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While the religious system of the Iroquois taught the existence of the Great Spirit Ha-wen-ne-yu, it also recognized the personal existence of an Evil Spirit, Ha-ne-go-ate-geh, the Evil-minded. According to the legend of their finite origin, they were brothers, born at the same birth, and destined to an endless existence.


—Lewis H. Morgan, League of the Ho-de-no-sau-nee, or Iroquois, 1851
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Night had fallen on the western end of New York State. Carey McKinnon, MD, was still at Buffalo General performing an emergency surgery on a boy who had been hit by a car after school. McKinnon’s wife, a tall, slim woman with long black hair, came out of the back door of their old stone house in Amherst, walked to the carriage house that had served as the garage for as long as there had been cars, got into her Volvo, and drove to the west to get on the Youngmann Expressway.


Jane McKinnon had chosen this time for her errand partly because it would give her mind something to occupy it while Carey was fighting for the boy. Jane was a person who wasn’t good at not thinking, and she knew that was what Carey would be doing—fighting for him. She had known and admired Carey when they were in college, and when they had met again years later, after he had become a surgeon, she had not been surprised that he had found something important to do with himself.


What had surprised her was that he had come to find her again because he loved her. The name Jane McKinnon was about the role and the relationship she had chosen—maybe acquiesced to—when he had asked her. For the thirty years before that she had been Jane Whitefield, and occasionally she was again. That was the name her parents had given her for daily use. It was distinct from her real name, the very long one that was in Seneca and not really pronounceable in English, the one her clan had used many times, for a girl in each generation, and would again after she was dead.


Tonight she was on the way to her old house, the one her great-grandfather and a few of his friends had built just after the turn of the century in the small city where he and his wife had moved from the Tonawanda reservation. After that the Whitefields had lived there for around a hundred years. Jane had always loved the secret parts of the place, the basement made of big local stones set with mortar, the floor beams that held the house up, still rounded because they were made from the trunks of whole trees. She had been the last Whitefield to live there, and she had stayed until she’d married her husband.


Jane had not lived there in years, but it was a place that came with special responsibilities and she knew she could not sell it even now. The house was a place where people with certain needs used to come to find her, and when she had thought of selling it she’d had warnings in dreams that there might still be new people who had heard it was their one last safe place to go. And there had also been a few very bad people who had found their way to the house. Until she was sure the victimizers and hunters were all dead, selling the house to some unsuspecting family would be inhuman.


When Jane took the exit into the town she drove along Erie Street to Wheeler Street and over the railroad tracks past the old closed-down fiberboard factory. It had been empty of workers for so many years that it was starting to look like an ancient ruin. Weeds had grown up through the parking lot where cars used to be parked through all three shifts. Nearly all the windows of the main buildings were broken. The openings had let the weather in, and now there were plants, even saplings, growing out through a few of the frames.


Three blocks before the Niagara River she turned right. Her house was the fourth one in a row built so close together that it took skill to drive a modern car up the narrow driveway to her garage.


First she drove past the house as she used to when she had lived here so she could study the building from the street before she approached on foot. The house looked dark and quiet from this view, and that reassured her. She could see that beyond the front window of the house next door to hers, a reading lamp was on, and she could see the bluish glow of a television screen on the ceiling. That reassured her too. The house belonged to old Jake Reinert, her father’s friend since they’d been children. She was always glad to see that he was there and being borne along by his routines.


She turned the corner and went around the block looking for cars that might have someone sitting in the driver’s seat, for any kind of van or enclosed vehicle, particularly with tinted windows, for any vehicle with license plates that were obscured or made unreadable by plastic covers or mud, and for any vehicle that seemed to be paired with another—one at each end of a block, for instance. She also looked for a car with any after-market device, such as a spotlight or an antenna.


What Jane had done when she’d lived here had been dangerous and illegal, too, so law enforcement vehicles would be as menacing as stolen ones. Because this was her old neighborhood and she still visited regularly, she was familiar with most of the cars parked on the streets. The only two she didn’t recognize were an underpowered compact that neither a killer nor a cop would want, and a pickup truck with a soft front tire.


Jane parked a few houses away between two big old sycamores instead of under them. In the early spring sometimes they self-amputated limbs and she didn’t want one hitting her car. As she passed Jake Reinert’s house she went up on the front porch and looked in the window. He was watching a cable news show and reading a magazine at the same time. She rang the doorbell and stood back from the door so he could see her through the peephole. The door opened, and Jake was smiling. “To what do I owe this honor, Madam?”


“I just happened to be passing by, peeping in the neighbors’ windows, and saw you reading a magazine. Since you usually don’t let my mail pile up, I figured it was probably mine.”


“Not this time,” he said. He held it up and she saw it had a family on a new boat roaring across a small lake.


“Yeah,” she said. “The women in my magazines usually have more clothes on.”


“I’ll ignore the misplaced innuendo. Did you bring that quack you married with you?”


“Not this time. He’s working, or so he says. But I know he’ll ask about you. Have you been doing okay?”


“Still living the dream. I do have some mail for you, though.” He went across the room and brought back a stack of envelopes held together by a rubber band.


