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        EVERYTHING WAS FINE UNTIL 3:00 A.M., MONDAY. THEY

        had encountered surprisingly little traffic on the drive from New York, most likely because of the storm that had assaulted much of the East Coast that evening. The rain had mostly tapered off by midnight, leaving in its place occasional patchy fog. Nick Calevetti was at the wheel of Steven Adler’s 1967 Ford Mustang, his lead foot hurtling them along at ninety miles an hour. Steven had fallen asleep, his head against the window, exhausted after two days of Nick’s whirlwind tour of Manhattan. With the road to themselves, they would be in Boston in less than an hour. They were making good time.


      The fog worsened. For long stretches Nick could hardly see the road at all. The headlights weren’t much help. But he never let off the gas. If they had his Porsche, he thought with a grin, he’d be doing 110, easy, fog or no fog. Steven’s old Mustang could move, but nothing like the Porsche.


      The Mustang entered a fog bank and the road disappeared—no white lines, no nothing. Nick pursed his lips and held the wheel steady. He could have been driving off the edge of the earth and not known it. The fog was like a wall. He glanced at the speedometer and then accelerated, fearless. There was just a quick flash of color from out of nowhere, and something slammed into the front of the car, thumping first against the hood, then smashing into the windshield on the passenger side, reducing it to a web of a million sparkling diamonds. The impact was sudden and solid, sending an abrupt shudder through the car. Nick grabbed at the wheel with both hands, jerking it wildly. Tires squealing, the car crossed two lanes of traffic. Again, Nick jerked the wheel and again overcompensated. This reaction was so drastic, given the speed of the car, that the driver-side tires actually lifted off the ground for a moment, and the car nearly flipped.


      Steven was thrown against the dash. He hadn’t had even a split-second to react, to brace himself with his hands, and his head was forced into the windshield.


      Partially out of reflex and partially out of desperation, Nick blindly thrust a foot at the brake pedal, but there was no traction on the wet asphalt. The car went into a full spin. It careened helplessly, skimming across the glasslike asphalt surface. Its momentum carried it nearly seventy feet down the interstate before it began to gradually slow, finally gaining some purchase on some loose gravel on the shoulder. The rear end swung around in a wide arc. When the car finally skidded to a full stop, it rocked on its springs for a few seconds, then settled. It sat at an angle, facing back in the direction from which it had traveled. Its rear driver-side tire was hanging off the shoulder onto wet grass, just two feet shy of a steep embankment.


      Lightning flashed in the distance, muted by drifting ribbons of fog.


      Steven had been tossed back, falling between the bucket seats, arms flailing, head snapping back as he screamed. Nick’s entire upper body had been pressed against the steering wheel, then thrown back into his seat with tremendous force. He still gripped the wheel, an unconscious reflex. His eyes were wide with horror.


      When at last all movement had ceased, they remained perfectly still, afraid to move, afraid to breathe.


      Steven moaned.


      There was blood everywhere. Nick glanced between the seats.


      “Steven?”


      Another moan.


      “Man…you okay?” Nick had spatters of blood on his hands. Blood on the steering wheel. On the dash. He glanced all around. There was even a blood pattern on the ceiling of the car. Nick started trembling. He held his hands out in front of his face. Steven’s legs were twisted about. Nick turned in his seat and put a hand on Steven’s thigh.


      “Steven!” Nick called out. It was dark in the backseat. Nick fumbled with the knobs and switches along the dash, groping for the dome light control. The dim light blinked on. There was more blood than he had imagined. His heart raced.


      Nick threw open his door and fumbled to push the seat forward. His fingers were slick and clumsy. The mechanism that controlled the seat was stubborn, and it took him nearly half a minute to finally spring the seat forward so that he could access the backseat and get to Steven. He ducked his head, leaning inside. He braced himself on his knees. Steven had his arms crossed over his face. The pained moans were more frequent now, and longer. Nick’s hands were trembling uncontrollably. His throat ached where the steering wheel had caught him under the chin. It was hard to swallow. There was also noticeable pain along the contour of his collarbone. But he had to ignore all of that, at least for the moment.


      “Steven!”


      Steven managed to unravel his legs. He raised his hands, and Nick got a better look at the damage. Steven’s forehead was opened up. His face was covered in blood. “I’m…all right,” Steven managed to say in barely a whisper. “I’m all right.”


      “Dude…your head!” Nick said.


      “I know, I feel it. At least it’s still attached.”


      The meat of the forehead was split open, a gash about two inches wide. His nose was bleeding as well.


      “Can you move your neck?”


      Steven coughed, a thick, throaty cough. “Not sure. Think so.”


      “Can you get up?”


      “Haven’t tried. Everything hurts.”


      Nick piled himself into the backseat, getting an arm around Steven’s shoulders. “Careful, man. Let’s get you sitting up at least.”


      Steven got into an upright sitting position without complication. There were numerous aches and pains, and lots of blood, but everything appeared to function normally. With the possible exception of his nose, nothing seemed to be broken. The gash in his forehead felt like a piece of hot metal. He gently probed all around it with a fingertip, hoping it didn’t look as bad as it felt.


      Nick was trying to catch his breath. He had been fueled by adrenaline for the past few minutes and he couldn’t get himself to settle down. It felt like he’d taken a shot to the throat by a work boot. But he could breathe fine. His voice sounded a little hoarse but not too bad. His neck was stiffening, and that would likely worsen in the coming hours.


      “What happened?” Steven said finally, leaning up slightly, massaging the back of his head.


      “Man…I just…” Nick shook his head. “Everything’s a blur, man.”


      “Was there another car?”


      The fog had dissipated somewhat, and visibility had now increased to maybe a hundred feet. But it was still dark out, the light of the moon shrouded by weather conditions, and all the talking and sudden heavy breathing had fogged the windows even more. Nick raised his head and glanced around. Events had transpired so quickly and dramatically that his mind had become focused solely on survival and thankfulness that both he and Steven were alive. “Another car?”


      “Who hit us?”


      From where they sat, Nick couldn’t see anything beyond the obscured glass. He shook his head. “We hit fog, man. That’s what I remember. It was like somebody turned out the lights, and then…I don’t know.”


      Steven glanced at his friend. Then he looked over the seats toward the dash and the windshield. “That my blood?”


      Nick nodded. “All yours, as far as I can tell.”


