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For Liesa, my kind and brilliant editor





PROLOGUE


I exist outside of time, for a time. It’s no dream. I’m closer to death than to sleep. Yet I’m experiencing only a memory of my death, of the days I spent separate from my body, lost and confused, after Matt shot me in the heart. At last the truth of what happened during that time has come back to me. I discover that I have attained my final goal, to be with Krishna.


I know because he stands before me.


Yet as I gaze into his unfathomable blue eyes, I realize I exist in another dimension as well. I’m still on earth, in a crummy motel in the middle of a waterless desert. My vision of Krishna is actually a month old. Yet it feels so real—he has always felt that way to me—and it’s painful to even consider returning to my endless life.


Have I not done enough for mankind?


Then I think of those close to me—Seymour, Matt, Paula, and John—those I love. And I know the answer to my question is no. The enemy has not been destroyed. My friends still need my help.


My internal decision is potent enough to alter my environment. My vision of Krishna wavers. The sweet perfume of his eternal realm evaporates as the dry air of the physical desert stings my skin.


My heart breaks as I struggle to say good-bye.


Krishna raises his hand. Our fingers touch, and he speaks.


“Don’t weep, Sita . . .”


But I fail to hear his final words.


My sorrow drowns them out. . . .





ONE


I’m back in the motel room, staring down at Shanti’s headless body and a mound of shattered glass. The glass is from the window that broke when I threw her head into the parking lot in a fit of rage.


Rage that was very close to pleasure.


“Om, Shanti, Shanti, Shanti,” I say to myself. The repetitive sounds constitute a famous mantra in India. It means “Peace, peace, peace.” It is similar to the Christian prayer “Peace be with you.” How ironic, I think, that the demon I have fought since I first became aware of the Telar and the IIC should have chosen to possess the body of a young woman with such a sacred name.


Yet I feel no pity for the original Shanti. The demon could not have penetrated her heart without her permission. Only at the end did Shanti reveal how much she enjoyed causing others pain, just like her master.


Well, she is dead now, thank God.


But is the enemy? Have I even scratched his armor? Unfortunately, I haven’t a clue. If only Umara were still alive. She was the world’s expert when it came to demons. But Matt’s mother sacrificed her life so I could destroy her people, the Telar, and the evil forces arrayed behind them. The cynical part of me wonders if her sacrifice was in vain. How does one destroy an evil that doesn’t have a physical body?


I hear approaching footsteps and know their source. There’s only one other in the miserable motel who has my hearing. Matt must have heard the breaking glass and come to investigate. He knocks lightly and I call to him. He pokes his head inside my door.


“Why is Shanti’s head sitting on the hood of our SUV?” he asks.


Matt has on white shorts, no shirt or shoes. His well-muscled body is deeply tanned, his dark hair a mess from jumping up from sleep. But even though I just woke him up, his eyes are highly alert. How his eyes remind me of his father, Yaksha, the first and most powerful of all vampires. Matt is half vampire, half Telar, an immortal coin from his head to his toes.


Looking at him, mostly naked in the room’s dim light, I feel heat stir down below. Despite the circumstances, the lust does not surprise me. My attraction to him has been there from the start.


“She was the one. She was the spy,” I reply.


Matt steps into the room. “You’re sure?”


“She told a few lies, and when I confronted her . . .” I shrug. “She confessed who she was before I killed her.”


“What does this mean?” Matt asks. His question appears simple but it is multilayered. Like me, he wants to know if we’ve finally destroyed the demon. He’s also asking if Shanti’s death means the computer program that was planted on the Internet by the Cradle—a group of psychic children—is going to stop hunting us.


We have been on the run since we blew up the IIC’s headquarters and supposedly killed every member of the Cradle except for one, Ms. Cynthia Brutran’s five-year-old daughter, Jolie. The two are asleep three doors away. I can only assume they failed to hear the breaking glass.


“I’m not sure,” I say. “But at least with Shanti out of the way what we talk about will no longer be heard by those who are trying to kill us.”


Matt’s puzzled. “You were close to her. You miss nothing. How was she able to fool you for so long?”


The question stings.


“She played me. It’s no excuse, it’s just . . .” I pause, searching for the key to her deception. “She made me care for her.”


Matt glances out the motel door, at the trickle of blood that runs over the SUV hood from the base of her severed skull. “You weren’t alone. You know Seymour loved her. This is going to kill him.”


“Let’s not tell him until morning.”


“Fine.”


“I don’t want him to see her like this.”


Matt nods. “Don’t worry, I’ll take the body and bury it in the desert. No one will find it.”


“Thank you.”


Matt reaches down and lifts Shanti’s headless torso with one hand. The blood of Yaksha and my daughter, Kalika, flows through my veins, which makes me almost invincible. Yet I know Matt is stronger than me, although I’m not sure of the extent of his power. He’s reluctant to show it, even to me, but I don’t take offense. In this way we are alike: He has a hard time trusting people. That’s why his question continues to sting. I was the first one in the group to meet Shanti, and trust her.


“While I’m taking care of the body, go through her things,” Matt says. “You never know what you might find.”


“Good idea.” I had already planned to do that. “Are you sure you don’t want help?”


“It’s not necessary. I have a shovel in the trunk.”


“What made you bring a shovel?”


“Times like this.”


Matt stuffs the torso and head into several large-size garbage bags and walks off into the desert. He doesn’t take the SUV; he doesn’t need it. I feel a wave of relief as he disappears into the dark. Seymour’s a night owl. There’s always a chance he’s up, watching TV or reading. He could even be writing a new book. He once told me he seldom went a whole day without writing a few pages.


Shanti has a small suitcase in our motel room but a larger one in the back of the SUV. I find it interesting that she went out of her way to leave it in the vehicle. When I first open it, I’m disappointed. It’s stuffed with clothes, a few magazines, a pair of boots, running shoes, a watch, and a cell phone—devoid of any stored numbers.


Yet when I have finished emptying the suitcase on her bed, I notice a faint bulge on the interior of the lid, beneath the leather lining. Human eyes would never have noticed it. The area is sewn shut; indeed, it looks as if it has never been exposed since the day the suitcase was constructed. If I were to hide something, I think, and it were important to me, I would put it in exactly the same place.


I tear off the inner lining of the suitcase.


There’s a manila envelope inside. I open it with a swipe of my fingernail. Inside are two items: a business card and a photograph. The card lists the name of a lawyer: Michael Larson of Pointe, Wolf, and Larson, 1250 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York. The card is made of high-quality paper, the printing is impeccable. It smells of money.


Written on the back of the card, with a dull pencil, is another New York phone number.


The photograph is of a middle-aged couple. The woman looks familiar, even though I’m certain I’ve never met her before. The couple sits smiling on a couch beside an open window that looks out on rolling grassland with a lake in the distance.


