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			‘Look about you, Clarke. You see the mountain, and hill following after hill, as wave on wave, you see the woods and orchard, the fields of ripe corn, and the meadows reaching to the reed-beds by the river. You see me standing here beside you, and hear my voice; but I tell you that all these things – yes, from that star that has just shone out in the sky to the solid ground beneath our feet – I say that all these are but dreams and shadows; the shadows that hide the real world from our eyes. There is a real world, but it is beyond this glamour and this vision, beyond these ‘chases in Arras, dreams in a career,’ beyond them all as beyond a veil. I do not know whether any human being has ever lifted that veil; but I do know, Clarke, that you and I shall see it lifted this very night from before another’s eyes. You may think this all strange nonsense; it may be strange, but it is true, and the ancients knew what lifting the veil means. They called it seeing the god Pan.’

			Arthur Machen

			The Great God Pan
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			Part One

			Ben

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			On the way up the mountain, Ben Shadeland flirted with the idea of killing Eddie Blaze. The problem was, Ben could barely breathe.

			“Good Lord,” Eddie said. “You sound like an obscene phone caller back there.”

			Ben ignored him. Between ragged breaths, he asked, “We still on your dad’s land?”

			“Only a small part is residential. Sonoma County owns the rest.”

			Ben looked around. “So we’re not supposed to be here?”

			“Not after dark,” Eddie answered, and in the moonlight Ben saw him grin.

			Great, he thought. Trespassing on government land at one in the morning. Trekking around the wilderness was fine for hard-core fitness freaks, but for out-of-shape guys in their late thirties, this kind of hike was a surefire ticket to the ER. If a heart attack didn’t get him, a broken leg would.

			As if answering his thoughts, Eddie said, “Want me to carry you?”

			“Go to hell.”

			When Ben risked a look ahead, the toe of his boot caught on something. He fell awkwardly, his outstretched palms pierced by thorns. He lay there a moment, riding out the pain but relishing the momentary rest.

			“You still alive?”

			Rather than answering, he rolled over and examined his torn palms. The blood dribbling out of his wounds looked black and oily in the starlight. He rubbed them on the belly of his shirt and pushed to his feet.

			When they reached the cave Ben had to kneel for several moments to avoid passing out. This was the price he paid, his only physical activity lifting weights and chasing his three-year old son around the yard.

			Of course, that was before the divorce. Now he only played with his son on weekends, and when he did he was haunted by the specter of returning Joshua to his ex-wife. The lump in his throat caught him off guard.

			He spat and glanced up at the cave. “So what’s the story?”

			“It’s a good one,” Eddie answered.

			“It better be.”

			“Come on,” Eddie said and switched on a large black Maglite.

			“You had that all along?”

			Eddie started toward the cave.

			“What, we’re going in?”

			“Don’t you want to retrace Arthur Vaughan’s steps?”

			He stared at Eddie, whose face was barely visible within the cave. “You’re kidding.”

			“I knew that’d get your attention.”

			Hell, he thought and cast a glance down the mountain. It wasn’t too late to go back. He thought he remembered the way, though he’d been too busy trying not to break his neck to thoroughly memorize the terrain.

			“This is perfect,” Eddie was saying. “One of the most prolific serial killers in California history?”

			“I’m not in the mood for a cannibal story right now.”

			“The deadline’s in two months.”

			“I know when the deadline is.”

			“Then stop being a pussy and come on.”

			With a defeated sigh, he did.

			Immediately, the dank smell of stagnant water coated his nostrils. As he advanced, he couldn’t shake the sensation of sliding into some ancient creature’s gullet, a voluntary repast for its monstrous appetite. The cave serpentined left and right, and several times branched into different tunnels. Ben was reminded of all the horror movies he’d seen with cave settings.

			They never ended well.

			At least the tunnel was large enough that he could stand erect. In addition to his fear of heights, sharks, and his ex-wife, he was deathly afraid of tight spaces. He remembered fighting off panic attacks whenever he ended up on the bottom of a football pile.

			So why the hell was he going to a place where his claustrophobia could run amok?

			Because they were desperate.

			“Arthur’s first two victims,” Eddie said, “were a couple of teenagers named Shannon Williams and Jill Shelton. They were out here hiking and decided to explore the caves.”

			It was actually Shannon Shelton and Jill Williams, but Ben let it go. Eddie was a good storyteller as long as one didn’t get too hung up on facts.

			“Little did they know,” Eddie said, “they’d wandered into the den of a beast.”

			Despite the fact that they’d mined for inspiration in eerie places several times, Ben felt the old thrill. Sometimes the tale inspired him, sometimes it was the setting. Often, the music didn’t come until days later, when a specific memory triggered his imagination.

			Lately, it didn’t come at all.

			“Who was murdered first?” Ben asked.

			“Don’t rush it,” Eddie said. “I’m coming to that.”

			They moved up a curving incline that, to Ben’s infinite dismay, narrowed gradually until he had to shuffle forward in a stooped position. When the tunnel opened up, he groaned.

			The gap between where Eddie stood and where solid ground resumed couldn’t have been more than five feet, but to Ben the space yawned, terrible and forbidding, an impassable expanse.

			“This was where she fell,” Eddie said, gesturing with the Maglite into the darkness. “Jill made it over, but Shannon ended up down there.”

			Ben stood next to Eddie and peered into the chasm. The flashlight’s glow barely reached the bottom. He estimated the distance was sixty feet or more.

			The image came unbidden, but once it settled in his mind, it dug in with the tenacity of a tick. He imagined the poor girl leaping and realizing halfway she wasn’t going to make it. The hands scrabbling frantically on the grimy cave floor. The amplified scraping of her body as it slid downward. A fingernail or two snapping off. Then the endless, screaming tumble into the abyss.

			He hoped it killed her. Goodness knew being eaten alive by Arthur Vaughan was a far worse fate.

			“You ready?” Eddie asked.

			“Hell yes,” he answered. “Ready to go back.”

			Without another word, Eddie leaped over the expanse and landed with room to spare.

			“Your turn,” Eddie said.

			“I’m not jumping.”

			“Scared?”

			“I don’t have a death wish.”

			“It’s only a few feet.”

			“And a hundred more to the ground.”

			“Stop letting fear rule your life.”

			Classic Eddie. Put him in a bad situation and mock him for reacting sanely. Like last month, the double date that turned out to be a pair of hookers. What’s the difference? Eddie had asked.