      Steven, still overwhelmed at the sight of the car’s upholstery lacquered by his own life-giving blood, noticed the damage to the windshield. “My head tagged the windshield. I wasn’t belted in.”


      “Me neither.”


      “Serves us right.”


      “Whatever.”


      “Look at that. The glass is destroyed.” Steven shook his head slowly in awe. “How did I not shatter my skull?”


      Nick didn’t respond.


      “Looks like somebody went at it with a Louisville Slugger!” He glanced back at Nick. “You’re telling me my head did that, and I’m still sitting here alive, with a scratch above my eyes, talking to you? No way.”


      The car engine had died. They sat in silence for a long moment.


      “Where are we?” Steven asked.


      “On I-90. About an hour outside Boston.”


      “Slide out,” Steven said. “I want to get a look at the car.”


      The early morning air of late spring was cool. Steven shivered.


      The passenger-side headlight was smashed so all that remained was a shark’s mouth of glass teeth framing the inside of the metal cavity. The glass shards glowed in the light of the remaining headlamp. The quarter-panel had come loose and was nowhere in sight. The grille was busted, half—maybe more—gone, chunks of plastic here and there on the ground and along the edge of the bumper. The hood had taken a shot. The front edge had curled under, and the top had a severe dip, like a three-hundred-pound man had repeatedly parked his rump there. And then there was the windshield, bubbled inward and sagging. Steven leaned forward slightly, extending a hand, gently probing a finger at the glass. Moonlight refracted off the countless individual fragments.


      “Something hit us,” Steven said. They were standing shoulder to shoulder, their silhouettes set aglow by the lone functioning headlight.


      Nick stood still, staring at the damaged Mustang. He didn’t blink for a long time.


      Steven crouched down in front of the busted headlight, leaning in close for a better look. Then he shook his head, and stood. “Too dark. I’ve got a flashlight in the trunk.” He pulled his key from the ignition and rounded the rear of the car, quickly popping the trunk lid. He returned carrying an inexpensive plastic flashlight, unscrewing one end to make sure it had batteries. He tested it, shining the light in his face.


      Nick watched him work, his mind on rewind, desperately thinking back, backpedaling through the past ten minutes, trying to remember what had happened, hoping to get a mental fix on what they had collided with.


      Nick had his hands buried in his armpits, standing safely away from the traffic lanes. The sounds of the collision still rang in his ears. He could still see the flash of color, still feel the impact, still feel the unexpected shock of it. He stood with one foot on wet grass, one foot on the edge of the shoulder. “You think it’s still drivable?” he said.


      Steven’s back was to him. He had crouched with the flashlight, inspecting the damage. “Probably,” he said. “We can hopefully at least get it home. I’d hate to leave it out here overnight.”


      “I don’t understand what happened,” Nick said, mainly to himself.


      “This definitely wasn’t metal on metal,” Steven said, playing the light up the fold in the hood. “I would have lost more paint, for one thing.” He drew in close to the busted headlight. Something caught his attention. He held the flashlight under his chin, moving his nose to within inches of the remains of the headlamp. There were spatters of blood on the jagged shards of glass, and a snatch of some kind of cloth. Even in the poor lighting he could tell it was denim. He stared hard. His mind blanked. He opened his mouth to call Nick, but words failed to rise from his throat.


      Now it was more obvious. The blood spatters were not just visible on and around the remains of the headlamp but also along the exposed chrome of the bumper. He stood, the cone of white light falling across the hood of the car. More blood. And on the windshield, the most blood of all. A cold chill slithered up his spine, up the back of his neck.


      “Nick,” he said, his tone thick and dry. He looked over his shoulder, Nick several steps back, as if he were making a subtle effort to withdraw from the scene. “Nick…what did you hit?”


      Nick shook his head.


      Steven rubbed a hand along the stubble of his chin. He stood and looked over the roof of the car into the darkness beyond. He shut the open door, then walked directly out in front of the car, light from the single headlight gradually dimming on the back of his T-shirt. He felt sick to his stomach, with a headache to rival his all-time worst.


      Steven began to slowly trace the path of the skid. The embankment to his left was a severe and sudden drop. If the Mustang hadn’t stopped at the exact moment it did, they would have tumbled into the darkness below, where they could have been trapped for hours or days. He shined the flashlight down the slope, but the light was too weak to illuminate more than fifteen or twenty feet at a time. He turned and saw Nick following reluctantly at a distance.


      Steven flashed back a couple of hours to their departure from Manhattan. Nick had had a few beers earlier that evening at the Yankee game, and a glass or two of wine at his favorite restaurant in midtown before they hit the road. On the way to the car, he had snatched the keys out of Steven’s hand and darted for the driver’s side. The argument didn’t last long. Nick could be aggressive—frighteningly aggressive. He didn’t lose many battles. And he hadn’t lost that one. Steven had relented and grabbed them each a coffee-to-go on the way out of the city. Nick had seemed fine, in control of all his faculties, at least in Steven’s judgment. Now he questioned that judgment. And his view of Nick was suddenly very suspect.


      “See anything?” Nick said, catching up now.


      Together they watched the beam from the flashlight pass over the wet grass of the embankment. It was too dark and still too foggy to make out anything beyond the range of the flashlight. The silhouettes of trees were vaguely visible on the horizon, and Steven thought he could hear water flowing somewhere nearby, most likely in the form of a stream of unknown size. To his knowledge, the Atlantic was several miles south.


      “I’ve hit deer before,” Steven said. “They can tear up a car in a hurry.”


      Nick nodded.


      “But I found this in the headlight.” Steven held out the small scrap of denim.


      Nick examined it closely, his anxiety level elevating with every breath.


      Steven rested the flashlight on his shoulder, panning it back and forth across the gloom. “Nick,” he said, still focused on the gloom and the darkness that enveloped the slope of the embankment. “How many deer you know that wear denim?”


      The question hung in the air. Then silence fell between them.


      Finally, Nick dropped the swath of fabric at his feet. The tumblers were falling into place in his brain, and he had reached a conclusion. It was time to act, time to be decisive. He stepped in front of Steven so that his back was to the slope of the embankment. He stood nose-to-nose with his friend, squaring his shoulders.