They appear to be a typical couple. The man has his arm around his wife. I’m certain they’re married. There’s an ease between them that only comes from having lived many years together. I see their love for each other in their eyes.


Looking out the window, behind them, I’m pretty sure I see a piece of land that belongs to North Carolina. The type of trees, the color of the lake, the way the green fields slope—I’ve visited the area before.


On a small end table, to the right of the couch where they sit, is a black-and-white photograph. The picture is handsomely framed but it was taken with a primitive camera. The print is grainy, the focus questionable. I suspect the photograph was snapped in the forties or fifties.


Once more, there’s a couple, although these two are younger and they’re standing on Ellis Island, near the foot of the Statue of Liberty. They’re not alone—a hundred people mill in the background. Most look weary and I can understand why. They have just crossed the Atlantic and arrived in the New World.


But the couple at the forefront of the group don’t look exhausted. On the contrary, they’re bursting with excitement to be standing on the doorstep of New York City. Studying their faces I can see all the hopes and dreams they have for their future. But I also see their joy is tempered with sorrow. Even if I didn’t know them, I’d still see the pain in their eyes.


But I do know them.


Their names are Harrah and Ralph Levine.


I met them during World War II, in Paris, and spent time with them in the most hellish place the modern age has ever known: Auschwitz, the concentration camp where over a million Jews were slaughtered. It was only because of Harrah and Ralph that I survived the camp.


Now I know why the woman on the couch looks familiar.


She’s the granddaughter of Harrah and Ralph.


I’m still staring at the photograph when Matt returns. I hand it over, along with the card, and tell him who the people in the pictures are. Matt listens closely and studies them with a penetrating gaze. I don’t bother to point out the numeric codes imprinted on Harrah’s and Ralph’s forearms. Matt misses nothing.


“How did you happen to become friends?” he asks when he hands back the picture.


“We worked together in Paris, with the French Resistance.”


“Did you stay in contact after the war?”


“Not exactly.” I pause. “We were all sent to Auschwitz.”


Matt is stunned. “You’re not telling me you were a prisoner?”


“I wasn’t a guest.”


“Sita, how could the Nazis contain you? I don’t understand.”


Those days are difficult for me to talk about.


“It’s a long story, an unbelievable story. Toward the end of the war, I decided to help the Allies defeat the Nazis. My reasons were complex—I’d just as soon not go into them now. But I never imagined for a moment that I’d be taken prisoner by a bunch of fanatical Germans. The idea was preposterous. But the Nazis—they had weapons I never imagined.”


“I’m not following you,” Matt says.


I shake my head. “It would take time to explain. And even if I do tell you everything, there’s a good chance you’ll think I made most of it up.”


Matt takes my hand. “Sita, come on. I know you’d never purposely lie to me.”


His fingers feel good wrapped around mine.


“There’s the rub,” I say. “I might lie to you and not know it.”


Matt stares at me, waiting for me to explain. My body trembles. I feel a sharp pain inside my head and a dull ache in my heart. Loss, I feel loss.


“Those were dark days, Matt. The darkest of my life. The Nazis did terrible things to me, unspeakable things. It got to the point where I didn’t know my own name. I don’t know how I escaped. But I do know if it hadn’t been for Harrah and Ralph, I wouldn’t have survived.”


“How exactly did they help you?” Matt asks.


His question is reasonable. How were mere mortals able to help a five-thousand-year-old vampire? I wish I could answer without sounding like a complete nut.


“The Veil of Veronica. Have you heard of it?” I ask.


“I’ve heard the stories, or I should say the myths. Isn’t it supposed to be a cloth that Christ wiped his face on when he was carrying the cross to Calvary?”


“Harrah called it Golgotha but I suppose the name doesn’t matter. It was where the crucifixion was supposed to have taken place. But Christ did not wipe his face on the cloth. It was the other way around. Veronica, the woman in the tales, dipped the cloth in water and wiped his brow. And an image of his face was immediately imprinted on the cloth.”


Matt considers. “From what I’ve read, it was fluids from portions of his face that stained the cloth. From his nose and his cheeks and his brow—the raised parts. The liquid contained just a small amount of blood. It was mostly sweat and lymph fluids. Only a rough outline of a face was created. There wasn’t supposed to be a clear picture.” He adds, “But I’m no expert on the matter.”


“The veil isn’t popular like the Shroud of Turin. Still, there are dozens of stories surrounding its history. These days, the Catholic Church avoids talking about it. But during the Middle Ages, for at least two hundred years, they had it on display in the Vatican. I saw it.”


“Did it have a face on it?” Matt asks.


“It had a face most people associate with early Christian paintings. The image was remarkably clear. It had three Vs on the bottom, all in a row. One from his beard, the others from his long, draped hair. I always found the symmetry curious. It didn’t fit the style of art that was popular at that time.”


“Why did the Vatican hide it away?”


“Some say it got stolen. Others say it was shown to be a fake. A few say it burned in a fire.”


Matt frowns. “But somehow, a thousand years after the Vatican lost it, your friends ended up with it.”


“Yes,” I say.


“How? And please don’t tell me it’s a long story.”


“It is, and I have a feeling I’m going to have to tell it to the others. So I might as well tell it all at once.”


“You’re stalling. You know Seymour’s not religious and Brutran is certainly not a regular churchgoer. They won’t have any interest in this veil.”


“They will when I explain why I had to kill Shanti.”


“You think she was going after it?”


“Why else would she have these pictures?”


“Because they’re pictures of people from your past.”


“That means nothing. I’m not in these pictures. What’s important is that these people saved me.”


“Using the veil?”


“Yes. But it’s not the way you think. You have to hear the whole story.” I pause. “Or as much of it as I can remember.”


Matt stares at me, his puzzlement growing. “Sita, you’re the same as me. You don’t forget anything.”


I squeeze his hand and lean over and give him a kiss. He reaches out to hug me in return, but I avoid his embrace by sitting back. All of a sudden I feel dirty, unclean. I fear to infect him. I stare down at the photo again.


“Maybe I’m afraid to remember,” I say.





TWO


We have a meeting planned for early in the morning. There’s much to discuss—like, how are we to stay alive when everyone is trying to kill us?


We get nowhere. As soon as Seymour realizes Shanti is missing, he demands to know why. And when Matt tells him the truth—in more gentle tones than I’ve ever heard him use before—Seymour bolts for the door.


I let him go, feeling he needs to be alone. But as the minutes go by and the temperature outside rises—our motel has lousy air-conditioning—I decide to go after him. The town where we reside, Baker, is what the term “hole in the wall” was born for. I fear Seymour has gone for a walk in the desert. The opposite of an outdoorsman, he has zero survival skills. I worry he’ll get heatstroke.


I have no trouble tracking Seymour. He’s left a trail in the sand and I can hear his breathing a mile away. I chase after him; it doesn’t take long to catch him.


“Go away,” he says as I pull up at his side.


