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Dean Koont z
TI CKTOCK

To Gerda

with the promnise
of

sand, surf

and a Scootie

of our own

To see what we have never seen
to be what we have never been
to shed the chrysalis and fly,
depart the earth, kiss the sky,
to be reborn, be sonmeone new.
is this a dreamor is it true?

Can our future be cleanly shorn
froma life to which we're born?

Is each of us a creature free -

or trapped at birth by destiny?
Pity those who believe the latter
W thout freedom nothing matters.

- The Book of Counted Sorrows

In the real world

as in dreans

nothing is quite

what it seens.

- The Book of Counted Sorrows

ONE

Qut of a cloudless sky on a windl ess Novenber day cane a sudden shadow t hat swooped across the
bright aqua Corvette. Tommy Phan was standi ng beside the car, in pleasantly warm autunn sunshi ne,
hol di ng out his hand to accept the keys from Ji m Shine, the sal esnan, when the fleeting shade
touched him He heard a brief thrunming like frantic wi ngs. G ancing up, he expected to glinpse a
sea gull, but not a single bird was in sight.

Unaccount ably, the shadow had chilled himas though a cold wind had cone with it, but the air was
utterly still. He shivered, felt a blade of ice touch his palm and jerked his hand back, even as
he realized, too late, that it wasn't ice but nerely the keys to the Corvette. He | ooked down in
time to see themhit the pavenent.

He said, 'Sorry,' and started to bend over

Jim Shine said, "No, no. I'Il get 'em
Per pl exed, frowning, Tomy raised his gaze to the sky again. Unblenished blue. Nothing in flight.
The nearest trees, along the nearby street, were phoenix palns with huge crowns of fronds,

of fering no branches on which a bird could alight. No birds were perched on the roof of the car
deal ership either.

"Pretty exciting,' Shine said.

Tommy | ooked at him slightly disoriented. 'Huh?

Shi ne was hol di ng out the keys again. He resenbled a

pudgy choirboy with guilel ess blue eyes. Now, when he wi nked, his face squinched into a | eer that
was nmeant to be comic but that seened disconcertingly Iike a glinpse of genuine and usually well -
hi dden decadence. 'Getting that first 'vette is al nost as good as getting your first piece of
ass.'

Tonmy was trenbling and still inexplicably cold. He accepted the keys. They no longer felt |ike
i ce.
The aqua Corvette waited, as sleek and cool as a high nountain spring slipping downhill over
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pol i shed stones. Overall length: one hundred seventy-eight and a half inches. \Weel base: ninety-
si x-poi nt-two i nches. Seventy-point-seven inches in width at the dogleg, forty-six-point-three

i nches high, with a mnimm ground cl earance of four-point-two inches.

Tommy knew the technical specifications of this car better than any preacher knew the details of
any Bible story. He was a Vi et nanese- Aneri can, and Anerica was his religion; the highway was his
church, and the Corvette was about to becone the sacred vessel by which he partook of comunion.
Al t hough he was no prude, Tonmy was nildly of fended when Shine conpared the transcendent

experi ence of Corvette ownership to sex. For the monent, at |east, the Corvette was better than
any bedroom ganes, nore exciting, purer, the very enbodi ment of speed and grace and freedom
Tommy shook Jim Shine's soft, slightly noist hand and slid into the driver's seat. Thirty-six and
a half inches of headroom Forty-two inches of |eg room

Hi s heart was pounding. He was no longer chilled. In fact, he felt flushed.

He had al ready plugged his cellular phone into the cigarette lighter. The Corvette was his.
Crouching at the open wi ndow, grinning, Shine said, 'You re not just a nere nortal anynore.'

Tommy started the engine. A ninety-degree V8. Cast-iron block. Al um niumheads with hydraulic
lifters.

Jim Shine raised his voice. 'No |onger |ike other nen. Now you're a god.'

Tommy knew t hat Shine spoke with a good-hunoured nockery of the cult of the autonmpbile - yet he
hal f believed that it was true. Behind the wheel of the Corvette, with this chil dhood dream
fulfilled, he seened to be full of the power of the car, exalted.

Wth the Corvette still in park, he eased his foot down on the accelerator, and the engine
responded with a deep-throated grow . Five-point-seven litres of displacenent with a ten-and-a-
hal f-t0-one conpression ratio. Three hundred horsepower.

Ri sing froma crouch, stepping back, Shine said, 'Have fun.'

" Thanks, Jim'

Tommy Phan drove away fromthe Chevrol et deal ership, into a California afternoon so blue and high
and deep with promise that it was possible to believe he would live forever. Wth no purpose
except to enjoy the Corvette, he went west to Newport Beach and then south on the fabled Pacific
Coast Hi ghway, past the enornmous harbour full of yachts, through Corona Del Mar, along the newy
devel oped hills called Newport Coast, wth beaches and gently breaking surf and the sun-dappl ed
ocean to his right, listening to an oldies radio station that rocked with the Beach Boys, the
Everly Brothers, Chuck Berry, Little R chard, and Roy O bison

At a stoplight in Laguna Beach, he pulled beside a classic Corvette: a silver 1963 Sting Ray with
boat-tail rear end and split rear wi ndow. The driver, an aging surfer type with blond hair and a
wal rus nmoustache, | ooked at the new aqua 'vette and then at Tommy. Tommy made a circle of his
thunb and forefinger, letting the stranger know that the Sting Ray was a fine nachine,

and the guy replied with a smle and a thunmbs-up sign, which nade Tonmy feel |ike part of a secret
cl ub.

As the end of the century approached, sonme people said that the American dream was al nost

extingui shed and that the California dream was ashes. Neverthel ess, for Tomy Phan on this

wonder ful autumm afternoon, the promise of his country and the prom se of the coast were burning
bright.

The sudden swoopi ng shadow and the inexplicable chill were all but forgotten

He drove through Laguna Beach and Dana Point to San Cenente, where at |ast he turned and, as
twilight fell, headed north again. Cruising aimessly. He was getting a feel for the way the
Corvette handl ed. Weighing three thousand two hundred and ni nety-ei ght pounds, it hugged the
pavenent, | ow and solid, providing sports car intimacy with the road and i nconparabl e

responsi veness. He wove through a nunber of tree-lined residential streets nerely to confirmthat
the Corvette's curb-to-curb turning dianeter was forty feet, as prom sed.

Entering Dana Point fromthe south this time, he switched off the radio, picked up his cellular
phone, and called his mother in Huntington Beach. She answered on the second ring, speaking

Vi et nanese, although she had immgrated to the United States twenty-two years ago, shortly before
the fall of Saigon, when Tommy had been only eight years old. He | oved her, but sonetines she nade
him crazy.

"H, Mom'

' Tuong?' she said.

"Tommy,' he reninded her, for he had not used his Vietnanese nane for many years. Phan Tran Tuong
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had | ong ago becone Tommy Phan. He meant no di srespect

for his famly, but he was far nore Anerican now than Vi etnanese.