			So Ben sat there listening to one girl’s stories about her clients’ sexual quirks while Eddie got it on with the other in a hot tub.

			“Look,” Eddie was saying. “I went first so you’d know it was safe.”

			Ben turned. “I’m going home.”

			The cave went black.

			“Your choice,” Eddie said. “Either jump a gap a child could clear with his eyes shut or take your chances alone in the dark.”

			Ben ground his teeth. Arguing with Eddie Blaze was like chasing a candy wrapper in a windstorm.

			“Go ahead and leave,” Eddie said. “You do remember your way, right?”

			Ben sighed. Why fight it?

			“All right, asshole, turn on the flashlight.”

			The tunnel lit up.

			Ben backed up and took a deep breath. “You better not switch off that light.”

			“What kind of person you think I am?” Eddie asked. “I only want to scare you, not kill you.”

			Ben hesitated. “What?”

			Soft laughter. “You do your best work when you’re scared shitless.”

			He struggled to keep his voice even. “This is all a setup?”

			“The night you were alone in that movie theater—”

			“That was a fluke—”

			“—the time your plane hit all that turbulence.”

			“Another coincidence,” he said. “So this is some kind of elaborate scheme to frighten me into writing music?”

			“I bet it works.”

			Clenching his jaw, Ben broke toward the gap. Sure that Eddie would go against his word, that the light would extinguish at the critical moment, Ben leaped for the other side, felt a vertiginous dread wash over him, and cried out when he tumbled onto the path.

			He came up swinging, but just as his fist whooshed by Eddie’s face, the cave went dark again. Ben stood panting and waiting for the light to come on so he could beat the shit out of his best friend.

			He heard a metallic rattle, a tapping sound.

			“Turn the flashlight on,” Ben said.

			“I’m trying,” Eddie answered. “I dropped it when you freaked out.”

			The darkness of the cave surpassed any Ben had experienced. He remembered hiding in the closet as a kid, huddling under the covers. But even then there had been some light.

			This was like being blind.

			He fought the surge of panic. “Quit screwing around and—”

			“I’m telling you the damn thing’s broken.”

			He heard Eddie tapping on the Maglite.

			“What now?” Ben asked.

			“I don’t know, I guess we feel our way out.”

			“Feel our way out?”

			“What other choice do we have?”

			“You get the flashlight to work, that’s what.”

			“It isn’t, so there’s no use crying over it.”

			Eddie’s voice was receding.

			“Hey,” Ben said and moved forward.

			“What’re you waiting for?” Eddie called, his voice farther yet.

			Ben’s heart hammered. Arms extended, he moved toward Eddie’s voice. At any moment he knew he could plummet toward certain death. Or meet up with Arthur Vaughan, who was supposedly serving five consecutive life sentences but with Ben’s luck had gotten a weekend furlough to relive the good old days in his cannibal home.

			Ben groped forward and swallowed down the acid burning his throat. His stomach was churning, his whole body ached.

			And this was supposed to inspire him.

			He’d kill Eddie, the fucking moron.

			The sweat was trickling down his forehead now, his eyes starting to sting.

			“Eddie?” he said and the ground dropped away beneath him. He cried out, sure he was a goner, but his feet hit the ground and he went tumbling forward, spinning, somersaulting downward without a clue of how to land or how far he’d fallen. Amid the chaos he realized he could see a little and the farther he fell, the more light there was. Then he tumbled out of the cave and landed on his back.

			Ben lay without moving. Distantly, he heard Eddie’s voice uttering some nonsense, asking him if he could move his fingers, count to ten, give him some sign he was still alive.

			Ben was inclined to let him wait.

			A hand was on his shoulder, shaking him. He opened his eyes groggily and saw Eddie’s concerned face gaping down at him. He even detected guilt in Eddie’s eyes.

			“Help me up,” Ben whispered.

			A sharp pain lanced his knee as he put his weight on it. A broken patella maybe. Or a torn ACL. Something pulsed in his mouth, and when he touched it and inspected his fingers they were slick with blood.

			“Jesus,” Eddie said. “That was some fall.”

			Ben stood, swaying on the soft grass, and waited for the dizziness to go away.

			Eddie tapped his forehead with an open hand, said, “Shit, man, I just realized what the problem was.”

			Ben watched in dull rage as Eddie switched the flashlight on.

			“You believe that?” Eddie said, relishing his dumb joke. “And here I thought the batteries had gone dead.”

			Ben punched him in the nose and Eddie went down. Suddenly, Ben felt a lot better.

			Eddie fingered the corner of his mouth, frowned. “I think you knocked a tooth loose.”

			“You deserve worse.”

			Ben eased down beside him and reclined on his elbows. “This wasn’t Arthur Vaughan’s cave, was it?”

			Eddie looked away, a sheepish grin on his face.

			“You just wanted to scare me.”

			“Did you hear anything?”

			“Nothing,” Ben said and winced at the pain from his bloodied knee. “Not a damn thing.”

			Eddie got to his feet and helped him up.

			“I’ve got one more card to play,” Eddie said. “And if it doesn’t work, nothing will.”

			Ben spat, tasted warm copper. “What is it, another cave?”

			Eddie’s face, for the first time that night, lost its sardonic mirth. “If I can arrange it, the place I’m thinking of is the Holy Grail for a guy like you.”

			Ben stared hopelessly down the mountain trail. They were miles from Eddie’s car. From there, it was another two hours to home. If he was lucky, he’d be in bed by dawn.

			“This place you’re talking about,” Ben said, “you ever been there?”

			“No,” Eddie said. “It’s on an island.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Ben’s ex-wife was waiting for him on the front lawn.

			True, it had only been six months since Jenny’d divided the fabric of his existence with one merciless rip – the divorce papers served to him at the studio, of all places – yet his former home looked strangely unfamiliar, something belonging to another person, another life.

			He stopped the Civic and cut the engine. He could see her peripherally, arms folded, hip jutting to one side, her body language making it plainer than any declaration, “You’re not wanted here.”

			He took a deep breath, pocketed the keys.

			If he wanted to see his son, he would see his son. No court order, no impersonally worded decree would keep him from Joshua.

			She met him on the sidewalk. “I told you not to come.”

			He glanced at the house, hoping he’d catch sight of the boy peering through the window. If Joshua spotted him, he’d be out here in a heartbeat.

