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Like a dog, he hunts in dreams.

—Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809–1820), “Locksley Hall”



Chapter

I

They’re circling now, then falling, descending in a slow gyre, dropping so gently that their approach can barely be discerned. They are hawks in the form of men, and the one who leads them is a being doubly transformed: lost and found, human and bird; youngest of them, yet strangely old. He has endured, and in this endurance he has been forged anew. He has seen a world beyond this one. He has glimpsed the face of a new god.

He is at peace with himself, and so he will wage war.

Faster they come, the spiral narrowing, the three almost as one, their coats mantling in the chill fall air; and not a whisper of their approach, not a passing shadow nor a sparrow startled, only the stillness of a world waiting to be shattered, and the perfect balance of a life, perhaps, to be saved and a life, perhaps, to be ended.

The clouds part, pierced by a shaft of light that catches them in flight, as though they have attracted, however briefly, the attention of a deity long slumbering but now awake, roused by martial clamor and the raising of armies in the name of the Captain, the One Who Waits Behind the Glass, the God of Wasps.

And the old deity will set His child against them, and the hawks will follow.



IT WAS A LONG time since the Gray Man had considered the possibility of being caught, for the Gray Man did not truly exist. He had no physical form. He dwelt alongside another, sharing the same skin, and only at the final breath might there have been a glimpse of the essence of his true nature, although even then he preferred to remain unseen, concealed by darkness. He was not above causing pain, although this was as much a matter of whim as any particular tastes that he might have possessed. A death was only the beginning, which was why he had survived undetected for so long. He could make a kill last for years. Physical pain was finite, for ultimately the body would surrender the soul, but emotional agony was capable of infinite variations, and the subtlest of modifications might release from the wound a new torrent of distress.

In the persona that he presented to the world, the Gray Man was a reverse chameleon. His name was Roger Ormsby, and he was small, colorful, and greatly liked. He was in his early sixties, with an impish humor. His hair and beard were white, but neatly trimmed. He proudly carried before him his little potbelly, like a happily expectant mother demonstrating the pleasure she takes in her burden. He favored red suspenders and vests of unusual design. He wore tweed in winter and linen in summer, preferring creams and tans but offsetting them with tastefully bright ties and handkerchiefs. He could play the piano, and waltz and two-step with ease, but inside Ormsby was a foul thing animating him as a puppeteer works a marionette, and only an expert might have detected the sterility of his renditions of beloved classics as his fingers moved across the keys, or the joyless precision of every move he made on a dance floor.

Ormsby did not discuss politics or religion. He took only frivolous subjects seriously, and as a consequence was much valued as a dinner guest. He was a happy widower, faithful to the memory of his departed wife to the extent that he would do no more than flirt with the less lonely widows of Champaign, Illinois, but not so in love with the ghost of his departed spouse as to allow the loss of her to cloud his spirit or the spirits of others. He was always in demand as a companion for theater, movies, and the occasional light opera, and the absence of a sexual component to his relationships meant that he moved in and out of social situations with ease. He was a Friend of the Library, a member of the Audubon Society, a regular fixture at lectures on local history, and a generous—but not overgenerous—donor to good causes. True, there were some who disliked him, for no man can be loved by all, but in general such naysayers were regarded by the majority as willfully ornery, unable to accept that someone might simply be a force for contentment in the world.

And so Roger Ormsby bobbed through life in his vibrant plumage, advertising his presence, hiding nothing, but when he closed his front door behind him the artificial light in his eyes was suffocated, and the face of the Gray Man was pendent like a dead moon in the blackness of his pupils.

This is what Roger Ormsby did—or, if you wish, what the Gray Man did, for they were two aspects of the same entity, like a coat and its lining. He typically targeted his victims carefully, spending months in preparation. He had been known to engage in crimes of opportunity, but they were riskier now than they once were, because cameras were everywhere. In addition, it was difficult to gauge just what one might be appropriating in such a situation, for Ormsby required a very particular set of social circumstances from his victims. They couldn’t be loners, isolated from their families and friends. He did not desire discards. The more beloved they were, the better. He wanted offspring who were cherished. He wanted teenagers from happy homes. He wanted good mothers of children beyond the age of infancy. He wanted emotional engagement.

He wanted many lives that he could slowly and painstakingly destroy over a period of years, even decades.

Ormsby made people disappear, then watched as those who loved them were left to wonder at their fate. He understood the half-life of hope: it is not despair that destroys us, but its opposite. Hope is the winding, despair the unwinding. Despair brings with it the possibility of an ending. Taken to the extreme, its logical conclusion is death. But hope sustains. It can be exploited.

Ormsby’s actions had caused some to take their own lives, but he considered this a failure, both on his own part and theirs. The ones he killed were merely the first victims, and also the least interesting to him. He liked to watch those who remained as they tried to cope with what had been visited upon them. He knew that they would wake each morning and briefly forget what they had lost: a mother, a son, a daughter. (Ormsby avoided taking adult men. He was stronger than he looked, but not so much that he believed he could tackle a grown man, especially not as he grew older.) Then, seconds after waking, they would remember again, and this was where the pleasure lay for Ormsby.

He was not above goading, reminding, but that was a dangerous business. He had sent items to relatives in the mail—a necklace, a watch, a child’s shoe—to enjoy the commotion that followed. He had forced children that he had taken to write letters to their mothers and fathers, informing them that they were in good health and being looked after. (Adults, too, might be persuaded to write similar missives, but only under threat of physical harm.) He might wait years before sending such notes, depending on the age of the child and the reaction of the parents. He dropped the letters in mailboxes far from home, often when he was on vacation, and always ensured that he was not overlooked by cameras.

The Internet made it easier for him to monitor the progress of his real victims, but Ormsby was wary of leaving an electronic trail. He concealed his searches amid random examinations of newspapers and magazines, often in public libraries or the kind of cybercafes frequented by immigrants. He did not attend public gatherings for the disappeared, or church services at which the congregation prayed for their safe return, because he believed the authorities monitored such events. It was usually enough for Ormsby to know that the suffering he had inflicted continued unabated. If nothing else, the Gray Man had a vivid imagination. This was how Ormsby could survive for so long without killing: as the years went by, so too his store of victims increased. He could dip in and out of destroyed lives. He was an emotional vampire.

Now, as he drove home, he thought that this metaphor had a pleasing precision under the circumstances. He recalled a scene from Bram Stoker’s Dracula, in which the Count returns to his castle and throws to his three vampire brides an infant contained in a sack. At that moment, the trunk of Ormsby’s car also contained a child in a sack. Her name was Charlotte Littleton. She was nine years old, and represented one of his rare crimes of opportunity: a child playing with a ball as the afternoon sunlight died, an open gate, the ball drifting into an empty street of big houses set back from the road . . .

Good fortune: God—if He existed—finding His attention briefly distracted.

And inside, the Gray Man danced.



Chapter

II

Ormsby’s wife had died suddenly when she was in her early forties and her husband was in his midthirties. It was a blessing, of a kind. By then, Ormsby, the Gray Man, had already begun playing his long game, and was concerned that his wife, who was not a stupid woman, and even actively curious, might begin to take an interest in his activities. Sometimes he wondered if, had her heart not simply failed unexpectedly while she was testing the firmness of avocados at a sidewalk market—such a curious detail, and one that had led him to avoid avocados ever since—he might have been forced to get rid of her. He wasn’t even certain why he had married her to begin with. He suspected he had craved some form of stability, given his own family background of divorce and acrimony, and a mother whose maternal instincts extended no further than occasionally taking it upon herself to heat some mac and cheese instead of delegating the task to her only son. Ormsby’s relationship with his late wife had been affectionate, if almost entirely passionless, a situation that had not troubled either of them unduly.