Hi s not her issued a | ong-suffering sigh because she would have to use English. A year after they
arrived from Vietnam Tommy had insisted that he woul d speak only English; even as a little kid,
he had been determnmined to pass eventually for a native-born American.

"You sound funny,' she said with a heavy accent.

"I't's the cellular phone.'

" Whose phone?"

' The car phone.'

"Why you need car phone, Tuong?'

"Tommy. They're really handy, couldn't get along without one. Listen, Mom guess what-'

' Car phones for big shots.'

"Not anynore. Everybody's got one.'

"I don't. Phone and drive too dangerous.' Tommy sighed - and was slightly rattled by the
realization that his sigh sounded exactly like his nother's. 'l've never had an accident, Mom'
"You will,' she said firny.

Even with one hand, he was able to handle the Corvette with ease on the | ong strai ghtaways and
wi de sweeps of the Coast Hi ghway. Rack and pinion steering with power assist. Rear-wheel drive.
Four - speed automatic transm ssion with torque converter. He was gli ding.

Hi s not her changed the subject: 'Tuong, haven't seen you in weeks.'

"W spent Sunday together, Mom This is only Thursday.'

They had gone to church together on Sunday. His father was born a Roman Catholic, and his nother
converted before marriage, back in Vietnam but she also kept a small Buddhi st shrine in one
corner of their living room There was usually fresh fruit on the red altar, and sticks of incense
bristled fromceram c hol ders.

"You cone to dinner? she asked.

" Toni ght? Gee, no, | can't. See, | just-'

"W have comtay cam'

'-just bought-'

"You renenber what is comtay cam- or nmaybe forget all about your nother's cooking?'
'O course, | know what it is, Mom Chicken and rice in a clay pot. It's delicious.'

"Also having shrinp and watercress soup. You remenber shrinp and watercress soup?

"I renmenber, Mom'

Ni ght was creeping over the coast. Above the rising land to the east, the heavens were black and
stippled with stars. To the west, the ocean was inky near the shore, striped with the silvery foam
of inconm ng breakers, but indigo toward the horizon, where a final blade of bloody sunlight still
cl eaved the sea fromthe sky.

Cruising through the falling darkness, Tommy did feel a little bit like a god, as Ji m Shine had
promi sed. But he was unable to enjoy it because, at the same tine, he felt too nuch like a

t houghtl ess and ungrateful son.

Hi s nother said, 'Also having stir fry celery, carrots, cabbage, sone peanuts - very good. My Nuoc
Mam sauce. '

"You make the best Nuoc Mamin the world, and the best comtay cam but |-’

' Maybe you got wok there in car with phone, you can drive and cook at same tinme?'

In desperation he blurted, 'Mom | bought a new Corvette!’

" You bought phone and Corvette?

"No, I've had the phone for years. The-'

"What's this Corvette?'

"You know, Mom A car. A sports car.'

You bought sports car?'

Remenber, | always said if | was a big success sone day-'

"What sport?'

" Huh?'

' Foot bal | ?'

H s not her was stubborn, nore of a traditionalist than was the Queen of England, and set in her
ways, but she was not thick-headed or uninformed. She knew perfectly well what a sports car was,
and she knew what a Corvette was, because Tommy's bedroom wal | s had been papered with pictures of
t hem when he was a kid. She al so knew what a Corvette neant to Tonmy, what it synbolized; she
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sensed that, in the Corvette, he was noving still farther away fromhis ethnic roots, and she

di sapproved. She wasn't a screaner, however, and she wasn't given to scolding, so the best way she
could find to register her disapproval was to pretend that his car and his behaviour in genera
were so bizarre as to be virtually beyond her understanding.

' Basebal | ?* she asked.

"They call the colour "bright aqua nmetallic." It's beautiful, Mom a lot |like the colour of that
vase on your living-roommantel. It's got-'

' Expensi ve?

"Huh? Well, yeah, it's areally good car. | mean, it doesn't cost what a Mercedes-'

"Reporters all drive Corvettes?

"Reporters? No, |'ve-'

"You spend everything on car, go broke?'

"No, no. |'d never-'

You go broke, don't take welfare.’

I'"'mnot broke, Mm'

You go broke, you cone hone to live.

'That won't be necessary, Mom

"Fami |y al ways here.'

Tonmmy felt like dirt. Al though he had done nothing

wong, he felt unconfortably revealed in the headlights of onconming cars, as though they were the
harsh lanps in a police interrogation room and as though he was trying to conceal a crine.

He sighed and eased the Corvette into the right-hand [ane, joining the slower traffic. He wasn't
capabl e of handling the car well, talking on the cellular phone, and sparring with his

i ndef ati gabl e not her.

She said, 'Were's your Toyota?

"l traded it on the Corvette.'

"Your reporter friends drive Toyota. Honda. Ford. Never see one drive Corvette.'

"l thought you didn't know what a Corvette was?

"I know,' she said. 'Ch, yes, | know,' making one of those abrupt hundred-ei ghty-degree turns that
only a nother could performwi thout credibility whiplash. 'Doctors drive Corvette. You are al ways
smart, Tuong, get good grades, could have been doctor.’

Sonetines it seened that nobst of the Vietnanese-Anericans of Tommy's generation were studying to
be doctors or were already in practice. A nedical degree signified assimlation and prestige, and
Vi et nanese parents pushed their children toward the healing professions with the aggressive |ove
with which Jewi sh parents, of a previous generation, had pushed their children. Tommy, with a
degree in journalism would never be able to renove anyone's appendi x or perform cardi ovascul ar
surgery, so he would forever be sonmething of a disappointnent to his nother and father

Anyway, |'mnot a reporter anynore, Mom not as of yesterday. Now |I'ma full-time novelist, not
just part-tinme anynore.'
"No job.'

' Sel f - enpl oyed. '
"Fancy way of saying no job,' she insisted, though Tommy's father was self-enployed in the famly
bakery,

as were Tommy's two brothers, who also had failed to becone doctors.

"The latest contract | signed-'

' Peopl e read newspapers. Who read books?'

"Lots of people read books.'

"Who?'

"You read books.'

Not books about silly private detectives with guns in every pocket, drive cars |like crazy mani ac,
get in fights, drink whiskey, chase bl ondes.'

"My detective doesn't drink whiskey-

"He should settle down, marry nice Vietnanese girl, have babies, work steady job, contribute to
famly.'

"Boring, Mom No one would ever want to read about a private detective |ike that.'

"This detective in your books - he ever marry blonde, he break his nother's heart.’

"He's a lone wol f. He'll never marry.

"That break his nother's heart too. Who want to read book about nother with broken heart? Too
sad. "’
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Exasperated, Tommy said, 'Mom | just called to tell you the good news about the Corvette and-'
"Come to dinner. Cay-pot chicken and rice better than | ousy cheeseburgers.