			Unless she’d poisoned the child against him, a fear that had been growing ever since their last visit, an awkward question-and-answer session he never imagined could take place with the one person who truly understood him, even if Joshua was still just three.

			“You can’t see him until Friday,” Jenny said.

			“I’ll only stay a minute.”

			She seemed to consider. “On second thought,” she said, “maybe you should see him.”

			Distant alarms went off in his head. “What’s going on?”

			“We’re moving.”

			“That’s all right. I can—”

			“We’re moving back east.”

			Invisible fingers tightened on his throat. Deep down, he’d known this was a possibility, her returning to Indiana to be closer to her parents, but he’d never really thought it would happen.

			“You can’t do that.”

			Her mouth twisted into a hateful grin, the one that made her nostrils flare. “‘In the case of joint custody where guardianship favors the mother—’”

			“Don’t start—”

			“It’s what a judge would say.”

			“A judge who doesn’t know Joshua, who doesn’t realize how much a boy needs his dad—”

			“You’re projecting again, Ben. That’s your mania, not his.”

			“It’s not a mania, dammit. There’s a reason a child has two parents.”

			“Oh Christ,” she said, “here we go with your childhood angst.”

			“It isn’t—”

			“Joshua will be fine. My father will visit—”

			“He needs his father.”

			She paused, mouth opening wide. “You really think he needs you? Have you looked at yourself lately?”

			God damn her, he wanted to grab her face and squeeze. Didn’t she care that she was the one who’d done this to him, who’d put these purple hollows under his eyes?

			He fought to control it. “You never have to see me again, if that’s what you want.”

			“Thank God.”

			The pain in his chest grew, a dull ache spreading to his shoulder.

			“I know that,” he said. “But Joshua’s a different story.”

			“The hell he is.”

			“He needs me.”

			“He has Ryan.”

			At the utterance of the unfamiliar name, the pain in his chest sharpened, bored deeper. All along he’d known there was another man, known Jenny was screwing around, the woman too insecure to throw one relationship away without another waiting in the wings.

			With an effort, he said, “Whoever Ryan is, he isn’t Joshua’s dad.”

			“Not yet.”

			Ben stared at her.

			“In a few months they’ll be closer than you and Joshua ever were.”

			And now, oh Christ, the tears were close. He wanted more than anything to muster some rage, enough heat to equal Jenny’s, but the feeling that his life was slipping away – that Joshua was slipping away – was nudging him toward panic.

			“He’s a pilot,” she said. “He took us flying yesterday.”

			The thought of his baby boy in an airplane without him did it, stripped him of what composure remained. He turned and stared with blurring eyes down the empty street. He could feel Jenny’s malice sweeping him away like a gale.

			And he’d thought the nightmare couldn’t grow worse.

			Her eyes narrowed in mock appraisal. “You and Eddie bagged any starlets lately?”

			He blew out air, shook his head, and noticed something he hadn’t previously, two vehicles at the top of the driveway.

			“Is that Kayla’s Jeep?” he asked.

			“That’s right,” Jenny said. “She moved back in.”

			“Why—”

			“Because you’re gone and Ryan doesn’t lecture her the way you did.”

			More pain, the old regret at the stillborn relationship assailing him. The product of Jenny’s teenaged pregnancy, born twelve years before Ben and her mother had even met, Kayla had made up her mind to hate Ben before they’d ever spoken. He hadn’t been a perfect stepfather, but dammit, he’d never stopped trying either.

			He said, “I’ll come back Friday.”

			“We won’t be here.”

			“What?”

			“We’re going to Europe for the summer. We leave tomorrow.”

			He swallowed. “You have to clear it with the court.”

			“File a complaint,” she said. “By the time the judge gets around to it, we’ll be back in New York.”

			Ben thought of Joshua in the city, the sweet little boy who loved to find worms and toads and hold them as they wriggled in his hands. Before Jenny could get the satisfaction of watching him break down completely, he turned and walked away.

			He’d gotten halfway to the car when he heard a small voice say, “Why is Daddy here?”

			Joshua stood beside his mother. The boy wore a red shirt and a sagging diaper. It was only noon, too early for his nap, which meant he was either wearing the same one he wore to bed the night before or he had regressed in his potty training. Kids, Ben remembered reading, often did that during times of trauma.

			“Hey buddy,” he said as he approached his son.

			Joshua’s large brown eyes flitted from his mother to Ben and back again.

			Ben knelt and hugged the boy, but his little body felt wooden. He noted with something approaching despair how Joshua’s hands remained on the tops of his shoulders rather than encircling his neck the way they used to when he came home from work.

			He kissed the boy on the cheek and crouched before him. “How are you, pal?”

			Instead of answering, Joshua glanced at his mom. Is it okay to answer?

			Ben forced a smile. “Did you have fun in the airplane yesterday?”

			Joshua frowned. “It’s not a airplane, it’s a sampiper.”

			“Sandpiper,” Jenny corrected.

			Ben tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “I bet that was fun.”

			“Ryan let me fly.”

			As if cued by an unseen director, Ryan the Pilot appeared on the porch. The guy looked young but was probably Ben’s age and simply in far better shape. Outlined clearly by the tight T-shirt, Ben could see the muscled torso, the tight midsection. Above that, the dimpled cheeks and stylish black hair gave Ryan the look of a fashion model. He watched Ben with the haughty demeanor of a cop preparing to hassle a homeless person.

			“Ryan let me hold the wheel,” Joshua said.

			“That’s good,” Ben answered and did his best to pretend the man sleeping with his ex-wife wasn’t smirking at him from the porch. He caressed Joshua’s shoulder. “That’s real fun, buddy.”

			“Ryan’s going to live with us after we move.”

			The tears came then and Ben hugged the boy so he wouldn’t see. He knew he was holding his son too roughly, but he no longer felt capable of bearing his own weight. A slight breeze wafted the scent of lilacs over them, and Ben was reminded of the time he’d planted the bushes as Joshua, not even a year old, watched him from the Pack ’n Play. Throat aching, he gripped his son tighter.

			“Daddy?” Joshua asked.

			He couldn’t answer, could only hold on and wish he never had to let go.

			“It hurts, Daddy.”

			Ben nodded, kissed his son on the side of the head. As he did, he breathed in the smell of the boy’s hair. Sweat and oil. Three or more days without a bath.

