul general? Interesting, for an Arab country.”


      “As I said, they’re progressive.”


      I thought for a moment. “Do you buy the idea that they didn’t contact the authorities because of Mrs. Hamid’s concern about

         bad press?”

      


      He shrugged.


      “There’s got to be more to it than that.”


      “If there is, no one’s told us.”


      “And you haven’t asked.”


      “It’s not our policy to question our clients’ motivations. Not that I wouldn’t mind finding out, and that’s where you—”


      A pager went off in Renshaw’s pocket. He took it out, went to an extension phone on the wall by the door, and spoke briefly,

         his back to me. When he hung up and turned, he asked crisply, “Sharon, do you want in on this or not?”

      


      His cut-to-the-chase tone alerted me that something big had happened. I stood. “Yes, I want in.”


      “Then let’s go.”


      “Where?”


      “Azadi Consulate. There’s been a bombing attempt, and one of our operatives is injured.”


   

      Two


      The police had barricaded Jackson Street between Octavia and Laguna, so we parked around the corner from the consulate. The

         pavement there was at a steep grade, but Renshaw neglected to curb the wheels and set the emergency brake of RKI’s maroon-and-gray

         mobile unit. As he stepped down, the van lurched backwards. I grabbed the brake handle, pulled it up, then twisted the steering

         wheel to the left. Renshaw acknowledged his mistake with a rueful headshake.

      


      When I joined him on the sidewalk, he muttered, “Dan would’ve laughed his ass off at that—and then made me pay out of pocket

         for the damage.”

      


      “You were preoccupied.” I quickened my step to keep pace with him. “Surely Kessell could understand that.”


      “That’s no excuse—and I wouldn’t accept it either. Neither Dan nor I tolerates any margin for error.”


      Given their pasts, I could understand why. Renshaw had been an agent on the DEA’s elite—and now defunct—Centac task force,

         based in Southeast Asia. When it was disbanded in the mid-eighties, he disappeared into Indochina and emerged a wealthy man

         several years later; I’d never had the nerve to ask him about that period in his life. I did know that earlier, in the seventies,

         he’d accepted finder’s fees for steering important people who wished to remove themselves and their assets from the war-torn

         Asian countries to an air-charter service run out of Bangkok by Dan Kessell. Hy—who had been discharged from the marines after

         a flare-up of his childhood asthma—had been one of Kessell’s pilots; guilt stemming from his actions and experiences during

         those turbulent, terrible years had consumed him for nearly two decades. Not so with Kessell, though; on him they had left

         no mark. He was, according to my lover, the same resilient and apparently conscienceless man of the early days in Thailand.

      


      Renshaw and I rounded the corner onto Jackson. A police barricade blocked access and farther down I spotted squad cars, a

         fire truck, the bomb squad van, and an ambulance. Word about this latest bombing had already reached the media; reporters

         and camerapeople clamored to be allowed onto the scene, and the uniformed officers were having trouble controlling them. Renshaw

         and I pushed through the crush.

      


      As Gage held up his I.D., a Channel Seven cameraman swung around and began filming us. I stepped back so Renshaw’s body blocked

         view of me; already I had too high a public profile, and having my presence there broadcast could hamper my ability to investigate.

         The officer moved the barricade to let us pass, then shoved the persistent cameraman back when he tried to follow. Immediately

         he began yowling about the public’s right to know. I shot him a disgusted look and trotted after Renshaw.

      


      In front of the consulate, the excitement was dying down. The fire crew prepared to leave, the bomb squad van pulled away,

         and a pair of cops leaned against a black-and-white, talking in low voices. Neighbors from the surrounding houses and apartment

         buildings began to wander home, their hushed conversations in counterpoint to the harsh sounds from the emergency-vehicle

         radios. I recognized an unmarked blue Buick that belonged to the task force.