I can't cone tonight, Mom Tonorrow.'

"Too nuch cheeseburgers and French fries, soon you look like big fat cheeseburger.'

"I hardly ever eat cheeseburgers and fries, Mom | watch ny diet and I-'

" Tonmorrow ni ght we have shrinp toast. Pork-stuffed squid. Pot-roasted rice. Duck with nuoc cham'
Tomy's mouth was watering, but he would never adnit as nuch, not even if he were placed in the
hands of torturers with countless clever instruments of persuasion. 'Ckay, |'ll be there tonorrow
night. And after dinner, I'll take you for a spin in the Corvette.'

' Take your father. Maybe he like flashy sports car. Not nme. | sinple person.'

" Nbm !

"But your father good man. Don't put himin fancy sports car and take hi mout drinking whiskey,
fight, chase bl ondes.’

"Il do nmy best not to corrupt him Mm'

' Goodbye, Tuong.'

"Tommy,' he corrected, but she had hung up

God, how he | oved her.

God, how nuts she made him

He drove through Laguna Beach and continued north.

The | ast red slash of the sunset had seeped away. The wounded night in the west had heal ed, sky to
sea, and in the natural world, all was dark. The only relief from bl ackness was the unnatural gl ow
fromthe houses on the eastern hills and fromthe cars and trucks racing along the coast. The
flashes of headlights and taillights suddenly seened frenzied and oni nous, as though all the
drivers of those vehicles were speeding toward appointnents with one form of dammati on or anot her
M1l d shivers swept through Tomry, and then he was shaken by a series of nore profound chills that
made his teeth chatter.

As a novelist, he had never witten a scene in which a character's teeth had chattered, because he
had al ways thought it was a cliche; nore inportant, he assumed that it was a cliche without any

el ement of truth, that shivering until teeth rattled was not physically possible. In his thirty
years, he had never, for even as much as a day, lived in a cold climite, so he couldn't actually
vouch for the effect of a bitter winter wind. Characters in books usually found their teeth
chattering fromfear, however, and Tommy Phan knew a good deal about fear. As a snall boy on a

| eaky boat on the South China Sea, fleeing fromVietnamwi th his parents, two brothers and sister
under ferocious attack by

Thai pirates who woul d have raped the wonmen and killed everyone if they had been able to get
aboard, Tommy had been terrified but had never been so fearful that his teeth had rattled Iike
cast anet s.

They were chattering now. He clenched his teeth until his jaw nuscles throbbed, and that stopped
the chattering. But as soon as he relaxed, it started again

The cool ness of the Novenber evening hadn't yet |eached into the Corvette. The chill that gripped
himwas curiously internal, but he switched on the heater anyway.

As anot her series of icy trenors shook him he renenbered the peculiar nmonment earlier in the
parking lot at the car dealership: the flitting shadow with no cloud or bird that could have cast
it, the deep coldness like a wind that stirred nothing else in the day except him

He gl anced away fromthe road ahead, up at the deep sky, as if he mi ght glinpse sone pal e shape
passi ng t hrough the dar kness above.

VWhat pal e shape, for God's sake?

"You' re spooking nme, Tommy boy,' he said. Then he laughed drily. 'And now you're even talking to
yoursel f.'

O course, nothing sinister was shadowi ng hi min the night sky above.

He had al ways been too i mgi native for his own good, which was why witing fiction cane so
naturally to him Mybe he'd been born with a strong tendency to fantasize

- or maybe his imagination had been encouraged to grow by the seem ngly botton ess fund of
folktales with which his nother had entertai ned himand soothed himto sl eep when he had been a
little boy during the war, back in the days when the conmuni sts had fought so fiercely to rule
Vietnam the fabled Land of Seagull and Dragon. Wen the warm hum d nights in Sout heast Asia had
rattled with gunfire and reverberated with the di stant boom of

nmortars and bonbs, he'd sel dom been afraid, because her gentle voice enraptured himwith stories
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of spirits and gods and ghosts.

Now, |owering his gaze fromthe sky to the highway, Tommy Phan thought of the tale of Le Loi, the
fisherman who cast his nets into the sea and canme up with a nagical sword rather |ike King
Arthur's shining Excalibur. He recalled ' The Raven's Magic Gem' as well, and ' The Search for the
Land of Bliss,' and 'The Supernatural Crossbow,' in which poor Princess My Chau betrayed her
worthy father out of |ove for her sweet husband and paid a terrible price, and the ' Da-Trang
Crabs,' and 'The Child of Death,' and dozens nore.

Usual | y, when sonething reni nded hi mof one of the |egends that he had | earned fromhis nother, he
could not help but smle, and a happy peace settled over him as though she herself had just then
appeared and enbraced him This tinme, however, those tales had no consoling effect. He renai ned
deeply uneasy, and he was still chilled in spite of the flood of warmair fromthe car heater

Qdd.

He switched on the radi o, hoping that sone vintage rock-"n"-roll would brighten his nood. He nust
have nudged the selector off the station to which he had been listening earlier, because now there
was nothing to be heard but a soft susurration, not ordinary static, but |ike distant water
tunbling in considerable volunme over a sloping palisade of rocks.

Briefly glancing away fromthe road, Tonmy pressed a selector button. At once, the nunbers changed
on the digital read-out, but no nmusic cane forth, just the sound of water, gushing and tunbling,
grow i ng yet whispery.

He pressed anot her button. The nunbers on the display changed, but the sound did not.

He tried a third button, w thout success.

"Ch, wonderful. Terrific.

He had owned the car only a few hours, and already the radi o was broken

Cursing under his breath, he fiddled with the controls as he drove, hoping to find the Beach Boys,
Roy Orbison, Sam Cooke, the Isley Brothers, or even someone contenporary like Julianna Hatfield or
maybe Hootie and the Blowfish. Hell, he'd settle for a rousing pol ka.

From one end of the radio band to the other, on both AMand FM the watery noi se had washed away
all nmusic, as if sone cataclysmic tide had inundated broadcast studios the I ength of the West
Coast .

When he attenpted to turn off the radio, the sound continued undi m ni shed. He was certain that he
had hit the correct button. He pressed it again, to no effect.

Gradual ly, the character of the sound had changed. The spl ash-patter-gurgl e-hiss-roar now seened
less Iike falling water than like a distant crowd, like the voices of multitudes raised in cheers
or chants; or perhaps it was the faraway ragi ng babble of an angry, destructive nob.

For reasons that he could not entirely define, Tormy Phan was di sturbed by the new quality of this
eerie and tunel ess serenade. He jabbed at nore buttons.

Voi ces. Definitely voices. Hundreds or even thousands of them Men, wonen, the fragile voices of
children. He thought he could hear despairing wails, pleas for help, panicked cries, anguished
groans - a nonunental yet hushed sound, as though it was echoing across a vast gulf or rising out
of a bl ack abyss.