But perhaps also, even then, he was already creating a framework for his life, and an identity for himself, that would arouse the least amount of suspicion: Roger Ormsby, contentedly if unexceptionally married, with a job selling painting and decorating supplies that required him to spend time on the road, staying in dull motels, mostly eating alone, but always watching, always listening.

He heard a thumping from the trunk of his car and turned up the volume on the radio: a news program on NPR, which was just the kind of show to which a man like Roger Ormsby might have been expected to listen. He used to smoke a pipe too, puffing contentedly on it as he drove, but then he’d learned about throat and tongue cancer, and decided that Roger Ormsby would be sensible enough to let this particular pleasure go. He missed the pipe, though. It had given him something to do with his hands.

He’d have to kill the girl quickly, of course. The unplanned ones were always difficult. He might not have taken her had winter not recently crept into the air, giving him an excuse to light the furnace in his big, old house. He’d spend the night questioning her, find out as much as he could about her family, then put an end to her: a single blow to the head, knocking her out cold, then strangulation. He didn’t want her to suffer.

After that, the game could begin.

He fantasized about the months and years to come.

And the shadows that were following him, the arc of the hunters, went entirely unnoticed.



IN A CURIOUS WAY, Ormsby had been inspired to pursue his particular appetites by base conflicts in lands that he had never visited, and in which he had little interest on a political or social level. He had found himself fascinated by the actions of the military dictatorships in Argentina and Chile, which routinely “disappeared” those with whom they differed, leaving the families to mourn phantoms, nearly certain that their loved ones were dead but unable to let go of them until they could identify their remains and lay them in the ground, although the chances of this were remote when the military’s favorite methods of dispatch included dropping the bound bodies of living captives into the sea from aircraft, or, in the case of the Chileans, using railway ties to ensure that the corpses didn’t float to the surface.

And then there were the Irish terrorists who dragged widowed mothers from their homes and tortured them in secret before shooting them in the head and burying their bodies on some desolate stretch of beach. When the deed was done, they returned with clear consciences to their own families and communities, there to pass the desolate, orphaned children on the street, continuing to do so for decades after in a strange dance of murderers and victims, each party knowing the identity of the other but never confronting the truth of what had been done, and so the dance went on. Ormsby, who was depraved beyond comprehension, thought that he might have enjoyed fighting for freedom if he could have passed some of his time so pleasantly: the misery for those left behind lay in not knowing, in uncertainty. It was sadism refined to its purest essence.

Ormsby’s house appeared before him. He turned into the driveway and activated the garage door. The garage connected directly to the house through the utility room, which in turn had another door leading to the basement. It meant that he was able to move his victims easily, and without being noticed. He pulled into the garage, killed the engine, and hit the button on his key fob a second time, causing the door to begin its descent. He was already out of his car, and poised to open the trunk, when he saw that the door had frozen.

Ormsby stared at it. He tried the button again. Nothing happened. The door didn’t even jerk slightly, as might have been expected if the mechanism had somehow become fouled. He took a flashlight from the shelf and checked the door’s workings, but could see nothing wrong. The street beyond appeared empty, but the door was not even a quarter of the way down, and while the light was fading, it was not yet dark enough to guarantee he wouldn’t be seen by one of his neighbors if he tried to move the child.

Regardless of this, he couldn’t just leave the door unsecured. The garage was connected to his house alarm, and the button on the fob automatically deactivated it. His home was now vulnerable, and it wasn’t as if he could call someone to take a look at the door, not with a child tied in a sack in the trunk of his car. The girl was kicking again: he could hear her, and the lid of the trunk shook with the impact.

He tried the button one more time and, miraculously, the door began to descend. He held his breath until it stopped again an inch or two from the floor. It wasn’t perfect, but from outside it would appear closed. He’d worry about it again in the morning, once the girl was dead.

Ormsby turned on the garage’s interior light. Only now did he open the trunk of the car. The child in the sack was wriggling, and screaming against the material. He’d managed to get cable ties around her hands by working fast, but not her legs. They remained free, and the best he’d been able to do was cinch the drawstring of the sack around her shins and tie it off. He’d been forced to hit her once to stun her, but he hadn’t enjoyed it, and had no desire to do it again.

Ormsby spoke.

“If you continue making noise, you’ll force me to hurt you,” he said, “and I don’t want to hurt you. Keep quiet and listen to me.”

The child stopped moving. He could see the sacking inflating and deflating where it was closest to her mouth. She was sobbing.

“I’m going to help you out of the car. If you struggle, you risk falling, and the floor here is hard. Also, if you try to lash out at me, you’ll make me strike you, and I hate striking children. Nod if you understand.”

There was a pause, and then he saw the girl nod.

“Good. Now I’m going to help you out of the trunk.”

He leaned in carefully, still wary of her, and he was right to be. As soon as she sensed him drawing close, she tried to swing at him with her legs, hoping to catch him on the head with her knees or her feet. Objectively, he had to admire her spirit, but he couldn’t risk incurring a broken nose, or even a bruise to his face. Any injury might be enough to raise suspicions, even in the case of harmless Roger Ormsby.

He stepped back.

“I warned you,” he said. “Now you’re going to make me do something I didn’t want to do.”

The girl began wailing and writhing. Ormsby was just drawing back his hand to give her a sharp slap on the head when the doorbell rang.

Ormsby listened. He wasn’t expecting anyone. He could try to ignore the bell, and hope that whoever it was went away. On the other hand, if one of his neighbors had seen him pull into the garage they’d know he was home, and if he didn’t answer they might begin to worry. The last thing he needed was for the police to be called.

And what if it was the police? Suppose he had been seen? The street had appeared to be empty and unwatched, but one could never be sure . . .

The bell rang a second time. Ormsby struck the girl once to subdue her before he closed the trunk again. He moved through the house, turning on a lamp as he entered the hallway. He saw a shape through the glass fan of the door: a tall figure.

Ormsby paused when he was still five feet away.

“Who is it?” he called, but received no reply.

Ormsby shuffled his feet and tried again.

“Who’s there? What do you want?”

Finally, the voice spoke. It sounded to Ormsby like that of a black man.

“Delivery for Mr. Cole.”

Ormsby relaxed.

“You have the wrong house,” he said. “Cole lives in fourteen thirty-seven, across the street. This is fourteen thirty-six.”

“You sure? Says fourteen thirty-six on the slip.”

“Well, your slip’s wrong.”

“Shit,” said the man, and Ormsby saw his shape ripple as he took in the street. “Don’t look like anybody’s home over there. Maybe you could sign for it, save me a wasted trip.”

Ormsby experienced a creeping sense of unease.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “I don’t open my door to strangers after dark.”

“It’s not dark yet.”

“Even so.”

“Shit,” said the man again. “Okay, you have a good evening.”

He went away. Only when Ormsby heard his footsteps moving down the path did he slip into the living room and ensure that he had departed. The caller was wearing a jacket, and didn’t look like any delivery man Ormsby had ever seen, but as he paused at the sidewalk, Ormsby saw that he was holding a box. The man hung a right, and was lost behind the tall hedge. Ormsby waited, but he did not reappear.

Ormsby returned to the garage and opened the trunk of his car.

The sack lay limp and flat on the rubber matting.

The girl was gone.



