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“When an impure spirit comes out of a person, it goes through arid places seeking rest and does not find it. Then it says, ‘I will return to the house I left.’ When it arrives, it finds the house unoccupied, swept clean and put in order. Then it goes and takes with it seven other spirits more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there. And the final condition of that person is worse than the first.”


—Matthew 12:43–45 NIV













PROLOGUE





Tilda Bach folded the laundry and thought about the devil. The sunlight at the basement window was just beginning to lose its edge of midday brilliance. The sun, unseen beyond the left-hand border of the long, narrow pane, had dropped behind the screen of the summer leaves. The sparse grass of the small backyard was darkening.


Tilda gazed out through the dusty glass. Her hands, moving automatically, worked a bath towel into a tidy square. She set the square down on the pile of towels atop the dryer. She reached into the plastic basket for another. But her eyes remained on the window all the while, the long, narrow window set high on the wall in front of her, just above the level of her head.


Outside, just visible at the right edge of the glass, lay the dirt path along the border of the lawn. The path led to the doorway of her husband’s storage shed.


Tilda felt sick inside at the thought of what she was about to do. But what else could she do? The devil was in her house. Or a demon sent by the devil. She didn’t pretend to know the ins and outs of such things. She didn’t even know if she really believed in such things. But she did know this. Something had gotten inside her husband. Something evil. Something alive. It was taking him over. It was eating his soul away. It was turning him into itself.


At night, in bed, asleep, in dreams, he said things, horrible things, murmured obscenities full of violence. She woke sometimes to find him sitting in her armchair, his laptop on his thighs, the white light from the monitor shining on his face, his face demonic, twisted into a grin. Sometimes he went out at night. For a drive, he said. Sometimes he went into the shed and locked the door and did not come out for hours. It was not like him. It was not him at all. It was something else.


Whatever it was, she had to stop it. For his sake. For her sake. For the sake of the baby growing inside her.


She lay another freshly folded towel on the pile atop the dryer. Then she stopped moving altogether. She stood there, still, gazing out the basement window. Gazing at the shed.


She knew she needed help. She had to tell someone. Someone at the church, someone who might understand. But no one would believe her unless she brought them proof. Everyone at church knew Martin. Everyone loved Martin. If she went to Pastor Mike or her friend Gretchen, the junior warden on the vestry—if she went to them and started babbling about devils and demons and evil, they would think she had gone crazy. She herself was half afraid she had gone crazy, thinking about these things. Sometimes she was sure she had. She needed proof, proof to show the pastor, proof to show herself.


She believed the proof was hidden in that shed.


For long moments end to end, she stood motionless in front of the dryer, her arms at her sides. She went on gazing out the basement window. Finally, she drew a long, deep breath. When she let it out, it trembled. The fear in her chest was a cold fire, an icy flame that made her body feel hollow and weak. She feared that it would stop her heart. She feared that it would hurt her baby.


But she could not talk herself out of her suspicions anymore.


It was getting late. She wasn’t wearing her watch, but she knew it had to be four o’clock at least. Martin had left for work early this morning, before eight. He probably wouldn’t be home for another hour or so, but she couldn’t be sure.


She had to go out there. She had to go out there now.


Tilda was a small woman, twenty-eight, thin except for the baby bump beginning to show at her center. Her lank yellow hair framed a sharp face with sharp features. As she drifted across the basement floor toward the stairs, she felt her own frailty. She felt insubstantial, like a ghost, like a piece of paper blowing on a breeze, in her flowery blouse and her sandals and her pale-blue shorts with the stretchy waist to fit her growing belly. She felt as if there were nothing to her except that icy fear.


She rose up the stairs as if she were floating, as if she could not stop herself even if she wanted to. Her mouth was open. Her throat was dry. The only sound she heard was her sneakers on the steps. She felt as if she must be whimpering, but she was only whimpering inside, silently.


She came into the kitchen. She moved a stride across the withering linoleum to the backyard door. She pushed out through the screen into the heat of the day.


It was odd. The houses on Linden Street were close together. She could see the Mullers’ house through the leaves of the walnut tree, not far at all, a few yards away. If she turned her head to the left, she would see Bill and Mary Weber’s place across the street, and if she looked over her right shoulder, there would be the side of Jeff and Abbey’s house with nothing but a narrow slate pathway between the wall of her own house, hers and Martin’s. Why did she feel so isolated? The late afternoon was coming on, but it was still bright daylight. Why did she feel like she was swimming in shadows? Why did she feel so utterly alone in a darkness like the dead of night?


She reached the shed. It was a worn resin box only a couple of feet taller than herself, walls of mock clapboard, dull gray. Her hand went out to it, drifting away from her as if on its own. She wanted to stop herself, but she couldn’t. She gripped the handle, pressed the latch. She drew the door open.


There was the darkness, the darkness she had felt all around her. It was waiting for her inside the shed.


She stepped into it, drawing the door shut behind her.


The shed had no windows but there were vents beneath the eaves. Some light trailed in through these, enough to see by. She found the switch on the wall and flipped it. A bare bulb glared angrily down from the low ceiling.


She swallowed hard. How could she be so close to home and so afraid? Afraid of her own husband, her own Martin. She could still remember—she would never forget—the sweetness of his smile the first time she had seen him. She was serving drinks in the Bar and Grill, a place so low it had no other name, just Bar and Grill, that’s all. The music there was so loud it had no tune but noise. The walls shook with it. She was moving down the line of customers, looking for empties she could refill. She came upon his smile among the cunning faces and the angry faces and the faces, as she now understood, of men who did not even know they had despaired. There was Martin, his sweet smile, like sudden water mellow in the midst of baking sand.