The voices were creepy - but also curiously conpelling, alnost nmesnerizing. He found hinself
staring at the radio too long, his attention dangerously diverted

fromthe hi ghway, yet each time that he | ooked up, he was able to focus on the traffic for only a
few seconds before | owering his gaze once nore to the softly gl ow ng radio.

And now behi nd the whispery nuffled roar of the nultitude rose the garbl ed bass voice of.

soneone el se

sonmeone who sounded infinitely strange, inperial and demanding. It was a | ow wet voice that was

| ess than human, spitting out not-quite-decipherable words as if they were wads of phl egm

No. Good God in Heaven, his imagination was running away with him Wat issued fromthe stereo
speakers was static, nothing but ordinary static, white noise, electronic slush

In spite of the chill that continued to plague him Tomy felt a sudden prickle of perspiration on
his scalp and forehead. H s pal ns were danp too.

Surely he had pressed every button on the control panel. Neverthel ess, the ghostly chorus droned
on.

' Dam. '

He made a tight fist of his right hand. He thunped the flat of it against the face of the radio,
not hard enough to hurt hinself, but punching three or four buttons sinmultaneously.
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Second by second, the guttural and distorted words spoken by the weird voi ce becane cl earer, but
Tommy coul dn't quite understand them

He t hunped his fist against the radio once nore, and he was surprised to hear hinself issue a half-
stifled cry of desperation. After all, as annoying as the noise was, it represented no threat to
hi m

Didit?

Even as he posed that question to hinself, he was overcone by the irrational conviction that he
must not listen to the susurration comng fromthe stereo speakers, that he nust clanmp his hands
over his ears, that sonmehow

he woul d be in nortal danger if he understood even one word of what was being said to him Yet,
perversely, he strained to hear, to wing clarity fromthe nuddl e of sound.

"...Phan..."'

That one word was irrefutably clear.

. Phan Tran.
The repul sive, mucus-clotted voi ce was speaking flawl essly accented Vi et nanese.

. Phan Tran Tuong.

Tommy's nane. Before he had changed it. H's nane fromthe Land of Seagull and Fox.

Phan Tran Tuong.

Sormeone was calling to him Far away at first but now drawi ng cl oser. Seeking contact. Connecti on.

Sonet hi ng about the voice was . . . hungry.
The chill, like scurrying spiders, worked deeper into him weaving webs of ice in the holl ows of
hi s bones.

He hamered the radio a third time, harder than before, and abruptly it went dead. The only sounds
were the runble of the engine, the humof the tires, his ragged breathing, and the hard pounding
of his heart.

Hs left hand, slick with sweat, slipped on the steering wheel, and he snapped his head up as the
Corvette angled off the pavenent. The right front tire - then the right rear - stuttered onto the
rough shoul der of the highway. Sprays of gravel pinged and rattled against the undercarriage. A
drai nage swale, bristling with weeds, | ooned in the headlights, and dry brush scraped al ong the
passenger side of the car.

Tommy grabbed the wheel with both slippery hands and pulled to the left. Wth a jolt and a
shudder, the car arced back onto the pavenent.

Brakes shrieked behind him and he glanced at the rear-view mrror as headlights flared bright
enough to sting his eyes. Horn blaring, a black Ford Expl orer

swerved around him avoiding a rear end collision with only a few inches to spare, so close that
he expected to hear the squeal of tortured sheet steel. But then it was safely past, taillights
dwi ndling in the darkness.

In control of the Corvette again, Tonmy blinked sweat out of his eyes and swall owed hard. His
vision blurred. A sour taste filled his nouth. He felt disoriented, as if he had awakened from a
fever dream

Al t hough the phl egm choked voice on the radio had terrified himonly nmoments ago, he was al ready
| ess than certain that his nane had actually been spoken on the airwaves. As his vision rapidly
cleared, he wondered if his mnd also had been tenporarily clouded. It was easier to entertain the
possibility that he had suffered sonething akin to a nminor epileptic episode than to believe that
a supernatural entity had reached out to touch himthrough the prosaic nmedi um of a sports-car
radi o. Perhaps he'd even endured a transient ischemic cerebral attack, an inexplicable but
mercifully brief reduction in circulation to the brain, simlar to the one that had afflicted Sal
Del ano, a friend and fellow reporter, last spring.

He had a headache now, centred over the right eye. And his stonach was queasy.

Driving through Corona Del Mar, he stayed below the speed limit, prepared to pull to the curb and

stop if his vision blurred . . . or if anything strange began to happen agai n.
He gl anced nervously at the radio. It renmained silent. Block by block, fear drained out of him
but depression seeped in to take its place. He still had a headache and a queasy stonmach, but now

he also felt hollow inside, grey and cold and enpty.

He knew t hat hollowness well. It was qguilt.
He was driving his own Corvette, the car of cars, the ultinmate American wheels, the fulfilnment of
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a boyhood dream and he shoul d have been buoyant, jubilant, but he was slowy sinking into a sea
of despondency. An enotional abyss lay under him He felt guilty about the way he had treated his
not her, which was ridicul ous because he had been respectful. Unfailingly respectful. Adnmittedly,
he had been inpatient with her, and he was pai ned now to think that maybe she had heard that

i npatience in his voice. He didn't want to hurt her feelings. Never. But sonetines she seened so
hopel essly stuck in the past, stubbornly and stupidly fixed in her ways, and Tonmy was enbarrassed
by her inability to assimlate into the Anerican culture as fully as he hinself had done. \Wen he
was with Anerican-born friends, his nother's thick Vietnanese accent nortified him as did her
habit of wal ki ng one deferential step behind his father. Mom this is the United States, he had
told her. Everyone's equal, no one better than anyone el se, wonen the sane as nen. You don't have
to wal k in anyone's shadow here. She had sniled at himas though he was a nuch-1oved but dim
witted son, and she'd said, I not wal k in shadow because have to, Tuong. WAl k in shadow because
want to. Exasperated, Tommy had said, But that's wong. Still favouring himwth that infuriating,
gentle smle, she'd said, Inthis United States, is wong to show respect? Is wong to show | ove?
Tonmy was never able to win one of these debates, but he kept trying:

No, but there are better ways to showit. She gave hima sly | ook and ended the discussion with
one line: How better - with Hallmark greeting card? Now, driving the |ong-desired Corvette with no
nore pleasure than if it had been a second-hand rattletrap pickup truck, Tonmy was cold and grey

i nside even as his face flushed hot with shame at his ungrateful inability to accept his nother on
her own terns.

Sharper than a serpent's tooth is a thankless child.

Tommy Phan, bad son. Slithering through the California night. Low and vile and unl ovi ng.

He gl anced at the rear-view nmirror, half expecting to see a pair of glittery snake eyes in his own
face.