Chapter

III

Let us leave Roger Ormsby for now, staring into the empty trunk of his clean, well-maintained car, in his big, anonymous house with its many unused rooms, the whole surrounded by a pretty garden with beds that flower throughout the year, for Ormsby prided himself on his plants, and they flourished thanks to his care and attention, the addition of copious amounts of old coffee grounds . . .

And human ash.



IT WAS ONE MONTH earlier, and the town of Rehoboth Beach, Delaware, had witnessed the final exodus of its summer tourists. The boardwalk concessions had closed, along with those bars, restaurants, and stores that relied exclusively on the season for their income. Here and there rainbow flags still flew, for Rehoboth was as gay-friendly as such towns came, and anyway, the pink dollar was only pink in a certain light. Once it arrived at the bank, it was as green as any other.

In the bathroom of a house at the edge of the town limits, the lawyer Eldritch was shaving, working at his sparse whiskers with an old straight razor. His was the only room with a mirror, and even then it was barely large enough to enable him to see his own face. Beyond the bathroom was his bedroom, and downstairs was his home office, where he continued the work of reassembling the records he had lost in the explosive fire that had destroyed his original business premises in Lynn, Massachusetts, some years earlier. Eldritch had almost entirely recovered from the physical injuries he received in the blast, but he remained frailer than before. His right hand shook slightly as he cut swaths through the shaving foam.

Beside him was a window that gave a partial view of the sea through some trees. A man stood smoking on the lawn, his back to the house. This was Eldritch’s son, although the old lawyer had long conceded that he was his son in name only. At the moment of his birth, something had colonized his being: a wandering spirit, an angel, a demon. Call it what you would, but it was not human.

The doctors were surprised that the child had lived: his umbilical cord had become wrapped around his neck during delivery, asphyxiating him. The boy had, in fact, been born dead, and only the swift actions of the attending staff had resuscitated him. Eldritch and his late wife—who lived barely long enough to see her boy begin to walk—had feared brain damage or some other disability, but their son appeared to be entirely healthy, if unusually quiet. Eldritch could only remember him crying, really bawling, a handful of times, and he had slept for seven hours a night throughout his infancy. Other fathers told him he was blessed. Mothers, too.

But he was not blessed: his son had died, and just as his soul left his body another force had taken its place, one that had only gradually revealed itself to Eldritch as the years passed. Even now, after many decades, it remained something of an enigma to him. As it grew and matured, so too did it alter Eldritch’s own nature, so that a once ordinary attorney with the usual slate of minor civil and criminal work became an examiner of the consciences of men, an assembler of evidence of base acts, and he presented his records to this being, who decided if action should be taken. The man now smoking on the lawn was an instrument of justice, although of whose justice Eldritch was uncertain.

Eldritch had been raised Lutheran, but his faith quickly became a half-remembered matter irregularly indulged, like the expensive coat that he only wore to church for his biannual attendances at Easter and Christmas. Then, as the creature that hid itself in the guise of his dead son became manifest, the reality of a world beyond this one concretized for Eldritch, but it was not a realm that bore any resemblance to the paradise of which the preachers spoke. From the little that Eldritch could glean, the being responsible for the creation of the universe had been silent for millennia. For all anyone knew, He might even be dead. (Perhaps, Eldritch’s son had suggested, spurred into an astonishing blasphemy by a rare indulgence in hard liquor, He had killed Himself in despair at what He had created.) God, to give the entity a name, might have been unheard and unseen, but other creatures were waiting, and listening, and it was best not to draw their attention through loose talk.

Kushiel: when Eldritch had asked his son for his true name, that was the one he gave, but he did so with a crooked smile, as though this, too, were part of some great cosmic joke to which Eldritch was not privy.

Kushiel: Hell’s jailer.

But to those he hunted, he was the Collector.

Eldritch finished shaving and washed away the remains of the foam. Just as his son stank of nicotine from the cigarettes that had stained his fingers a deep ocher, so, too, could Eldritch smell his own mortality. His body odor had changed, and no matter how clean he kept himself, or how much cedarwood aftershave he used, he could still detect it. It was the stink of his physical form in decline. It was the reek of the mud in the bottom of the pond of existence, and flies buzzed around it. He wondered how much time he had left. Not long. He felt it in his bones.

He carefully turned the mirror so that its reflective surface faced the wall. The Collector—let Eldritch think of his son as others did—was strict about this. He had a distrust of mirrors. He had once described them as “reflecting eyes.” Eldritch had thought it a superstition, until an incident involving a dead child killer named John Grady. The Collector had retrieved a mirror from Grady’s former home, and, just before he removed it from Eldritch’s presence, he had turned it toward the lawyer. Eldritch had seen his own features and, behind them, those of another: the terrified face of John Grady, who, in death, had somehow sequestered himself in a reflected version of his house, wandering through it with the ghosts of dead children, believing himself to be immune from justice, until the Collector proved him wrong.

But Eldritch knew that the Collector had seen other faces looking back at him from polished surfaces, and one face in particular, for behind the surface of mirrors moved the Buried God, the God of Wasps, the one whom even the Collector feared. If God slept, the Buried God did not. The Buried God watched, and waited to be found.

Eldritch entered his bedroom and put on a clean shirt. He was going to see a movie, and later he would have a quiet dinner in one of the local bars that remained open. He was rereading Montaigne’s Essays. He found a kind of consolation in them.

He went downstairs and called from the open back door to say that he was leaving. He received only a slight wave of the hand in reply, but the Collector did not turn around. Even six months before, it would not have been possible for Eldritch to leave the house in this way, because the Collector would not have permitted it. They were being hunted by the detective named Charlie Parker and the men who stood with him, all of them seeking revenge for the death of one of their friends at the Collector’s hands. But a truce of kinds had been declared, and they were safer now, although Eldritch knew that the Collector remained wary of Parker.

Sometimes, Eldritch thought, I think he fears Parker almost as much as he fears the Buried God.

Eldritch got in his car and drove onto the road, turning right for Rehoboth. He didn’t even know what movie he’d go see. They all started at the same time, more or less. And they were all the same, more or less. It would be enough just to sit in the darkness and forget, for a while.



THE COLLECTOR TOOK ANOTHER drag on his cigarette, and listened to the sound of his father’s car fading away. There was a new moon in the sky. He tracked the progress of a dying insect, its flight erratic, until it finally fell by the feet of the man who was holding a gun on him.

“I knew you’d come,” he said, as Charlie Parker emerged from the shadows.



Chapter

IV

The Collector had not seen Parker in more than a year, and was astonished by the changes in him. It was not simply the physical alterations wrought by his suffering, although his injuries, and his ongoing recuperation from them, had left him thinner than before, and his hair was speckled with white where the shotgun pellets had torn paths through his scalp. No, this was a man transformed within as well as without, and the unease that the Collector had always experienced in Parker’s presence, a glowing ember of concern, suddenly exploded into flame. Parker had died three times in the hours following the shooting, and each time he had returned, like some biblical prophecy made real. Now he was no longer as he once was: he burned with conviction. The Collector could see it in his eyes, and feel it as surely as a static charge.

The Collector had never been in as much danger as he was at this moment.

“Are your confederates with you?” he asked.

He stared past the detective, expecting to witness the arrival of Angel and Louis, the men who walked with Parker, but the woods remained undisturbed.

“I’m alone.”

“How did you find me?”

“I sniffed you out.”

The Collector’s right arm twitched once in response, for he understood that the detective’s reply contained a truth both literal and metaphorical. Somehow he had tracked him down, and not through Internet searches or the words of informants. No, Parker had hunted him by following unseen trails. The Collector would never be able to hide from this man again, assuming he was permitted to survive this encounter.