      


      The big creamy-white house was set farther back from the sidewalk than its neighbors, surrounded by a low ornamental fence

         and fronted by a formal garden. To the left of the brick walk leading to its front door lay the ruins of a fountain; jagged

         chunks of concrete were scattered around its tiled base, and water had gushed from its piping, soaking and puddling the ground.

         The pipe, capped off now, leaned at a forty-five-degree angle.

      


      I caught my breath, my skin prickling. The destruction here was nothing like what I’d seen after the bombing on the Mendocino

         coast, but nevertheless it unnerved me. I swung my gaze to the right of the walk and saw a pair of paramedics standing over

         a young woman on a stretcher. Her face was cut and abraded; water plastered her short blond hair to her skull.

      


      Renshaw was talking with one of the paramedics. I went over and squatted down beside the RKI operative. “How’re you doing?”


      “I feel like dog meat.” Her eyes were glazed by pain, but she sounded lucid.


      Renshaw squatted down on the other side of her. “Holman,” he said, “how the hell did this happen?”


      Her fingers spasmed against her thighs, but otherwise she didn’t react to his abruptness. As calmly as if she were being debriefed

         at the office she said, “I was on grounds patrol when I saw what looked like a UPS man handing over a package at the door.

         I checked for a truck. Wasn’t any. So I yelled at him, and he took off.”

      


      “You allowed him to get away.”


      Again Holman’s fingers tightened. “Yes. Mrs. Hamid’s granddaughter, Habiba, was the one who accepted the package. Today’s

         her ninth birthday, and I guess she thought it was a present for her. She had already started to open it, so I grabbed it

         and chucked it into the fountain.”

      


      “Thus triggering the detonating device.”


      Holman closed her eyes. Like all RKI’s people, she was a tough pro, but either the pain or the accusatory tone of Renshaw’s

         questioning was getting to her.

      


      Renshaw swiveled around to face a stocky young man who had come up behind him. “Well, Wilson,” he said, “where were you, that

         a kid opened the door?”

      


      Wilson shifted from foot to foot, his round face reddening. “I…don’t have any excuse for not being on the door, sir. But I

         didn’t realize Habiba’d escaped from her nanny. The kid’s a sly one—”

      


      “Jesus, if they can’t control a nine-year-old—” Renshaw broke off, his lips white with anger. After a moment he turned back

         to Holman, briefly touched her arm. “They’ll take you to S.F. General now. You’ve got some bad cuts and a few broken ribs,

         but nothing that can’t be fixed.”

      


      Holman nodded, her eyes still closed. Renshaw stood and stalked off toward the fountain, ignoring the puddles and splashing

         his trouser legs with water and mud. After a moment I followed. He stood with his arms folded, glaring down at the chunks

         of concrete. “Jesus, what a fiasco,” he said, more to himself than to me. “They’ll both have to go, of course.”

      


      “You’re firing them? I can understand about Wilson, but Holman risked her life to save the little girl.”


      “It’s the margin for error again. The guy who delivered that package should never’ve gotten as far as the door. We can’t tolerate

         slipups like that from any of our operatives.”

      


      I was silent, wondering how long I’d have lasted with RKI. Not very, I decided. Lucky for me I hadn’t taken them up on their

         offer of a job the year before.

      


      Now I heard Joslyn’s husky voice coming from the consulate’s entryway. I looked over there and saw her step outside, followed

         by a tall man who had the look of a federal agent, from his conservatively cut brown hair to his wing-tipped shoes. I started

         over there, but Adah saw me and shook her head slightly. They went down the walkway and got into the blue Buick.

      


      “Joslyn?” Renshaw asked softly.


      I nodded.


      “She wonders what you’re doing here.”


      “I’ll explain to her later.”


      “Maybe, maybe not.”


      “What does that mean?”


      He ignored my question. “We should talk with Mrs. Hamid now.” Taking my arm, he steered me to the door; the police officer

         stationed there examined his I.D., then told us we’d find Mrs. Hamid in the library.