			“Ben,” she said, a hand on his shoulder, looking for all the world like a prison guard breaking up an inmate’s visit.

			“Okay,” he said, relaxing his grip on the boy. “Okay.”

			He sniffed, rubbed his nose with the back of his hand, and rose.

			Joshua stared up at him wide-eyed. It wasn’t fear exactly in the boy’s eyes. A kind of awestruck fascination, perhaps. The sense that here was something new and terrible, something momentous – Daddy was bawling.

			Ben cleared his throat. “I love you, buddy. I’ll see you soon.”

			He went to the Civic and climbed in. Keying the engine, he stole one final glance at his baby boy. Ben raised a hand in goodbye, but his ex-wife was already ushering Joshua back to the house.

			Ryan stood gazing from the porch, his feet wide, his arms folded. Without taking his eyes off Ben, the pilot reached out and ruffled Joshua’s hair as he passed. Jenny patted Ryan’s flat stomach. Ben’s son and ex-wife disappeared into the house, but Ryan went on watching him, daring him to say something.

			But he didn’t. He drove away.

			When he reached the coast road, his cell phone sounded. After several rings, he picked it up, looked at it.

			Eddie.

			“Yeah?” Ben said.

			“What’s wrong with you?”

			Ben told him what happened.

			Eddie was silent a moment. Then, “I’m sorry, man.”

			Ben stopped at a red light, a fresh spate of tears coming on. His eyes blurred as the light turned green.

			Eddie said, “I know this isn’t the best time, but primary shooting ends tomorrow.”

			“I know that.”

			“The music is due two months after they wrap.”

			Ben waited. He heard Eddie sigh, working up to something.

			“Man…I know this is the last thing on your mind right now, but it’s important. You weren’t real enthusiastic about the island before, but now…”

			“But what?”

			“I mean…does this change anything? What you found out today about Jenny and…”

			“Joshua,” Ben finished.

			“Right.”

			Ben pulled over and stared out at the ocean. The Pacific had taken on the hue of gunmetal; above that, the dreary, gray sky. Ben decided he would drink tonight. Drink until some of the pain faded.

			“I tell you what,” Ben said. “If you can get the island for a month and you’re willing to pay for it…I’ll go.”

			“Really?”

			“Really,” Ben answered. “I’ve got nothing better to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Fucking Warriors.

			Beat hell out of the Spurs and Rockets, then turn around and lose to the Clippers?

			Chris squeezed the remote and resisted an urge to chuck it at the television.

			Curry caught the ball on the left wing.

			“Shoot it,” Chris said.

			Curry faked a shot and fed Green in the post. The forward dribbled it off his foot.

			Chris kicked the ottoman. Thirty-seven points Wednesday, forty-five on Friday, but the night Chris puts fifty grand on the Warriors to cover the spread, Curry pulls a disappearing act.

			Tied at ninety with thirty seconds left.

			Chris seized his whiskey and Coke and downed it in one furious swallow. He scrunched his nose at the watery taste of it. To use up some of his nervous energy, he rose and crossed to the bar, where he poured himself a double-shot of whiskey, to hell with the Coke. Drink in hand, he crouched, preparing to celebrate as Curry finally disregarded the goddamned offense and took it to the hole. The ball rattled in as the whistle blew.

			Charging.

			“Bullshit!” Chris roared and shattered his glass against the wall.

			The announcers were saying it was bad news for the Warriors because – oh hell no – the foul was Curry’s sixth.

			He grabbed the bottle and drank, the seriousness of the moment finally taking hold. Fifty grand added to what, four hundred? Four-fifty?

			Chris bowed his head and said a prayer to no one in particular. Please let the Clippers miss. Please let it go into overtime.

			He jumped as the phone rang.

			He exhaled a trembling breath. Probably the composer again. What was his name, Blades?

			Blaze. Eddie Blaze.

			Chris rolled his eyes thinking of the guy.

			Fifty thousand for one month on the island, Blaze had said.

			My father makes that in ten minutes, Chris had told him.

			Take it or leave it, Blaze had answered.

			Chris had left it.

			Four seconds left. The Warriors were setting their defense. The ref handed a Clipper forward the ball. A rookie caught the inbounds pass, took a couple of dribbles, then drove hard toward the free-throw line. He pulled up and shot as the buzzer sounded.

			Nothing but net.

			This time Chris did aim for the TV. The bottle exploded and the screen went black.

			For the first time that evening Chris allowed himself to think of Marvin. Was one of his men on the way over even now?

			Marvin Irvin. Jesus, with a name like that you’d think he’d have a sense of humor. A year ago, when they’d met at a Vegas casino, Marvin had treated him like a Persian prince, his Very Special Guest. Lost a thousand at roulette? No problem, Mr. Blackwood. It’s on the house. Want an escort to the show later? She’ll come to your room in an hour. You can attend the show or stay in, depending on your mood. Put away your wallet, Mr. Blackwood. It’s on us.

			Then last month when they’d crossed paths at the Staples Center.

			Haven’t heard from you in a while, Mr. Blackwood.

			Sorry about that, Marvin. I’ve been busy.

			That’s what I hear.

			A beat, the little bookie watching him with hooded eyes. Spectators were milling around them, but they might as well have been the only people in the arena.

			Oh yeah, Chris said, careful to keep his expression casual. About that, Marvin.

			Please call me Mr. Irvin.

			Chris’s throat went dry. Right. About the money, Mr. Irvin. You know I’m good for it.

			You’re good for it, huh.

			Chris’s face flushing hot. Of course I’m good for it. My family’s worth a billion dollars, for chrissakes.

			Your family, Marvin said.

			That’s right.

			Your family’s your family. What about you?

			I’m good for it.

			I don’t see any sign of that. All I see is you joining the high-interest club.

			A knock on the door jolted Chris back to the present. He stared at the door, his chest throbbing. There was no way Marvin’s men could have gotten here already. Not unless they’d been down the road listening to the game on the radio.

			Actually, he wouldn’t put it past them.

			He’d heard stories.

			On feet he couldn’t feel, he walked slowly to the door. Something crunched under his slippers. Broken glass. One shard, sickle-shaped and razor sharp, lay on its side. Should he use it to defend himself in case Marvin and his thugs got tough?

			He rejected the idea. A piece of glass would be no match for a gun. Or a blowtorch.