“They gave me their word,” said the Collector. He had struck a bargain with Angel and Louis, although perhaps he had been naïve to expect it to be honored. “If I helped them find the ones who attacked you, then you would leave my father and me in peace.”

“Had I been in a position to advise them, I’d have told them to kill you along with those who hurt me.”

Something remained unspoken.

“But?” asked the Collector.

“It would have been a mistake.”

“And why is that?”

“Because I may have a use for you.”

The Collector managed to laugh.

“You, use me?” he said. “And what makes you think I would even countenance such an arrangement?”

Parker’s expression did not alter, and neither did the gun waver in his hand.

“Because you’re a dog, and all dogs need a master. I’m about to bring you to heel.”

The cigarette in the Collector’s hand had burned down almost to his fingers. He let it drop, and carefully moved his right foot to crush the butt.

“What did you see,” he asked, “during your time between worlds?”

“I saw a lake,” the detective replied. “I spoke with my dead child, and the ghost of my wife whispered to me.”

“And what did she say?”

A flicker of the eyes, caught by the Collector.

“That’s none of your business. It’s enough for you to know that this world is altering, and your purpose will change along with it. And I’m tired of looking over my shoulder, tired of wondering if your blade is about to flash in the darkness.”

“I have no intention of killing you. I don’t believe I ever had.”

“Nevertheless, I don’t care much for you walking in my footsteps, or those of my friends. I’ve found you once, and I can find you again. You’ll come when I call, and you’ll do as I say.”

“Or?”

But the word held no real defiance. It was the response of one who has already surrendered, and is simply seeking to salvage some dignity from the terms.

“I’ll feed your father to the FBI as an accomplice to murder, and then I’ll help them to track you down. You’re a mystery to them, but they suspect your existence. I’ll confirm it. But it’ll be me who puts an end to you, and whatever you are, or whatever lives inside you, will wander in darkness. You won’t return. I guarantee it.”

“You don’t have that kind of power.”

“Don’t I?”

The Collector swallowed.

“And if I agree?”

“You can go about your work. I don’t have the time or inclination to chain you up in a yard just to feed you scraps, but you’ll come when I summon you.”

The Collector watched the scudding of clouds. He felt a tightness at his neck, as of a restored collar tightening.

“May I have another cigarette?”

“Go ahead.”

He moved his left hand very slowly to the pocket of his coat and retrieved the pack and his matches. He put a cigarette between his lips and lit it. He inhaled deeply, but it both smelled and tasted wrong. He removed the cigarette and looked at it in disappointment.

“All this,” he said, “because of a brush with death?”

“No,” said the detective. “All this because a god has awoken.”

He reached into one of his own pockets, withdrew a cell phone, and tossed it to the Collector.

“When it rings, you answer. When I call, you come.”

He lowered his gun. He had no more need of it that night. He turned his back on the Collector and returned to the shadows.



Chapter

V

Although he did not yet know it, Roger Ormsby’s current dilemma was a direct consequence of that confrontation at Rehoboth Beach, and of others less recent. Not that the revelation, when it came, would be of any comfort to him.

Quite the contrary, in fact.

For the moment, all he could do was pick up the empty sack from the trunk of his car, as though expecting some shrunken version of the child to be revealed beneath it. He then checked under the car, and found the space there unoccupied. The gap between the frozen garage door and the floor was too small to have permitted the girl to escape through it, and there were no hiding places in the garage itself, which meant she had to be somewhere in the house. In her situation, he would have made straight for the front door, so he must have passed her as he was returning after the conversation with the delivery man, probably as she was hiding in the kitchen, or in the interconnected living and dining rooms.

Ormsby grabbed a pistol from under his tool rack and hurried from the garage. He half expected to hear the sound of breaking glass: the front door was locked and the windows secured, so the only way the child could get out would be by shattering a pane. He glanced into the kitchen, but it was empty. He didn’t even bother checking the stairs, or consider the possibility that she might be in one of the upstairs rooms: it would make no sense for her to go up.

Ormsby paused at the door to the living room. The drapes were drawn, and it was dark inside. He didn’t want to risk having the child run at him. There was any number of heavy objects in the room—cut-glass vases, lamps, bronzes. Even a glancing blow from one of them might be enough to lay him flat on the ground, and once he was down he would be vulnerable to further attack.

“Missy, are you in there?” he called.

He received no reply, but he thought he could hear a small snuffling sound.

“Look, I’m sorry I hurt you, but I did warn you, and I’m a man who keeps his word. I don’t want to cause you any more pain, honest I don’t.”

He tried to come up with some excuse for what was happening that might be acceptable and understandable to a child.

“I need some money, that’s all,” he said. “I’m going to send a message to your mom and dad, they’ll pay me what I want, and then I’ll let you go. They love you, right? If they love you, they’ll pay up, and pretty soon this will all be over. In the meantime, you can watch TV, and eat whatever you like. I’ve got a full larder, and all kinds of movies. There’s even a computer you can play games on. How about that? So you show yourself, then we can get you comfortable and set about returning you to your family. What do you say? We got a deal?”

Something cold touched the side of his neck. He didn’t have to see it to know it was a gun.

“No,” said a male voice, and Ormsby recognized it from the exchange at the front door only minutes earlier. “I don’t think that deal will be acceptable at all.”

Ormsby considered trying to bring his pistol into play, but it was in his right hand and the man was slightly to his left. Ormsby would be dead before he could use it. Still, he didn’t panic. The Gray Man wasn’t the kind to do so.

“Are you police?” he asked.

“What do you think?”

“If you’re police, then you’ve entered my home illegally.”

“You a lawyer?”

“No, but I know the law.”

“Watch a lot of TV, huh?”

“I read.”

“Good for you.”

“Don’t patronize me.”

The barrel of the gun nudged Ormsby gently.

“Frankly, Mr. Ormsby, I can do whatever I please, and you’ll do whatever I tell you, beginning with dropping that gun in your hand.”

Ormsby did as he was told.

“You’re no cop,” he said.

“Took you long enough to figure that out.”

“So what do you want?”

“You, Mr. Ormsby. We want you.”

We?

A light went on in the living room, and the muzzle guided Ormsby inside. He saw the girl sitting in an armchair, wrapped in the big wool blanket that Ormsby sometimes used to keep out the cold. There was some bruising to her face, but she didn’t look frightened. Ormsby wondered why she wasn’t scared, until he saw the man standing behind her.

He was unshaven, and of indeterminate age, so that he might have been anywhere between forty and sixty. He wore a green combat jacket that was old and battered enough to have seen service in Vietnam. Ormsby’s first thought was that he looked like a homeless person, and therefore his house was in the process of being burgled. It led him to believe, however briefly, that he might yet be able to talk his way out of this. He had some valuables, and a little hard cash. Depending on how unscrupulous these men were, they could be reasoned with. If their tastes ran in a particular direction, he might even be in a position to offer them the girl herself. It didn’t matter much to Ormsby how she died, just that she died. He could deal with the men later, just as soon as he managed to get his hands on another weapon. He had plenty stored around the house, just in case.

Then Ormsby saw that the man’s left hand was hanging over the top of the armchair, and the girl was holding on to it with her right, so that their linked arms hung across her body like a protective shield. She appeared to be deriving strength and consolation from his presence. She trusted him. He was watching Ormsby with the dead gaze of a farmer about to behead a snake that has threatened one of his herd. If he was a burglar, then he wasn’t the kind to hurt a child. Ormsby felt some of his hope ebb. All was not yet lost, but he’d have to be clever. It did not even cross his mind that they might have come for the girl herself. He had been so careful for so long that he found it almost impossible to conceive of being caught; or, if such an eventuality ever troubled him, it always involved men in uniform, and detectives with badges, and these were neither.