She took it. “Thanks, Jake. See you.”


“See you, Janie.”


She walked around to the back of her house, scanning the windows she passed to be sure none of them had been broken in an attempt to get in. She went up the back steps and unlocked the kitchen door, then opened it to go in.


She stopped. The air smelled wrong. There was a faint scent. She quietly closed the door, set the mail on the counter beside her, and remained motionless as she teased her nose with the air for a few seconds. It was very subtle, but it was a floral aroma. Perfume smells didn’t belong here. Even now, years after Jane had retired, she never wore perfume or used products that were scented because an enemy could use the smell to detect her presence in the dark. She always carried a perfume bottle in her purse but it contained concentrated juice of the roots of water hemlock plants, not perfume.


What worried her most was that women and girls were not the only people who liked to smell good. The faintness and subtlety of the smell might mean she was detecting aftershave or a man’s hair product.


Jane stayed where she was. The person could have come and gone. But if someone was in the house with her now, he might have heard her unlock the door and be waiting for her to step into the open to attack her. She decided to outwait the enemy she imagined, to baffle his notion of how long a person standing in a dark room would do nothing. She had to be sure the other person moved first.


She stood with her back against the wall opposite the doorway, still sampling the air to gauge the strength of the scent and listening for movement. The electric clock on the wall she could see was a favorite from the days when she’d lived here. It had a bright white face with clear black numbers and a case that was a ring of red plastic that always made the kitchen seem cheerful. Because it was old, the two hands and the twelve numbers had been painted with dots of radium. She could even make out the positions of the glowing hands in the dark. 9:07.


She had left the clock here as one of her hostages to future safety. Nobody would move away and leave such a joyful, friendly kitchen clock. If a clock like that was still here, she must be too. 9:09.


She had left a number of other hostages too. There was a set of three solid iron skillets of the sort that was hard to find anymore, a nearly complete set of antique silverware, clothes in the closet of her old room, and even some framed photographs. 9:13. The photographs were snapshots of a real Haudenosaunee family. It didn’t happen to be her family or one from her reservation, but they were real. The house was full of furniture and books.


Footstep. Jane heard it and knew the exact spot and had a notion of the weight of the person. As Jane moved past the refrigerator, she swung its door open in front of her to block a gunshot and dropped to her belly to reach under it and jerk the person’s ankles toward her.


“Aah!” the voice screamed as the person hit the floor in the hall.


The refrigerator light was enough for Jane to verify it was a girl. As Jane slithered on top of her she quickly ran her hands up and down the girl to be sure there were no weapons, and then held her forearm across the girl’s throat. “Who are you?”


“I’m looking for Jane Whitefield.”


“One more try. What’s your name?”


“Sara Doughton.”


“Very good. And what makes you think this is the place to look for Jane Whitefield?”


“My lawyer told me this would be my best chance.”


“Why do you have a lawyer?”


“I had one. She was a court appointed attorney in LA. Her name is Elizabeth Howarth. I was involved with a man named Albert McKeith and we were both arrested.”


“For what?”


“Murder.”


“Did you do it?”


“No. But he did.”


“What did your lawyer tell you to do?”


“Take the deal. Tell the prosecutor everything I knew and then testify to it.”


“What did you do?”


“Just what she said. It was bad advice.”


“Why was it bad?”


“Because the jury didn’t convict him. He sat there in court for days listening to me telling everything he did. The jury said ‘not guilty.’ So now he’s free, and he’s coming for me.”


“Tell me what Elizabeth Howarth looks like.”


“Long hair.”


“Color.”


“Gray. Almost white. She wears it tied in a ponytail or a single braid most of the time.”


“About the same height as you?”


“No. Taller than you, even.”


Jane said, “Tell me why you want Jane Whitefield.”


“She told me that Jane Whitefield could help me disappear.”


“I mostly stopped doing that years ago.”


“I thought you had to be her,” the girl said. “You’re the way she said you were.”


“How’s that?”


“Tall, dark, not sweet, no bullshit.”


“Why should anyone help you?”


Jane could see in the refrigerator’s light that the girl was pretty, and she had a soft, soothing voice. “I did what I thought was right, so I could make a clean new life, maybe help other—”


“Stop. Never lie to me,” Jane said.


The girl hesitated. Then she said, “I did what they told me would get me free. They said they knew I had not done anything. If I would cooperate they would drop any charges against me. They made up papers that said so and Elizabeth told me to sign them and live up to the deal. They kept me locked up in County while I told them everything I knew or saw. When the time came I testified against Albert. The day after I testified they let me go.”


“Where did you go?”


“I didn’t have much money or a place to sleep, but I knew some people I had met working in a coffee place a few years ago. One of them, a girl I used to be friends with, told me she would let me sleep at her place for a couple of days.


“I had mentioned this girl one time while I was in jail. She was the only local reference I could think of who wasn’t a creep. I guess Elizabeth must have seen the tapes of my interrogation and remembered the name. One day she drove there. When she found me she told me how the trial had ended. Albert McKeith got off. I said ‘How could that be?’ She said, ‘It happens.’ I guess it must, because there sure are a lot of rotten guys with serious records walking around loose.”