      


      “Library” was a misnomer. True, there were bookcases on all four walls, but they contained few volumes and a great many art

         objects—enough porcelain and jade and ivory and crystal to stock a fair-sized gallery. The gleaming hardwood floor was partially

         covered by a deep blue Persian rug, and on a leather sofa in front of a leaded-glass window sat a heavyset woman in a plain

         black suit. She nodded and motioned for us to join her.

      


      Nothing about Malika Hamid’s demeanor suggested that she had nearly lost her granddaughter in a bombing attempt. She rose

         when Renshaw made the introductions, taking my hand in a steady grasp and meeting my eyes with an equally steady gaze. When

         she asked us to be seated, I was surprised to hear a cultivated British accent. Smiling faintly at my expression, she said,

         “I was educated in England, as are most members of my family.”

      


      As we sat down, Renshaw and I on chairs flanking the sofa, I took the opportunity to study the consul general. She was tall,

         with thick gray hair fashioned in a plain knot; the severe style emphasized the square shape of her face. Her eyes were so

         dark that it was difficult to tell where the pupils left off and the irises began, harder yet to read her expression. She

         wore no makeup, no jewelry, no polish on her blunt fingernails. Malika Hamid cared nothing at all for artifice, and I sensed

         a strong will and singularity of purpose beneath her gracious manner.

      


      She immediately confirmed my feeling by saying to Renshaw, “I assume you are about to offer excuses for this breach of security.

         None are welcome—or acceptable.”

      


      “No excuses, no explanations,” he replied easily. “It was error on the part of my operatives. Of course they’ll be dismissed.

         Before I left the office I requested replacements, and they’ll be on duty shortly.”

      


      “What reassurance have I that these replacements will be more efficient than the previous ones?”


      “You have my personal guarantee.”


      “Mmm.” The set of her mouth conveyed how little his guarantee was worth at the moment.


      Renshaw slouched in the chair, seeming unruffled. “You spoke with members of the task force?” he asked.


      “I did. An Inspector Joslyn and an Agent Morland.”


      “Did you tell them about the messages you’ve received?”


      “I did not.”


      “Do you intend to?”


      “No.”


      “Perhaps,” Renshaw said after a moment’s reflection, “it’s time to confide in them.”


      She shook her head. “We have discussed this before, Mr. Renshaw. No one is to know about those messages.”


      “Have you also discussed it with Ambassador Jalil?”


      “The ambassador—my second cousin—is in agreement with me.”


      “Oh?”


      The syllable seemed to hang between them. Hamid cocked her head slightly, watchful.


      Renshaw added, “I spoke with Ambassador Jalil this morning. He’s concerned about withholding evidence and confesses to being

         perplexed as to your insistence on doing so.”

      


      “My second cousin has been perplexed since his birth.”


      Renshaw raised his eyebrows, waiting. Mrs. Hamid didn’t elaborate.


      I said, “Perhaps if there was some way to bring the messages to the attention of a discreet member of the task force, who

         would hold the information in confidence until she was sure the other members would do the same…”

      


      “Yes?”


      “As Mr. Renshaw mentioned, he’s enlisted my help because I have a close connection on the force, who can be trusted.”


      She made a chopping motion with her right hand. “In this case, no one can be trusted.”


      Her insistence on privacy bordered on the pathological, I thought. Unless she had something important to hide.…


      “Mrs. Hamid,” I began again, “if you could give me…us some idea of why you feel so strongly about keeping the subject of the

         messages to yourself—”

      


      “I have gone into that with Mr. Renshaw. We are a conservative country; we do not care for sensational publicity of any sort.

         In addition, our largest oil company is about to negotiate a major contract with your Chevron. Any indication of political

         instability in Azad would jeopardize those negotiations.”

      


      “Are the messages and today’s bombing evidence of political instability? Do you suspect an extremist group of being behind them?”

      


      “I mentioned political instability as an example of what the public might think.” Hamid transferred her attention to Renshaw.

         “I do not appreciate you bringing in an outsider.”