I offer him a bottle of Evian. “Take a drink.”


“Leave me alone.”


“You’re hiking into no-man’s-land.”


“What do you care?”


I grab his arm, stopping him. It’s not as if he has the strength to resist me. “You’re the one person who knows how much I care,” I say.


The pain in Seymour’s face is heartbreaking, and he’s not someone who wears his heart on his sleeve. His eyes burn and he would probably weep if he weren’t so dehydrated. His love for Shanti was like mine—a beautifully foolish thing.


“Why?” he asks, hanging his head.


I let him go. “Matt told you why.”


His head jerks up. “Matt! Matt didn’t kill her.”


“No, I killed her. But what Matt told you was true. She was the spy who’s been tripping us up from the start of this nightmare.”


“You don’t know that for sure. I know how impulsive you are. I bet you never gave her a chance to explain herself.”


“Seymour . . .”


“Okay, maybe she was a spy! But maybe she was forced into the role. Did you stop and think of that before you murdered her?”


“You have to trust me, it wasn’t that way.”


“Oh really, what way was it?”


I hesitate. “She was possessed.”


He looks at me as if I’m crazy. “What the hell are you talking about?”


Turning, I stare out at the desert, seeing the air tremble as it superheats and rises in waves over the bleak landscape. The ground is half dirt, half sand, hot enough to fry an egg. I shake my head.


“When I was at IIC’s headquarters, while I was trying to take control of their Cradle, I had all kinds of strange psychic experiences. I shared some of them with you, but the worst ones, the ones where I came face to face with this demon, I didn’t talk about. I couldn’t. It was so awful, it almost drove me mad.”


“You always seemed in control.”


“It was an act. At the end, I was losing it.”


“How do you know you didn’t lose it last night?” he asks.


I reach out and put my hand on his shoulder, half expecting him to shake it off. But he is listening, my old friend, he continues to listen. Yet he wants hard answers, logical reasons, and I doubt if I can give him those.


“I caught her in a lie,” I say. “A big lie. Then it was only a question of getting her to admit what she was, which she did.”


“What she was? What’s that supposed to mean?”


“I told you, she was possessed.”


“Get off it, Sita. This isn’t The Exorcist. Shanti was one of the sweetest girls I ever met.”


“Yeah, sweet as apple pie. I thought the same thing. So damn sweet.” I pause. “Look how we found her, with half her face melted away from acid a jealous boyfriend had thrown at her. How could we help but feel sorry for her?”


Seymour is suddenly confused. “That was true. She didn’t lie about that.”


“Nothing she said was true! She lied to us from the start. Those facial wounds—they were self-inflicted. She poured the acid on herself.”


Seymour shakes his head. “No one could do that to themselves.”


“No normal human being could do that. But she did.”


“You keep saying these things as if they were facts. You don’t know.”


“I do, I saw her for what she was. At the end she didn’t even try to hide it. She was happy that I knew. Please, Seymour, I swear to you on Krishna’s name that she was gloating.”


Seymour stands silent for a minute, then takes the bottle of water from my hand and pours it over his head. He stares up at the burning blue sky. I have never sworn to him before. I’ve never had to. Certainly I have never invoked Krishna’s name before.


“I thought when we escaped IIC’s headquarters, we were safe,” he says miserably.


“So did I.”


“I thought you said the Telar were all destroyed.”


“I think they are.”


Seymour sighs and throws the empty bottle aside. “What a way to wake up,” he mutters.


“I’m sorry. Honestly, Seymour, the instant I killed her I thought of you. How much it would hurt you. It was all I could think about.”


Now he looks to me for comfort, and I’m amazed at his ability to forgive me, to trust me. “Did she suffer?” he asks quietly.


I think of the fires that await those who fail the test of the Scale, and how poorly Shanti will do when she reaches that judgment. But Seymour’s expression is so desperate, I believe a lie is better than the truth. Besides, I couldn’t have given Shanti a faster death than ripping off her head.


“It was quick,” I say.


We walk back to town. Seymour stops once to cry, but he is all right. I know eventually he will be fine.





THREE


Finally, the gang is gathered in Matt’s room. His air conditioner actually works. Cynthia Brutran sits at the head of his bed, an open laptop resting on her crossed legs, a pillow at her back. She has changed clothes since the start of our flight. Gone are her jewelry and expensive suits. Her pants look as if they were bought at the local drugstore—I suspect they were—and her top is a deceptive T-shirt with a sketch of Baker looking not only exotic but actually inviting beneath the rays of the setting sun.


Even though we are on the run, the woman—an old foe of mine—looks more relaxed than I have ever seen her. I wonder if the destruction of her company’s headquarters has given her a sense of freedom. I would not be surprised. Rather than your normal platoon of crooked tax accountants and boxes of records of phony stock options, the firm had demons in its basements.


Yet I am slow to trust Brutran.


She did try to kill me, a few times.


Her five-year-old daughter, Jolie, sits in a chair in the corner beside the TV, flipping channels between cartoons and the film Rosemary’s Baby. How appropriate, I think, since Jolie was the product of a breeding program designed to manufacture psychic mutants. The child also looks relaxed, happy even.


Seymour and I sit at the desk. Matt stays on his feet. He likes to pace when we have meetings, but not out of nervousness. I may have been the boss while we were trying to bring down the IIC and Telar, but Matt is our natural leader. The change in roles doesn’t make me feel threatened. I’m hoping I’ll find it a relief.


“Are we still on the list of the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted?” Matt asks Brutran.


She nods. “We didn’t fall off during the night. The only difference now is that treason has been added to our list of crimes.”


“Terrorism and murder were not enough?” Seymour asks.


“Apparently not to whoever is after us,” Brutran replies.


“Do we know who that is yet?” Matt asks.


“Our capture is a priority for every law-enforcement branch of the government,” Brutran says. “That hasn’t happened since Bin Laden and his minions hit the World Trade Center.”


“Won’t someone high up the chain of command realize, soon, that these charges have been fabricated?” Seymour asks.


“They haven’t been fabricated, not entirely, and that’s the key to our dilemma,” Brutran says. “We did blow up IIC’s headquarters, and because the Pacific Coast Highway is loaded with remote cameras, chances are we were seen leaving the area immediately after the explosion. That building was full of children. Those children were incinerated in the blast. The police and fire departments are still trying to dig what is left of their bodies out of the rubble. That footage is running almost continuously on CNN and a dozen other news stations, and it’s creating a national anger, a raging wave. The American people want the perpetrators caught. They want them tried and punished. Imagine the pressure that rage puts on the politicians, on the police, the FBI, the CIA, Homeland Security, the NSA.”


“But why have they latched onto us as the guilty parties?” Seymour asks. “So we were in a van leaving the area. Lots of vehicles were leaving the area.”