“How did she tell you to get here?”


“She bought me a plane ticket and then made me memorize the address. She said you would kill me and then her if she wrote it down.”


“Well, you’re here,” Jane said. “Do you know enough to be sure that nobody followed you?”


“I think so.”


“So does everybody else who gets followed. Is the car you drove the white pickup or the PT Cruiser?”


“The PT Cruiser.”


“You did okay. There was nobody watching it when I got here.” She sighed. “I’ll try to do what I can for you.”


“That’s a lot to do. You must be really close to Elizabeth.”


“Right now I hate her. And there are some things you’ll need to know before I do anything for you.”


“Like what?”


“I won’t help you get revenge against anybody—Albert McKeith or the judge or whoever didn’t help you. If you want revenge, go back and get it yourself. And I won’t try to get you justice. I don’t always know what justice is, but the rest of us do without it, so you can too. If you want to run away, you come to me. That’s all.”


“Okay.”


“You already know not to lie to me. I know that’s a hard one, but you’ll have to resist. Lies waste my time and the truth might tell me something that will keep you alive.”


“Yes,” she said. “No lies. Anything else?”


“Just a warning. I’ve been taking people away from the messes they’ve made of their lives for a long time. Everybody who has come to me had somebody who wanted to kill him. Most of those killers are still out there looking. What most are looking for right now is the person who took their victim away. So the most dangerous thing you’ve done so far is to come near me. Before anything else happens, take time to think about that. I’m going to put some money on the table. If you decide to leave before I come back tomorrow, keep it. If you’re still here we’ll start making plans.”


Jane reached into her purse and put a thick sheaf of hundred-dollar bills on the table, turned, and walked out the door. She locked the door and stepped off the concrete steps and walked the rest of her circuit around the house. She found the place where the girl had entered the building. It was the old opening that had originally been the small door in the outer wall where the milkman used to put the bottles when he made a delivery. The opening was barely big enough for a child to slither through, but this Sara was as skinny as a model. She had used something to pry the latch up, but at least she hadn’t broken anything.


Jane walked to her car, got in, and drove back around the block to check the girl’s car once more. Then she turned toward home.
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It was almost eleven when Dr. Carey McKinnon drove off the highway into the driveway in Amherst. The lights were on in the living room so he could see the stone fireplace through the front window. All that light was unusual at this hour unless there were visitors. He noticed the lights were also on upstairs, in the master bedroom. Jane was a very modern woman who had been earning a serious degree at Cornell—economics and history—when he met her, and she had turned out to be one of the brightest of his friends. She thought about the planet the way a scientist did. What he hadn’t known at the time was that she also thought like a Seneca woman. She was grateful for the earth and its animals and plants, but she also was grateful to the earth and its animals and plants. She was not a person to leave lights burning without being conscious that it created heat and caused fuel to be consumed heating water to turn turbines. Waste was incompatible with gratitude.


Carey drove his BMW up the driveway around the old stone house to the carriage house in back. He pressed the remote control and the doors opened horizontally, two mechanical arms pushing them outward to permit him to drive in. Carey’s father and grandfather and the McKinnons of their century had always gotten out of their cars to open the doors, but Carey had noticed that the same motors that opened and closed some gates were perfect for the carriage doors, too.


Carey got out of the car and walked to the kitchen door, unlocked it, and went inside, then pressed the indoor remote control on the counter to close the garage. He was still wearing scrubs tonight because after his surgery there had been another hour and a half before he was ready to leave the hospital.


He walked through the kitchen and the living room looking for Jane. She had heard him and was waiting for him at the top of the stairs. She was wearing a long robe made of a thin layer of soft white cotton, the belt cinched tight at her waist.


“Hi, honey,” she said. “Everything go okay?”


“Robert Winston Machevsky, soon to be known as Babe Machevsky or maybe Rocky Machevsky, or maybe even Maestro Machevsky, is no longer in danger. Unfortunately he has some bones that are held together with titanium pins, but I’m pretty sure even those are going to be a dim memory. Maybe when he travels to the Nobel Prize ceremony in a few years he’ll set off some metal detectors, but otherwise he’ll be fine.”


“Great,” she said. “I knew you would fix him right up. You look like you could use a drink and a bath.”


“You’re right.”


“What would you like to drink?”


“Do we own any martinis?”


“At this moment they’re only potential martinis, but they can be assembled in minutes.”


As he came up the stairs and she came down they sidestepped to each other and kissed, then went on.


Five minutes later she appeared in the doorway of the big bathroom by their bedroom where Carey was soaking in the oversized bathtub. Jane set the two martinis on the counter between their two sinks, shrugged off the bathrobe and reached up to hang it on the hook, then turned around and looked into his eyes.


“Well, that’s my first wish, already granted,” he said. “I wonder if the genie will give me two more.”


“No, but I will,” she said. She handed him the two glasses and then stepped into the tub and sat down beside him. They sipped their drinks and talked and kissed and caressed each other and talked less and less. After a while Jane stood and stepped out onto the soft rug and they dried each other with thick bath towels. Then they walked into the bedroom.