      “Whatever it is you’re thinking, Steven, put it away. Just shut your brain and forget it. We hit a deer, man. Plain and simple. The car knocked it off the road and it ran off to die somewhere in the woods far from here. Okay? Got that? Your car hit Bambi, Steven. End of story. Don’t make this complicated. Let’s get in the car and get home.” Nick offered a mild grin, and he placed a hand on Steven’s shoulder.


      “What about that denim?”


      Nick, glaring deep into his eyes, said slowly and definitively, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Please get out of my way,” Steven said.


      “No.”


      “We have to be sure…”


      “Of what?”


      Another silence filled the moment. It was clear that a lot was going on behind Steven’s eyes. An eternity passed before he blinked. A great debate raged in his mind. He let out a long breath, then he nodded. “Fine,” he sighed, and lowered the flashlight to his side.


      Then they heard the moan.


      Nick had already turned back toward the Mustang. He froze.


      Steven looked at him.


      “That was the wind,” Nick snapped, unconvincingly.


      “Shut up.”


      The next moan was lower but of longer duration and greater intensity. The haunting sound carried up the grassy slope of the embankment to them.


      “Oh my God,” Steven said, stunned. He took a step onto the damp grass.


      Nick grabbed a fistful of shirt and jerked Steven to him. “Walk away!”


      Steven couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are you insane? Someone is down there!”


      “Listen to me!” Nick’s face was taut with desperation, his eyes wide, threatening. “If we don’t leave now, we’re in a world of trouble. Don’t get involved!”


      Steven stiff-armed him, freeing himself with a powerful, defiant shove. “Get out of my way!” And down he went, fool-hardily hurling himself down the precarious slope of the embankment. And in the same breath, Nick reacted, leaping, arms outstretched, tackling Steven, taking him hard to the ground, both of them rolling and tumbling, limbs flailing, grunting and groaning as they bumped and thrashed and struggled against one another.


      Steven got to his feet and put a foot in Nick’s chest, knocking him on his back. Nick grunted, scurried to his feet. The flashlight had fallen free during the tussle down the embankment. Steven spotted its diffused glow in a patch of flattened grass. Both men dived for it.


      Steven struck him with an elbow under the chin. Nick fell back, sliding on his side a few feet down the slope, clutching a hand at his throat. He coughed and gagged, twisting up onto his knees.


      Steven had the flashlight in hand. For the moment, he disregarded Nick. He stood still, listened, arms at his sides.


      The moan came from nearby.


      The flashlight panned, weak light cutting through the gloom.


      Steven took a step forward. “Where…where are you?” He heard slight movement. He redirected the beam of light.


      Nick was still on the ground, on his hands and knees, his head turned in the direction of the sounds of life emanating from the darkness.


      Steven proceeded forward. “Hello?”


      

       “Heeeere…”

      


      Steven froze. He stopped breathing, his heart in his throat. His eyes cut in every direction but saw nothing. “Say again,” he called out.


      The only response was an intense, chill-raising moan.


      Nick got to his feet, and approached.


      Steven took cautious steps, moving deliberately down the slick terrain. “I can’t see you.”


      

       “Here…”

      


      “Over there,” Nick said, pointing to the right of where Steven stood.


      The beam of light shifted slightly, peeling away the veil of night to uncover a human form. Steven rushed forward. He stopped suddenly. An adult male lay facedown in the ankle-deep grass and weeds. Steven swallowed hard. Something inside him understood that from this moment on things would only get worse. He approached with caution, as if the body were a viper preparing to strike. He had no idea what to do, but he had to do something fast.


      He turned. “Nick! HE’S ALIVE!”


      Nick approached.


      “Your cell phone!” Steven said. “Call 911, hurry!”


      Nick stared past his friend to the man on the ground.


      “Did you hear me?”


      Nick just stared, mud and grass on his face and hands. His words came out monotone, “Leave him.”


      The man on the ground was now making constant guttural sounds, grotesque moans that chilled Steven to the bone.


      “How can you say that?” Steven said.


      “Leave him, Steven. You don’t want to be a part of this.”


      “He’s dying!” Steven yelled, his pulse racing. “Make the call!”


      Nick shook his head. Then he began slowly backing away.


      Dumbfounded, Steven returned his full attention to the man on the ground. He reached down and tugged at one shoulder, rolling the body faceup. He recoiled at what he saw. The person before him was a male, perhaps forty years of age, with a scraggly partial beard and untrimmed hair. He wore a jeans jacket over a stained white T-shirt and olive green cargo pants. The man’s face had taken quite a shot. The nose was pushed to one side, with teeth forced through his lower lip. His face was smeared with blood. One eye was half open, the other swollen shut.


      “Hold on, man,” Steven said, his voice shaky. “We’re gonna get you help. Just hold on.” The man mumbled something Steven couldn’t understand. “What’s your name?” Steven said.


      No response.


      He worked a hand under the man’s backside, feeling for a wallet. The back pocket of the cargo pants was buttoned. His nervous fingers felt fat and clumsy. Finally he managed to twist the button through the buttonhole. The wallet was a cheap nylon tri-fold with a Velcro fastener. Blinking away tears, barely able to focus, he peeled the wallet open, fumbling it to the ground once or twice. He held the light on the man’s license. The name was Ronald Calther. The face in the photo was clean-shaven with a half smile.


      “Okay, Ronald, everything is going to be fine. Just stay with me. Just stay awake and keep breathing. Can you hear me? Do you understand?”


      Calther managed a slight nod. The one eye appeared to find Steven.


      “My name’s Steven Adler, Ronald. I know you’re hurting, but I’ll have an ambulance here in no time, and they’ll get you patched up. Just focus on me, all right?”


      Another, shorter nod.


      Calther was badly broken. His legs were twisted, folded in directions they weren’t designed to bend, his pants torn and bloody. It didn’t take a medical examiner to see that one arm was dislocated, the way it hung loose from the socket, the shoulder severely crushed. Steven didn’t want to even speculate at the internal damage. His only goals for the moment were to get his hands on Nick’s cell phone, get an ambulance dispatched, and keep Ronald Calther as comfortable as possible until the flashing lights could arrive.


      Speaking of Nick, he was nowhere to be seen. Steven pivoted in the muddy slop and glanced up the high embankment, watching, waiting, and fuming inside. That selfish idiot, he thought.