“How about you and me go somewhere quiet, darling, and talk about Jesus Christ,” he said.


He had really said that. It had made her laugh out loud. It had got her talking with him, flirting back and forth, trading lines until she’d made a date with him for after work, good-looking boy that he was, big strong man that he was, muscles outlined in the fabric of his tee, a workingman’s hands, rough and sure. She knew how it would be, but that didn’t matter. It would be the same as it always was in the end, but if it was good for even an hour, that was something, wasn’t it? A little dream of something, floating like a bubble, pink and pretty, in the air. A feeling like someone cared for her or at least thought she was pretty enough to be worth having. So she went with him, same as she always went with all of them.


Martin drove her in his pickup to the overlook by the lake, the usual lovers’ lane. And there, in a surprise as shocking as a scene in a movie, as a ghost-monster jumping out through the glass of a mirror or the killer lurking in the house after the heroine rushes inside and locks the door, he had sat with her in that place of forlorn surrender and talked with her till dawn about Jesus Christ. He really had. Talked and talked about religion and the sadness of worldly things until she heard herself talking back to him, not just the usual jaded clichés, but real talk, just as the stars were fading, about the misery she pretended was “doing okay,” and the pain she had figured was just the way things were. It all came pouring out of her into his gentle eyes and she knew with a kind of childlike wonder: she had found love.


She stood where she was in the shed. She breathed unsteadily, cold with fear. Her eyes traveled over the space beneath the glaring light from the naked bulb. The red tool chest she had bought him for his birthday. The power tools hanging on the wall. The shelves of paint cans and buckets and weed killer. The workbench with its segmented trays of electronic bits and pieces: black boxes and wires and glassy elements. They looked to Tilda like the bodies of some alien robots gathered up for burial after their starship crashed to Earth. Martin had a genius for electronics. He could fix things, make things. Toys for poor kids at church who didn’t have any toys. Computer add-ons that could pick up the videos from nearby drones or trace what a neighbor’s computer was doing on wireless. Some of these things—Tilda wasn’t even sure they’d been invented yet. She was always telling Martin he ought to turn this skill into a business somehow. He could make real money at it. But he’d just laugh and say it was only a hobby, nothing special. Then he’d go back to rooting through the pieces splayed out over the workbench, putting them together—at random, it seemed to her—like he was a sorcerer magically transforming junk into technology.


But all those doodads were stowed away now, each in its compartment, like mashed potatoes and peas in a frozen-dinner tray. Fearful as she was, Tilda almost smiled at that. For a big, shambling, sloppy boy, Martin was neat as a prissy old maid. She had always found that kind of adorable. He liked things in their proper places, all just so.


That’s why she spotted the hiding place right away.


A cardboard box stuffed with wires, shoved under the workbench where it shouldn’t have been. That was the telltale sign.


She moved to it slowly. She wasn’t sure she was breathing at all anymore. The fear had gutted her. She felt dead and empty. She knelt down. She wrestled the box to one side. She saw the rectangular gray metal chest hidden behind it. She drew it toward her. It scraped against the floor.


The chest was locked, but she knew where the key would be. She reached up and pulled open the workbench drawer, right at her eye level. There it was in the front compartment, right in its proper place. She picked the key out and, kneeling there, unlocked the chest.


Everything came on her all at once: all the horror and all the fear together.


Tilda lifted the lid of the chest and in the harsh, pitiless glare from the bare bulb she caught a single glimpse of an image—a printed picture—of pornographic brutality. Martin’s nighttime murmurings come to life. The girl’s body. The girl’s face. Her wide-eyed terror. Her mouth strapped shut. There was also a stained T-shirt, bunched in a corner of the chest. Blood—the thought was like a siren going off inside her. That’s blood!


At the same time, at the very same second, there came the sound of tires on the driveway outside. Martin’s pickup. A sound she knew well: her husband had come home.


A noise escaped her. A single, strangled cry. She shut the chest with a clanking bang. Too loud! He’d hear her. She shoved it back in place. Was it back in place? The right place? Would he notice it had been moved? She put the cardboard box in front of it again and was already rising from her knees as she dropped the key back in the workbench drawer and shut the drawer as quietly as she could. She could hear the door of Martin’s pickup opening.


The driveway was on the near side of the house. She had seconds—three or four or five, no more than that—to get out of the shed before he stepped from the pickup’s cab and saw the light shining through the vents. He might have already spotted it as he was driving up. She had no way of knowing.


Another whimpering cry came out of her as she raced to the door and hit the switch. The shed went dark. The darkness seemed to tilt and spin around her. She opened the door the slightest crack. She slipped through the gap like liquid smoke. She shut the door and started walking quickly through the afternoon sunlight. She looked up toward the driveway. An instant—half an instant—later, Martin shut the truck door and turned to see her moving toward him across the lawn.


How much had he seen? The light in the shed? The door closing? Or maybe just this, just Tilda walking toward him. Maybe she could tell him she’d heard his truck in the drive and had come out the kitchen door to greet him. Maybe. She didn’t know what he knew.


Her mind was a panicked stampede of images. That girl in the printed picture. That T-shirt stained with blood. And had she put the chest away in the right place? And was her fear visible in her eyes? And was her horror visible on her red cheeks? No way of knowing.


Tilda smiled brightly, sick at heart. She waved as she walked toward her husband. He towered over her, broad shouldered and muscular in his workingman’s tee, the underarms dark with sweat. He had his toolbox in his right hand. He was smiling over her. His sweet smile. But was he masking something? Suspicion? She couldn’t tell.