Much later the soft breeze through the upper window was cooler, and they lay side by side and held hands.


“When are you leaving?” Carey said.


“I’m sorry it was obvious. I hope it didn’t ruin homecoming for you.”


“I had noticed you had lights on downstairs so I wouldn’t come in to a dark, empty house, and I guessed that the light up here was because you were packing. I hoped you weren’t, but then things got so good I knew. I don’t mean you haven’t been pleasant company on some other night. But this time you were making sure I would get the message.”


“There’s probably some truth in that. I wanted you to know how I felt. But tonight was also about giving myself a memory to take with me that would remind me what my life with you is like. And I wanted the memory to include me knowing what I have and showing you. And that’s what I think kept us up so late.”


He craned his neck to see the clock on the nightstand. “It is late. Time kind of got away from me.”


“And already here we are again, lying here looking at the ceiling and listening to the owls telling each other it’s time to get back up in the tree before the sun.”


“I don’t suppose—”


“This has been perfect. Beautiful. And as soon as we’re back together we’ll be here again. What a huge day you’ve had, Carey. You saved at least one person’s life and fixed his injuries so they’ll heal right. And I remember you said you had three surgeries this morning, and those probably went well, too, but you already forgot about them, right? I thought so. And I don’t know what else you did before you came home and reminded your wife why she married you, and then why she’s always finding an excuse to lure you up here again. Right now, it’s time to close our eyes. I’ll be back with you as soon as I can.” A few minutes later she leaned over and looked down at him and listened to the deep, strong breaths of his sleep.
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Jane walked into the carriage house at four thirty A.M. She knew it was best to get away from the McKinnon house before her husband woke up, and that would happen a half hour from now. The only way she could not hear the man she loved say “Don’t go” was to be gone.


She started her car’s engine while the carriage house doors were still shut so he wouldn’t hear the starter, then opened them to avoid accumulating carbon monoxide and let the car drift out of the carriage house, gaining speed silently because of the driveway’s slope. When she coasted past the end of the house where the master bedroom was, she pressed the button to close the carriage doors. She saw it happen in the corner of her eye as she pulled out onto the highway.


Jane drove to the house in the town by the river. This time she pulled all the way into her garage, took her bag, got out, and closed and locked the combination lock on the garage. She had no idea how long she might be gone, so she had a battery charger in the trunk. She was also not certain which of her current possessions would still be with her when she returned, so she kept the key with her until she was in the kitchen and could store it in the freezer.


She opened the basement door and descended the steps with her bag still on her shoulder. She walked to the old workbench near the far wall, took the stepladder that was leaning against the wall, and carried it to the old coal furnace that had been left there years ago when the oil furnace had replaced it. The old furnace used to feed hot air into several round ducts just under the first floor that ran up to brass grates set in the hardwood floors. Jane climbed the stepladder and separated two sections of one old duct, reached inside, and took out a metal box. She took out ten thousand dollars in banded stacks of hundred-dollar bills, put them in her shoulder bag, and returned the box to its place. Next she reached into the other duct and took out a pair of Glock 9mm pistols and two spare loaded magazines and added them to her bag. She took out a lady’s wallet, and then examined several business envelopes, found one that said “FC21–26,” which stood for “female Caucasian age 21–26” and took it. She fitted the two heating ducts together again, took the ladder back to the other end of the cellar, and went upstairs. She left her bag near the door and climbed to the second floor.


She found Sara Doughton sleeping on a pair of couch cushions and a blanket in the closet of the bedroom Jane had occupied as a child. “Wake up,” Jane said.


Sara sat up. “Is it daytime already?”


“For us it is. It’s best to get on the road before we’re too easy to see.”


“Okay.” Sara got up, folded the blankets and put them in the cedar chest, and then put the cushions on the old chaise.


Jane said, “That was a smart place. You don’t want somebody to be able to find you in the dark.”


“I learned that in a hard way.”


“I’m sorry. Where did you get your car?”


“Elizabeth bought me plane tickets. I took one as far as Salt Lake City and turned the other one in for cash. With what I had it was enough. It’s not a great car.”


“Does anybody who might be looking for you know about it?”


“No.”


“Then it’s a great car.”


“Did you bring anything into the house that you want to take with us?”


“My bag is in the trunk.”


“Then let’s go join it.”
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Carey McKinnon awoke at his usual time of five A.M. and looked at Jane’s side of the bed in case she had changed her mind. No. She was gone. She had set the alarm on his cell phone, so he turned it off before it could ring. He sat up but didn’t bother to search for a note. She was not a person who left notes.


He swung his legs off the bed and stared through the open doorway and down the long, straight hall. He felt the misery settling on him. The McKinnons had only one long-standing disagreement but it sometimes made him feel that their marriage had never been free of this argument, just had extended truces.


He couldn’t complain that he hadn’t been warned. Years ago when they were friends from college just getting together romantically, before she would even talk about marrying him, she had told him her secret.