      He was hesitant to move Calther. The man was in no shape to be jostled around. There were almost certainly spinal injuries. His neck might be broken. Steven hated to keep him down where it was dark and damp, but he was very reluctant to shift his broken body any more than he already had. The best he could hope to do for now was to keep him warm, awake, alert, and distracted from the misery that had befallen him on such a godforsaken night.


      He called out to Nick. The Mustang was just beyond view, though he thought he could possibly make out the distant glow of the one headlight. He kept a hand on Calther’s chest, his feet shifting on the flattened grass where he was crouched.


      No sign of Nick.


      

       “NICK!”

      


      Seconds passed. At last a dark silhouette emerged at the crest of the embankment. Steven waved a hand in the air, signaling for assistance. “COME ON! 911! HURRY!”


      For the longest time, Nick did not move a muscle. His silhouette remained steadfast, as if anchored where he stood, midway between the Mustang and Steven. Again, Steven waved a hand. Then, thinking that perhaps his friend had lost sight of him, he hoisted the flashlight over his head, waving it from side to side.


      “MAKE THE CALL! THEN GIVE ME A HAND!”


      Finally, Nick turned toward the car.


      Steven let out a long breath. He bent over Calther’s body. “You breathing all right? Need some water? I’ve got a bottle of water in the car, I think.”


      Calther managed to move the index finger on one hand. He groaned, his face greasy with mud. Steven put his face in his hands and shook his head, thankful Calther had survived the collision, but praying that the paramedics would make it in time. Nick had already wasted valuable minutes.


      A full minute passed. Then another.


      “Comeoncomeoncomeon,” Steven said under his breath.


      He stared down at Calther, the guilt inside him building. Calther was staring back, with that one half-opened eye. The visual exchange lasted for several long seconds, until Calther at last broke eye contact and actually appeared to be looking past Steven’s shoulder. Steven followed his gaze, turning to see what might have caught his attention. He was startled to see Nick standing there, nearly right behind him, towering over them, his eyes fully focused on the man on the ground.


      With his left hand, Nick held a firm grip on the tire tool from the trunk of the Mustang. It was eighteen inches long, made of solid iron. One end was designed to loosen the lug nuts that held the tires on, with the other end slightly angled and tapered at the very end for use in removing the hubcaps. Nick held it just above the tapered end.


      Steven put two and two together a fraction of a second too late.


      

       “No!”

      


      Nick was quick. He clocked Steven in the side of the head with the heel of his shoe. Steven saw stars but not in the sky. The force of the blow spun him away from Calther. The heel had caught him in the jaw. His body twisted and he was down on his knees, and then he went facedown into the muck.


      Nick Calevetti lunged forward, raising the tire tool high over his head and bringing it down hard and swift, striking Calther in the skull with deadly precision.


      

       Whack!

      


      The first blow rang out with a grotesque crack. The sound was like the splitting of a ripe coconut. Calther groaned.


      Nick swung a second time, with even greater ferocity.


      

       Whack!

      


      Steven brought his head around, his double vision slowly clearing so that he could refocus. He heard the sounds of Nick grunting as he continued the assault. Silhouetted against the gloomy backdrop, the arm came down again and again, blow after blow, the tire tool wielded like a weapon of destruction, each strike wringing ever more life from Ronald Calther.


      

       Whack! Whack!

      


      Nick stood in a stance with his legs spread as he bent at the waist. Blood splattered in the darkness. Calther’s body flinched every time the tool made contact with his head, until at last his brain simply died, ending all communication with his nerve endings.


      Struggling to his feet, Steven staggered in the general direction of Ronald Calther. Steven dropped to his knees, kneeling beside the body. The moaning and groaning had ceased. He felt for a pulse. There was none. Calther had stopped breathing.


      Steven wheeled around, still on his knees.


      Nick had taken a half step back.


      “He’s…dead,” Steven said, short of breath. “You…you killed him!”


      Nick shook his head. “No, my friend, a car hit him. Accidents happen.”


      Steven got to his feet, staggered to Nick, clutched his shirt. “Why?”


      Nick pushed him aside. “You still don’t get it. My license has been revoked for six months, and I’m on probation. I have alcohol in my system, and plenty of it. The penal system would crucify me, man! They’d lick their chops, seeing a rich kid like me coming down the pike!”


      “You didn’t have to do this!”


      “What do you know?”


      “I know you killed a man tonight!”


      They locked eyes for an instant; then Nick glanced down at the tire tool still dangling from one hand. Suddenly he took several steps away, reared his arm back, and then with all his might flung the tire tool into the black void of the night. He then turned to Steven and smirked. “No I didn’t.”


      “The police can find that tool. Your fingerprints are on it.”


      Nick held up a grease rag in his hand. “Guess again.”


      Steven could only gawk. He felt trapped in a surreal moment. Thunder boomed, shaking the earth. Lightning flashed, and the image of Ronald Calther’s battered body was exposed there on the ground before them. The night had morphed into one seemingly endless nightmare.


      Nick approached the body, bent at the knees, and clutched Ronald Calther’s ankles. He started dragging the body in the direction opposite the interstate.


      “What are you doing?”


      “Use your brain, Steven. I’m getting rid of the body.”


      “I’ll make sure you don’t get away with this.”


      “Steven, believe me, it’s in your best interest to just keep your mouth shut and let this all blow over like it never happened. Clear it from your mind. Let it go. Get over it and move on.”


      Calther’s arms trailed limply behind the rest of his body as Nick labored deeper into the muck and the tall weeds. Nick was breathing hard. Calther was a big man, and his dead body was now two-hundred-plus pounds of dead weight. Nick Calevetti was five-ten and thin. The wet terrain made for poor footing.


      Steven found himself overwhelmed with conflicting emotions. To some extent, what Nick was saying made sense, however sick his logic might have sounded. They couldn’t bring Calther back to life. Hitting him with the car had been an accident. Tragic, certainly, but an accident nonetheless. Sure, Nick had been driving while under the influence of alcohol, but Steven had let him and had to share the responsibility for the consequences. He had to accept his share of the bla…


      

       No…no…no!

      


      Steven chided himself, ashamed that he’d even considered rationalizing the situation away. Nick had murdered a man! Murdered him in cold blood! Murder!