“Good question. It leads me to my second point,” Brutran says. “In the midst of this mass hysteria, pictures of us in the van are suddenly sent to every law enforcement agency in the government. A fake history of us is created. I just read an in-house email that is being circulated at the FBI that states that Sita—whom they are calling Alisa Perne—spent five years in Syria in a terrorist camp, where she learned the art of bomb making. All of us are being assigned similar pasts, and this information is being widely circulated by the program the Cradle created and placed on the Internet.”


“But this is insane,” Seymour protests. “Can’t these agencies tell fake information from the real thing?”


“Yes and no,” Brutran says. “To understand the no part, you have to understand the fierce competition that exists between the various agencies. The disputes between the police and the FBI are legendary. There have been hundreds if not thousands of TV shows and movies that have talked about that. The local police are working on a case and an FBI agent shows up and all hell breaks loose. That’s old news. But when Homeland Security was created, the discord was taken to a new level. Homeland feels they are the boss, that all the other agencies should bow to them. While the CIA has been around for ages, and they feel they are the final authority. My point is that these agencies don’t cooperate with each other, not easily. They are loath to share information, and when they do, they seldom trust that the information they’re getting from another agency is accurate.”


“We have nothing to do with their internal disputes,” Seymour says.


“That’s true,” Brutran says. “But the Cradle’s program is clever. It knows how to take advantage of this blind spot. By flooding the various agencies with false information about us, it has created a hysterical wave of paranoia that no single agency—and no single person—can stand up and dispute. Remember Hitler’s famous line, ‘The bigger the lie, the more people will believe it.’ It’s only been twenty-four hours since the explosion and already this lie has tremendous momentum.”


“What you’re describing is all smoke and mirrors,” Seymour says.


“Yes. But it’s rooted in the hard cold fact that hundreds of kids have been murdered. You keep forgetting that. Someone has to pay for that evil deed, and, once again, the authorities are under tremendous pressure to produce suspects. Imagine how pleased they must be that, seemingly out of nowhere, they are receiving all kinds of intel on us.”


“Receiving it from whom?” Seymour demands. “It makes no sense they should believe a torrent of information being fed to them by some wild program.”


“You haven’t been listening,” Brutran says. “The FBI doesn’t think this information is coming from a computer program. To them, it appears to be coming from local police. In the same way, Homeland doesn’t think it’s getting this intel from a foreign source. They probably believe it’s coming from the CIA or the NSA. That’s why I stressed the problem with these agencies not talking to each other.”


“You’re saying the left hand doesn’t know what the right hand is doing,” Matt interjects.


“Exactly,” Brutran says.


“But eventually the truth has to come out,” Seymour insists.


“Probably,” Brutran says. “But that will take time. The Cradle’s program has its tentacles wrapped around every computer in practically every government agency. From what I can tell, even the White House is being fed a stream of false updates. If we’re lucky, and the president eventually realizes that his people have been duped, then he will still be left with the fact that these children died and we were seen leaving the area of the crime.”


“This is ridiculous,” Seymour says. “What are we supposed to do? Sit here and rot and wait until the storm blows over?”


“Funny you should say that,” Brutran says. “That was going to be my final piece of advice—”


“We cannot sit here and do nothing,” I interrupt.


“Why not?” Brutran asks.


Matt holds up his hand. “We’ll get to that in a minute. For now I want to finish discussing this program. Cindy, exactly when did it become active?”


I have never heard Matt call Brutran by her first name before. The woman appears to respond well to his questions, to his command. With me, she has always been a little snide.


“Yesterday morning. The instant we blew up IIC’s headquarters and wiped out the Cradle,” Brutran says. “That act immediately triggered the program’s attack on us.”


“So there must be someone left alive who is controlling the program,” Matt says.


Brutran shakes her head. “It may be on automatic.”


“That’s a freaky thought,” Seymour says.


Brutran disagrees. “In a way it doesn’t matter if there’s still a living hand at the helm. The program is awake and it’s intelligent. The instant we leave this motel, we’ll be exposed and it will begin searching for us again. Think of the resources at its command. It just has to give the word and hundreds of thousands of police and government agents will try to converge on us. Why, I wouldn’t be surprised if the program goes so far as to use the military’s satellites to hunt us down. With power like that, it won’t be long before we’re caught.”


“What if we continue to live off the grid?” Seymour asks.


“It will help,” Brutran says. “But it won’t save us.”


“I disagree,” I say.


“With which part?” Brutran asks.


“The last part. I’m not as fatalistic as you.” I say.


“I’m being pragmatic,” Brutran relies.


“You’re giving up. I believe if we’re smart and careful we can avoid being caught. Plus I think it’s vital that we discover if there’s a living hand behind this program. If there is, we kill it. And then, and only then, do we try to erase the program.”


“Why wait?” Seymour asks.


I shrug. “If we manage to erase it, but haven’t taken down whoever’s behind it, they’ll just reload it on the Internet and we’ll be back to square one.”


Brutran stares at me. “Long before you moved into IIC’s headquarters, I assigned our best minds to study this program. They got nowhere and we’re talking about some of the keenest computer people of our time. They told me they couldn’t get within a light year of figuring out how to disable it.”


“Why?” Seymour asks.


Brutran leans toward us as she answers. “Because the intelligence that created the program had an IQ of at least a thousand.”


“You’re suggesting it’s being controlled by subtle beings,” Matt says. “Nonphysical beings.”


“There’s a strong possibility that’s true, I can’t be sure. However, I do believe it was created by something nonhuman.”


“We can’t kill it if it ain’t alive,” Seymour mutters, expressing my lingering fear. “What are our choices?”


“Wait it out,” Brutran says. “Wait until the government realizes it’s chasing a ghost. Eventually they’ll see that the bulk of the data they’re being fed is false. Plus they can’t keep their agents running all over the country looking for us. There are a thousand other threats they have to worry about every day. If we’re patient, they’ll get weary of the chase. At the same time they’ll probably discover the program on their own. Then it will be their problem to figure out how to pull its plug.”


Matt glances at me and I nod. “I wish waiting and doing nothing were an option,” he says.


Brutran notices our exchange. “Is there somewhere else we have to be?” she asks.


“Yes,” Matt says, and proceeds to describe the photograph I found hidden in Shanti’s suitcase. Brutran and Seymour listen closely. Indeed, Jolie lowers the volume on the TV and cocks her head in our direction, and I remind myself to keep an eye on her. Even though she looks innocent, she was part of the Cradle, which specialized in remote assassinations.


When Matt is finished, Seymour turns to me. “Why would the people behind Shanti be interested in a religious artifact?” he asks, and I can’t help but notice his use of the word “people.” Seymour refuses to accept that Shanti was possessed.


“She may have just been interested in those who are taking care of it,” I reply. But I have chosen the wrong person to lie to. Seymour looks as if he wants to snicker.


“Gimme a break. They want the veil,” he says.


I shrug. “You might be right.”


“You really fought the Nazis during the war?” he asks.