The secret was that she had spent her time during the years when they had been out of contact acting as what she called a “guide.” She didn’t mean any normal sort of guide. People who believed that they were about to be murdered found their way to her. She conducted them away from the places where they were in danger to new places where nobody knew them. Then she taught them how to be new people. She was guiding them out of the world.


She had worked rarely at first, using methods she had developed from the experience of working as a skip tracer during college summers. She had learned how people who didn’t want to be found traveled, obtained and used false names and identification and references, got themselves places to live, landed jobs, even paid taxes. The time came when a friend of both Jane and Carey had reason to disappear and Jane had realized that she already knew how to make him vanish, so she did. Only a few people had known, and Carey had not been one of them.


Of course, the time would come again when someone else needed help. That time the victim was a woman who was being stalked by a deranged admirer. Jane took her away too. Once people knew that Jane could make a person vanish, the information never stayed put and stopped circulating. Somebody’s father borrowed money from the wrong people, a classmate had a fight in a bar and hurt his opponent too seriously.


Jane had always refused payment for what she did. She even refused to let the person she was helping pay any expenses. She would say to him, “When I put you somewhere, you’re going to need all your money. I can get more, and I’m not running from anything.”


People didn’t know it, but Jane’s instinct always led her to the customs and habits of her family, which were part of their Seneca culture. Senecas were not very interested in wealth. A person was respected because of what he brought to society, not what he kept for himself, and people didn’t automatically translate effort into money. Instead of invoices and contracts, Jane gave and received presents, did favors, and honored responsibilities to people because they were human beings.


What she had told some of her earliest clients—she didn’t even use the word “clients,” but called them her “runners”—was “Today you feel awful. You’re scared, tired, lonely, and desperate. One day, maybe a year from now, or maybe ten, when you’re feeling safe and happy, you’ll look back and remember how you felt. If you still feel like it then, you can send me a present.”


By the time Carey and Jane were negotiating their marriage, this had been going on for years. People had sent Jane many presents, and still did. Two women who were working in a county registrar’s office in Ohio had sent her a package of genuine birth certificates, at least fifty in the first batch and more later. Other presents were equally unexpected. A man who had the skills and the equipment sent her three semiautomatic handguns for which he had made the receivers and bought the rest as spare parts, so there were no serial numbers, model numbers, or brand names.


There was also Rhonda Eckersley. When Jane met her, she was married to an abuser working his way up to killing her. The day before Jane had made her disappear her husband had chained her by the neck to a ring in the floor and invited some friends over to help him punish her.


A couple of years later Rhonda had a new name and had married a new husband. She had been sending Jane an unsigned card each fall around the anniversary of her disappearance, usually one that celebrated the season—pictures of colored leaves, migrating birds, harvests of vegetables. The new husband was apparently rich, because the year she remarried, the card was inside a wrapped package. That year and every year after, the rest of the package was money. There were other runners who had thought the same way, probably because they knew that Jane would use their presents to pay to take some new runner away from his troubles. Eventually she had formed a corporation in which Jane ostensibly provided professional consulting. That gave her an excuse for receiving money and banking it.


She had explained it all to Carey before she would think of marrying him. He had discussed with her the fact that state and federal laws prohibited the use of false identification, documents, and cards, obtaining false driver’s licenses, marriage licenses, or other official papers, depositing or withdrawing money under false names, and nearly everything else she did.


Jane had been guiding people beginning in junior year at Cornell through the two remaining years of college, his four years of medical school, and his five years as a surgical resident. In other words, on the day when he had arrived at her old house to see if she was still living in western New York and might be interested in renewing their friendship, she had already been a serious criminal for over ten years.


He had accepted her offer to stop being a guide. She had made an effort. He had been afraid that a day might come when a new runner would arrive whose need would be more pressing and important than her promise. After a time, he had understood her way of thinking. She had been perfectly aware that what she was doing was almost suicidally dangerous. She was the one who had been doing it. She didn’t think it would be fair or right of her to present herself to him and then be killed. But there was also another factor. She knew that it would be insane to be a guide if they had children, and she had wanted children.


As he had feared, there had been a few times in those years when she’d had to go on a trip to preserve a life. He had not approved, but he had decided not to make her miserable if she had to go. He had considered it a relapse when it happened.


But then, years later, the day had come when he had learned that one of the most important and admirable people in his life was in that kind of trouble. He’d told Jane that he had to ask her, just this one time, to help the older surgeon who had taught and mentored him. She’d saved his old friend and teacher. But then she took on other runners.


He was sure the fact that they had not had children yet had changed things too. They had the sort of infertility that was most frustrating to him as a physician—the idiopathic, unexplained inability to have children. They’d been examined and tested and retested, and Jane had been given hormones and medicines of many sorts. He remembered that one day she had simply gone into the baby’s room and taken down the antique Seneca cradle board from the wall, wrapped it up in museum-quality tissue and a protective box, and put it away.


He missed her already, and he knew she was putting herself in danger. There was no reason for anyone to ask her for help if they weren’t in danger. And he knew that she had felt she needed to take on the weight of somebody else’s troubles and try to give them a future. He wished, but he didn’t even know what solution was available to wish for.
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Jane said to Sara, “I assume that you’ve either thrown away your cell phone or at least taken the battery out.”