      Stepping gingerly through the overgrowth, directing the beam of the flashlight ahead of his path, he began his pursuit. He spotted Nick not too far ahead. There was a stand of trees, ten or twelve of them, bunched together and sticking out of the earth at all angles. Beyond them lay a streambed. The stream was perhaps forty feet across at its widest point. Upon reaching them, Steven realized the trees stood in a marsh. He was soon in it up to his knees. He could hear Nick splashing, battling his load.


      “Stop!” Steven called out.


      Nick paused, looked in Steven’s direction, then continued.


      Steven quickly caught up. “Wait, we have to talk about this.”


      There was a dirt bluff alongside the stream. An enormous tree had tipped and fallen from atop the bluff, probably decades earlier, exposing its sprawling root system. The unearthed roots created a natural cagelike formation just beneath the surface of the water. Nick floated Calther’s body to the fallen tree. Steven grabbed at his elbow but Nick deflected his hand.


      “We can find a way out of this.”


      “I already have,” Nick said, working to clear away clumps of mud and thick roots that had rotted after so many years in the water. He commenced stuffing Calther’s upper body into the cagelike underwater cavity. Calther was floating faceup, river water and blood gushing from his open mouth. The tire tool had destroyed the bone structure of his face.


      Steven backed away, his stomach retching at the sight of Calther and at the thought of how they could have arrived at this moment in their lives. He crawled onto a sandbar and vomited.


      Nick made quick work of disposing of the body. He collapsed on the sandbar next to Steven, both of them gasping for breath.


      Nick glanced at him, offering a conspiratorial grin. “Me and you, Steven. We’re in this thing together.”


      “No.”


      “Till death do us part.”


      “Shut up.”


      “Don’t be stupid. By daylight this will all be behind us. This guy was nobody. There is no one to miss him. Just some drifter. Probably no home or family. Why wreck your life, or mine, over some faceless indigent?”


      “Because it isn’t right!”


      “Oh, grow up!”


      Steven hung his head, his fingers clawing into the wet sand. There were too many voices in his head telling him too many different opinions, and he didn’t particularly want to hear any of it. It was becoming increasingly impossible to think straight.


      “Listen, I did us both a big favor back there,” Nick said. “I don’t like it any more than you do. But I’m a realist. You’ve got to take off your rose-colored glasses and see the world for what it is. The world is an ugly, vicious place. To survive, you’ve got to roll with the punches. I’m on your side here, pal. Back there, what I did, I was just looking out for us.”


      “Save it.” But something shifted inside Steven, something indefinable. Nick was smart, and he had to hand it to him. In finishing off Calther the way he had, he’d taken things to a new level. And he’d had the presence of mind to bring Steven right along with him. It was Steven’s car and Steven’s tire tool, and, most importantly, it was Nick’s word against his. Steven had worked his entire life to get into Harvard University, and now he was twelve months from graduation. Two more semesters and he’d have the world by the tail. Why risk it now? He didn’t come from money like Nick, and he worked nights at a warehouse in Boston to afford tuition. Would all the long hours and sweat and perseverance be for nothing?


      The truth was, he’d done nothing wrong. All this required was for him to turn a blind eye. Walk away. He had put forth the effort to help Ronald Calther. He couldn’t control every action of every other person in the world. He had to let Nick live his own life. Steven’s conscience was clear.


      They emerged from the trees, both of them wet and shivering.


      Still uncertain, unconvinced, Steven said, “What about my car?”


      “We drive it back to Cambridge. We stash it for a few days, let things cool off. Or better yet, take it to a body shop. I’ll get you the cash for whatever repairs it needs. You won’t be out a dime. No reason to get insurance involved.”


      “I don’t like this.”


      They scrambled to the top of the embankment, exhausted, emotionally spent, drenched from head to toe. They took a moment to catch their breath. Steven could barely remember his life prior to this stretch of I-90. A slight breeze chilled him. The fog had thickened.


      “How you feel?” Nick asked.


      Steven glared at him. “Don’t ask.”


      “You hear something?” Nick said.


      Steven saw them first. He felt the color drain from his face.


      A sport-utility vehicle had pulled alongside the Mustang, its doors open, and two individuals had climbed out to investigate the damaged, abandoned vehicle on the side of the road. The taillights glowed bright in the early morning gloom.


      “Easy…easy…easy,” Nick said, stepping in front of Steven. “Take it easy, now. Don’t panic.”


      They walked in the direction of the Mustang, Nick a step ahead. A few steps closer and they could identify the make and model of the SUV. It was a Dodge Durango with Pennsylvania tags. A tall man had come around from the driver’s side to inspect the Mustang. A heavyset woman cautiously slipped out from the other side, casting quick, furtive glances. She was clearly sheepish about the scenario of an abandoned car in the middle of nowhere. She said something and pointed their way.


      Nick whispered, “Remember, we hit a deer. Then we took the time to drag it off the road so that it wouldn’t become a safety issue to others.”


      Steven’s throat was suddenly dry. It’s just a matter of time, he thought, again and again. It’s just a matter of time.


      The man gestured at his female companion to get back in the Durango. She complied and briskly shut the door. He came out as far as the tail end of the Durango, where he stopped and glanced at the damaged front end of the Mustang, then watched them approach.


      He made eye contact, first with Nick, then Steven.


      “Everything all right?” he asked.


      Nick smiled. “Hit a deer.”


      “That so?”


      “Jumped right out of the fog. Never saw it coming.” Nick shook his head, shrugging. He hooked a thumb toward the side of the road. “Nailed our front end and went over the top of us. Landed smack in the middle of the road. By the time that we got turned around and could get back there, she was dead.” Nick spoke with such a sense of reality and conviction, Steven almost believed him.


      The man turned his chin toward the Mustang. “Did a number on your car, for sure.”


      “Tell me about it,” Nick snorted.


      The man sort of grinned, eyed both of them rather skeptically. “Anybody hurt?”


      “Just wet and tired.”


      “Anything I can do to help? Need a ride to town or something? I’ve got a cell phone if you need to call for a tow truck.”


      Nick shook his head. “Not necessary, but thanks. We are fine.”


      Time seemed to stand still while the man assessed the situation. He wasn’t fully buying the story, and the three of them knew it. But the tale Nick had spun had sounded just reasonable enough to perhaps do the trick. It appeared that the man had one more question in him, but just then the power window on the Durango rolled down, and the woman stuck her nose out. “Hal?”