“Hey,” he said. And with his big bear-paw of a hand behind her head, he drew her up on tiptoe into a kiss. Tilda felt as if a whole world inside her were collapsing into dust.


Martin set her down and grinned and touched her belly.


“Hey there, baby,” he said to the bump there. “Daddy’s home.”















PART ONE

A PERFECTLY PLEASANT
ASSASSIN







Aman was murdered yesterday. No, wait. It was the day before. His name was Warren Gentry. He was an independent journalist, one of the new breed online. Started small, with a sort of blog, but landed enough scoops to begin building a real news site.


He was shot outside his home in Chevy Chase, in Maryland, near Washington, DC. A mugging gone wrong—that’s what the police are saying. Not the usual neighborhood for muggings, but I guess these things can happen anywhere from time to time. Three bullets in the chest, according to the news sites: .38 caliber. He was fifty-seven.


Yes, I know, Margaret. I know what you’re going to say. I know you so well at this point, I could play both our parts, therapist and patient both, talking to myself, jumping from chair to chair. Why am I telling you this, you’re going to ask me. What’s this got to do with anything?


Hear me out, though.


When I got back from Istanbul, I knew my situation was dangerous, maybe deadly. I’d been with the Division for several years by then. Arranging the deaths of bad men around the globe. Turning bad men against each other so they’d do the killing for me but also killing them myself from time to time when the need arose. Whatever the Recruiter sent me to do, that’s what I did. He was my chief, my mentor. I believed in him. And he … he believed in the US of A. The sacred song of liberty. Our kick-ass Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. But what I believed in was him.


Then came Istanbul. I saw those pictures on the wall. The trophy room in the mansion of the human trafficker Kemal Balkin. Photographs of some of the most important men in American government—some women too—exercising, let’s say, the privilege of their desires. In unforgivable ways, often with children. Even in our weary age, the stuff they were doing would get them tossed behind bars for life if they were lucky enough to escape a lynching.


That meant someone, somewhere had some of the key figures in the American elite on a string, marionettes dancing to his tune. It wasn’t Kemal either. That fat son-of-a-Turk was a body seller, not a big-time power player. Someone was running him. Chinese, Iranian, Russian maybe. But given the way events had unspooled, it was just as likely it was someone on the inside, an American. Someone who felt threatened because the Recruiter was onto him.


That is, if it wasn’t the Recruiter himself.


So now, I was like the guy in the cartoon with a thundercloud over his head, pouring down rain and lightning. Who was I going to trust? If I was going to kill, who was I killing for? And what would I do if the Recruiter assigned me an American target? I tried not to think about it, but I couldn’t think about anything else.


And yes, I’m getting to Warren Gentry. The murder in Chevy Chase. I’m getting to it. Hold on.


One day, sure enough, I get the call. Come into the Division. I was across the river, in Alexandria. I was driving a cool little yellow Mustang then, black stripes on the hood. A flashy indulgence, not to mention a really easy car to follow if anyone had a mind to follow me. But why would they? The Division was so secret even I wasn’t sure it existed. So I tootled into DC without checking the rearview.


The Division—I’ve told you—was a three-story brick brownstone on a corner near Capitol Hill. A nondescript sort of place in the midst of all the white-columned government temples everywhere around it. There was an underground garage across the street. I parked the Mustang in there, next to a sleek Mercedes. Only as I got out of the car did I realize two evildoers had come in right behind me.


They made a big show of cornering me. As I was stepping out of the ’Stang, I heard their tires screech on the concrete floor and looked up to see a black Cadillac Escalade roughly the size of a T. Rex pull up behind my rear fender, blocking my way.


Evildoer Number One jumped out from behind the wheel. He was a rangy Mexican punk and I knew at first sight I could kill him without getting out of breath. Evildoer Two, though, looked like more of a problem. He was young also, about my age by the look of him. Also Mexican, or something that looked Mexican. But he was smooth, relaxed, built for speed with lean muscles made to move fast. He had a round, light-brown, blunt face under a patina of black hair. Steady eyes, unnerving eyes, calm, professional, unfeeling. He had a tattoo on the back of his hand, a pentagram in a circle. I remember thinking it must’ve hurt to get a tat in that spot, so near the bone. Maybe that was the point of it, to show how tough he was.


Both men were wearing black, black jeans and T-shirts. It was summer—summer in DC—hot and thick and swampy.


There was a lot of stuff going through my head as they approached me. They must have known where I lived. They must have followed me from my house. Or maybe they’d been watching the Division building and just picked me up as I was parking. But mostly I was thinking about the fact that they’d made a mistake—a rookie error. I was parked next to the Mercedes, like I said, and there wasn’t much space between one car and another. So I was standing in a narrow alley. Which meant these clowns couldn’t come at me together. It would have to be one at a time.


Sure enough, the first guy, Evildoer One, goes right to it like the dope he was. Pulls a KA-BAR, a knife, snicker-snacks it open. Strides down that little alley right for me, with a big stupid grin on his face, his gold tooth showing.


The next thing we know Evildoer One has got a broken wrist and a broken nose and he’s lying curled up on the parking lot floor clutching the place where his testicles used to be. And Evildoer Two—Pentagram Guy—tough as he is, has got no way to reach me without stepping over the body, by which time he’d be dead.


Just out of politeness, I asked him: “Is there something you’d like to discuss with me before I kill you?”


Pentagram Guy laughed. No gold teeth on him. All white and shiny. He put his hands up to show he meant no harm. Or at least he meant no harm anymore.


“No need for violence, my friend,” he said. “My partner just got a little carried away, that’s all.”