“Thrown it away. The only thing I used it for was talking to a bunch of people I’m doing my best never to see again. They all have my number and would have tried to use it to locate me.”


“Good.” Jane reached into her purse and took out a new cell phone. “Here. This is for you.”


“Oh my God. This is the newest iPhone. That’s a lot of money.”


“Right now it’s for show. It’s exactly the phone women of your age and description have, if they can afford it. One way to keep from striking people as not right is to never surprise them.”


“Thank you,” Sara said. “I’ll leave it turned off.”


“For the moment, that’s right. But I’ve loaded it with the usual apps, including a few that use your location to give you information, like maps and directions. But it’s on the setting to block that for now. It also has some unusual new ones.”


“Like what?”


“Some people at the University of Chicago invented one that messes with facial recognition devices. When somebody tries to identify you, these devices measure the size of your features, the space between your eyes, the exact color of your hair, and so on, and compare it with whatever picture of you they have. But it also does something we don’t see. It compares to be sure that the pixels on the new photo are the same as the ones on the second photo. This app substitutes a couple of pixels on the new photo, and that makes the recognition device fail to recognize it. So you have a picture that looks like you to any human, but not to any machine.”


“It doesn’t sound very practical. It only does one thing.”


“One thing can be a lot.” Jane smiled. “But getting out of the world doesn’t depend on using one thing. It’s more an attitude, an awareness that you don’t do things that could put you in danger, and you never miss a chance to mislead a hunter. If you always shopped at three particular clothing chains before you ran away, you never shop at those stores again. You do an inventory of all of the brand names you always bought in your old life, and you switch. You change the color of your hair, buy glasses and scarfs, and so on. If you always loved Chinese food best, a person looking for you can go to any new city and ask someone for the names of the five best Chinese restaurants and begin looking for you. Think hard about who you were and what was predictable about you, and change it. Before long, you’ll be very hard to find.”


“Do you think I can do that?”


“I think so. But I don’t know you, and it’s not easy.”


“But you can teach me, right?”


“I can tell you what you need to know. And I’ll help you get settled in a place that’s pleasant and where you can do well. But you’ll have to do some very hard and sad things.”


“Like what?”


“If your mother is living, the people searching for you will find her and watch her because she’s somebody you would be sure to get in touch with. After her, they’ll look for a father, sister, brother, best friend. If you want to disappear you have to cut yourself off from the past, and everybody you knew there. That’s hard and sad.”


“Maybe not so sad for me,” Sara said. “My father left when I was about six. That was sad. I used to cry about him for years. I would tell myself he remembered me and he was just waiting until I was old enough so he could take me away from my mother. She had custody of me, and I thought that meant my father had to wait a certain number of years. I swear I think that idea came from her. But she always said she only had to be related to me until I was eighteen, so I could have thought that’s what it meant. After I was with Albert, I went to visit her in Chicago once. She was remarried for about the third time, and was dressing about half her age. She made it clear she was not happy to have me turn up. I was a bundle of bad memories and things she had to explain to the man she was with at the time.” Sara shrugged. “Right now, I don’t think she’d know anything a killer could use, and Albert wasn’t with me when I went to see her. How do you know about the things that killers do?”


“I’ve taken a lot of people out of the world. They don’t have much in common with each other, but the people hunting them do. A person whose first idea of how to solve his problems is to stop somebody else’s heart has already crossed some lines. After the first person he’s killed, what he honestly comes to feel is that no other person’s life is as important as a little inconvenience to him. Some of them are very good at understanding other people’s feelings, but it’s a predator’s skill, used only to find ways of controlling or using or manipulating victims. They tend to find the same ways.”


“That’s just like Albert. He loved to control everybody, especially me. Now I guess he’d just like to kill me. But I’m sure he’s thinking of a way that will be fun for him. Have you ever killed anyone?”


“Yes,” Jane said. “That’s not something I like to remember. But I try not to lie to people who need the truth from me.”


Sara squinted and looked at the back window. “Wow. That car’s headlights are terrible. Blinding.”


“That’s the car I’ve been watching for a while. The black Range Rover. He showed up right after we got south of Buffalo.”


“You’ve been watching that one car all this time?”


“Not exactly. I’ve been watching the road behind us all this time. The car wasn’t surprising at first. It’s just that he’s stayed with us a long time.”


“It’s not even that dark anymore. He doesn’t need his headlights at all.”


Jane said, “It’s possible he turned on his high beams now because he was trying to get a good look at us. Have you seen that car before?”


“No.”


“You said before that you drove from Salt Lake City. Is that where you bought this car?”


“Yes.”


“Did you buy it from somebody you already knew?”


“No. After I got off the plane I started looking in my phone to find some cheaper way to make the rest of the trip. I ran across this car in an online ad. The girl who was selling it had just got married to a guy who had two better cars than this. She figured if she sold it she could get most of her buying price back because it was already depreciated, and save the insurance premiums and license fees. And she had to park this one on the street. Why are you interested?”


“Because I want to know if this is somebody looking for you, or somebody looking for me. If he didn’t follow you from Salt Lake City, then it’s likely that he had found my house and saw us come out and get into this car.”