He knew, of course, that wallowing in guilt was irrational. Sonetines he had unrealistic
expectations of his parents, but he was far nore reasonable than his nmother. Wen she wore an ao
dai s, one of those flow ng silk tunic-and-pants ensenbles that seemed as out of place in this
country as a Scotsnan's kilts, she | ooked so dimnutive, like a little girl in her nother's

cl othes, but there was nothing vul nerable about her. Strong-mnded, iron-willed, she could be a
tiny tyrant when she w shed, and she knew how to neke a | ook of disapproval sting worse than the
I ash of a whip.

Those uncharitabl e thoughts appalled Tomry even as he indulged in them and his face grew yet
hotter with shane. Taking frightful risks, at trenendous cost, she and Tommy's father had brought
him- and his brothers and sister - out of the Land of Seagull and Fox, fromunder the fist of the
communi sts, to this land of opportunity, and for that, he should honour and cherish them

"l amsuch a selfish creep,' he said aloud. 'A real piece of shit, that's what | am'

As he braked to a full stop at an intersection on the border of Corona Del Mar and Newport Beach
he settled deeper in a sea of gl oom and renorse.

Wuld it have killed himto accept her invitation to dinner? She had nade shrinp and watercress
soup, comtoy cam and stir-fried vegetables with Nuoc Mom sauce - three of his favourite dishes
when he was a child. Cearly, she had worked hard in the kitchen, hoping to lure himhome, and he
had rej ected her, disappointed her. There was no excuse for turning her

down, especially since he hadn't seen her and his father for weeks.

No. Wong. That was her line: Tuong, haven't seen you in weeks. On the phone, he had reni nded her
that this was Thursday and that they had spent Sunday together. But now here he was, ninutes

| ater, buying into her fantasy of abandonnent!

Suddenly his nother seened to be all of the stereotypical Asian villains fromold novies and books
rolled into one: as mani pulative as Mng the Merciless, as wily as Fu Manchu.

He blinked at the red traffic Iight, shocked to have had such a nean-spirited thought about his
own nother. This confirmed it: He was a swine

More than anything, Tomry Phan wanted to be an Anerican, not a Vietnanese-Anerican, just an
Anerican, with no hyphen. But surely he didn't have to reject his famly, didn't have to be rude
and mean to his bel oved nother, to achieve that nuch-desired state of conplete Anericanisation

M ng the Merciless. Fu Manchu, the Yellow Peril. Dear God, he had become a raging bigot. He seened
to have deceived hinself into believing he was a white person

He | ooked at his hands on the steering wheel. They were the col our of burnished bronze. In the
rear-view nmirror, he studied the epicanthic folds of his dark Asian eyes, wondering if he was in
danger of trading his true identity for one that was a lie.

Fu Manchu.
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If he could think such unkind things about his nother, he mght slip up eventually and say themto
her face. She would be crushed. The prospect of it left himbreathless with anticipatory fear, and
his mouth went as dry as powder, and his throat swelled so tight that he was unable to swallow It
woul d be nore nerciful to take a gun and shoot her. Just shoot her in the heart.

So this was the kind of son he had beconme. The kind of son who shoots his nother in the heart with
wor ds.

The traffic light changed fromred to green, but he couldn't inmediately Iift his foot off the
brake pedal. He was immbilized by a terrible weight of self-Ioathing.

Behi nd the Corvette, another notorist tapped his horn. 'l just want to live nmy own life,' Tommy
said mserably as he finally drove through the intersection

Lately he had been talking aloud to hinself far too nuch. The strain of living his owm life and

still being a good son was maki ng hi mcrazy.
He reached for the cellular phone, intending to call his nmomand ask if the dinner invitation was
still open.

Car phones for big shots.

Not anynore. Everybody's got one.

I don't. Phone and drive too dangerous.

I've never had an accident, Mm

You will.

He coul d hear her voice as clearly as if she were speaking those words now rather than in nenory,
and he snatched his hand away fromthe phone.

On the west side of the Pacific Coast H ghway was a restaurant styled as a 1950's diner.

| mpul sively, Tommy swung into the | ot and parked in the gl ow of red neon.

Inside, the place was fragrant with the aromas of onions, hanburgers sizzling on a grill, and
pickle relish. Ensconced in a tufted red-vinyl booth, Tommy ordered a cheeseburger, French fries,
and a chocol ate ni| kshake.

In his mind s ear, his nother's voice replayed: Cay-pot chicken and rice better than |ousy
cheesebur gers.

' Make that two cheeseburgers,' Tomy anended as the waitress finished taking his order and started
to turn away from his booth.

' Ski pped | unch, huh?'" she asked.

Too much cheeseburgers and French fries, soon you |look like big fat cheeseburger

"And an order of onion rings,' Tomy said defiantly, certain that farther north, in Huntington
Beach, his nother had just flinched with the psychic awareness of his betrayal

"I like a man with a big appetite,' the waitress said.

She was a sl ender bl ue-eyed blonde with a pert nose and rosy conpl exion - exactly the kind of
wonman about whom hi s not her probably had ni ght mares.

Tonmy wondered if she was flirting. Her snmle was inviting, but her conment about his appetite
m ght have been innocent small talk. He wasn't as snooth with wonmen as he woul d have liked to be
I f she had given him an opening, he was incapable of taking it. One rebellion a night was enough
Cheeseburgers, yes, but not both cheeseburgers and a bl onde.

He could only say, 'Gve ne extra Cheddar, please, and |ots of onions.

After lathering plenty of nustard and ketchup on the burgers, he ate every bite of what he
ordered. He drained the nil kshake so conpletely that the sucking noises of his straw against the
bottom of the glass caused nearby adult diners to glare at himbecause of the bad exanpl e he was
setting for their children

He left a generous tip, and as he was heading toward the door, his waitress said, 'You |look a | ot
happi er going out than you did comng in.'

"l bought a Corvette today,' he said inanely.

" Cool,' she said.

"Been nmy dreamsince | was a little kid."'

"What colour is it?

"Bright aqua netallic.’

Sounds pretty.'

It flies.'

"1'"1l bet.'

"Like a rocket,' he said, and he realized that he was alnost |ost in the oceanic depths of her

bl ue eyes.
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This detective in your books - he ever nmarry blonde, he break his nother's heart.

"Wl l' he said, 'take care.'

"You too,' said the waitress.

He went to the entrance. On the threshold, holding the door open, Tommy | ooked back, hoping that
she would still be staring after him She had turned away, however, and was wal ki ng toward the
booth that he had vacated. Her slender ankles and shapely cal ves were |ovely.

A breeze had sprung up, but the night was still balny for Novenber. On the far side of Pacific
Coast Hi ghway, at the entrance to Fashion Island Mall, stately ranks of enornous phoenix pal ms
were illumnated by floodlights fixed to their boles. Long green fronds swayed |like hula skirts.
The breeze was lightly scented with the fecund snell of the nearby ocean; it didn't chill himbut,
in fact, pleasantly caressed the back of his neck and playfully ruffled his thick black hair. In
the wake of his little rebellion against his nother and his heritage, the world seened to have
grown delightfully nore sensuous.