“Your partner’s an idiot,” I told him. “But you seem like a perfectly pleasant assassin, so why don’t you just tell me what this is all about.”


“Isabella,” he said.


“Don’t know her.”


“We just want to find her.”


“Still don’t know her.”


“Your boss does. Your boss knows where she is.”


“Well, you could ask him, I guess, but I don’t recommend it. I’ll just kill you in self-defense. He’ll torture you for fun, then kill you. He’s a religious man. He’s got no pity.”


Pentagram Guy stopped smiling. His round face went very quiet and I could feel his calm eyes assessing me. “You really don’t know Isabella?”


“Scout’s honor. Never heard of her.”


He studied me for another second or two. “I believe you.”


“I’m so relieved.”


He gestured his tattooed hand toward the idiot writhing on the ground between us.


“In that case, if you don’t mind, I’ll take my stupid friend and leave.”


“Go ahead. But if you make a move on me, the cops are going to find your head in the glove compartment.”


He made another shrugging gesture by way of reassuring me he would not make a move. He bent down and grabbed Evildoer the Stupid by the heels and dragged him out from between the cars. Then he hoisted him onto his shoulder, easy as a sack of straw. Popped the Escalade’s liftgate and plunked him inside.


“Sorry to trouble you, my friend,” he said. “You seem like an interesting person. One day I hope to have a reason to speak with you again.”


He smiled like a shark smiles at his dinner. Climbed behind the wheel of the Escalade and drove away.


I found the Recruiter where I usually found him, in his upstairs office. Very modest little place—I guess I’ve told you about that too. Wooden desk. Two chairs and a sofa. A flag. And pictures on the wall of George Washington and Jesus, or maybe Jesus and George Washington; I’m not sure the Recruiter recognized any difference between them. Same guy in different outfits as far as he was concerned.


And, of course, there was the Recruiter himself, sitting as he always sat, leaning forward in his chair, hands clasped on the desktop. Dressed in a khaki suit as if he was in uniform. The face on his shaved, blocky, dark-black head expressionless. Maybe even serious. I was never sure whether the man had no sense of humor or had nothing but. It was always possible he was one long running gag.


I sat in the chair across from him. “Some evil Mexican just tried to cut my throat, then question me about the whereabouts of a woman named Isabella.”


“He wanted to cut your throat, then question you?”


“Clearly, the cartels aren’t sending their best. There was another guy with him. More of a professional. Pentagram tattoo on the back of his right hand. He said you’d know all about this Isabella girl.”


There was no change of expression on the Recruiter’s face. There never was. And you’d be crazy to think you could read him or guess what he was thinking. But he’d been running my life for a while at this point, and I’d studied his reactions the way a dog studies his master. I would have sworn there was a half-second’s hesitation before he answered me. I thought it had something to do with the pentagram tattoo. I thought he knew who Pentagram Guy was and I thought he was not happy about it.


“Well, Poetry Boy, as you know, I consider you to possess the sort of childlike proto-intellect that swaddles itself in fashionable but inchoate nihilism to avoid contemplating the reality of the eternal damnation certain to swallow you in the demisecond after you shuffle off this mortal coil, so I’d be happy to lie to you and tell you I have no idea what any of this is about if it will help you sleep at night like the emotional infant you are.”


“I appreciate your confidence in me, chief. Go right ahead and lie like a bastard.”


“I have no idea what this is about. And there is no hell, so you’re fine. But this isn’t why I invited you in.”


I lifted my hand to indicate he should get down to business.


“Have you ever heard of a man named Thaddeus Blatt?” he said.


“Yeah. Yeah. I’ve seen his picture in the news a couple of times. Rich businessman or some such, right?”


“Very rich and full of business, though, in fact, he isn’t mentioned in the news very much at all. He likes to keep a low profile. He organizes summits with thought leaders on private islands but doesn’t attend until the final day. He sends senators and Supreme Court justices on Caribbean cruises but only joins them by chopper in the middle of the night when no one’s around to see. He’s the sort of man who has lots and lots of big ideas about what the future ought to look like. You probably know the type. Somehow he manages to whisper his ideas in the ears of important people and somehow the ideas then show up in various papers and speeches that somehow inform government policy so that every day in every way the world looks a little more like the mind of Thaddeus Blatt, not to say a little more pre-apocalyptic than it was the day before.”


“So you’re saying he’s the Antichrist.”


I think the Recruiter snorted at that, but I’m not sure. “Just another idiot billionaire. The gap between how smart these people think they are and how smart they are in fact is almost infinite.”


“Okay. What about him?” I asked. “Blatt. What about him?”


Like the raven never flitting on the bust of Pallas above the chamber door, the Recruiter did not move a muscle, just sat there, gazing at me steadfast and unreadable. That was a habit he had. Staring at me like that. It got under my skin.


“About three weeks ago,” he said, “a story began circulating among the people who circulate stories in this town. Apparently, an idea had escaped like a noxious gas from the cesspits of academe and was being passed like a poisoned kiss mouth-to-mouth by the nation’s elected representatives and other toxic ne’er-do-wells who have the ability to turn unimaginable flights of idiocy into government policy. In this particular case, the idea had to do with sharing highly classified technical information about next-generation weapons systems with our enemies. Because wouldn’t the world be a fairer and more peaceable place if the Christly guardians of Jeffersonian democracy created a parity of power between themselves and the slavering psychotic priest class of a satanic imitation of true religion bent on destroying the known universe to bring their nightmare ideology to its natural fruition?”


He paused for such a long moment after that, I said, “Do you want an answer to that question?”


“From a man as godless as a turnip? What possible good could that do me?”


“No clue.”