“Sit down,” said the voice from behind, and Ormsby took a second armchair, which now allowed him to see the one with the gun. He was tall, black, and bald, with the faintest of gray goatees. Unlike the other, he appeared faintly amused: if the smaller man would have beheaded Ormsby with a single blow, granted the opportunity, this one gave the impression that he might first prefer to toy with his prey.

Even as Ormsby watched them, assessing the odds, the Gray Man was trying to figure out how they had got in. It wasn’t too hard, once he set his mind to it. The jamming of the garage door had been no malfunction: these men had somehow overridden his own control, and because the door remained up the alarm system had been disabled. When the black man rang the doorbell as a distraction, the other must have raised the door, entered the garage and taken the girl, then continued into the house, keeping her quiet when Ormsby returned to his car, before admitting his colleague.

But then Ormsby heard the front door closing, and footsteps approaching from the hall. The figure that appeared in the doorway was of average height, with a build that was just on the heavier side of slight. He moved slowly, and took in his surroundings as though faintly appalled by all that he was seeing. And although Ormsby had listened to him drawing nearer, and seen with his own eyes how he stepped into the open doorway, still it was as though this man had descended upon him, alighting in his home like a bird of prey landing by wounded quarry. He paused on the threshold of the living room, enshadowed, taking in Ormsby, then the girl. Ormsby saw his head tilt, and once again he was reminded of the movements of a hawk. He remembered what he had been told many years before.

If you’re lucky, and careful, you’ll die in your own bed, and no one will ever learn of what you’ve done. But if the odds change—and the odds always change, it’s just a question of how much—then the hunters may find you, and if that happens you will tell them nothing about us.

Because there are worse things than being caught.

The stranger stepped into the room, the light catching the white markings in his hair before losing itself in the cold fire of his eyes.

And deep inside Roger Ormsby, the Gray Man whispered the hunter’s name, and tried to find a hiding place in the disused hollows of his heart.
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Back, back through the years, to a younger Ormsby, and the first warning that a hunter might someday come . . .



ORMSBY WOULDN’T HAVE CALLED it blackmail, exactly. Oh, the threat was there, and it was made explicit to him by the woman who had arrived at his door shortly after he’d killed a boy named Joseph Slocum, who’d made the mistake of running off to sulk in a culvert near his home after an argument with his mother. The smell of his burning still lingered in the basement, and a new game was about to begin.

Ormsby had been surprised by how much the woman knew about him: she didn’t have all the names, just two, but her information was enough to damn him, especially since it included photographs of him snatching the boy. They looked like they’d been taken through darkened glass, and Ormsby vaguely recollected a van parked nearby when he’d taken Slocum.

But the woman didn’t want to give what she had to the police. Instead, she offered Ormsby a deal: her silence in return for a favor, should it be asked of him, and he had acquiesced because, really, what choice did he have? Five years went by, and Ormsby had begun to believe that the debt might never be called in when the woman contacted him again. This time, she gave him the name of a child—a girl—and the time and place at which she would be most vulnerable. The woman would even arrange for the girl’s mother to be otherwise occupied—a fire in a trash can, nothing serious—to give Ormsby the time he needed.

Ormsby did as he was asked. He didn’t even need to know the reason the child had to disappear, because he could guess it. He wasn’t a fool. The parents of a missing child have no time for any concerns other than their own, and, handled correctly, such a disappearance guaranteed a lifetime of distraction. This particular girl’s parents—campaigners, proselytizers, do-gooders—just needed to be turned aside from their mission. So Ormsby took the girl and began a fresh game, and the woman never contacted him again, except to give him that warning about luck and care, and the importance of remaining silent.

And now the test was about to begin.



PARKER WALKED PAST ORMSBY without giving him another glance, and approached the girl. He saw her grip tighten instinctively on Angel’s hand. Parker went down on one knee before her, like a man paying homage to the image of a saint.

“You’re Charlotte, right?” he asked.

She nodded.

“But your family calls you Charlie.”

Another nod.

“That’s my name, too.”

She looked dubious, but Angel squeezed her hand and said, “It’s true.”

“So, may I call you Charlie, as one to another?”

She looked to Angel, and he nodded.

“Yes,” she said.

“Thank you. In a few minutes, Charlie, we’re going to contact your parents, and the police, and we’ll tell them to come get you. But first, we need to talk with this man here—his name is Ormsby, although you don’t need to worry about that—because we don’t think you’re the first child he’s taken, and out there are other mommies and daddies who’ve lost sons and daughters to him. We can’t bring their children back, but we can give their moms and dads a little peace by letting them know the truth.

“But I understand what you’ve been through, and it may be that you don’t want to wait. So if you ask it, we’ll make the call to your parents right now, and hope that the police can get what they need from Mr. Ormsby back at the station. My guess, though, is that Mr. Ormsby will tell them nothing. You see, we got to him just a little too late, otherwise we’d have stopped him from taking you. But unless someone saw what happened, then it’s possible that he might be able to lie his way out of this. People like him are very good at lying. If that happens, then he’ll get away not only with what he did to you, but what he did to all those other children.

“So it’s your choice, Charlie. Can we have the time that we need?”

She thought long and hard, so long that, for a moment, Parker believed she might refuse, and he would have kept his word to her if she had. But instead she said, “Yes, you can talk to him.”

Parker thanked her, then rose. He reached into his pocket, and handed her a cell phone.

“Angel will take you into the kitchen to wait while Louis and I stay here with Mr. Ormsby, if that’s okay. Do you know your mom’s number, or your dad’s?”

“I know both.”

“Then pick one, and put it into that phone. If you get frightened, or worried, or feel that we’re taking too long, you just press the green button. Nobody will try to stop you, and no one will be angry. We’re just grateful for the chance you’ve given us.”

Charlie looked past him to where Ormsby sat, and the purity of her hatred for him shone from her face.

“I’ll wait until you tell me to call,” she said.

Angel continued to hold her hand as she climbed from her seat, and accompanied her to the kitchen, leaving Ormsby alone with Parker and Louis. Once she was safely out of the room, Parker placed an upright chair directly opposite Ormsby.

“Do you know who I am?” Parker asked.

“An intruder in my home,” said Ormsby. “A pedophile who broke in here with his deviant friends after I rescued that little girl from them.”

“My name is Parker.”

“I don’t care.”

“How many others have you taken?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Elizabeth Keynes.”

Of all the possibilities, it had to be that one: the favor, the debt.

“Never heard of her.”

“You’re lying. The cries of dying children echo in this house.”

“I don’t even understand what language you’re speaking. It’s just noise to me.”

“Aren’t you afraid of what we might do to you?”

“You mean kill me?” Ormsby laughed. “You won’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because if you kill me, you lose. You get nothing.”

“We could torture you.”

Ormsby stared hard at the man who sat across from him.

“No, you won’t do that, either. It’s not in you.” Ormsby inclined a chin toward Louis. “Maybe it’s in your friend here, but I don’t believe you’d let him do the kind of harm that you wouldn’t be willing to inflict yourself.”

“So you do know who I am?”

“Like I told your friend, I read a lot. I’ve seen your picture. I know what you are.”

“What do you think will happen if we hand you over to the police?”