In the car, he switched on the radio. It was functioning perfectly again. Roy O bison was rocking
out 'Pretty Wman.'

Tommy sang al ong. Lustily.

He renenbered the om nous roar of static and the strange phl egny voice that had seened to be
calling his name fromthe radio, but now he found it difficult to believe that the peculiar

i nci dent had been as uncanny as it had seenmed at the tinme. He had been upset by his conversation
with his nother, feeling simultaneously put-upon and guilty, angry with her but also with hinself,
and his perceptions hadn't been entirely trustworthy. The waterfall-roar of static had been rea
enough, but in his pall of guilt, he had no doubt inagi ned hearing

his name in a meaningl ess gurgle and squeal of el ectronic garbage.

Al'l the way hone, he listened to old-tine rock-"'n"-roll, and he knew the words to every song.

He lived in a nodest but confortable two-story tract house in the exhaustively planned city of
Irvine. The tract, as was the case with nost of those in Orange County, featured none but
Medi t erranean architecture; indeed, Mediterranean style prevailed to such an extent that it
sonetimes seened restfully consistent but at other times was boring, suffocating, as if the chief
executive officer of Taco Bell had sonehow becorme an all-powerful dictator and had decreed that
everyone nust live not in houses but in Mexican restaurants. Tommy's place had an orange barrel -
tile roof, pale-yellow stucco walls, and concrete wal kways with brick borders.

Because he'd supplenented his salary fromthe newspaper with income froma series of paperback
mystery novels that he'd witten during evenings and weekends, he'd been able to buy the house
three years ago, when he'd been only twenty-seven. Now his books were com ng out in hardcover
first, and his witing incone had gotten [ arge enough to allow himto risk |eaving the Register
By any fair assessnment, he was nore of a success than either of his brothers or his sister. But
the three of them had renai ned deeply involved in the Vietnanese comunity, so their parents were
proud of them They could never be equally proud of Tuong, who had changed his name as soon as he
was |l egally of an age to do so, and who had eagerly enbraced everything Arerican since arriving on
these shores at the age of eight.

He supposed that even if he became a billionaire, noved into a thousand-room house on the highest
cliff overlooking the Pacific Coast, with solid-gold toilets and chandeliers hung not with nmere
crystals but with huge

di anmonds, his nother and father would still think of himas the 'failed son who had forgotten his
roots and turned his back on his heritage.

As Tommy swung into his driveway, the bordering beds of white and coral-red inpatiens glowed in
the headlights as if iridescent. Swift shadows crawl ed up through the raggedly peeling bark of
several nel al eucas, swarm ng into hi gher branches, where noonlight-silvered | eaves shuddered in
the ni ght breeze.

In the garage, once the big door closed behind him he remained in the silent car for a few

m nutes, savouring the snell of |eather upholstery, basking in the pride of ownership. If he could
have slept sitting upright in the driver's seat, he woul d have done so.

He disliked leaving the 'vette in the dark. Because it was so beautiful, the car should renain
under flattering spotlights, as though it were an art object in a nmuseum

In the kitchen, as he hung the car keys on the pegboard by the refrigerator, he heard the doorbel
at the front of the house. Though recogni zable, the ringing was different fromthe usual sound,
Iike a hollow and oni nous sumons in a dream The curse of home ownership: sonething al ways needed
to be repaired.

He wasn't expecting anyone this evening. In fact, he intended to spend an hour or two in his

file:/lIF|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Ticktock.txt (10 of 124) [1/17/03 3:01:11 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Ticktock.txt

study, revising a few pages of the current manuscript. His fictional private detective, Chip
Nguyen, had been getting wordy in his first-person narration of the story, and the tough but
someti mes garrul ous gunmshoe needed to be edited.

When Tommy opened the front door, ice-cold wind assaulted him frigid enough to take his breath
away. A whirl of dead nel al euca | eaves |ike hundreds of tiny flensing knives spun over him

whi speri ng-buzzi ng agai nst one anot her, and he stumbl ed backward two

steps, shielding his eyes with one hand, gasping in surprise.

A dry, papery leaf blewinto his nmouth. The hard little point pricked his tongue.

Startled, he bit down on the |eaf, which had a bitter taste. Then he spit it out.

As suddenly as it had burst through the door, the whirlw nd now wound up tight and di sappeared
into itself, leaving only silence and stillness in its wake. The air was no | onger cold.

He brushed | eaves out of his hair and off his shoulders, plucked themfromhis soft flannel shirt
and blue jeans. The wood floor of the foyer was littered with crisp brown |eaves, bits of grass,
and sandy grit.

"What the hell?

No visitor waited beyond the threshol d.

Tommy noved into the open doorway, peering left and right along the dark front porch. It was
little nore than a stoop - ten feet wide and six feet deep

No one was on the two steps or on the wal kway that cleaved the shallow front |awn, no one in sight
who m ght have rung the doorbell. Under tattered clouds back |ighted by a | anbent noon, the street
was qui et and deserted, so hushed that he could half believe that a breakdown in the nmachinery of
the cosnps had brought tine to a conplete halt for everyone and for all things except for he

hi nsel f.

Tommy switched on the outside |light and saw a strange object on the porch floor inmediately in
front of him It was a doll: a rag doll no nore than ten inches tall, lying on its back, its
stubby arns spread w de.

Frowni ng, he surveyed the night once nore, paying special attention to the shrubbery, where
soneone might be crouched and watching him He saw no one.

The doll at his feet was unfinished, covered entirely

with white cotton fabric, unclothed, without facial features or hair. Were each eye should have
been, two crossed stitches of coarse black thread dinpled the white cloth. Five sets of crossed
bl ack stitches marked the nouth, and another pair formed an X over the heart.

Tommy eased across the threshold onto the porch. He squatted on his haunches beside the doll

The bitterness of the dry leaf no longer lingered in his nmouth, but he tasted sonething equally
unpl easant if nore famliar. He stuck out his tongue, touched it, and then | ooked at the tip of
his finger: a small red snmear. The point of the |eaf had drawn bl ood.

H s tongue didn't hurt. The wound was tiny. Nevertheless, for reasons that he could not fully
expl ain, Tommy was unnerved by the sight of the bl ood.

In one of the doll's crude nmitten-1ike hands was a fol ded paper. It was held firmy in place by a
straight pin with a glossy black enanel head as | arge as a pea.

Tommy picked up the doll. It was solid and surprisingly heavy for its size, but |oose-jointed and
linp - as though it might be filled wth sand.
Wien he pulled the pin out of the doll's hand, the death-still street briefly cane alive again. A

chilly breeze swept across the porch. Shrubbery rustled, and trees shuddered sufficiently to cause
moon shadows to shinmer across the black awn. Then all fell quiet and notionl ess again.