“The point is this,” the Recruiter said. “The story found its way into the hands of Warren Gentry, one of these new independent online reporters who has developed a revolutionary innovation in American journalism, namely telling the truth. I believe you may have heard of him.”


“I have,” I said, though I had no idea how he could have known that. “I read his stuff. So all right. Thaddeus Blatt was floating some harebrained scheme to share weapons secrets with our enemies in the name of global peace, and Gentry got hold of it and—what? Ran the story?”


“Was about to run it. Then didn’t.”


“Because Thaddeus Blatt … paid him off, I’m guessing.”


The office light gleamed on the Recruiter’s bald pate as, slowly, he shook his head side to side. “No. Blatt contacted him, but no money changed hands.”


“How can you know that?”


“I can’t. I would have had to violate every law protecting our citizens from the intrusive and illegal gathering of their private information by an intelligence agency that doesn’t even exist in the first place.”


“So it’s just a wild guess then.”


“Exactly. And with the possible exception of your colleague Jerry Collins—who has vanished into the vast expanses of savage nothingness that border the Bosporus—I am talking to the one person in this country who might understand its ramifications.”


It took me a second before I did understand, but only a second. When the understanding came to me, my stomach started to turn sour.


If Warren Gentry was one of the men in the pictures in Kemal Balkin’s trophy room, I hadn’t seen him there. But Gentry was famously gay and there were rumors he indulged in some pretty outlandish behavior, so possibly the sort of illegal stuff that Balkin would have serviced and then secretly filmed.


“You’re saying Thaddeus Blatt might have had access to Balkin’s intel and blackmailed Gentry into killing a story that would have embarrassed him and thwarted his plans.”


“If I were saying that, I would have said it, Poetry Boy.”


“Right.”


But there it was all the same. The idea sat between us now, almost like a solid object on the Recruiter’s desk, something viscous and fetid, sending up fumes. What the Recruiter was telling me was that Thaddeus Blatt might have made himself a candidate for the man most likely to be behind Kemal Balkin’s blackmail operation. An American billionaire holding the strings that made official Washington dance.


In other words, as quick as that, my crisis had come. I was afraid the next words out of the Recruiter’s mouth would be instructions on how to arrange for Thaddeus Blatt to fall afoul of terrorists or get hit by a train or stumble off a rooftop or, worst of all, get cut in half by a bullet from my own gun, his pieces sunk in the Dyke Marsh in the dead of night—which would be sweaty work this time of year, not to mention murder.


And look, just being honest here, I would have ridden, do or die, into the valley of death for the Recruiter. But kill an American citizen? The idea made me feel nauseous.


“It’s a very big guess on very flimsy evidence, isn’t it?” I said.


“I pity you, Poetry Boy,” the Recruiter answered. As I’m pretty sure I’ve mentioned, he could read my thoughts as if they were running across my forehead like the news on one of those electronic tickers. “By sinking into the chic but ill-considered atheistic fog of postmodernity, you’ve condemned yourself to drown in a sea of nothingness with no possible basis for determining which way leads upward to the open air of righteous action and which leads downward into an inferno which you don’t believe in but know in your very soul exists.”


“Is there an assignment here?”


“What if there is?” said the Recruiter, his expression never changing. “What will you do then? You believe in me, I know, but that’s only because you can see me. You’re like a duckling imprinted on his mother. But you don’t believe in the unseen Bread of Life that feeds my moral core. So how can you know whether you should trust what you can’t help but follow?”


I laughed. Or I pretended to laugh as I was pretending not to be sick to my stomach. “Just give it to me, chief. Thaddeus Blatt. What do you want me to do with him?”


The pause that followed was long enough for my mouth to go dry as a stale crust of bread, even if it was the Bread of Life, which it wasn’t.


“Find out if Blatt blackmailed Warren Gentry with information he secured from Kemal Balkin, because that might mean he’s the secret puppeteer behind Balkin’s trophy room and wielding vast resources of extortion over our entire corrupt power class.”


“Then what?” I said, or tried to say. My voice was little more than a croak.


“Then we’ll decide from there,” said the Recruiter.


That wasn’t very reassuring.


I can still remember the long drive home. There’d been an accident on the parkway. Traffic was bad. It made the tension grow more tense inside me. Sitting there in the Mustang, stopping and starting. Every minute felt like a rubber band being wound tighter and tighter in my gut.


I had wandered, lovelorn, into my life in the Division. Looking for something to do, something suitable for a man in an unmanly world. It had seemed like an accident at the time, me being there, but now it felt like fate. The fruit of my own tragic flaw.


Because what if the Recruiter was right? What if Thaddeus Blatt was funding Kemal Balkin’s enterprise? Drawing elites into compromising situations. Filming them. Blackmailing officials to do his idiot billionaire will. What was the Recruiter going to do about it? Send us out to hunt down every crank with a crappy idea? And what would we be fighting for then? All the Recruiter’s talk about Jesus Christ and George Washington or George Christ and Jesus Washington, whichever. Was that my lodestar? Would I be willing to spend my days killing in service to a theocratic madman? I mean, probably I would be, yes, but should I be?


I pulled into the garage below my building near the river. Rode the elevator up to my apartment. I felt sweaty, clammy. Maybe it was the heat, but I don’t think so. I was so absorbed in my own anxieties, I didn’t even notice the line of light beneath the apartment door. I didn’t realize there was someone waiting for me in there until I pushed the door open.


Then I saw him. A fit, youthful middle-aged man, sitting relaxed in my easy chair by the fireplace. Drinking a glass of the fine rosé I had been saving for a summer evening just like this one. There was a man standing behind him too. A tall, thin man resting a hand on the back of the chair. They were both smiling at me. Welcoming me home to my own apartment.