“I’ll tell my story of how I found the girl wandering, and brought her home. Maybe they’ll believe me, maybe they won’t, but a good lawyer will sow enough doubt to get me off. The law will probably go poking into my past, trying to tie me to whatever you or someone else says I may have done, but they’ll find nothing. I’ll move on, and those kids you keep speaking about will remain missing, and their parents still won’t know whether to mourn them or continue praying for their return. I’m not a young man. Death will come for me soon, and the earth will swallow up every secret I’ve ever kept.”

“And what if I don’t hand you over to the police?”

“You mean you just walk away from here with the girl? Yes, I suppose you could do that, but you’ll get nothing in return. This is a seller’s market, Mr. Parker, and I’m not selling to you, not for any price.”

Parker got to his feet. Ormsby couldn’t help flinching, but the detective simply walked away from him and stood by the picture window at the rear of the house. The drapes were drawn. He opened them.

“Mr. Ormsby,” he said, without turning around. “Would you come here, please?”

“You heard him,” said Louis. “Get up.”

Ormsby rose from the chair and joined Parker at the window. He saw a man standing on the back lawn, smoking a cigarette, but that wasn’t what drew Ormsby’s immediate attention, or caused him to sway on his feet. It was a woman, as close to the glass on the outside of the house as Ormsby was to the pane inside. She wore a tattered red dress, soiled with blood and dirt. Her skull was entirely hairless, and the sockets of her eyes were empty. Her skin was gray, and wrinkled around the mouth like the surface of an apple long past its best. She opened her lips, and Ormsby saw the exposed roots of her teeth where her gums had receded. She reached out her left hand and the glass squeaked as she drew her fingers down the pane, leaving behind flakes of tissue like the residue of dead moths.

Behind her, more figures appeared, male and female, crowding around the man who smoked his cigarette and regarded Ormsby calmly and coldly.

“I won’t give you to the police,” said Parker. “I’ll give you to the ones that you’re seeing.”

Ormsby stepped back from the glass, from the dreadful longing of the woman beyond it. Somehow, he found his tongue.

“What are they?”

“They’re hollow, and without mercy, and that’s all you need to know, for now. When they take you, you’ll discover the rest.”

“And the one with them?”

“Summary justice: the instrument that will send you to join them.”

Ormsby felt as though he had wandered into a dream trap.

“It’s not possible.”

“You can tell him that yourself. I’m sure he’ll be fascinated to listen to your theory.”

And it seemed that the one on the lawn heard him, for from the folds of his coat he produced a knife that shone in the moonlight.

“You’ll just let him kill me?”

“If I have to, but that’s only where your troubles will begin. There is no oblivion. The punishment goes on, and in time you’ll find yourself on the other side of a glass, staring at someone just like you.”

Even in this moment of abject fear, and confronted with the reality of his own damnation, Ormsby tried to bargain.

“Why should I give you what you want, if this is what waits for me?”

“Because now you know. Now you have time.”

“For what?”

“For repentance. To make amends. But the moment I hand you over to the one with the blade, that chance will be gone.”

Ormsby retreated from the window, and sat back down in his chair. He was the Gray Man, and the Gray Man was him, and both sides feared what waited beyond the glass.

“I agree,” he said, for what choice did he have?

“You’ll confess all to the police?”

“Yes.”

“If you renege, he’ll come for you,” Parker warned.

“I won’t renege.”

“I believe you.” Parker gave his attention to Louis. “Call Ross. Tell him we have another one.”

Parker turned back to the window of Ormsby’s house. The Collector appeared to be alone in the garden, still smoking his cigarette. Parker shook his head, and the Collector threw the cigarette on the ground in disgust before stalking off into the dusk.
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Oh! how many torments lie in the small circle of a wedding-ring!

Colley Cibber (1671–1757), The Double Gallant
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The one who stood in the late fall sunshine, disoriented by his first moments of freedom, was already damaged when he entered Maine State Prison, and the years inside had not served to repair the fractures to his mind and soul. Instead they had added physical injury and emotional turmoil to his list of burdens, and a desire simply to fade away.

Nobody was waiting to greet him as he stood outside the prison gates. His lawyer had offered to send someone to collect him, but there had been confusion about the time of his release—an error with the paperwork, it seemed—and he was now among those rarest of prisoners, the ones who found themselves released early through bureaucratic incompetence, if only, in his case, by a few hours.

He was many things: a convicted felon, a former husband, a disgraced hero.

An innocent man? Perhaps, but then so many made the same claim . . .

With luck, though, nobody would even remember his name. It would make whatever was to come a little easier. In the meantime, he would find the man named Charlie Parker and tell him his tale. Among his possessions was a newspaper article concerning the apprehension of Roger Ormsby, a man who had thrived on torment. Parker had found him, and would understand that others like him existed.

A prison van pulled up, and he got in. It would take him to the Rockland Ferry Terminal, and from there he could hop a Concord Coach Lines bus to Portland. They’d given him $50 and a bus ticket upon release, and he had another $240 that he’d earned in the workshops. He didn’t speak to the officers in the van, and they did not speak to him. He had been a model prisoner, but it didn’t matter. They knew the crime of which he had been convicted, and they distrusted and disliked him for it.

He regarded the falling of leaves as they drove, like all the dead days descending.



FROM THE PARKING LOT, three men in a clean Chevy pickup watched him go. They and their kind had taken almost everything from the prisoner. He had just one thing left, and soon they would take that, too.

They pulled out of the lot and passed the van on the road, not even glancing in its direction, before driving on to Rockland, where they parked by the terminal off Main Street, and there they waited.

The van pulled up and disgorged its passenger. He walked to a pay phone and made a call, then bought himself coffee and a cookie while he waited for the bus to arrive. When it came, he got on board, and they shadowed him all the way to Portland. One of them went inside the terminal to watch for his arrival, and the ex-prisoner was greeted by a very large man in a very large suit that was still too small for him, who took his bag and escorted him to a black Mercedes sedan.

The tracker returned to the Chevy.

“The lawyer,” he said.

“He looks like a clown,” came the reply from the man in the backseat. He had red hair and a feral aspect, like a creature frozen in the process of transformation from human to animal.

“If he is, he’s a clever one.”

Only the driver remained silent. He had not seen the fallen hero since the trial, and was surprised by how much he loathed him, and by his desire for him to suffer more than he already had.

Together the lawyer and the ex-con drove to a mixed-income property on Congress Street, not far from Longfellow Square, which was roughly divided between private tenants and those supported by the Portland Housing Authority. They went inside, and the lawyer was alone when he emerged twenty minutes later.

“He’s fallen far,” said the feral man.

“He’s still falling,” said the tracker. “He just doesn’t know it.”

Only now did the driver speak.

“Oh, I think he does.”

They drove off. They knew where to find him, and could take him anytime. They would wait a little longer—a couple of days, but no more than that—just in case the opportunity presented itself to inflict fresh miseries upon him, or life chose to do it for them.

When they finally came for him, he might even be grateful.
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SAC Edgar Ross of the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s New York field office arrived at Blue Smoke on East Twenty-seventh Street shortly after seven that same evening. He had been running behind schedule all day, and was surprised that he was only half an hour late stepping through the door of the restaurant. He spotted Conrad Holt sitting at the packed bar, half-interested in the playoff game showing on the big TV screen, and moved through the postwork crowd to join him.

“Thanks for keeping a seat for me,” said Ross.

The deputy director gestured with his Bloody Mary at the masses thronging the bar.

“What did you expect me to do, put my purse on it? I might just be able to order you a drink, now that you’ve got here at last.”

“Bad day.”

“Can you remember when you last had a good one?”

“Not really. Gin and tonic. Hendrick’s, if they have it.”