			He’d heard stories.

			Suddenly sure he was going to puke, Chris opened the door and saw the man standing in the shadows.

			Granderson.

			Thank Christ.

			Chris crumpled to his knees, no longer caring how he looked. He’d go to his father tomorrow, tell him the whole thing. The old man would be angry as hell, and Chris figured he’d say no at first. But after a few hours and a few drinks, Stephen Blackwood would come to his senses, realize his son’s life was worth a few hundred grand. Then Chris’s leash would be a good deal tighter, his bank account drastically limited. But after a time it would all blow over, the way it always did. Like when he totaled the Ferrari. Or flunked out of Pepperdine. Or got that waitress pregnant.

			Yes, Stephen would be pissed. Royally pissed. But he’d come through in the end.

			He had to.

			“I assume you watched the game.”

			Granderson’s cool British accent grated on his already frazzled nerves.

			“Just give me a minute.”

			“How much are you in the hole now?”

			Chris pictured Granderson’s iron jaw curved in a pitiless grin.

			“Half a million?” Granderson asked.

			“Not that much,” Chris lied.

			“More, I suspect.”

			When Chris rose, he saw Granderson fixing himself a vodka tonic, the man’s close-cropped blond hair glinting in the overhead light.

			“I’ll take one of those,” Chris said.

			“From the look of this room, I’d say you’ve had enough.”

			“Jesus, I’ll get it myself.”

			Drink in hand, Granderson passed him on the way to the door. “Will you be needing me tonight?”

			Chris poured the vodka, but his hand shook. “I was thinking you could stay in the guest room.”

			Granderson smirked at him over his glass. “Anything wrong with my own quarters?”

			Only that the guesthouse is an acre away.

			Chris shrugged. “You never know with this kind of thing.”

			“You mean organized crime?”

			Goose bumps rippled his arms. “I don’t know I’d go that far.” He cleared his throat. “It isn’t like Marvin’s some kind of killer.”

			Granderson watched him impassively. “If you say so.”

			Granderson turned to go.

			Chris took an involuntary step forward. “You’ll stay then?”

			Granderson paused at the door. Without looking up, he said, “I forgot to tell you. The composer called again. He doubled his offer.”

			“A hundred thousand?”

			Granderson waited.

			“What did you tell him?”

			“I told him I disapproved.”

			Chris took a breath. “Will you call him back and accept?”

			Granderson’s hand paused on the knob, his sinewy forearm tensed.

			“You do know what would happen if your father found out, don’t you?”

			“He won’t find out.”

			Granderson disappeared through the doorway.

			Chris called after him, “When will you be back?”

			A few moments later, he heard a door bang shut below.

			* * *

			He’d been sleeping he had no idea how long when he awoke, conscious of a furtive rustling somewhere in the bedroom. Chris remained absolutely motionless. He thought of his cell phone on the nightstand, yet he couldn’t make his arm work, so quickly and completely had the fear paralysis gripped him. It was amazing, really, how the night and his imagination washed away the protective veneer of years and reduced him to the child who’d been afraid of the dark for as long as he could remember, especially after what’d happened on his fourteenth birthday, the time his parents took him to Castle Blackwood.

			The memory of that terrible night brought him fully awake.

			The only other person who knew the security code was Granderson, and if it was he in the bedroom, he was there for Chris’s protection. Why else was his father paying the man?

			Something was wrong in the house. He was certain of it. An astringent taste roiled in the back of his throat, reminding him of hung-over mornings during which he’d crunched aspirin to make it work faster.

			Chris rolled onto his back and his breath caught. Beside the bed, framed in moonlight, stood a large figure.

			“Granderson?” Chris whispered. When the figure didn’t answer, he said, “Jim?” as though to humanize the man by invoking his first name.

			The shadow shifted slightly, a slithery sound accompanying the movement, and Chris watched the figure – definitely not Granderson – peeling off a pair of gloves. The bare hands looked very large in the meager light filtering through the blinds. Rather than reaching for him, the hands went to the pocket of a Windbreaker. Something thin and silvery dangled at the figure’s side.

			“Sit up,” a voice said.

			The sound of it chilled him. Low. Raspy.

			“Sit up,” the voice commanded, and before he could obey, a viselike hand seized him by the throat. The silver object flashed, and Chris’s hand exploded in an icy burst of pain. He cried out, already frantic for air, and grabbed the man’s hand with both of his. Desperately, Chris shot out a knee and caught the intruder in the ribs. The throttling hand left his throat, but before he could relish the freedom of an unrestricted airway, a huge fist smashed down at his face. He turned but the blow caught him flush anyway, one side of his jaw a screaming web of agony.

			The man mounted him, straddled his chest, and used his knees to pin Chris’s arms. The man weighed a ton, and a cloud of aftershave made breathing even harder. Chris bucked to throw the man off, but the voice came again, its eerie calm making the threat infinitely more ominous. “Stop moving.”

			“Can’t…breathe,” he managed to say.

			“Relax,” the raspy voice said. “Relax.”

			He stared abjectly up at the man. He could make out features, but only vaguely. Short dark hair. A wide, pockmarked face. Deep-set eyes.

			Where the hell was Granderson?

			“Do you know who I am?” the man asked.

			“I can pay you in—” Chris began, but the silver object silenced him.

			He identified it and then, as he had done many times since that first awful night when he’d dropped a hundred grand on the Super Bowl, he wished this were all a bad dream from which he’d soon awaken.

			The scalpel pressed into the soft flesh under his eye.

			“Do you know who I am?” the man repeated.

			Chris drew in a labored breath. “I know who sent you.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Mr. Irvin.”

			The pressure on Chris’s skin decreased. “That’s right. So you know why I’m here.”

			“Yes.”

			The wide moon face spread into the parody of a smile. “Good boy.”

			Chris said, “I can pay you twenty thousand tonight. In a couple days I’ll have a hundred more.”

			The man shook his head. “You’re way short.”

			“No it’s—”

			The scalpel flicked down and shot a laser of white heat through his upper lip. Blood trickled into his mouth.

			The man giggled. “Tough place for a wound, Chris. Put on a black Band-Aid, you could pass for Hitler.”

			Chris whimpered.

			“After tonight’s loss,” the man said as he wiped the scalpel on the sheet, “you owe us three-quarters of a million dollars.”