The man in the chair was Thaddeus Blatt.


The man behind him was the killer with the pentagram tattoo.
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Cameron Winter paused there, probably for dramatic effect. “So,” Margaret Whitaker broke in. “Let’s talk about Gwendolyn Lord?”


Winter groaned and laughed and raised his gaze heavenward. Margaret was glad to see it. They had crossed a watershed in their therapy work. Winter’s crisis was past. She could tell just by looking at him. His eyes—his intelligent, watchful eyes—were bright again. The pasty pale complexion of depression was gone from his cheeks entirely. When she compared him now to the way he’d been not so very long ago, he looked to her like a patient who had recovered from a long illness—or, really, like a corpse that had come back to life.


“This is important, what I’m telling you,” he said with half a smile. “No kidding. It really is. It’s a big part of my story.”


“So is Gwendolyn, I think. You came to me because you were living a life without love. Because your past had left you feeling unworthy of loving or being loved.”


“I’m not in love with Gwendolyn, Margaret. I don’t even know her.”


“You have a date with her this weekend.”


“Yes, yes.”


“Finally.”


“Yes, yes, yes.”


“After waiting months before you could work up the courage to ask her. Like some thirteen-year-old boy calling a girl for the first time.”


“Do boys and girls still call each other? I thought they just texted each other nude photos and went from there.”


Margaret couldn’t help but smile. This was the way she liked him best, confident and comical and at war with modernity. And dangerous, when you looked more closely, but only then.


Winter was not her usual sort of client. Not the usual disappointed academic or alienated student or state bureaucrat out of love with his wife. He was a former government contract killer trying to rise above a violent past that had lost its meaning for him. A sensitive thinker, not yet forty, trying to start life afresh as a professor of literature. Tweedy and startlingly handsome—with otherworldly features, she always thought, like an angel in a Renaissance painting. But also—behind the spectacles and under the longish light hair—a quick, cold, deadly man. A vital presence in a dull office decorated all in tans and browns to go with Margaret’s dull, tan, brown life.


She’d had an awful crush on him ever since their first session. A transference to the nth power. It left her girly and dreamy, old as she was. She thought of herself as old, anyway. She was nearly seventy. She thought of herself as an old, nervous widow woman. She even cultivated that image of herself in her own mind, repeated it over and over. It soothed her somehow, took the pressure off her. It made her feel as if nothing much were to be expected in the life of such an ancient and fluttery biddy as herself, so she could give up on those expectations and it would be okay.


But sure, yes, she was jealous of this Gwendolyn Lord. She was Winter’s first genuinely romantic interest since he and Margaret had started working together. Gwendolyn worked with children in a community center near Chicago. She was a therapist like Margaret, which made Margaret’s jealousy worse, as if she were being replaced with a younger model. But jealous as Margaret was, she was also glad. Because Winter was her work, and she knew she had done her work well. He was better now than he had been since she’d known him.


“So where are you taking her on this date?” she asked.


“Just to dinner. There’s a place on the lake that seems nice. No big deal. I figured we ought to keep it short and simple at first, find out if we even like each other.”


“How are you feeling about it?”


“You want the truth?”


“No, lie to me. Therapists love that.”


“I feel like some thirteen-year-old boy calling a girl for the first time. I’m scared out of my wits.”


“Yes, I sensed that.” Margaret put her hands together, steepled her fingers against her chin. She swiveled back and forth a little in her high-backed leather I-am-the-therapist chair. “What’s that about, do you think?”


“Well, I know what you’d say.”


“Of course you do. You could jump from your chair to my chair doing the whole therapeutic process on your own. You just told me.”


One corner of his mouth turned up, a wry smile. “God, you’re a pain in the ass.”


She nodded her thanks.


“You do good work though,” he said. “I have to admit it. I do admit it. I’ve been feeling …”


“What?” said Margaret, suppressing a smile of her own.


“Better,” he said. “Much better, in fact. Really different than I felt when I started coming here. More than that. Different than I’ve ever felt. Maybe it’s just about what happened with Charlotte. I don’t know. But it’s kind of remarkable. A remarkable transformation.”


“And …?”


He took a deep breath. Held it. Let it out in a long stream.


“And, you know, it’s just dinner with a woman. I’m a big boy and all. I’ve gone on dates before. But there is something about Gwendolyn. I can’t quite describe it but …” Slumped in the client’s armchair, he looked up at her with that plaintive, almost childlike look of dependence that came over him sometimes. It was painfully appealing to her, that look. She really did feel a gripping pang in her heart at the thought he might fall in love with this Gwendolyn and bring his therapy to its reasonable end. She felt like a mother watching her son go off on his own, she told herself. But that was a lie, such a lie. She didn’t feel motherly toward him at all.


She went on watching him, went on swiveling in her chair. Keeping silent, giving him no direction. It was time for him to learn to figure these things out for himself.


“What will I say to her, Margaret?” Winter asked. “What will I tell her about myself? Who I’ve been. What I’ve done.”


Margaret lowered her steepled fingers so he could see her face clearly. “You’ve told me about those things,” she said. “You’ve told me the worst of them anyway. And I’m still here, aren’t I?”


He averted his eyes. He gazed off into space. He nodded to himself—sadly, she thought. “That’s what I keep telling myself,” he said. “You’re still here.”


Margaret started to speak but hesitated. Her throat thickened and she was uncertain of her voice. It was only for a moment. She swallowed hard. The moment passed.