      He looked over his shoulder. “Yeah, I’m on my way.”


      She had provided just enough distraction to snap him from his train of thought. He wished them well, and a few heartbeats later the taillights of the Durango had faded into the gloom.


      They returned to the Mustang. Steven slid in behind the steering wheel. It suddenly felt incredibly foreign to him. He no longer felt at home in his own skin. The engine started without incident.


      “This is the point of no return,” Nick said, soberly. “If we play it smart, play it straight, no one will be the wiser. This is our little secret. It’s a memory that will fade with time.” He glanced at Steven. “Are you with me?”


      That was the question, all right. Steven didn’t know if he had an answer.


      “I’ll protect you,” Nick added. “I can make your life much more pleasant, Steven. I can make your money problems go away. Or, I can put you through hell. The choice is yours.”


      Steven put the car in gear, made a U-turn in the middle of I-90, and kept his mouth shut the rest of the way to Boston. He couldn’t fathom life getting any worse.


      But it would, very quickly.
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        EVERY NIGHT WAS THE SAME. HE AWOKE FOR THE FOURTH

        or fifth time that night and just lay there in the stillness of his bed, staring at the shadows on the ceiling. According to all the literature he’d read over the past months, the sleeping problem wasn’t unusual, given his age and occupation. Even his personal physician could only shrug and write out a prescription. But Kenneth Bourgeous had sworn off sleeping pills. At age eighty-three he took enough medication already. He had no desire to make additions to his daily regimen. No sir, he’d deal with the sleepless nights.


      Mrs. Bourgeous was sound asleep in her own bed, directly across the room. They hadn’t shared a bed in two decades. On occasion they’d even had separate homes. But at their age it was best not to live alone. No matter whether they got along, it was just comforting to know someone was nearby.


      Bourgeous could hear the clock on the wall above his head. He shut his eyes and began counting backward from ten thousand. At nine thousand nine hundred and fifty, his eyes fluttered open again. He gave up. He pushed back the thin blanket, swung his feet to the floor, and shuffled down the hall in his silk robe and ancient slippers. He found a stubby glass and filled it with cranberry juice. A fixture above the sink offered the only light in the kitchen. The display on the microwave oven taunted him with the time: 4:45 a.m.


      He shuffled to his recliner in the den, seeking refuge in early morning television. The glass of cranberry juice was within easy reach on the reading table next to his chair. He took a short sip and returned it to its coaster. The pain was short and sudden, like a shot of electrical current ripping through his chest. Bourgeous leaned forward, clutching the front of his robe. Talking heads on the TV screen blurred through his tears. The tightening in his chest intensified, growing unbearable. And then, as suddenly as it had come on, the pain relented. He sank into his chair, sweat across his brow. He hadn’t felt one of those in years.


      He dabbed his forehead with a folded hanky and reached for his drink. The juice glass was cold against his tongue. He swallowed slowly and couldn’t help but smile, knowing he’d dodged a bullet. He had dodged many such bullets. Both physically and professionally. That’s what they’d always called him behind his back, Bulletproof Bourgeous.


      The TV was muted. He stared at MSNBC. He envied his wife. She could sleep through Hiroshima. But she’d not lived his life. He sat and pondered the past sixty years. Good Lord, no wonder he couldn’t sleep. His stomach knotted just casually glancing back at his career. His physician had suggested the cranberry juice for his stomach. He scooted the coaster nearer the edge of the table and reached for his drink.


      The glass fell over, crimson liquid spreading out across the small round reading table. Bourgeous had slumped forward, all his fingers digging at his chest, clawing at the robe. The pain was white hot and unrelenting. He slid from the chair to his knees. He tried to call out to his wife, but his voice was reduced to a muted gurgle.


      Seconds later he was on his face on the carpet, his arms folded beneath him. His body jerked for a moment or two, then ceased movement. Cranberry juice dripped from the edge of the table, soaking into the deep shag near his feet.
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        FORTY-FIVE MINUTES DOWN THE INTERSTATE, STEVEN HAD

        both hands on the wheel. He was watching the speedometer like a hawk. The last thing he needed was to be pulled over for speeding. As it stood, it would take a small miracle to not be pulled over for the busted headlight.


      The lights of the city sat dazzling on the horizon. His mind jumped from thought to thought. He rolled down the window several inches for some fresh air. Deep breaths…deep breaths. Everything he’d worked for, all the sacrifices he’d made, all the sacrifices his parents had made—it was now all in jeopardy.


      His wet hair hung in his face but he ignored it. His knuckles were white around the steering wheel. His T-shirt was pasty against his skin.


      He was barely ten days past his twenty-first birthday. He’d made it into Harvard University because of his grades and his pure force of will. He had hit the books hard and buckled down during those years when his peers were playing ball, seeing movies, and cruising shopping malls. He had taken it upon himself to reach for the brass ring, to set his sights high, to aim for the stars. By some miracle beyond his comprehension he’d been accepted into Harvard. All he had to do was make it through another year. The next step was Harvard Law. Then he could write his own ticket.


      So the gravity of what had occurred back there on that strip of U.S. interstate forty-five minutes ago settled upon him with the weight of the entire cosmos. And as he sped toward the bosom of Boston, he determined within himself that he would not let that one solitary event be the defining moment of his life.


      Nick faced out his window. Not a word had passed between them during the entire three-quarters of an hour.


      Steven checked his speed, careful to keep the needle a notch or two below the posted limit. That was when he noticed the gas gauge. He didn’t like what he saw. They were riding on fumes. That wouldn’t do. It was still nearly twenty minutes to Cambridge. They’d have to stop. No big deal, though. He’d pump in a couple bucks, just enough to get home.


      At the edge of Boston he wheeled into a 7-Eleven, pulled next to the pumps, and eased out into the glare of the overhead lights. At the pump directly in front of him a thick-chested man in construction boots squeegeed the windshield of his El Camino. He cut a glare toward the Mustang, then went back to his task. Steven felt terribly exposed, as if he were climbing out of the car naked. He grabbed the fuel nozzle from an unleaded pump and squeezed the handle as he surveyed his surroundings. He had the distinct urge to vomit again.


      The doors to the 7-Eleven swung open and three punks in leather cut around the corner and disappeared. A police cruiser passed through the intersection. The El Camino pulled away, leaving the Mustang alone at the pumps. It felt like a lifetime since they’d left Manhattan.