      


      He still slouched in the chair, looking as if his mind were on something else, but I knew he’d heard every word, noted every

         nuance. “Ms. McCone is an excellent investigator,” he said.

      


      “I do not want an investigator. I merely want efficient and effective security.”


      “Well, that you will have.” Abruptly he got to his feet and motioned to me. “ I’ll check on my replacements, and then we’ll

         be on our way.”

      


      I took my cue from him, said good-bye to the consul general, and followed him to the tiled reception area. When I glanced

         back into the library, I saw she hadn’t moved, except to clasp her hands together on her lap. Even at a distance I could tell

         her knuckles had gone white.

      


      Renshaw crossed the foyer and spoke with a guard wearing the maroon-and-gray RKI blazer. I started over there, but turned

         when I heard a noise behind me. An enormous rose marble urn stood in the far corner, and above its lip protruded a forehead

         covered by floppy black bangs; a pair of huge dark eyes regarded me solemnly from beneath them.

      


      How on earth had the child managed to squeeze inside that urn?


      The eyes blinked, then disappeared; only tufts of hair springing from a cowlick remained in view. I waited. After a moment

         the eyes reappeared.

      


      I smiled.


      They studied me.


      I winked.


      After a moment the right eye winked back.


      It was my first encounter with Habiba Hamid.


      * * *


      I said, “Hamid’s a liar, Gage.”


      “I know that.” He eased the van from its parking space.


      “She’s also a lot more nervous about the reason for these messages and the bombing attempt than she lets on.”


      “I know that, too.”


      “So why don’t you call her on it?”


      “Wouldn’t do any good.”


      “The ambassador, Jalil—can’t he exert some pressure on her?”


      Renshaw sighed and turned left toward Van Ness. “Malika Hamid’s assessment of Jalil is correct: the man doesn’t have a clue.”


      “Then why did the Azadis make him an ambassador?”


      “Azad is literally owned and ruled by the Jalils and Hamids. Idiot relatives who have large holdings in oil-rich lands are

         kept happy by the award of political plums. Jalil wanted to come to America because he’s a theater buff, loves Broadway shows.”

      


      “So why didn’t they send him to New York? Surely there must’ve been a job suitable for an idiot with the United Nations delegation.”


      “At the time there wasn’t anything appropriate to Jalil’s station, but the ambassadorship was open.”


      “Strange system for conducting international relations.” Then I smiled, thinking of some of our own diplomats. “Well, on second

         thought, I guess they aren’t the only country that exports its fools.”

      


      “No, but they do surround their fools with astute advisors.”


      We were inside the Broadway Tunnel now; I watched its tiled walls slip by the van’s windows. After we emerged onto the edges

         of Chinatown I commented, “Malika Hamid doesn’t seem to need astute advisors.”

      


      “No, she’s a sharp woman, but she has them too I’ll arrange for you to meet one tomorrow, if you like.”


      “And that is…?”


      He shook his head. “I can’t go into this any farther until I’m sure you’re with us. We need to hammer out terms and sign a

         contract.”

      


      “Okay—the terms?”


      “Nothing I reveal to you about the Azadis—including the existence of those messages—goes back to Joslyn or anyone else on

         the task force, unless Hamid changes her mind and gives her consent.”

      


      I frowned, not liking his terms already.


      Gage saw my expression and added, “Of course, we’ll compensate you handsomely. How does fifty percent over what we paid you

         last spring sound?”

      


      That sounded handsome indeed, but I still didn’t respond.


      “You’ll also have free access to our resources and our personnel.”


      “I’d need someone from your data-search section assigned to help me—Charlotte Keim, if available. She did some work for me

         last fall, and I like the way she operates.”

      


      He hesitated, then nodded.


      “And I’d have to be given a free hand—no briefings, debriefings, or instructions.”


      “You’d report only to me.”


      “And only when I felt I had something to tell you.”


      He smiled thinly. “I can’t imagine you working any other way.”


      “We have something else to settle, Gage. As I asked you before, why such largess?”