			“It was five hundred,” Chris said and shut his eyes as the scalpel flicked again. The blade cleaved a burning line between his eyes, the bridge of his nose separating. He wailed, the hot blood pooling in his eye sockets no matter how he thrashed. Then the man’s weight was bearing down again. Crushing, suffocating.

			The raspy voice at his ear, intimate as a lover’s, “Don’t contradict me.”

			Weeping freely, Chris nodded. Above him, the man shifted. There were more rustling sounds, the cool feel of the man’s Windbreaker on his cheek.

			By the time he realized what was happening, his left hand was tied to the bedpost.

			“Wait,” he said, “what are—”

			The scalpel entered his left nostril, pierced the tender flesh within. Chris screamed, a high, gurgling, alien scream, but that drove the blade higher, deeper, the pain indescribable, and somewhere, beneath the strata of shock, he was aware he had soiled himself.

			The scalpel went away. The voice, very close to Chris’s face, “One more word and I’ll make you a freak.”

			Chris stayed as still as he could, but his breath was thinning, his nose filling with blood.

			“Don’t move,” the man said.

			And though Chris wept with the pain and degradation of it all, he did not resist as the man tied his other hand to the bed frame. The man got up, and though Chris was grateful to be able to breathe again, the dismal sense that he was about to die grew stronger as his feet were bound to the posts.

			Then, the bed shifted as the man sat beside him. “If you tell anyone – the police, your parents, anyone – I’ll find out. You have no idea how much your body can hurt. There are so many places I can cut…”

			A hand slipped inside Chris’s boxer shorts, the scalpel tracing an almost delicate line down his penis, the sharp point pausing on the shriveled tip and grinding into the urethra.

			Chris groaned, the voice rasping at his ear, “…so many places I can dig.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Claire took a drink – she had no idea what it was – from the server’s platter, and peered through the partygoers at the tall man standing outside on the deck, the tail of his sports jacket ruffled slightly by the breeze. Outlined by the red sunset and the dark Pacific, he looked drawn by an artist, rather than a man of flesh and blood. She had never been this close to him and now she memorized his profile, his strong nose, his broad shoulders slumped as he leaned over the wooden railing.

			Ben Shadeland, she thought. She couldn’t imagine what she’d say to him.

			Eddie Blaze appeared at Ben’s side and handed him a beer. Next to Ben, Eddie seemed a good deal shorter, even shorter than he’d appeared on last month’s Oscar telecast.

			Still, with his black hair and his square jaw, Eddie exuded a roguish charm. Though larger, Ben Shadeland looked a good deal more sensitive. He hadn’t the confidence Eddie had, but Claire found him far more attractive. Ben turned and Claire caught a glimpse of his soulful blue eyes, his dimpled chin.

			She moved the umbrella stirrer aside, took a sip and shivered, whatever tropical concoction she’d selected too strong by half. She considered leaving it on the bar, but then she’d have nothing to occupy her hands.

			Ben said something to Eddie and walked away. Now was her chance.

			She stepped out onto a deck twice as large as her entire apartment. As she neared Eddie it occurred to her she had no idea what to say.

			Good evening, Mr. Blaze. Lovely party, isn’t it? May I have a job?

			An exotic-looking woman with shimmering black hair and wearing a black evening dress appeared out of nowhere and embraced Eddie. Claire stood dumbly in the middle of the walkway.

			“I’m looking forward to tomorrow,” the exotic woman said.

			“Me too,” Eddie replied. “How’s Lee?”

			The mention of Lee Stanley brought on a fresh wave of fear. The feeling grew in Claire that at any moment a team of men in black suits would descend on her and carry her out of the mansion. What the hell had she been thinking?

			The woman gave Eddie’s hand a squeeze and moved away.

			He turned and smiled at Claire. “I don’t think we’ve met.” He gave her his name and offered his hand.

			She shook it. “Claire Harden.”

			“Claire,” he said, smile widening. The skin of her chest burned. She passed an unsteady hand over her throat. His eyes lowered and she thought of her hives, those angry red blotches that appeared at the worst times. Why on earth had she worn this dress?

			“Nice party,” she said lamely, and perhaps out of pity he nodded and told her that yes, the party was indeed nice.

			As the silence between them thickened, she glanced dismally down at her flats. She should have worn heels. In her apartment the red flats seemed a good choice, but here, among the pretty people of San Francisco who could afford the right clothes and the right shoes for any occasion, they looked shabby and ill chosen.

			“Are you an actress?” Eddie asked.

			Claire searched his face for traces of irony, but if there were any, they were well concealed. Perhaps he meant she looked like some character actress, the plain-faced friend of the female lead.

			Or maybe he was paying you a compliment.

			“No,” she said. “I could never be an actress.”

			“Me either,” he said. “I clam up in front of the camera.”

			She looked around. “I’ve never been in a house this big.”

			Eddie glanced up at the twenty-foot wall of windows. “I call it ‘The House That Blood Built’.”

			She followed his gaze to the upstairs balcony. “Is it new?”

			“Basically. He commissioned it after he made Hell House.”

			Remade, she nearly corrected. Claire remembered the first version starring Roddy McDowell and bearing the dubious title, The Legend of Hell House. Despite the fact that Richard Matheson himself – one of her all-time favorites – had written the screenplay, the movie had failed to capture the novel’s brooding atmosphere. The Lee Stanley version had been better – much better, in fact – though, as always, Stanley insisted on throwing in gratuitous sex and gore.

			Claire thought of the exotic woman who’d spoken to Eddie earlier. Had she been an actress, one of Lee’s scream queens? For all Claire knew, she might have seen the woman naked before. She sure had the body for it.

			She realized Eddie was staring at her.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I was just remembering the film.”

			“Very bloody,” he said. “You a horror fan?”

			“Of course.”

			“You have any favorites?”

			“You name it,” she said. “Halloween. The Exorcist. Cheesy stuff like Evil Dead II.”

			He grinned broadly. “My kind of girl.”

			She felt herself relaxing. Amazingly, the hives seemed to be dissipating. For good measure, she kept her hand there in case he spotted them, mistook them for some rare disease, and fled on the off chance what she had might be communicable.

			“I figured you’d be a horror fan,” she said.

			“Yeah, why is that?”

			“To write scores for Witching Hour Theatre and Blood Country, you’d just about have to be.”

			He stared down at his drink, clearly pleased she knew his work.