Holt called the order, and the bartender asked if he wanted it with cucumber. Ross declined. He thought the gin tasted just vegetal enough as it was.

“They were going to give away our table,” said Holt.

“Did you tell them who you were?”

“I thought charm might work better.”

The Hendrick’s arrived. Holt settled up as Ross took his first sip, and a hostess appeared with menus and led them to a table at the back. Despite the noise at the bar, and the earlier threat of being bounced, they found themselves by a window with no neighbors for the time being.

“I don’t even know why I still look at the menu here,” said Holt. “I always have the same thing.”

“Which is?”

“Fried chicken. Steak tips for an appetizer, if they’re on. Mostly the chicken is enough.”

Ross didn’t care much for fried chicken. He was a red meat man, regardless of his physician’s admonitions to the contrary. Not that Dr. Mahajan would have signed off on fried chicken without wincing either, but it wasn’t as if Ross was about to Snapchat him a picture of whatever ended up on his plate. The waiter came to take their order. Ross settled for the brisket, with fries on the side. Dr. Mahajan would just have to up the dosage on his cholesterol medication. Holt, meanwhile, ordered the fried chicken, with a side of collard greens.

“I saw the Ormsby memo,” said Holt, once the waiter had disappeared.

“He refused counsel,” said Ross. “He had his rights read to him. It’s clean.”

“Clean once the details of how Parker and his friends got to him were airbrushed from it.”

“Clean is relative, but we’re being careful.”

“So you say.”

Holt finished his Bloody Mary, then called for a glass of wine. Ross stuck with his gin. In retrospect, he should have asked the bartender to make it a large one, and easy on the tonic. He’d managed to keep the arrangement with Parker under the radar for months, but he knew it couldn’t last. Ormsby’s crimes were too serious and vile for the details of his apprehension to pass unexamined at Federal Plaza, and Holt was nobody’s fool. It was still not yet common knowledge that Parker was on a federal retainer, with a degree of protection that also covered his friends, both of whom were criminals and one of whom was a professional killer, albeit semiretired, or so Ross hoped. He needed Holt—to whom he answered, technically at least—to support what was, by any standards, an unorthodox and risky piece of business.

“How did you redirect the money to pay Parker?” asked Holt.

“Fax paper and typewriter ribbons. I like to think of sections of the stationery budget as a discretionary fund.”

“Do we even still use typewriter ribbons?”

“If anyone asks, I’ll tell them we type up sensitive documents.”

“And faxes?”

“The War on Terror takes many forms.”

Holt nodded. “God bless unwinnable conflicts.”

His wine arrived, but he didn’t touch it.

“How long did you think your deal with Parker would go unnoticed?”

“Not as long as it did.”

“There’s a part of me that wishes I still didn’t know. Why did he consent to it?”

“He didn’t. The approach came from him. He offered.”

“Again, why?”

“I think,” said Ross, as Holt took a tentative sip of his wine, “that he intends to be more proactive in his investigations.”

Holt almost choked on his chardonnay.

“More proactive?” he said. “Jesus, he’s practically shitting dead bodies as it is. And you’ve signed us on to his crusade?”

“I thought it might allow us to direct his energies when the situation required it.”

“Seriously? You think you can control him?”

“He’s a tethered goat. On a long chain, admittedly, but tethered nonetheless.”

Holt looked doubtful.

“Does he need the money that badly?”

“He finds it useful. To be honest, I’m still not sure why he signed up.”

“And the two lunatics with him?”

“The cash covers their bar tabs, if nothing else. And the one called Angel sends me letters.” Ross couldn’t bring himself to look Holt in the eye as he spoke. That goddamned Angel.

“What kind of letters?”

“He’s convinced that federal agents receive keys to restricted restrooms. He wants one for himself.”

There was a pause that spoke volumes, then:

“Restrooms.”

“Yes. Special ones, in Amtrak stations and airports. Museums, too.”

“Jesus.”

Holt, hopeful that no more sudden shocks were about to come his way, risked a second attempt at his wine, successful this time.

“Am I the only one who hears a ticking sound?” he asked.

“With respect, you’re asking a lot of questions for someone who’d prefer not to know.”

“Why do you think I’m asking them here, and not back at Federal Plaza?”

“Parker is part of what’s to come,” said Ross. “The closer we keep him, the better equipped we’ll be to react when it happens.”

“You know, I’m the only deputy director who doesn’t believe that you’re insane. And sometimes even I’m not entirely convinced.”

“I’m touched by your faith in me.”

“Are you monitoring him?”

“He uses a cell phone for work, and we have ears on that, but I’m sure he knows. He has others, but he changes them regularly. We’re on his e-mail as well, but he’s smart, and doesn’t commit anything of value to electronic communications.”

“And you’re sure he has the list?”

Parker had negotiated his deal with Ross by passing him part of a list of names retrieved from the wreckage of an airplane in Maine’s Great North Woods. The list, Ross believed, contained the identities of those who were in league with various elements, all of them united by one aim: to find the Buried God, release it from its captivity, and just maybe bring about Armageddon, all of which Ross had most assuredly not put in any official memos.

“What we’ve received so far checks out. He’s promised more. I also believe that he used the list to track down Ormsby.”

“Parker’s playing us.”

“Perhaps.”

“To what end?”

“I think he’s looking for something.”

“What?”

“A pattern.”

“And what will this pattern reveal?”

“A name. A controlling influence.”

Holt wore the expression of a man who believed that he might accidentally have ingested a wasp, and would find out for sure only when it started to sting him.

“And if he screws up?” he said. “Or dies? We’ll lose everything. That list, wherever it is, will be gone forever.”

“If that were to happen, then I believe the rest of the list would find its way to us. My understanding is that Parker has made arrangements.”

Their food arrived. Ross thought that Holt’s fried chicken looked very good, even to someone like himself who generally eschewed it.

“Do you like him?” asked Holt.

It was a strange question. Ross wasn’t sure that he had an answer. He did think that he understood something of Parker’s essence, even if the man entire remained an enigma to him. Ross had been educated by Jesuits, and had, for a time, considered entering the order until sanity prevailed, even if he suspected that he had simply exchanged the possibility of one ambitious, secretive institution for the reality of another. The Jesuits practiced “discernment,” which required listening and waiting in order to establish what course of action God might wish in a given situation. Parker, too, was a man who listened and waited, but for what voice Ross could not say. Also, the actions of Jesuits, unlike those of Parker, did not typically run to guns and violence, or end with entire communities being put to the torch.

“I think he’s a good man,” he replied, eventually.

“God preserve us from good men,” said Holt. “Do you trust him?”

“Yes,” said Ross, without hesitation.

“Funny,” said Holt. “I never took you for the trusting type.”

He cut into his chicken.

“What about the other two?”

“We only ever had suspicions, but no real proof.”

“You could have found proof, if you’d tried hard enough.”

“Maybe I didn’t want to.”

“That’s what worries me. How’s the brisket?”

“Moist.”

“You still should have ordered the chicken.”

“I think you’re right.”

“If this falls apart,” Holt said, “you’ll burn. You know that, don’t you?”

“If this falls apart,” Ross replied, “we’ll all burn.”
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Far to the north, amid the anonymous furnishings of his apartment, the newly freed man lay awake, unable to sleep away from the noise of the prison, and wondered again how his life had come to such an end.

He was a Disgraced Hero, a Fallen Idol. He’d once had a wife, but no children. That absence of children was fortunate, he supposed: he couldn’t begin to imagine the grief they would have endured once their father’s alleged offenses became known. Even moving to another state wouldn’t have saved them: the Internet could make prey of anyone. As for his wife, well, they hadn’t been getting along so well before everything went wrong, but he still remained shocked and hurt at how quickly she had abandoned him.