      His hands tightened on the steering wheel as he negotiated around a double-parked truck in front of a Chinese produce market.

         “All right—my reason’s really quite simple. When the bomber moved his activities to San Francisco, I realized he was stepping

         up the pace. For whatever reason, he’s got it in for the Azadis, and he’s going to get his revenge. I’m not sure if the other

         bombings were a smoke screen for his real intentions, or related, or what. But I knew he’d strike at the consulate soon, and

         I know he’ll strike again. He’s damned serious—so serious that he thinks nothing of taking out a nine-year-old girl.”

      


      I nodded.


      Renshaw added, “We held him off today, but we can’t hold him off indefinitely. Unless we find out why he’s after them and

         who he is, one of these days he’s going to get past us again and take out a lot of people—including some of our own.”

      


      I nodded again.


      “So there you have it. RKI can’t afford that. We can afford you. Are you with us?”

      


      In theory I was, but I still wanted to think it over before I signed a contract. “What about the feds’ reward?” I asked.


      He scowled.


      “Well?”


      “The reward will be split fifty-fifty.”


      “Seventy-five to me, twenty-five to you.”


      “Sixty-forty.”


      “Sixty to me?”


      “Goddamn it, yes!”


      “Okay, I’ll think on it. You’ll have my answer by noon tomorrow.”


      “Think on it?”


      “Until noon, Gage.”


      “Sharon, you are the most stubborn, aggravating—”


      “Save it. I’ve heard it all before.”


      He glanced at me with interest. “From Ripinsky, too?”


      “Never.”


      “Why not?”


      Why not? Well, it had to do with the nature of the relationship. I could have tried to explain that to Renshaw, but I didn’t

         bother. It simply wasn’t within the range of his comprehension.

      


   

      Three


      I’d planned to deliver a final report to an architect who had his offices in one of the renovated piers off the Embarcadero

         at four o’clock, but by the time Renshaw dropped me at my car it was closer to four-thirty. I used my mobile phone to call

         the client, and he told me to come over anyway, so I left the MG where it was and walked there. After we discussed the report,

         I collected a check from him and strolled back along the shoreline boulevard. At the municipal pier next to the Waterfront

         restaurant I turned and took a detour.

      


      It had been one of those brilliantly clear days that almost make San Franciscans believe a dreary fog-socked summer isn’t

         going to happen after all. At five o’clock the streets were clogged with cars and buses, and the sidewalks teemed with pedestrians

         taking their time on their way home. After-work joggers pounded past me on the pier, and less active types sat on the benches

         facing an iron railing that was crowned with old-fashioned streetlamps. The chimes in the tower of the nearby Ferry Building

         played “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning,” and then a melody whose words I remembered as having something to do with the evening

         breeze. I smiled at this typically San Francisco version of taps.

      


      When I reached the end of the pier, I leaned on the rail, watched a ferry ply its way toward Marin County, and listened to

         the swash of its wake against the pilings. I thought about Gage Renshaw’s proposition, about the Azadis, about Adah Joslyn.

      


      I wasn’t sure whether in good conscience I could keep from Joslyn what I knew about the messages the consulate had received.

         Whenever possible I tried to cooperate with law-enforcement agencies and besides, Adah was a friend. By withholding information

         I could hamper the one official body that was capable of putting a stop to the bombings. On the other hand, if I turned down

         Renshaw’s offer I’d relinquish following up on one of the most promising leads in the case so far. And even if I went to Adah

         with the information, I was certain Malika Hamid would deny my story and refuse to cooperate with the task force.

      


      I looked at the situation pro and con. Tried several approaches, discarded most of them, tried some more. I thought about

         my fear of becoming too much like Renshaw and his cohorts. Realized that if I accepted the proposed contract I would have

         taken one more step toward the line that separated us. But even as I fought the notion, a compelling image kept intruding.

      


      An image of big shiny dark eyes staring at me over the lip of an enormous marble urn. Big shiny dark eyes that—had it not

         been for the quick actions of a brave young woman—might now be staring blank and dull from a steel drawer in the morgue.