“Our time is up for today, Cam,” she said then. “Off you go.”
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Winter had liked Gwendolyn Lord from the first moment he saw her. More than that. He liked her in a way he found odd and disturbing. There was, as he’d told Margaret, something about her, something that touched him to his core.


She was a small woman with a slim, graceful figure, but she carried herself very straight so that she seemed taller than she was, straight and somehow serene, too, with a gleam of humor in her green eyes. Ladylike and girly at once, was how he described her to himself. She had elfin features framed with wavy brown hair down to her shoulders. Cute enough, in his judgment, but not gorgeous. There was nothing spectacular in the sight of her, nothing dazzling. It was just her way, her presence that had such a powerful effect on him.


What was odd, though, what was disturbing, what unnerved him and put that thirteen-year-old’s fear into him—a fear that grew worse as he drove the two-plus hours to see her that Saturday afternoon—was the quiet, almost unnoticeable, natural flow of his attraction to her. It wasn’t love at first sight or flaming passion or anything dramatic like that. It was more as if he’d known her even before he saw her, as if he recognized her though they had never met.


It was early evening by the time he pulled his Jeep SUV up in front of her apartment building, a fine summer evening, mild and warm and breezy. He was wearing a tan seersucker suit and a white shirt open at the throat. As he walked up the path toward the faceless block of the structure, he upbraided himself for wearing such an outfit. Could he have dressed any whiter? he asked himself. Could he have made himself appear any more WASPy and nerdy and professor-ish if he’d tried? Was he trying to put her off? Was he engaged in some sort of unconscious self-sabotage?


He came into the glass foyer. Pressed the buzzer under her name. Her voice sang out over the intercom. “I’ll be right down.”


His heart—so he described it bitterly to himself—was going pitter-pat. As he waited for her to appear, he spent the time reviewing every single one of his doubts and fears. He was just remembering a particularly ugly job during which he’d broken a man’s neck with his bare hands when he saw her through the glass doors. She emerged from the elevator and walked toward him smiling.


He stood with his hands safely in his pockets and watched her approach. There was a novel he’d read long ago—or no, a short story. Literary man though he was, he couldn’t remember the name of the author just at the moment. But the title of the story had always struck him as particularly wonderful: “The Girls in Their Summer Dresses.” What man who heard those words would not understand the sweet sadness of longing in them?


Gwendolyn Lord was wearing a summer dress. It was royal blue with an irregular white floral print—a ditzy print, he had once heard it called. There was a deep V at the neck that showed off the elegance of her figure. The skirt ended at her knees and he could see her legs were very graceful and fine.


He was struck again at the mysterious quiet of her appeal to him. Like suddenly noticing the beauty of a girl you grew up with. Like a change in feeling for an old friend.


When he opened the door of the Jeep for her and she lowered herself into it past his eye level, she smiled at him again. He had the uncanny sense that everything that was going to happen between them had already happened. He was just catching up with reality.


So it seemed to him all evening long.


“I’m sorry it took me so long to call,” he said, as he drove along the suburban lanes toward the lake.


“No, I’m happy you called at all. I wasn’t expecting it. I thought I’d made a total fool of myself, running out and accosting you like that just as everything was going to pieces.”


He was off the hook for his delay. There was no need to continue. But he’d rehearsed these lines and he couldn’t help saying them. “I just had some old business to attend to.”


“I completely understand. Of course you did.”


These words had not sounded the same to him out loud as when he’d practiced them in his mind. They sounded like there’d been some other relationship he’d had to weasel out of. And now he felt he had to correct that impression, because while it was sort of true, it wasn’t really true, and he knew if he let himself start lying to her, he would go on and on lying to her because he couldn’t bear the idea of telling her the truth about his life and more than anything he just wished he had shot himself before he’d called and asked her out.


What it was about this woman that reduced him to preadolescent insecurity like this, he really didn’t know. And yet even this—this moment of tweener lunacy—seemed weirdly comfortable to him, as if it had happened before, as if it were all more like a memory than a present event.


What was wrong with him? It was more than he could unravel.


The restaurant was good enough, a typical suburban steak house, all white tablecloths and oversized windows. But the views were excellent. They were seated above the lakefront. The late sun lay in a sparkling line across the riffling surface of the water. The pretty weekend sloops sailed by on the first breath of dusk.


He ordered a bottle of that rosé he liked to drink in summertime. And as the waitress walked away from them, he stole a glance at Gwendolyn’s left hand.


“Yes,” she said. “I took it off. See? You had a good effect on me.”


He smiled, embarrassed. She’d been wearing a wedding band when he’d met her first. Still mourning her husband, a marine who was killed in the wars. Now the ring was gone.


“I’m not sure how I feel about your reading my mind like that,” he said.


“Sorry. My therapist training. Watching eyes. Expressions. I can’t stop myself off-hours.”


“Well, I’m glad if I was helpful.”


“It had to happen sooner or later. It was just the suddenness of it, you know. Brett dying the way he did. It was like a story that didn’t have a chance to end, or even to get started really. We barely knew each other when we got married. He was a very hard man not to fall in love with. Like a hero out of books. We’d only been married two months when he was called up, and I never saw him face-to-face again.”


“I’m sorry.”


“I never really got to be his wife, so it was hard to figure out how to be his widow. Or how to stop being his widow.”


What could he say to all that? He only nodded, jealous of the dead man, sorry for her.


A fussy, mustachioed cartoon of a sommelier came with the wine and rescued them from the awkward moment. Uncorking. Tasting. Pouring. Hanging about. As soon as he left, the waitress descended on them, but Winter shooed her away so they could drink and talk awhile in peace.


“I’m not very good at this, am I?” she said.