He’d told her he was innocent—had told the same thing to anyone who would listen, from the police who first interrogated him, to the jury that had subsequently convicted him and the judge who sentenced him, and even to those fellow prisoners who were willing to associate with him, or with whom he could safely associate in turn, which wasn’t many. He’d told his lawyer, too. The lawyer said that it didn’t matter, but it did. It mattered to the Hero before he was toppled from his pedestal.

Only his mother and father had continued to believe in him—they, and a handful of friends, but his parents were almost entirely alone in visiting him regularly. His mother had died first, and then his father just six months later. He’d applied for compassionate release to attend their funerals and been turned down on both occasions, even though a sympathetic corrections officer had offered to transport him from the jail to the graveside and back after the death of his father. Incensed, the Hero had even gone so far as to apply to the U.S. District Court for a temporary release order, only to have the state object on the grounds that the nature of his crimes made him an ongoing danger to the community, and he was also considered a flight risk due to his intelligence and the belief that he might have some funds hidden away, according to his ex-wife. So his mother and father had gone into the ground without their only child to mourn them, and nobody came to visit him after they were gone.

His parents had left him some money, for which he was grateful as he’d been wiped out by the divorce, despite anything his ex-wife might have claimed to the contrary, although she managed to get her hands on some of his inheritance, too. The bequest might have been enough to enable him to resettle in another state, were it not for his status as a registered sex offender and the requirement to engage with probation and counseling services in Maine on that basis. He’d been given a list of his conditions of probation, which included, on top of the standard requirements—refrain from using drugs and avoid excessive alcohol intake, find a job, pay the court-determined probation and Department of Corrections supervision fees—an injunction against contact with anyone under the age of eighteen, and any use of a computer with an Internet connection. The latter stipulation meant that he had to get the private detective’s number the old-fashioned way, through a phone call. He’d bought a TracFone, and his lawyer had registered it for him online.

He was barely out of prison, but already he recognized the difficulty of adjusting to the outside world: it was either too loud or too quiet, too cognizant of his presence or too unaware, too random or too regimented. There were aspects of it that he no longer understood, and others that appeared to have vanished entirely while he was incarcerated. He had eaten dinner in a bar earlier that evening, but at first he had been unable to pick up the silverware. It was the first time in five years that he had been presented with utensils that were not plastic, and he was afraid to use them. He wondered if the reason so many former inmates reoffended was simply that they wanted to be back in a world they understood.

He dialed the number and waited. It went straight to voice mail.

For a moment, he struggled to find his voice. He thought about hanging up, and remaining silent, but he believed that he did not have long left. If he was right, they would come for him soon, because all that was left to take was his life.

But they had not broken him completely. Despite everything, he had endured, and now he would tell his story.

“Mr. Parker,” he said. “My name is Jerome Burnel . . .”



Chapter

X

So how did it come to pass? How did Jerome Burnel, the Disgraced Hero, lose everything? It began when Jerome Burnel was no kind of hero at all, when this tale was not even his.

Almost six years earlier, this was the stumble that led to the fall.



CORRIE HAD BEEN SIZING up the guy for the last hour. She was good at what she did, or thought she was: after all, she’d had enough practice by now.

He was neatly dressed: shirt, jacket, and trousers, not jeans. His shoes were clean and well shined. He wasn’t wearing a wedding ring, which was a problem. She’d found that the ones who wore a ring were more likely to be amenable to the kind of pressure under which they would ultimately be placed, simply because they had more to lose. He was on his third drink, though, which was a plus, and she’d seen the way he looked at some of the girls who were passing. He was in the market, even if he didn’t know it yet.

She didn’t care much for the bar itself. To begin with, the music was terrible—the kind of faux-country seemingly beloved of city boys slumming it in Portland—and even though the bar was new, it already smelled of stale, spilled beer that hadn’t been properly cleaned up, and of half-eaten peanuts crushed into the floor. On the other hand, because it was a recent arrival to the strip of noisy bars down at the Old Port, and the bouncers weren’t familiar to her, or she to them, it represented virgin territory. She and the others had almost worn out their welcome in Portland. To stay much longer would be to risk inviting attention.

She drifted over, swaying in time to the music because it made her appear drunker than she was. She was drinking bourbon, but heavy on the ice and soda. Good bartenders tended to assume that girls who drank like her were trying to be careful and responded accordingly, but the dunce in this place had already offered her one on the house, which she’d declined. He’d pretended to act all hurt in response, but then the pretense had become reality, and when she’d tried to order a second drink he’d ignored her. She didn’t make a fuss. She didn’t want to give him more cause than necessary to remember her.

Corrie slipped onto the stool to the right of the mark.

“Hi,” she said.

He turned to look at her. His eyes were slightly different colors: one bright blue, the other closer to green. It could have made him appear odd, but instead she found it hugely attractive, helped by the fact that he was slim but not too thin, and dark-haired without any gray that she could see. Up close, she could tell that he was older than she’d first assumed: early thirties.

“I saw you looking at me,” he replied.

“I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

“Hard not to, when a pretty girl is giving you the eye.”

“You didn’t let on.”

“I figured you’d come over, in your own time.”

He said all this without smiling. The words sounded flirty, but his manner was neutral. He wasn’t arrogant, she thought. He was simply commenting, as he might have done on a change in the weather.

“Well, I’m here now.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Buy you a drink?”

“Aren’t I supposed to ask you that?”

“I don’t know. It’s the twenty-first century.”

“So it is. Still, I figure that’s how this thing is supposed to go.”

Corrie tried not to bristle. Did he figure her for a hooker?

“What kind of thing?” she asked, trying to keep the edge from her voice.

He moved his gaze away from her for the first time. “Just a conversation between a man and a girl in a bar: man buys the girl a drink, they get to talking. I’ve seen it done before.”

Again, she experienced a peculiar sense of disconnection, of this individual as a kind of observer of his own life. Perhaps she’d made a mistake in choosing him. For this thing of theirs to work, she needed lust, and a loss of inhibition. This one seemed too much in control of himself.

But then he let his right hand drop to his thigh, brushing her leg as he did so, and she gently rubbed herself against it. After a moment, she felt his hand slide onto her jeans. No, she hadn’t made an error after all.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Henry.” Which it wasn’t.

“Like the king.”

“Which one?”

“Any of them.”

“Yes, just like one of the kings.”

“I’m Lise,” she said, although he hadn’t asked, and it wasn’t her name either.

“Hello, Lise.”

“Hello, Henry.”

“What can I get you?”

“Bourbon and Coke,” she said. “Easy on the ice.”

“And the soda?”

She sipped through her straw, draining the watery residue at the end of the glass she had so carefully nursed until now.

“Easy on that, too.”



THE VOLUME OF THE music rose. Dancing wasn’t permitted, but somehow they found themselves standing close to each other, and she thought she could feel the hardness of him against her. He wasn’t from around here, he told her, but she could have guessed that by the way he held himself apart from his surroundings. When she pressed him, he gave her only “south of here,” which wasn’t much. Given that they were just below Canada, most places were south. She was used to evasiveness, though, particularly from the married ones. Henry said he wasn’t married, but a lot of them told her that. The ones who were honest often qualified their status with unflattering descriptions of their wives, or admitted just to being unhappy. A handful were genuinely sad and lonely, trapped in relationships because of kids, jobs, mortgages, or simply because they didn’t believe that anyone else would have them. She was always sorry for those ones, afterward.
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