“Didn’t you say so in one of those books you wrote about me?”


“I’d have to go back and check. But why bother? I have the real deal sitting beside me. How did you get involved in the war?”


“I was living in France when it was overrun in 1940. I could have gotten out but I loved Paris. I decided to stay and see which way the wind blew. But after a while I got tired of watching the Gestapo’s brutality and decided to help out the French Resistance.” I shrug. “My involvement blossomed from there.”


“We had a record of your work with the Resistance in our files,” Brutran says. “But you seem to have vanished after the Allies invaded on D-day.”


Matt has brought up the fact that Harrah and Ralph Levine were friends of mine during the war, and that they possessed the Veil of Veronica, but he has not revealed how rough a time I had in Auschwitz, for which I’m grateful. I’m not in the mood to talk about those days. I wonder if I ever will be.


“It’s a long story,” I say, repeating what I told Matt.


Seymour reaches out and touches my hand. “We have the time to listen,” he says.


Matt notices my discomfort and interrupts. “Not now, Seymour. We have more pressing matters to take care of this morning.”


Seymour continues to study me, as do Brutran and Jolie. I feel like I’m sitting under a hard white light. The Nazis used to grill me under such lights, for days at a time.


“Like what?” Seymour says to Matt. “You know as well as I do that Sita’s already decided we have to go after these people—or I should say their grandchildren—and see if they still have the veil.” He stops and turns back to me. “True?”


“I’ll go after them on my own,” I say.


“Like we’d let you,” Seymour says.


“Do you have Shanti’s cell phone with you?” Brutran asks me.


I hand it over. “I’ve already checked for stored numbers. She had none. Not even a copy of her last call.”


Brutran accepts the phone and reaches into her bag and pulls out a small electronic device I don’t recognize. “The phone might show no obvious record,” she says. “But I should be able to read her SIM card.”


Brutran opens the back of the cell as she speaks and removes the battery. She clearly knows her business. Beneath the battery is a small transparent plastic card coated with lines of copper and silicon. Without a pause, Brutran slips the card into her mysterious device and plugs the latter into her laptop. She scans the screen, appearing to flip through numerous files. She frowns.


“Shanti was cautious,” she says. “This card has been wiped clean. Even my recovery programs can’t find anything, and they’re capable of reconstructing files that have been ground with sandpaper.”


“The phone might have been new,” Seymour says.


“No. Shanti used it to make numerous calls. I can detect that much. But she erased all the numbers before she put it back in her suitcase.”


“Hand me the phone, please,” I say.


Brutran tosses it to me, not worried that my reflexes won’t be up to the task of the catch. The woman knows more about me than I would like. Her comment about my activities during the war did nothing to diminish my suspicions about her. Okay, so she helped me destroy the Cradle—IIC’s headquarters, even. The company continues to exist, continues to print money like a paperback press rolling out the latest bestseller. She is staying close to us for a reason, I know, besides protection from those who pursue us. She still has an agenda independent of ours.


“I tell you, it’s empty,” Brutran says. “It’s a dead end.”


“Maybe not,” I say softly as I close my eyes and let my fingers play over the numbers. My hearing is my most powerful sense, but all my senses are more acute than a human being’s. The tips of my fingers, in particular, can detect things mortals couldn’t imagine. For example, I can tell if something is poisonous just by touching it. My skin cells react, they immediately send a message to my brain—Don’t eat it! They can also detect disease with the lightest of brushes. That was how I knew Seymour was infected with HIV the moment I met him. But lucky him, while he slept one night, I put a drop of my blood inside his wrist vein and killed the virus.


Now, though, I feel something unrelated to disease or poison. I can tell which numbers Shanti used most often. Five numbers—1, 2, 5, 7, 8, 9. They’re obvious to me from the amount of resistance they offer, which is less than the other numbers on the cell’s pad. These five numbers are more worn. Deepening my focus on the digits, I even get a sense of the rhythm Shanti used when she struck the keys, which tells me the order in which she dialed the numbers.


1-212-555-7819.


A New York number.


But not the same number on the lawyer’s card.


I gesture for the others to be silent while I dial.


Someone answers immediately, before the first ring is complete, as if they have been waiting to hear from me. It’s a voice I’ve not heard before, yet I recognize it. Not from the vocal cords it’s using—those are new—but from the evil I hear behind it.


It sounds like a young woman. Intelligent, resourceful.


But I know it’s really Tarana.


Ancient Egyptian for “the Light Bearer.”


Lucifer.


My blood turns cold, while my hand that holds the phone drips with sweat from the heat that suddenly seems to radiate from it. The pain in the center of my head, from last night, returns with a vengeance, and I feel I’m going to be sick. Worst of all, I, Sita, last of the vampires, am afraid.


There is no way I can put down the phone.


I know this for a fact.


Not without his—or her—permission.


“Hello, Sita,” the voice says. “Calling to make another deal?”


The others stare at me in shock. It is as if they sense my pain, or else they feel exactly what I feel. It’s possible the horror is not confined to the phone, nor has anything to do with the words I hear. She speaks so softly I doubt even Matt can pick up her voice.


I swallow thickly. “Go to hell,” I whisper.


The voice quietly laughs; it mocks me.


“Yes,” she replies. “It’s as good a place as any to meet.”


The line goes dead and the cell phone drops from my hand onto the floor. The others stare at me, stricken. Matt is the only one capable of speech.


“Who was that?” he asks.


I hesitate. “The enemy.”


“What does he want?”


I shake my head, unable to answer. How can I say the words? They would sound foolish, so childish. Yet true, yes, it’s obvious what he—or she—wants. To make a deal. For our souls.


No, not exactly. She chose her words carefully.


With me it will be another deal.


God help me, I can’t remember the first one.





FOUR


As a group we vote to leave the motel. Brutran is the only one who is against the plan. But when we’re on the road, heading toward nearby Las Vegas, she mentions that she has a safety deposit box loaded with cash and fake IDs in the City of Sin.


“Why did you hide the dough in Vegas?” Seymour asks.


Brutran continues to work on her laptop. “I have drop boxes all over the world. So do your two friends.”


“How do you know the Vegas drop box isn’t being watched?” Matt asks. He is driving our SUV, being careful not to speed. I sit up front with him; the others are in the back.


“There’s no way the box can be traced to me,” Brutran replies.


“Do we need so much cash?” Seymour asks.


“Cash is always handy when you’re on the run,” Brutran says. “It will allow us to do things without creating a fuss. Like buy a plane.”


“That’s a huge purchase,” Seymour says, doubtful. “It might draw attention to us.”


“Sita?” Brutran says, wanting me to explain.


“Our own plane will be safer than flying commercial,” I say. “Once in the air, we can choose to move between small airports, where there are fewer restrictions. Right now, we have no idea how long it will take to find Harrah and Ralph Levine’s grandchildren.” I pause. “Which reminds me. Brutran, check your databases. Look for phone numbers of any Levines living in Clearglade, North Carolina.”