			“I do love scary things,” he said. “Always have.” Then, looking up at her. “Not many people have seen Witching Hour Theatre. I’m surprised you did.”

			“I saw it on DVD.”

			“That’s the only way you could have. It was out of the theaters within two weeks of its release.”

			“I went out and bought the score the same night,” she said. “It was one of the best pieces of suspense music I’d ever heard.”

			“Really?”

			“Absolutely. The track called ‘Longface’ still gives me chills.”

			“Well, Claire, I’m very humbled by your praise.”

			She took a breath. “I have to be honest with you, Mr. Blaze. I—”

			“Eddie.”

			“I have to be honest, Eddie. I came to this party to talk to you.”

			“Yeah?”

			Had there been a subtle hesitation in his voice, a drawing back?

			“Yes,” she said, “I hadn’t heard back from you since sending my information…”

			His expression grew veiled, suspicious.

			She plowed on, “I want you to know how much I respect you both. It’s not just the score you wrote for Witching Hour Theatre, which is amazing…”

			He was staring out at the bay.

			“…but the way you spotted the music.”

			“What exactly did you admire about it?”

			Claire willed her voice to remain calm. “I admired how the music lurked in the background.”

			When he didn’t answer, she went on. “Rather than drawing attention to itself, the score mimicked the actions of the murderer. I loved how the buildup to the big scare in the middle of the movie developed in silence, the way the music stayed out of the way…I thought that made the scene more powerful. It was very bold of you.”

			He tossed back his drink, wiped his mouth. “What can I do for you, Ms. Harden?”

			“You posted an opening for an intern. Someone to transcribe your music—”

			“That’s all changed.”

			“Aren’t you scoring House of Skin right now?”

			There was real heat in his look. “That’s none of your business.”

			“I can take some of the load off you,” she said. “I’m a good worker.”

			“We don’t need distractions.”

			“You filled the position?”

			He laughed. “Why am I explaining this to you? You crash Lee’s party—”

			“Did you read my portfolio, listen to my samples?”

			“I listened to them.”

			“And?”

			“I found them derivative.”

			It was as though the deck below her had dropped away.

			He set his empty glass on the rail. “I don’t have time for this shit.”

			The tears in her eyes appalled her. Could this have gone any worse?

			He turned to go, but she stunned them both by grabbing his arm. He stared at her hand incredulously.

			She released him. “Please,” she said. “I just want to learn from you.”

			He studied her face, perhaps searching for signs of madness.

			He said, “You’re an accompanist, right?”

			“First in my class at the conservatory.”

			“Your playing was better than your writing. Stick to that.”

			He might as well have slapped her.

			She was almost to the sliding doors when she heard him say, “Hold on.”

			As he approached, his expression seemed to soften.

			“You seem like a nice kid, but this really is the worst possible time.”

			“Then let me help.”

			Eddie shook his head, scratched the underside of his jaw. “We won’t even be here.”

			“Why not?”

			He looked away as though embarrassed. “It’s normal for Ben to get writer’s block – musician’s block – whatever you call it…but never this close to our deadline. I mean, he always has some idea of what things will sound like by now…”

			“You’re trying to unblock him.”

			“I guess so,” he said. “If going to the Sorrows doesn’t do it—”

			“The Sorrows?”

			“Castle Blackwood,” Eddie said. He paused, frowning. “Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of it?”

			She said she hadn’t.

			He shook his head. “And you a horror fan? I’m disappointed.”

			“What is it?”

			“An island eighty miles off the coast of northern California,” he said, “and the site of one of America’s strangest unsolved mysteries.”

			“What happened?”

			“No one really knows.”

			She waited for him to elaborate. When he didn’t, she said, “And the two of you are going there?”

			“Us and one other,” Eddie said. “Lee Stanley’s assistant.”

			“The woman you were just talking to?”

			“That’s right. Lee insisted we bring Eva along.”

			“For what?”

			Eddie smiled ruefully. “To keep him abreast of our progress, I imagine.”

			Claire took a breath. “So I’ll make an even four.”

			He cocked an eyebrow.

			“Having me along will free you up,” she said. “You and Ben can concentrate on the music. I’ll stay in my room until you need me. Then, you can dictate to me and I can put things straight into the computer.”

			Eddie watched her.

			She went on, “I can help cook too.”

			One corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. “I’ll talk to Ben. If he’s okay with it, you can come.”

			She fought an urge to jump up and down. Afraid he’d change his mind, she wrote her name and number and told him to call anytime. He surprised her by saying he’d let her know by morning since they were leaving tomorrow night.

			Claire thanked him again and made her way to the restroom. When she finished, she peered outside to see if she could spot Eddie and Ben talking, but neither man was visible. Relax, she told herself. They’ll call you if they want you.

			Please let them want me.

			Claire exited the deck and made her way along a winding stone path around the house. She’d parked her car down the road and was about to cut through a hedgerow when she heard someone say, “What’s the big deal?”

			Eddie Blaze.

			“We don’t have time for socializing,” Ben Shadeland said.

			She hid between a pair of low-hanging palm fronds. There, framed by green, she saw them on the front walk.

			“She’ll make an even four,” Eddie said.

			“I’m not looking to be set up.”

			“Then we’ll use her as a maid.”

			Ben put his hands on his hips. “Come on.”

			Eddie laughed. “She volunteered, said she’d be happy to cook and clean.”

			A pause.

			“What’s she like?” Ben asked. 

			“You mean is she hot?”

			“That’s not what I meant.”

			“She’s all right,” Eddie said. “She’s a seven. Seven-and-a-half, maybe.”

			Ben rolled his eyes.

			Eddie added, “She’s good-looking in a Renoir kind of way.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“You know, the full-bodied type.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” Ben asked, but Claire scarcely heard him. Her eyes burning, she veered away and set off through the hedgerow, not caring if they heard her, not caring if she tore her stupid red dress. She shoved through the bushes, which scratched at her with disturbing eagerness, and nearly plunged into a manmade goldfish pond. She climbed up a sun-scorched verge and lacerated her palm on a piece of glass lying in the dirt. Nearing her car she saw that the backs of her arms had been lashed by branches. Somehow the wounds made her arms feel even flabbier than before. Claire reached her car and gritted her teeth at the way the window broadened her reflection.

			Like she needed it.