“At what?”


“You know: being on a date, making conversation. I haven’t been on a date since Brett. It’s been literally three years.”


“Well, the ring … It was discouraging.”


“Well, that was the whole point of it, wasn’t it?” She made her hand into a pistol and put it to her head. “And now, I’ve dumped all this on you before we’ve even gotten to know each other. I’m sure I’ve made you completely uncomfortable.”


“No, no.”


“Tell me what you’re thinking. I’m feeling really insecure.” Winter gestured helplessly. “No. Go ahead,” she said. “Give it to me straight, professor. I can take it.”


“I was thinking … some lines of poetry, to tell the truth. Poetry has a way of cluttering up my mind. I was thinking, ‘They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old: / Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn. / At the going down of the sun and in the morning / We will remember them.’ It’s about soldiers who’ve died in a war.”


“Oh, it’s beautiful.”


“‘For the Fallen,’ it’s called. Laurence Binyon.”


“And you just have that in your head like that?”


“For lack of anything useful, yes.”


“No, I love that, it’s wonderful. I think it’s wonderful to be able to do that. I haven’t read much poetry at all. Is that really what you were thinking?”


He sipped his wine and sighed. “Well … I think it was my way of saying to myself that it will be hard to compete with a fallen hero out of books.”


She went quiet and lifted her chin as she understood him. “Oh!” she said. Then she studied him, her green eyes soft and bright. A corner of her mouth turned up. “I don’t believe you,” she said finally.


“No, it’s true. That’s what I was thinking.”


“Yes, it’s true that you were thinking that. But I don’t believe that it will be hard for you to compete.” She sat back in her chair, considering him, glass in hand. Swirled her wine, the lake glistening out beyond her. He watched the intelligence working beneath her features. “You came into this town out of nowhere,” she said. “And when you left, the corruption was gone, and the gangsters were gone, and a murder was solved, and all as if by magic with you doing nothing to make it happen. Like dominoes falling, but all by themselves. And then there was the story I heard on the news about the girl at your university. The one you rescued.”


“The news reports made it sound more exciting than it was.”


“Mm …” she said. She considered him. “I’ve thought about all that a lot since then. During all that long, long time you didn’t call me,” she added teasingly.


He laughed. “I really am sorry.”


“Who are you, Cameron? Will you tell me?”


“I’m an English professor,” he said automatically, but then he immediately waved the words away. “But before that, I suppose I was a kind of warrior too. The secret variety. It was violent sometimes. Oftentimes. That was the old business I was referring to before. The old business I had to take care of. It had an effect on me, on my mind.”


“Of course it did. Of course,” said Gwendolyn.


“It made an evening like this one fraught. Difficult.”


“That’s all right. It’s difficult for me too. I guess we were both wounded in the wars, weren’t we?”


He found himself going on before he had decided to go on, before he had decided what he was going to say.


He said: “Someone once told me that a soldier can never come back to the country he fought for.”


“Yes. Yes. I worked with soldiers for a while. As a kind of therapy. Or penance maybe. After Brett died. To do what a soldier has to do, it’s not enough to believe the enemy is bad. You have to believe your own country is good. And then you come home and … Well, no country can really be good, can it? They’ve all got people in them, and you know what they’re like. And no one understands what you did or is grateful for it, except in that offhand thank you for your service sort of way. So what was it all for?”


Winter found himself gazing at her in a daze. He was startled to find he had spoken so plainly to her so quickly. The very thing he’d been afraid of telling her he’d told her almost without a thought. Again, as if all the preliminaries, the chitchat, and the getting-to-know-you and so on had already been taken care of in some weird way.


“So now,” said Gwendolyn, off a swallow of wine. “Now you use your—what did you call it?—your strange habit of mind—you use your strange habit of mind to make things right where you can. To do good where you can and …” She spoke with mock drama. “… solve impossible murders. Do I have that right?”


He opened his mouth to speak, but he didn’t speak. He didn’t know what would come out of him. He didn’t trust himself.


Gwendolyn suddenly transformed her tone. She must have sensed his distress—sensed it and, on a kindly impulse, changed the mood. She became playful and girlish, leaning toward him across the table.


“Ooh, I know a good one.”


“A good …?”


“An impossible murder. I know about one, anyway. I just heard about it recently. It’s a really creepy story too. Can I tell you? Or would that be like telling an artist what picture to paint? I don’t want to be that girl.”


Winter smiled, glad to go along with her. This feeling he had, this feeling that he had walked into the middle of something that was happening before he arrived, so deep in the middle he worried he wouldn’t be able to get out—it was too much for him to think about just then.


Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the waitress circling. He waved her off again.


“Let’s hear it,” he said.


“Oh, good!”


She launched into her tale with wide-eyed relish, like a counselor at a summer campfire telling the story of the ghost who haunted the surrounding woods. Winter took the opportunity to study her small features—those features he had decided were cute—and the sound of her voice, which he found intelligent, pretty, and soothing.


“Okay,” she said. “So I had this friend in grad school. Livy Swain, her name was. Kind of a—I don’t know what you’d call it these days—we used to call it a tomboy type, something like that. Very gung ho, athletic, roll-up-your-sleeves-and-get-her-done sort of girl. I think that’s why we got along so well, because we were polar opposites. I can sit in a window seat and daydream for days on end. Not Livy. She was interested in forensic psychology, dealing with criminals. And after we graduated, she got a job down in Tulsa, Oklahoma, at a jail there. Doing assessments and sometimes giving testimony in trials and stuff like that. Very exciting. Perfect work for Livy too. I can just picture her doing that sort of thing.”
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