“Why that town?” Brutran asks.


“It’s a long shot but the terrain in the picture reminds me of that place. It’s a small town, just east of Chapel Hill.”


“The couple in question probably have a different last name from Levine,” Brutran says as she types rapidly on her computer. “Remember, they’re at least two marriages removed from your World War Two friends.”


“I haven’t forgotten,” I say. “But I know that your software, along with your countless IIC files, is sophisticated enough to trace Harrah and Ralph’s descendants.”


“If we hadn’t kept such records, we would never have found you,” Brutran says. “We wouldn’t be together now.”


“I should feel grateful?” I reply, letting a chill enter my tone. Brutran knows that I can kill her in an instant, that she is only alive because we need her. She answers my unspoken thought.


“We’re stronger together,” she says.


“Find them,” I order.


Twenty minutes later, as the mass of hotels comes into view beneath the glare of the afternoon sun, Brutran hands me a slip of paper with a name and address. Mrs. Sarah Goodwin, 134 Tree Leaf Lane, Clearglade, North Carolina. She’s confident that’s the woman in Shanti’s photo.


I try calling Sarah. There’s no answer but I get a machine. I don’t dare leave a message.


I’ve been to Las Vegas a few times in the last sixty years but have never stayed long. Gambling doesn’t excite me, although I can win as much as I want as long I’m allowed to throw the dice at the craps tables. I haven’t been to the city since the turn of the century and it’s impressive how much it has grown.


Brutran steers us away from the Strip and the fancy hotels. Her drop box is located in a small private bank downtown—one, she assures us, that is very discreet. She takes Matt and her daughter with her as she enters the building, leaving me alone with Seymour in a run-down parking lot that looks like it was last paved when Las Vegas was born.


“I think she has a thing for him,” Seymour observes.


“She’s not his type.”


“Too old?”


“Are you forgetting that Matt was born in the Middle Ages?”


“Well, he still has his boyish good looks.” Seymour pauses. “Are you his type?”


“Do you ask because I resemble Teri?” I ask, referring to Matt’s recently deceased girlfriend and a descendant of mine.


“That’s one reason,” Seymour says, waiting.


“There’s no reason to be jealous.”


“You slept with him.”


“I was in another body. It doesn’t count.”


“That’s such an old excuse,” he says.


I smile as I turn and look at him. “You are jealous. How cute.”


“Never tell a guy he’s cute.”


“Are you jealous because you want to have sex with me?”


“What guy wouldn’t want to have sex with you?”


My smile wavers. “Matt’s not over Teri. I don’t know if he’ll ever get over her.”


Seymour is sympathetic. “She was a wonderful girl.”


“The best.” I add quietly, “But I know she’s in a good place.”


He sees how serious I am. “You know because of what happened to you at IIC headquarters?”


“There, and last night, at the motel. After . . .”


“After you dealt with Shanti,” he finishes for me.


“Yes.”


“Do you remember what happened to you when you died?”


I hesitate. “Everything.”


Seymour sucks in a breath and leans forward to where I can feel his breath on my cheek. “Did you see Krishna?” he asks.


I have to close my eyes a moment. Just the thought of Krishna, his bewitching smile, his enchanting voice, the love I felt when he said my name, his dark blue eyes, in whose depths all the stars in all the galaxies shone . . .


“It matters not, Sita. Stay or go, you will always be with me.”


There could be no greater longing, and I realize I would live a thousand lives, suffer a thousand horrible deaths, just to see him again.


Of course, in a sense, I already have.


“Yes,” I say as my eyes burn. I fight to hide any tears, although I’m happy to confide in Seymour. There’s no one I’d rather share secrets with. He nods and smiles at my answer. He knows what Krishna means to me.


“Did he ask about me?” Seymour says.


I chuckle. “Before he invited me into paradise, I had to reassure him that you were doing well.”


Seymour catches my eye. “Did he invite you?”


A serious question. “Yes.”


“And you said no? How could you say no?”


“Because of you.” The words just come out. “Because of what I left behind here on earth.”


Seymour understands, he’s probably the only one who can.


“You returned because your job isn’t finished,” he says.


“Yes.”


“And because you love me.”


“Of course.”


“Not because of Matt.”


“Don’t be ridiculous,” I say.


Seymour sits back in his seat, satisfied.


The others return in twenty minutes. Brutran carries a leather bag stuffed with hundred-dollar bills and documents. Matt carries a larger bag—they must have been provided by the bank. I have an eye for counting cash. Brutran has probably withdrawn over three million. I’m not surprised at the amount. But the documents are something of a shock.


She has fake IDs for all of us. Driver’s licenses. Passports. Credit cards. The quality is obvious, no authority would look at them twice.


“When did you have these made?” I ask as I study my new identity. My name is Lara Wine and I’m from Napa Valley, California. I’m twenty-two and I have a pilot’s license.


“A long time ago,” she replies.


“How long ago?” It’s hard to imagine she could have foreseen our present situation. It makes me wonder if she used the Cradle as an oracle more often than she let on.


Brutran shrugs. “Let’s just say I like to be prepared.”


Matt hands his bag of cash back to Seymour and starts the engine. “I want to get rid of this vehicle,” he says. “Let’s drive halfway to the airport and flag down a cab.”


“We can’t close a deal on a plane in one afternoon,” Seymour says.


Brutran gestures to her laptop screen. “I’ve already found a list of twenty-four planes for sale at the local airport. A third of them are being handled by a single broker. We show him the money and he’ll get us what we need.”


The broker’s office is in a building that overlooks the portion of the airport where private planes land. Over Matt’s objection, Brutran insists on talking to the broker alone, or with Jolie by her side, which is pretty much the same thing. She seems hesitant to leave us alone with her daughter.


“But we haven’t even picked out which plane we want,” he says.


The words are hardly out of his mouth when Brutran whips out a sheet of paper listing the planes that are available and where they are parked. The woman is so damn efficient, it’s scary.


“Check them out and tell me which one you want,” Brutran says.


“Aren’t we doing things backwards?” Matt asks.


Brutran smiles. “You may be the next Superman but you don’t know a thing about negotiating. I’ll talk to the broker half an hour before I’ll even begin to discuss our price range, or even what plane we want to buy.”


Seymour, Matt, and I begin to search the aircraft parking spaces. It’s immediately apparent Matt is focused on purchasing a jet, but only three are available: a Gulfstream IV, a Phenom 100, and a Lear XL. With the cash we carry, the Lear is the only jet we can buy outright. The Gulfstream is almost new and carries a price tag of twenty million, and the Phenom is at least half that much.


“A jet will limit the number of airports we can access,” I warn.


“But it will more than double our speed,” Matt says. He effortlessly picks the lock of the Gulfstream and climbs into the cockpit. I remember when he rescued me from the Telar in the Swiss Alps, the Apache helicopter he showed up in. The boy likes his toys. I can see already he has his heart set on the Gulfstream.