			She plopped down in her seat, started her Camry and drove toward a man opening his car door. It was Ben Shadeland, and though she didn’t want to think about him or Eddie anymore, she found her foot easing off the gas as she neared. He watched her approach. Without knowing why she did it, she stopped next to him.

			Ben’s friendly, haunted face appeared in the passenger’s window.

			“Are you Claire?” he asked.

			She mustered a smile and stuck out her hand. “It’s great to finally meet you.”

			Seeing her bloody arm, his grin faded. “Are you okay?”

			“I’m just clumsy.”

			“If you’re sure,” he said, though he didn’t look convinced.

			“Did you talk to your partner?” she asked, unwilling to utter Eddie’s name.

			He hesitated. “I did.”

			“And?”

			When he didn’t answer, she said, “Mr. Shadeland?”

			He looked up at her.

			“I think you’re the most talented composer working today.”

			“Claire…”

			“Please, I need someone to give me a chance.”

			He held her gaze a moment longer. Then he nodded. “I’ll call you tomorrow morning and let you know where to meet us.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			“Not like that,” Lee said, voice echoing through the master suite. “Like this.”

			Eva shifted her legs.

			“Jesus Christ,” he said. “Not that way…the fuck you doing?” Spreading her legs apart. “Like this.”

			She obeyed.

			The black satin sheets slithered under her mostly naked body. In different circumstances the sensation might have been arousing.

			If, for example, the man standing over her wasn’t a monster.

			“Now take your hand – not that one,” he said, flinging Eva’s hand away from her body. “This one.” He licked his lips as he slid her hand over her belly. Eva studied herself in the giant mirror on the ceiling and suppressed an urge to laugh at the white bra and underwear he’d insisted she wear. Always white. Unless she got to play the villain, which almost never happened.

			Lee usually got that part.

			Right now he was Paul Carver, the protagonist of House of Skin. Early in the film Paul had been a decent guy. An alcoholic, but basically good. But now he was in the thrall of the vengeful but ravishing Annabel, the creature who brought out her victims’ innermost desires, who made them do terrible things to the unsuspecting.

			Right now, Eva was the unsuspecting.

			Surprise splashed over her like ice water as Lee grabbed her mouth and squeezed her cheeks together. “Me, goddammit. Look at me, not your fucking reflection.”

			Eva waited for him to let go.

			“Do you understand me?” he asked, clipping off the words as though she were a recalcitrant child. “Women do not admire themselves when Paul Carver is seducing them. They pay attention to him. They admire him, his physique. His rugged good looks.”

			Eva thought of Eric Kramer, the actor playing Paul Carver, who, unlike Lee, did have a great physique and rugged good looks. She concentrated on Eric Kramer, on his ocean blue eyes, and Lee faded. His hairy, jiggling teats disappeared and Eric Kramer’s muscular pecs took their place. Lee’s eye-watering body odor – a funky miasma of unwashed armpits and portobello mushrooms – dissipated as well.

			Lee noticed the change in her and nodded.

			“That’s right,” he said. “You want me. You know the things I’m capable of, but you want me all the same. Getting fucked by me is worth the pain, worth dying even.”

			Eva let her eyes travel down Lee’s corpulent midsection, her imagination transforming it into Eric’s washboard stomach. God help her, she was actually growing aroused. A pleasant heat spread through her abdomen as she pictured Eric Kramer’s erection, tumid and shiny and seeking her warmth.

			“Uh-huh,” Lee said. “Fuck yeah.” Drawing down her waistband, his tongue lapping at her crotch like some alley cat slurping from a puddle.

			But in Eva’s mind it was Paul Carver’s tongue, and regardless of whose tongue it was, it would all be over soon anyway, her manuscript finished and her editor at Rogue Books staring wide-eyed at the twisted behavior of one of the biggest directors in Hollywood, the amazing Lee Stanley, the King of Horror and the winner of numerous humanitarian awards, an outspoken advocate of women’s rights and a dozen other noble causes.

			Eva bit her lip as Lee entered her.

			He pinned her arms to the bed and began thrusting. His weight was tremendous, smothering, like being mauled by a bear. Try as she might to hold on to it, the image of Eric Kramer faded and was replaced by Lee’s flabby butt cheeks undulating like Jell-O in the overhead mirror. She shut her eyes against the picture, not out of revulsion, but because the sight made her giggle. Once he’d caught her laughing at him, and the beating he’d administered had blackened her eyes and made her ears ring for days.

			“Uh-huh,” Lee was saying. “Tell me how much you love it.”

			She told him how much she loved it, how sexy he was. How horny he made her feel. How wet.

			His thrusts became feverish, and she intensified her dirty talk – with any luck he’d come soon. He grunted louder, and she felt his body tighten.

			Then he was slumped over her. She patted his back and pretended she wasn’t being crushed to death. Lee was sensitive about his weight.

			After an eternity he rolled off and ambled to the bathroom. Eva regarded herself in the overhead mirror. Nude except for the white bra that he’d never bothered to remove, she watched in fascination as the bed rose slowly around her, Lee’s huge imprint dissolving.

			She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood. A wave of revulsion rolled through her body as she felt his seed trickle down her leg.

			Eva got dressed, switched on the television, and waited for Lee to dismiss her. He emerged from the bathroom ten minutes later wearing a gleaming red robe. He looked like the world’s worst boxer, twenty years past his prime.

			Without looking at her, he went to the humidor on the dresser. “We shoot the police chief’s death today,” he said, taking out a cigar. “At least, the audience thinks it’s his death. We leave it ambiguous like the novel did. You know, just in case there’s a sequel.”

			Eva said nothing. On the television the hosts told a woman that her wardrobe was straight out of a nightmare. Eva read the woman’s subtitled response – But I like my clothes – and waited for Lee to leave so she could turn on the sound.

			He stood three feet from the screen, watching the show. “What a cow,” he said, blowing smoke at the TV. “What’d look good on her is a tablecloth with a hole cut in the middle.”

			Eva imagined her editor reading about Lee Stanley making fun of a woman because of her weight.

			“Jesus Christ,” he said, gesturing with his cigar. “That dress makes her look even bigger.”

			Eva pretended to smile.

			Lee sat down, getting into it now. “If I saw that fat-ass coming, I’d call the San Diego Zoo, tell ’em they lost one of their hippos.”

			As Lee continued, Eva reached into the pocket of her shorts and clicked on her tape recorder.
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