“What do we do?”


“Give him a chance to show us which it is,” Jane said. “Can you reach over the seat and get my bag?”


While Sara leaned over the seat and pulled the bag over, Jane watched the car in her mirrors. Sara set the bag between them. She looked hard at Jane. “Are you just doing this to show me I have to stay alert?”


“I hope so.” She kept looking in the mirrors. “When you’re trying to switch from an old life to a new one, you’re like a crab changing to a better shell. You’re in the most danger when you’re between shells. If this guy behind us is a cop, he could be working with a partner in another car and talking on the phone. Sometimes one of them follows you for a while and drops back, and then the other one pulls forward to take his place. That way you don’t feel like one car has been behind you too long. Unfortunately, a killer working for your former friend Albert might work with a partner the same way.” She looked in her rearview mirror and kept her eyes there for a minute or two. “And there he is.”


“Who?”


“The black SUV just dropped back. A silver SUV about the same size and shape is pulling forward to take his place. Can’t tell the make yet. Can you open my bag, please?”


Sara opened it. “Holy shit. I never saw so much money.”


“I try to pay most expenses in cash. Have you ever fired a pistol?”


“Somebody took me to a range once.”


“Good. There are two pistols in there, identical Glock 17s. They’re loaded. Carefully hand me one, holding it by the barrel.”


“Here.”


“Thank you. Now. Do you feel you could contribute to our defense if this turns ugly?”


“Probably.”


“Then pick up the other pistol, also carefully. It’s also loaded. You don’t have to search for a safety catch. They have one that’s built into the trigger assembly. Be prepared to either hide the gun or open the window, point, and shoot.”


Jane drove aggressively, trying to add speed as she could. The car seemed to need springs and a wheel alignment, because when the speed was high enough there was a bit of shimmying and a sensation that the car was bouncing so much that the wind rushing under it might cause the front end to rise off the pavement.


Sara said, “The silver one is in front and the black is nosed up right behind him.”


Jane glanced in the mirror. “It looks like he’s drafting, trying to get the car in front to pull him forward into its vacuum.”


“Does that work?”


“It seems a little odd, when either one of them can outrun us alone. But I guess they don’t need me to tell them how to murder us,” Jane said. “I’m still hoping they’re just behind us, not after us.” Jane’s right leg was straight, pressing the pedal to the floor now. The car’s engine didn’t seem to be able to go any faster, but running at such high rpm, it sounded smoother and more even, if higher pitched.


A sign flashed past on the right. “There’s the sign. Hold on. I’m going to get off up there at the park entrance.” She stared ahead as though transfixed, her face immobile, until the entrance appeared on the right side of the road ahead, and as they approached it the entrance appeared to enlarge like a mouth opening. Jane only moved the steering wheel a tiny bit to divert the car onto the drive. Then they were on a long, straight pavement. On their right was a row of painted parking spaces. Jane glanced to the left. “The silver car is staying on the highway.” As soon as she’d said it, the second Range Rover, the black one, took the opening behind her.


“Get the gun ready, but do not use it unless I tell you to.”


“What do I do—aim at their tires?”


Jane said, “No. If I tell you to fire, every round goes for the driver’s head. If you miss, you’ll make a mess of the windshield and even that may save us.”


She glanced in the rearview mirror again. The black Range Rover was already almost abreast of them on their right, its tires going over the long row of empty parking spaces. Jane made a very slight change in the car’s trajectory, and the Range Rover’s driver adjusted to keep from touching her car and fell a couple of feet back.


Jane could see that the driveway continued straight to the end of the long row of parking spaces, and then re-entered the highway. As she watched, the silver Range Rover coasted off the highway to the far end of the parking lot where it met the highway, and stopped. The car drove forward, then back, putting its side across the exit at the far end of the lot.


“Oh, my God,” Sara said. “What are we going to do?”


“Let them decide. I’ll just make the choices clear to them.”


She sped up again, gradually. What she was doing now was not steering, but aiming. The car was heading precisely toward the driver of the silver Range Rover. Jane did not allow any variance in the path of the vehicle. It was a projectile that had been launched and Jane was changing nothing. If the driver of the silver Range Rover didn’t move in a few seconds the engine block of Sara’s car would plow into the side door of his vehicle and kill all three of them.


Sara began to whisper, “Please, please make this—” But she didn’t say it.


The black Range Rover was pulling up abreast of their car again. Sara said, “Jane.”


“I know. He’s where I want him.”


The driver of the black car seemed to make a decision. He moved closer, as though to nudge Jane out of her trajectory, then corrected his course. Jane glanced in his direction and a faint smile appeared on her face. He had been bluffing. Jane was not. She sped up some more, heading directly for the driver’s door of the silver car.


The driver of the silver car stared. His mouth opened, and he seemed to be saying something aloud. At the last possible moment he threw his vehicle into reverse and spun his tires to pull back fast. His movement opened the exit onto the highway for Jane, but Jane veered to her right before she flashed past his front wheels and roared up onto the highway.