“Brutran withdrew the cash for a specific purpose,” I say. “She doesn’t want to have to access any of her private or IIC accounts. She’s afraid a bank wire can be traced.”


“I never heard her say that,” Seymour remarks.


“It doesn’t matter, I know the way she thinks,” I say. “And in this case she’s right. We should focus on the propeller planes. There’s a twin-engine Cessna in lot 13B that looks promising.”


Matt frowns as he plays with the Gulfstream’s controls. “We can work on the broker’s brain if we have to,” he says.


“I’d rather not screw with the man’s mind,” I say, thinking of the Denver cop and his wife I recently damaged with my fiery gaze. Matt is instantly alert to my concern. He has my same power. His might even be stronger.


“You only had a problem because you were in Teri’s body,” he says.


“The broker will have trouble explaining to the Gulfstream’s owner why he only got a fraction of the price he was asking,” I say.


“The broker doesn’t have to call the owner until next week. By then it won’t matter.”


“Why do we have to buy a jet?” Seymour asks. “Let’s rent one.”


“No,” I say. “Brutran’s talking to the broker alone to make sure he understands we don’t want a paper trail. That’s another reason her cash is important.”


Matt climbs out of the Gulfstream and tests the strength of the jet’s wings. “North Carolina’s on the other side of the country. That’s a lot of ground to cover. And I don’t just want speed because we’re in a hurry.”


“You’re afraid someone might come after us,” I say.


Matt nods. “Yes. This Gulfstream is our best bet right now.” He turns toward the broker’s building. “I’m going to help Brutran speed up the negotiations.”


Without waiting for my approval Matt walks away. Seymour pats me on the back. “How does it feel to not be the boss?” he asks.


I shrug. “Matt’s not stupid.”


“He ignores your arguments. That’s got to bother you a little.”


“It will only bother me if it turns out he’s wrong.”


• • •


An hour later we’re in the air, two hundred miles east of Las Vegas, flying at twenty thousand feet and a speed of five hundred miles an hour. Matt hasn’t told me about the details of his hypnotic session with the broker but has assured me our flight plan has been properly filed and no authority should question us as we cross the country. He has also pointed out that the Gulfstream will allow us to reach our destination without having to stop and refuel.


“That was another reason I insisted on a jet,” he says.


The two of us are alone in the pilot’s cabin, Matt in the driver’s seat, the others in the luxurious rear. The Gulfstream IV is the stuff of celebrity dreams. It has two wide-screen TVs, private sleeping quarters, a bar and kitchen, and probably the most comfortable leather seats that can be found in the air. Before we left Vegas, Brutran made sure it was stocked with plenty of food and drinks.


“You don’t have to explain yourself to me,” I say.


Matt shakes his head. “I should have let you vote on the matter.”


“You know more about planes than I do.”


“You know more about the world.”


“Are you saying you want me to be the boss?”


“I wouldn’t go that far,” he replies.


“I don’t mind if you’re in charge.”


He shifts uncomfortably in his seat. “I hope you’re not saying that because of what happened to Teri.”


I hesitate. “Maybe I am.”


“I don’t blame you for what happened to her.”


I don’t respond. We both know he’s lying.


“Look, what happened in the Rockies was a confusing time for me,” he continues. “First I learn you’ve injected Teri with your blood. It didn’t matter that it was to save her life. I’d long ago sworn that I wouldn’t do anything to keep her from having a normal life. And if that meant she died before her time then so be it.”


“You’re stronger than me,” I say.


“Who knows? I wasn’t there when you did it. Maybe I would have broken down and done the same thing. Anyway, I no sooner find out what you’ve done when that damn Cradle blasts my mind. The next thing I know you’re dead and Teri’s walking around in a daze. I had never seen my father make a vampire before. I had no idea how she was supposed to behave and I sure as hell had no idea that you were in her body.”


“That’s why you haven’t forgiven me. Because I lied to you then.”


He goes to protest but stops. “Yes.”


“I felt I had to lie. I was afraid you’d kill me.”


“I know.”


“I had a right to be afraid.”


He stares at me. “No, Sita, that’s where you’re wrong. Sure, you saw my temper, you heard my threats. But I could never have hurt you any more than I could have harmed Teri.” He pauses. “You don’t believe me.”


“It’s not that simple. I know I’ll never be as important to you as Teri was. I’m not complaining—I couldn’t have loved her more than I did. But I think—from now on—that it’s important we’re honest with each other.”


He continues to stare at me. “I am being honest, Sita.”


He’s a hard one to read. “Fine,” I say.


Our flight continues uninterrupted. Matt puts the jet on automatic pilot and leaves me in the forward cabin to keep an eye on things. He goes in the back to talk to Brutran, or at least that’s what he says. I could listen in on their conversation, but since he knows that, I doubt he’s going to say anything secretive to her.


Matt is gone an hour, and we’re approaching the Mississippi River when Seymour knocks on the cabin door and enters. He sits in Matt’s chair.


“I assume you know how to fly this thing,” he says.


“All jets have the same basic controls. But this plane is so advanced, it can fly itself. At least until we land.”


“That’s reassuring.” He looks troubled.


“What’s on your mind, Seymour?”


“When are you going to tell me about this veil?”


“Soon.”


“Now feels like a good time.”


“I’ll do it when we’re on the ground and I can get you and Matt alone.” I pause. “Something else is bothering you.”


“It’s about Paula. You haven’t called her in a few days. She has no idea what’s going on.”


“Paula’s priority is John. Protecting him. If she was anxious for an update, she would have called me.”


“What if we need her advice?” he asks.


“Then I’d call her.”


Seymour looks out the window. “You’ve never reacted that well to what she has to say.”


“Well, she can be a bit blunt at times.”


“But she’s usually right. Let’s face it, the woman’s a genuine psychic. And her son, John, God only knows what he is.”


“What’s this about?”


Seymour squirms in his seat. “Matt. He’s in the back, playing that computer game John told us to stay away from.”


“The one the Cradle installed on the Internet? The one that gave you headaches?”


“Yeah.”


“What’s the big deal? You said it didn’t have any effect on Matt.”


“He said that. On the surface, it didn’t appear to bother him. But just now, when he flipped open his laptop, I got a creepy feeling, and I didn’t even know what he was doing. Then, when I saw he was playing the game, I reminded him what John had said about it. He told me to mind my own business.”


“Sounds like Matt,” I say.


“That game’s weird. It’s so addicting, especially if you play it with headphones. Remember the subliminal messages we found on sections of it?“


I remember. “Is Matt playing with headphones?”


“Yeah. He acts like he can screen out all the garbage—and maybe he can, I don’t know. I just know the game gives off a weird vibe if you’re in the room with someone who’s playing it.”