The paper was unevenly yell owed, as though it might be a scrap of ancient parchment, slightly
oily, and splintered along the edges. It had been folded in half, then folded in half again.
Opened, it was about three inches square.

The message was in Vietnamese: three columms of gracefully drawn ideogranms in thick black ink
Tommy recogni zed the | anguage but was not able to read it.

Rising to his full height, he stared thoughtfully at the street, then down at the doll in his
hand.

After refolding the note and putting it in his shirt pocket, he went inside and closed the door

He engaged the dead-bolt |ock. And the security chain.

In the living room Tomry put the strange bl ank-faced doll on the end tabl e beside the sofa,
propping it against a Stickley-style lanp with a green stai ned-glass shade, so it was sitting with
its round white head cocked to the right and its arns straight down at its side. Its nmitten-like
hands were open, as they had been since he had first seen it on the porch, but now they seened to
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be seeki ng sonet hi ng.

He put the pin on the table beside the doll. Its black enanel head glistened |like a drop of oil
and silvery light glinted off the sharp point.

He cl osed the drapes over each of the three |iving-roomw ndows. He did the sane in the dining
roomand famly room In the kitchen, he tw sted shut the slats on the Levol or blinds.

He still felt watched.

Upstairs in the bedroomthat he had outfitted as an office, where he wote his novels, he sat at
the desk without turning on a lanmp. The only |ight cane through the open door fromthe hall. He
pi cked up the phone, hesitated, and then called the home nunber of Sal Del ano, who was a reporter
at the Register, where Tormy had worked until yesterday. He got an answering machine but left no

nessage.
He called Sal's pager. After inputting his own nunber, he marked it urgent.
Less than five minutes later, Sal returned the call. '"What's so urgent, cheese head?' he asked.

"You forget where you put your dick?
"Were are you?' Tomry asked.
"In the sweatshop.'

"At the office? 'Wangling the news.

'Late on anot her deadline,' Tommy guessed.

"You called just to question ny professionalisn? You' re out of the news racket one day and al ready
you' ve |l ost all sense of brotherhood?

Leaning forward in his chair, hunched over his desk, Tommy said, 'Listen, Sal, | need to know
sonet hi ng about the gangs.

"You nean the fat cats who run WAshington or the punks that |ean on the businessnen in Little

Sai gon?'

"Local Vietnanese gangs. The Santa Ana Boys...' Cheap Boys, Natoma Boys. You al ready know

about them'

"Not as much as you do,' Tonmy said. Sal was a crine reporter with a deep know edge of the

Vi et nanese gangs that operated not only in Orange County but nationwi de. While with the newspaper
Tomrmy had witten primarily about the arts and entertai nnent.

"Sal, you ever hear about Natoma or the Cheap Boys threateni ng anybody by mailing theman inprint
of a black hand or, you know, a skull-and-crossbones or sonething |like that?

'O maybe | eaving a severed horse's head in their bed?

"Yeah. Anything like that.

"You have your cultures confused, boy wonder. These guys aren't courteous enough to | eave
war ni ngs. They make the Mafia seemlike a chanber-nusic society.'

"What about the ol der gangs, not the teenage street thugs, the nore organized guys - the Black
Eagl es, the Eagle Seven?

' The Bl ack Eagl es have the hard action in San Francisco, the Eagle Seven in Chicago. Here it's the
Frognen. '

Tommy | eaned back in his chair, which creaked under him 'No horse's head fromthemeither, huh?

"Tommy boy, if the Frognen | eave a severed head in your bed, it's going to be your own.
"Conforting.'

"What's this all about? You're starting to worry ne.' Tommy sighed and | ooked at the nearest

wi ndow. Clotting clouds had begun to cover the noon, and fading silver light filigreed their
vaporous edges. 'That piece | wote for the Show section |ast week - | think maybe sonebody's
threatening to retaliate for it.'

'The piece about the little girl figure skater?

' Yeah.'

"And the little boy who's a piano prodigy? Wat's to retaliate for?

"Wl -t

"Who coul d' ve been pissed off by that - some other six-year-old pianist thinks he should have
gotten the coverage, now he's going to run you down with his tricycle?

"Well," Tommy said, beginning to feel foolish, 'the piece did make the point that nost kids in the
Vi et nanese comunity don't get nixed up in gangs.

' Qooh, yeah, that's controversial journalism alright

"l had some hard things to say about the ones who do join gangs, especially the Natoma Boys and
Santa Ana Boys.'

' One paragraph in the whole piece, you put down the gangs. These guys aren't that sensitive,
Tommy. A few words aren't going to put them on the vengeance freeway.'
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"l wonder.

' They don't care what you think anyway, 'cause to them vyou're just the Vietnanese equival ent of
an Uncle Tom Besides, you're giving thema whole lot too nmuch credit. These asshol es don't read
newspapers.'

The dark cl ouds churned fromwest to east, congealing rapidly as they noved in fromthe ocean. The
noon sank

into them like the face of a drowner in a cold sea, and the lunar gl ow on the wi ndow gl ass slowy
faded.

"What about the girl gangs?' Tommy asked. 'Wally Grls, Pombna Grls, the Dirty Punks. it's no
secret they can be nore vicious than the boys. But | still don't believe they'd be interested in
you. Hell if they got steanmed this easily, they'd have gutted nme like a fish ages ago. Cone on,
Tommy, tell me what's happened? What's got you junpy?

"It's a doll.

Sal sounded bew | dered. 'Like a Barbie Doll?'

Alittle nmore onminous than that.'

"Yeah, Barbie isn't the nasty bitch she used to be. Who'd be afraid of her these days?

Tommy told Sal about the strange white-cloth figure with black stitches that he had found on the
front porch.

"Sounds like the Pillsbury Doughboy gone punk,' Sal said.

"I't's weird,' Tonmy said. 'Wirder than it probably sounds.'

"You don't have a clue what the note says? You can't read any Vietnanese at all not even a
little?

Taki ng the paper fromhis shirt pocket and unfolding it, Tonmy said, 'Not a word.'

"What's the matter with you, cheese head? You have no respect for your roots?

"You're in touch with yours, huh?" Tomry said sarcastically.

"Sure.' To prove it, Sal spoke swift, nusical Italian. Then, reverting to English: And I wite to
my nonna in Sicily every nonth. Went to visit for two weeks | ast year.'

Tommy felt nore than ever like a swine. Squinting at the three columms of ideograns on the

yel | oned paper, he said, 'Wll, this is as meani ngl ess as Sanskrit to ne.'
"Can you fax it? In maybe five mnutes, | can find sonmeone to translate."'
"Sure.’

"I'l'l get back to you as soon as | know what it says.'

' Thanks, Sal. Onh, hey, you know what | bought today?

"Do | know what you bought? Since when do guys tal k shoppi ng?

"l bought a Corvette.'

"For real ?

'Yeah. An LT1 Coupe. Bright netallic aqua.'

" Congratul ations.'