Jane’s sudden shift to the right made the driver of the black Range Rover jerk his wheel to the right to avoid her, so he missed the exit entirely and drove deep into a jungle of four-foot-tall shrubbery that had concealed an unimproved surface of rocks, stumps, and trash.


Jane accelerated again as soon as she felt four wheels on the highway. She kept glancing in her rearview mirrors to see when the two cars would come up out of the parking lot. A minute went by, and then another minute and she had traveled too far to see the opening from the lot anymore. The road curved and an intersection appeared ahead, so she took the road that met the main highway. She didn’t slow down much, even though the road was narrow and had a rough shoulder made of coarse stones.


Sara was holding her head in her hands with her eyes closed. Jane said, “Are you all right?”


Sara looked up. “I know something I didn’t before.”


“What?”


“I saw one of the drivers—the one in the black car. I know him.”


Jane nodded. “That’s valuable information. Who is he?”


“He’s a friend of Albert McKeith’s. His name is Jason DeLong.”


“Did he see you?”


“Yes. I’m pretty sure. He was on this side of the car.”


“Okay. The main thing is to get as far from them as we can while they’re still stuck in the weeds.” Jane began to accelerate again.


Sara saw the rate at which the trees appeared and disappeared in the headlights and felt the car going faster. She said, “Can I ask you a question?”


“Sure.”


“How did you know that guy in the silver car would move?”


“I didn’t.”
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As the sun rose higher in the sky it lit a beautiful spring day, with a steady breeze that was just enough to make the leaves on the trees flutter and give off glints of reflected sunlight. Jane kept them south of the New York State Thruway, moving through small towns that had grown up on secondary footpaths that the Haudenosaunee had plotted through the forests that once covered their longhouse-shaped territory from the Hudson to the Niagara. Jane saw a shopping mall in the distance. She drove to its lot entrance and kept going until she reached the ramp leading to an underground parking garage. She parked far from the other cars.


“What are we doing here?” Sara asked.


“Two cars pulled up behind us a while ago. I have a theory about how they managed that, and I have to check it.”


“What’s the theory?”


“I think at some point after you bought this car, somebody placed a GPS tracker in, on, or under this car. A place that’s belowground and surrounded by concrete is a good place to do it because our transmitter’s signal will be hard to pick up while we’re here. For the moment we’re probably invisible.”


Jane got out and took the keys. “Search the inside of the car. Look under the dashboard, the seats, mats, glove compartment, everywhere.”


“What am I looking for?”


“The transmitter. It will be a rectangle, probably black plastic, about two-and-a-half inches by two, or smaller. But anything you find, show me. Some of them are round, like a coin. They’re almost always magnetic.”


Jane opened the trunk and crawled into it to see and touch every surface, lift the rugs, examine the spare tire well and every inch of exposed steel. Then she lay on the concrete floor of the lot and checked the chassis and wheels, the underside of the gas tank, and then the bottom of the engine compartment. She stood and opened the hood and studied everything she could see or feel.


After a few more minutes, Sara called out, “I think I’ve found it.”


Jane got back into the car and looked at the small black box in Sara’s hand, then took it and studied it closely. “Very good. Yep, this is one. Where was it?


“It was plugged in under the dashboard.” She showed Jane a wire with a small plug at each end.


Jane reached into her jeans pocket and showed Sara two more small black boxes.


“There were three?” Sara said.


“I think that we got them all,” Jane said. “They’re pretty good ones. The two I found operate on a lithium-ion battery, but a charge lasts at least two weeks. The one you found is even better, and more expensive. It must be nearly fifty bucks. That model plugs into the car’s OBD2 outlet, the place where a mechanic plugs in his computer to scan the engine, so the transmitter will use the car’s power and keep transmitting your location until a mechanic finds it. Nobody else looks there.”


“How are Albert and Jason getting the results?”


“Does either of them have a cell phone?”


“Everybody has a cell phone.”


“That will do it.”


Jane took the three small black transmitters and walked to a row of cars in the more crowded part of the underground lot. She stopped behind a pickup truck that had a gun rack in the rear window and stuck a transmitter to the underside of the cargo bed, then walked to another car about fifty feet away, saw the small red sticker with the Marine eagle, anchor, and globe on the back window, and bent to stick the second transmitter under the gas tank. On her way back to Sara’s car she dropped the plug-in transmitter on the concrete, stomped on it, and then picked up the pieces and dropped them in the nearest trash can.


When she got back into Sara’s car, she held her phone out. “Here. Take my phone. I don’t want you to use yours yet. When we get up aboveground get driving directions to Cantrell Falls, New York. It’s roughly in the middle of the state.”


“What’s there?”


“Somebody we’re going to need.”


[image: img]


Jane and Sara drove past Chautauqua, Cassadaga, and Cattaraugus, went over bridges to cross the Allegheny and the Genesee, the heart of Seneca country. The names of places and rivers were all in the old language, Onöndowa′ga Gawe, so they felt easy for the muscles of her tongue to form. They had only the right phonemes—soft vowels between the consonants N, T, D, K, W, H, G, or Y. None of the words ever had M, B, or P, so a Seneca speaker’s lips never touched.
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