      He pumped in five dollars’ worth and then replaced the nozzle. As he marched toward the entrance, his eyes lingered on the front end of the car. Under the stark lighting, the damage looked much worse. He glanced through the streaked window at Nick. Nick, silent and stoic. All Steven could do was shake his head.


      He grabbed a Mountain Dew and put it on the counter. The clerk rang up his total, and he reached for his wallet. His brow creased and he frowned. He patted his back pockets, then patted the front. His blood ran cold. He patted his rear end a second time and held his hands there as he turned his head, looking curiously at the floor all around him. His wallet was gone.


      The clerk glared at him with empty eyes.


      Steven found a crumpled ten-dollar bill in his front pocket. He dropped it on the counter and turned away without waiting for the change he had coming. He pushed open the door and dashed out to the car, his heart a block of ice in his chest.


      “What’s up?” Nick said.


      “My wallet, have you seen it?” He ran his hands under the seats, then ran his fingers along the creases at the back of the seats. Nothing. He checked the pockets of his jacket. Nothing.


      “Look for it!” he barked. Everything of use or value was in the wallet. His driver’s license. His student ID. He was hunched over, his knees in the driver’s seat, one hand braced against the floorboard, one arm braced against the passenger-side headrest.


      He slowly sat upright behind the wheel, facing dead ahead, his face turning to a whitewashed canvas of shock. At that moment there was not a single kernel of doubt about the location of his missing wallet. It had to have fallen out somewhere there along the interstate. He could almost envision it lying in the grass and mud of the embankment. He’d not thought to check. It was out there somewhere. On the ground. In the wide open, for anyone’s eyes who cared to look. Under no circumstances could he leave it there.


      “It’s gone!”


      Nick’s jaw dropped. “Don’t say that.”


      “Please, God, let this night end.”


      “Forget about it,” Nick said. “Everything is replaceable.”


      Steven gave him a hard look. “Don’t you get it? If it’s back there, it’s got my ID—that places me at the scene of the crime!”


      Nick put his head against the headrest, pushed his fingers through his wet hair. “Unbelievable.”


      “I’ve got to go back, right now.”


      “How could you have been so stupid?”


      Steven felt gut shot, like all the air in the universe had been sucked out of him. He could hardly breathe. “Me? I’m not the one who got us into this!”


      “I can’t believe this!”


      “Well, believe it.”


      “We’ve got to find it. We have no choice.”


      Steven nodded.


      In a heartbeat he was in the car, the engine running, a light mist falling in the glow of the overhead lights. Steven put the Mustang in gear, turned into the street, and headed back toward the one spot on earth he reviled more than any other.


      The nightmare seemed to never end.


      It had only just begun.
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        SHE HATED SLEEPING ALONE. BUT THAT’S THE WAY KENNETH

        preferred it. He hated her dog. But she insisted she keep Layla in the house. She could feel Layla’s weight at the foot of the bed, and she smiled. For such a tiny dog her body generated an astounding amount of heat. She opened one eye to see what time it was and saw instead a hint of light on the wall, light coming through the door from the hallway. Another sleepless night for Kenneth.


      It struck her as a little surprising that Layla hadn’t followed him into the room. Even though it was the middle of the night, the dog was always game for some activity. Neither her husband nor her dog was partial to the other, but when the outside world was dark and foreboding, any companionship was better than none at all. But, she figured, Kenneth had probably either perched himself on the toilet and locked the door or fallen asleep in his recliner, boring the dog into returning to bed. She fluffed her pillow and raised her head to make sure Layla had plenty of room to spread out. The dog ignored her. But something caught her attention. There was a stain on the bedspread.


      Her arthritis gave her fits as she sat up. She switched on the lamp on the nightstand and put on her glasses. She leaned over and squinted. There were tiny paw-shaped crimson stains on the bedspread. A dozen or more of them. She could see where the dog had leaped onto the bed and ambled around, hunting a comfortable spot to nest.


      “Bad, bad dog,” she scolded in baby talk. “Bad Layla. Bad girl!”


      What in the world had she gotten into? Mrs. Bourgeous stooped over, pinched up a handful of bedspread, and sniffed a crimson paw print. She frowned.


      “What have you been into?”


      She climbed out of bed to get the bottle of stain remover from the utility closet. Crossing the kitchen, she saw that the light was coming from the front room. Kenneth watching television.


      “Sweetie, you see what a mess Layla made?” She dug out the cleaner from the utility space and crossed to the den. “Sweetie, did you—” The bottle dropped from her hands like a lead sinker and hit with a hollow plastic thump between her bare feet. She wasted precious seconds standing there petrified by shock, staring at his crumpled body, before having the presence of mind to pick up the phone and call 911.


      

       [image: space]

      


      They strapped him down on a gurney and loaded him in an ambulance. Mrs. Bourgeous looked on in horror. The colored lights from the ambulance and the police cruisers swirled across the exterior wall of the house and the lawn and the landscaping. They wouldn’t let her ride with him. She asked if he was going to make it. The EMTs had few words for her as they rushed to get the old man ready to roll. The good news was he was still showing vital signs. The bad news was those signs were getting weaker by the minute. Mrs. Bourgeous collapsed in tears as she was attended to by uniformed officers.


      They escorted her to a cruiser and followed the ambulance to the hospital emergency room. She demanded to see Kenneth. A pretty nurse with a soothing smile provided her with a paper cup of water and a mild sedative. Mrs. Bourgeous swallowed the pills and sipped the water. She stared up at the nurse with big, frightened eyes. The nurse couldn’t have been older than thirty-three or thirty-four. She and Kenneth had been married longer than the girl’s parents had been alive. They kept her in a waiting area, seated in a stiff plastic chair with metal legs. From her seat she could hear the doctors scrambling around in a room down the corridor, working desperately to save her husband.


      But they couldn’t. For twenty minutes they used the best in medical technology to revive the old man’s heart. It had stopped beating by the time the ambulance reached the hospital. His time had come. A doctor in a white coat stood in the doorway, searching for the words to tell the widow. The look in his eyes said it all. Before he even opened his mouth, Mrs. Bourgeous put her face in her hands and began shaking her head.