“You’ve only told me a little about how the game works. Give me more details.”


“It starts off simple. Your character is always a visitor to earth, and your goal is to find a hidden spaceship and fly it to the center of the galaxy. You start with only your hands and feet to defend yourself, but you can pick up weapons along the way. You need them because, like most games, you’re attacked the further you go. You can form alliances with other characters the game creates, and they can help you in tight situations. But just when you begin to depend on them, you usually discover they’re Shadows.”


“Shadows?”


“People the game is secretly controlling. They’re the most dangerous part of the game. You need Shadows to get past certain areas—you can get killed if you don’t agree to work with them—but they’ll often stab you in the back at the worst times. Like when you’re eating or sleeping.”


“You eat and sleep in this game?”


“It’s very realistic. You even meet beautiful women that you’d swear are other people out there playing the game with you. And maybe they are real, it’s hard to tell. Remember, the game is tied into the Internet. I have no idea how many people are playing it.”


“So these characters seem to have a life of their own?” I ask.


“Yeah. That’s why it’s so upsetting when they betray you.”


“Have you been killed in your sleep?”


“I’ve been murdered sitting on the toilet. But dying isn’t the worst thing that can happen. If you die, you just start over. The worst thing is when a Shadow turns you into one of them.”


“How does it do that?”


“They get you to trust them.”


“Go on.”


Seymour hesitates. The question disturbs him more than it should. After, all, he’s just talking about a game. I have to wait for his answer.


“That’s pretty much it,” he says. “I never got close to finding the spaceship and leaving the earth. But Matt told me he’s closing in on it.”


“Does the game end then?”


“I don’t know. There are hints along the way that there are plenty of worlds out in the galaxy you have to get by before you can reach home.”


“Do you have any idea what home is like?”


“The game doesn’t say a lot about it, except you get the feeling, when you’re playing, that you want to reach it before it’s too late.”


“Too late for what?”


“I don’t know,” he says. He practically jumps out of his seat. He rubs his palms against his legs as he looks down at me. “I just thought I should warn you is all.”


“Thanks,” I say.


He leaves the pilot’s cabin in a hurry. Anyone else and I wouldn’t be concerned. But I know from experience that Seymour has remarkable radar. If he feels the game is dangerous, he’s probably right. Plus anything created by the Cradle can’t be too healthy. It’s not as if that group was worried about entertaining the teenagers of the world.


I have a secure cell that’s been designed by Matt. Paula has a similar device. After a moment’s hesitation, I dial her number. Seymour is right, there’s a part of me that fears to approach her. Paula knows things about my future I don’t know, and her advice is often brutal. It was Paula who warned me to stay away from Teri. Advice I chose to ignore, much to my dismay.


Paula takes her time answering. It makes me wonder if I’m disturbing her meditation. The woman spends a lot of time in silence.


“Hello?” she says. “Sita?”


“I suppose I’m the only one who would call you on this line.”


“You or Matt. How are you doing?”


“You read about the explosion in Malibu?”


“It’s on TV. They’re still carrying out the bodies of the children from the wreckage. They’re saying most of them were in some sort of basement.”


“I was the one who gave the order to blow up the building.”


“That must have been a tough decision.”


“That’s an understatement. Was it the right one?”


“Why do you ask? You’re not someone who looks to others for validation. Or are you looking for something else?”


“I’m not looking for absolution, if that’s what you mean,” I snap, annoyed at how easily she is able to get to me.


“Good. I have none to offer. What can I do for you?”


“How’s John?”


“Great.”


“Can I speak to him when we’re finished?”


“Not now. Tell me what’s on your mind.”


I recount how we were able to destroy the Telar and the Cradle. If I’m expecting praise, I don’t get it. I move onto Seymour’s concerns about the game, going so far as to say that Matt appears addicted to it. She listens silently; the woman has the patience of an Easter Island stone head.


“John warned Seymour and Matt to stay away from the game,” Paula says when I’m finished.


“Did he speak to Matt directly?”


“Yes. I was there. Why does Matt keep playing it?”


“What can I say? He’s determined to beat it.”


“Matt can’t beat the game. Nobody can.”


“John acts like he can. Your son plays it half the day.”


“You know John has his own reasons for doing what he does. I don’t even ask him to explain what they are. But I know he sees something in that game that the rest of us should avoid.”


“The damn thing’s on the Internet. Millions of kids could be playing it for all we know.”


“John says the number, worldwide, is over ten million.”


“There you go. Are we going to have millions of zombies on our hands soon?”


“You assume it’s targeted at all those people. It might be that only a few are susceptible to its influence.”


“Would you care to elaborate?” I ask.


“I’ve never played it. John has said to stay away from it and that’s good enough for me.” She pauses. “Did we lose Umara?”


“How did you know?”


“I sensed her leaving. A pity.”


“She sacrificed her life so I could get to the Telar.”


“I’m not surprised. She was a great woman.”


“Yeah. We sure could use her now.”


The conversation seems to run into a roadblock. Paula lapses into silence. Like Seymour said, she has the gift of prophecy, like Suzama of old. That’s the main reason I’ve called her today, not to talk to her about the game. She’s the only one I have told about the Veil of Veronica, back when she was living at Lake Tahoe. I have reached out to her with the hope she’ll tell me something that will help me find it.


Yet when I bring it up, she practically cuts me off.


“Sita, stop. I told you that day we were sitting by the lake that the riddle of the veil will be revealed to you when the time is right.”


“I know that’s what you said back then. But things have changed. The people, or creatures, that we’re combating have discovered it exists. I’m afraid they might get to it before I can.” I pause. “I need your help, Paula.”


“I can’t help you.”


“Then let me talk to John.”


“No. You can’t involve him in this.”


“Why don’t we let him decide.”


“I’m sorry, Sita.”


“Are you? It must be pretty cool being you. Having a sixth sense that allows you to stand on a tall building and see miles away while the rest of us stumble around in a dark alley.”


“You have your own gifts. Be grateful you were able to reclaim your original form and can still use them.”


Paula is referring to the time I was trapped in Teri’s body. She and her son were present when Umara put me back in my old body. Of course, with John around, it was always hard to know who was doing what. The kid can just sit in a room and make it feel wonderful.


Still, his mother’s attitude pushes my buttons.


“Hell, I’m grateful. But you know the only reason I’m back in this body is to help you and your son and the other seven billion souls on this planet. I could be with Krishna right now, but I chose to come back.”


“Then be happy with your choice, and finish your task.”


“I’ll do that just as soon as I figure out what it is.”


“One hint, Sita, then I’m going. All right?”


I hesitate. “Okay.”


“Since the last world war, everything you’ve done for mankind has been amazing. Yet it all would have been unnecessary if you hadn’t failed at Auschwitz.”


Her words hit like a blow to my solar plexus. I have to struggle to respond. “How dare you. I was lucky to get out of that hellhole alive.”
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