      


      Habiba Hamid tipped the scales in favor of Renshaw’s offer. I turned and retraced my route along the pier.


      * * *


      I wanted to go over my files on the case and check some things before I spoke with Renshaw, so I ate a quick sandwich and

         called my office as I headed across town. Mick Savage, my nephew and temporary assistant, had gone home and forgotten to turn

         on the answering machine.

      


      I slammed the receiver into its base unit. Cursed and for the thousandth time vowed to find a permanent replacement for Mick.

         But—as Hy frequently reminded me—although Mick would forever be temporary in my mind, in actuality he was there to stay. The

         kid—he’d just turned eighteen—was a computer genius, had a natural talent for investigation, and was usually a delight to

         have around. Besides, I couldn’t fault him for rushing home tonight; he’d told me that this was the eighth-month anniversary

         of his meeting Maggie Bridges, the bright and pretty USF student with whom he lived. A romantic evening was in the works.

      


      I’d just have to pull up the files and run the computer scan myself. God help me if I screwed anything up; Mick would never

         let me hear the end of it.

      


      When I rounded the triangular park across from All Souls Legal Cooperative, I was surprised to find a parking space right

         in front. During the years I’d worked as the co-op’s chief investigator, I’d spent an inordinate amount of time hunting for

         spaces and then wrapping the MG around corners next to fireplugs, but recently I’d found convenient spaces with great frequency.

         Perhaps an easy park job was cosmically included with the rented one-and-a-half rooms that I grandiosely referred to as an

         office suite.

      


      I hurried up the steps of the big gray Victorian, pushed inside, and inadvertently let the door slam behind me. The TV was

         on in the otherwise dim parlor, the changing light patterns of the evening news flickering off the blue walls. Two heads turned

         toward me—Ted Smalley, the co-op’s office manager, and Rae Kelleher, my former assistant and now chief investigator. Two hands

         waved in greeting. I waved back and went upstairs to the big room at the front of the second floor.

      


      The first thing I did was to dump my jacket, bag, and briefcase on the sofa. Then I rushed down the hall to the unheated cubicle

         next to the bathroom that contained the toilet—a less-than-charming arrangement found in most of the city’s Victorians. Recently

         someone had mounted a full-length mirror on the back of the door. As usual I grimaced and closed my eyes against a most unflattering

         image of myself. No wonder I avoided having clients come to the office! What if one asked to use the John?

      


      Actually, a lot of things about All Souls were beginning to pale for me. If it wasn’t for the relatively low rent and the

         live-in presence of Rae and Ted, plus the daily presence of my oldest and dearest friend, Hank Zahn, I’d have seriously considered

         moving the office. Trouble was, I didn’t know where I wanted to go; I’d been working out of this building for so long that

         it felt like a second skin. But All Souls had changed, and so had I. The days whose memory I cherished, when the co-op had

         been a laid-back, unconventional institution where the old me fit perfectly, were gone forever.

      


      Can’t turn back the calendar, McCone, I told myself. And you don’t really want to, anyway.


      * * *


      I spent the next few hours scanning the data on the bombings that Mick had entered on disk. First I looked for commonalities:

         among the nations whose diplomatic missions had been hit; among the members of those missions who had been the apparent targets.

         None applied across the board. Next I scrutinized each file for references to messages other than the ones that arrived after

         the bombings. There were none. None of the countries had a significant relationship with Azad, hostile or peaceful. My analysis

         of the dates and times of the incidents revealed no pattern.

      


      By the time I switched off the machine I’d developed a headache. I helped myself to three aspirin from the bottle on Rae’s

         shelf in the communal bathroom’s medicine chest, then went back to my desk and made a list of things I wanted Mick to research:

         Azad; its consulate here; the staff of that consulate; similar background on each of the other countries that had been bombed,

         going back ten years. Was that far enough? Yes, for now.
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