      A cop at a pay phone next to an exit put in his change and dialed a number, leaking word of the old man’s passing. In the coming hours, the news would spread like a virus: Kenneth Bourgeous, chief justice of the Supreme Court, was dead.
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        IN THE DARK, EVERY MILE OF THE INTERSTATE LOOKED IDENTICAL

        to the last. Steven could have shut his eyes, driven for ages, then opened them again and not have known the difference. By now they had backtracked several times, going for miles at a time, then cutting back in the opposite direction, looking desperately for something familiar.


      Every few minutes they’d pull the car over on the shoulder, get out, and look for any landmarks that might jog their memory. But they could remember little or nothing about the exact place in the road where they had encountered Ronald Calther. In the fog and the gloom, it all appeared interchangeable.


      This was all guesswork, a shot in the dark. Their only recollections were of the embankment in the dark of night, the steep slope, the high grass leading down near the water, and the clusters of trees springing up out of the marsh. That was it.


      As the morning progressed toward dawn, traffic gradually picked up, and Steven and Nick found it increasingly difficult not to attract attention. The window of opportunity for covering their tracks was quickly slamming shut. Come daylight, their options would be drastically reduced. And daylight was barely an hour away. Already there were streaks of color on the horizon, beginning to break up the night sky.


      Nick grew agitated. He cursed, slamming his fist against the dash.


      Steven was very near to having a breakdown. His hands were shaking. He was cold and scared. A man had been murdered right before his eyes. And now there seemed every reason to believe that he could go to jail for the rest of his life. He pulled the car to the side of the road. He put his face in his hands and came unglued.


      “I can’t take it!” Steven burst out. “I can’t take it! We’ve got to end this.”


      Nick looked at him. “What are you saying?”


      “Let’s just cut our losses. Now my wallet is gone, we’re going to be found out anyway, man. If we go to the police, maybe they can—”


      “Shut up!” Nick said, getting in his face. “What happened here stays here! You have no idea the fine line you’re walking. That wallet could be anywhere. Back at Yankee stadium, back at the restaurant, back at my parents’ place. It could be anywhere. There is no reason to assume it’s out here. Your paranoia is getting the better of you. You’ve got to keep your head in the game, bro. And you had better get wise to the fact that my family has the money to save you or break you, buddy boy. A Harvard degree is your meal ticket. You’ve got a bright future for someone with your background, Steven, so don’t screw up or you could end up at the bottom for the rest of your life. How does that sound?”


      Tears streaming down his face, Steven could only shake his head. “This isn’t right.”


      “This has nothing to do with right or wrong, man. This is about survival. The weak get eaten. I’ve got your back—you know that, don’t you?”


      Steven wiped away tears with his forearm. He blinked several times, then glanced at Nick. They made eye contact. Steven nodded slowly.


      Nick said, “And I know that you’ve got mine. We’re blood brothers. Right?”


      Again, Steven nodded.


      “Blood brothers don’t let each other down.” Nick extended his hand, and they touched fists, signifying their bond. “All right,” Nick said, managing a grin. “So tomorrow, you’ll take the car to the shop. I’ll give you the cash you’ll need before you go. Then we’re going to finish out the semester, graduate next spring, and forget that this ever happened.”


      Steven took a long, deep breath, his hands still shaking. He put the Mustang in gear but kept his foot on the brake pedal. He wanted to say something, to respond, but the inner strength simply wasn’t there. He glanced briefly at Nick, who was staring hard at him, then turned to face the road ahead. He heard Nick say one last thing, and those words echoed in his ears for the next several miles.


      Nick had said, “Trust me.”
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        THE MOST POWERFUL MAN IN THE WORLD WAS ON THE

        other side of the door. Sometimes it was easy to forget. Especially for a six-term senator. Especially a senator of the same party as the sitting president. Franklin Henbest, Democrat from Idaho, stared at the door to the Oval Office from a comfortable but stiff chair in the waiting area. The bags under his eyes were nothing new, but the catnap he was running on from the night before wasn’t helping matters any. He’d been seated twenty minutes, waiting.


      By the break of dawn, word had filtered through the capital city of Bourgeous’s death. Rumors leaked at the speed of light in D.C. Henbest was already awake when the call came. He refused to believe it at first. It was simply too good to be true. It took the better part of an hour to confirm. Sure enough, the chief justice was dead. A conservative had fallen from the Court. It was a beautiful thing.


      Henbest was sixty-three. He was slim, with thinning blond hair turning white. His teeth were blazingly white—too white, like the smile on an insurance salesman. As a rule, Franklin Henbest was the tallest in any given room. He was well liked, and personable. Fifty years of cigarettes had reaped for him an artificially baritone voice. During his tenure he had watched two other nominees take the bench. Both by Republican presidents. Both old-school, hard-line conservatives. Bourgeous had been an intimidating beachfront of a man. He’d steered the Court to the right for thirty years. The Democrats had sat patiently, watching and waiting, hoping for a turn at bat. Eventually someone had to retire or expire. Innis Sharp, the fossil of the nine, had more plastic in his chest than a Sony VCR. He’d outlived a half century of presidents. Regardless, though, he was a Democrat to the core. The longer his artificial ticker kept on ticking, the better. He might run on batteries, but he was a vote they could count on. In recent years, seemingly more than any other time in the nation’s history, the Court had truly flexed its muscle. And the conservative majority had been the side doing the strong-arming. Suddenly, though, the battlefield had leveled out. A grand opportunity had arisen. With the death of Bourgeous, Henbest and his buddies on the Hill were licking their chops. The droolfest had officially begun.


      This morning the West Wing was a hive of activity. Senator Henbest sat and watched with mild detachment. Secretaries and legal aides romped by. Dark suits and knee-length skirts. Wide ties and frowns.


      There was no mystery as to why he’d been summoned this morning. He was the Senate minority leader. The figurehead of the left. He’d been summoned to spitball with the president. To bounce names of possible nominees off the wall to see which stuck and which fell hard to the floor. Henbest had made a short list of his own. And he was quite certain that others had come before him with plenty of suggestions. This was their moment to shine. They would swing hard for the fence, go as left as humanly possible. Banging through the Senate Judiciary Committee would be painful and bloody. And waiting on the other side was the Republican majority. What the Democrats needed was a knight in shining armor. Someone deep on the liberal end of the spectrum, as spotless and untouchable as a virgin. Someone beloved. Someone the right couldn’t lay a finger on.
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