"Twenty-two years ago,' Tommy said, 'when | first cane through the imrigration office with ny
famly and stepped into ny first street in this country, | saw a Corvette go by, and that was it
for me. That said everything about Anerica, that fantastic-looking car, going by so sleek.'

"I'm happy for you, Tommy.'

' Thanks, Sal .

‘Now at | ast naybe you'll be able to get girls, won't have to make it anynore w th Rhonda
Rubbergirl, the inflatable woman.'

Asshol e, Tommy said affectionately.

"Fax the note.

'Right away,' Tommy said, and he hung up.

A smal|l Xerox machine stood in one corner of his office. Wthout turning on any roomlights, he
made a photocopy of the note, returned the note to his shirt pocket, and faxed the copy to Sal at
the Register.

The phone rang a minute later. Sal said, 'You put it through the fax wong-side up, dickhead. Al
I'"ve got is a blank sheet of paper with your nunber at the top.

"I"'msure | did it right.

"Even your inflatable wonman nust be frustrated with you. Send it again.'

After switching on a |lanp, Tommy returned to the fax machi ne once nore. He was careful to |oad the
page properly. The nysterious ideograns had to be face-down.
He watched as the rollers pulled the single sheet of paper through the machi ne. The snmall nessage
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wi ndow di spl ayed Sal's fax nunmber at the newspaper and the word sendi ng. The page of ideograns
slid out of the machine, and after a pause, the word in the nmessage wi ndow changed to received.
Then the fax di sconnected.

The phone rang. Sal said, '"Do | have to drive over there and show you how to do it right?

'You nean you got a bl ank page agai n?

"Just your sender-1D bar at the top.

"l absolutely loaded it right this time.'

' Then sonething's wong with your fax,' Sal said.

"Must be,' Tommy said, although that answer didn't satisfy him

"You want to bring the note by here?

"How long will you be there?

' Coupl e of hours.'

"I might stop by," Tomry said.

"You' ve got me curious now.'

"If not tonight, I'll see you tonorrow.'
Sal said, 'It mght be some little girl.'
" Huh?'

"Sonme other figure skater jealous about the one in your article. Renenber that O ynpic skater
Tonya Hardi ng? Be careful of your knee caps, Tommy boy. Sonme little girl out there may have a
basebal | bat with your name on it.'

" Thank God we don't work in the same building any nore. | feel so rmuch cleaner.’

"Ki ss Rhonda Rubbergirl for ne.'

"You're a diseased degenerate.'

"Well, with Rhonda, you'll never have to worry about catching anything nasty.'

"See you later.' Tommy put down the tel ephone and switched off the lanp. Once nore, the only |ight
was a pal e pearlesence that spilled in fromthe second-floor hallway.

He went to the nearest wi ndow and studied the front |awn and the street. The yell owi sh gl ow of the
streetlamps didn't reveal anyone lurking in the night.

A deep ocean of storm clouds had flooded the sky, entirely subnmergi ng the noon. The heavens were
bl ack and f orbi ddi ng.

Tommy went downstairs to the living room where he discovered the doll slunped on its side on the
end table beside the sofa. He had left it propped with its back agai nst the stained-glass lanp, in
a sitting position.

Frowni ng, Tommy stared at it suspiciously. The doll had seenmed to be full of sand, well weighted;
it should have stayed where he had put it.

Feeling foolish, he toured the downstairs, trying the doors. They were all still securely | ocked,
and there were no signs of visitors. No one had entered the house.

He returned to the living room The doll m ght not have been bal anced properly agai nst the | anp,
in which case the sand could have shifted slowy to one side until the dam thing toppl ed over
Hesitant, not sure why he was hesitant, Tommy Phan picked up the doll. He brought it to his face,
exanmining it nore closely than he had done earlier.

The bl ack sutures that indicated the eyes and the nouth were sewn with heavy thread as coarse as
surgical cord. Tonmy gently rubbed the ball of his thunmb across a pair of crossed stitches that
mar ked one of the doll's eyes. . . then across the row of five that forned its grinmy set |ips.

As he traced that |ine of black stitches, Tormy was startled by a macabre i nage that popped into
his mind s eye: the threads abruptly snapping, a real nouth opening in the

white cotton cloth, tiny but razor-sharp teeth exposed, a quick but savage snap, and his thunb
bitten off, blood streamng fromthe stunp.

A shudder coursed through him and he nearly dropped the doll

" Dear Cod.'

He felt stupid and childish. The stitches had not snapped, and of course no hungry nouth woul d
ever open in the dam thing.

It's just a doll, for God s sake.

He wondered what his detective, Chip Nguyen, would do in this situation. Chip was tough, smart,
and relentless. He was a master of Tae Kwon Do, able to drink hard all night w thout |osing his
edge or suffering a hangover, a chess master who had once defeated Bobby Fi sher when they
encountered each other in a hurricane-hanmered resort hotel in Barbados, a |lover of such prowess
that a beautiful blond socialite had killed another woman over himin a fit of jealousy, a
col l ector of vintage Corvettes who was able to rebuild themfromthe ground up, and a brooding
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phi | osopher who knew that humanity was doonmed but who ganely fought the good fight anyway.

Al ready, Chip would have obtained a translation of the note, tracked down the source of the cotton
cloth and the black thread, punched out a thug just for the exercise, and (being an equal -
opportunity lover) bedded either an aggressive redhead with a gloriously pneumati c body or a

sl ender Vietnanese girl with a shy deneanour that masked a profoundly |ascivious m nd

What a drag it was to be limited by reality. Tomry sighed and wi shed that he could step magically
t hrough the pages of his own books, into the fictional shoes of Chip Nguyen, and know the gl ory of
being totally self-confident and utterly in control of life.

The evening was waning, and it was too late to drive

to the newspaper offices to see Sal Delano. Tommy just wanted to get a little work done and go to
bed.

The rag doll was strange, but it wasn't half as nmenacing as he tried to pretend that it was. His
fertile imaginati on had been runni ng away w th hi m again.

He was a master of self-dramatization which, according to his ol der brother Ton, was the nost
Anerican thing about him Anericans, Ton had once said, all think the world revol ves around them
t hi nk each individual person nore inmportant than whole society or whole famly. But how can each
person be nost inportant thing? Can't everyone be the nost inportant thing, all equal but all the
nmost i mportant at same time. Makes no sense. Tommy had protested that he didn't feel nore

i nportant than anyone el se, that Ton was m ssing the point about American individualism which was
al | about the right to pursue dreans, not about dominating others, but Ton had said, Then if you
don't think you better than us, cone work in bakery with your father and brothers, stay with
famly, make fanmily dream cone true.

Ton had inherited certain sharp debating skills - and a useful stubbornness - fromtheir nother
Now Tonmmy turned the doll over in his hand, and the nore that he handled it, the |l ess omnous it
seened. U timately, no doubt, the story behind it would turn out to be prosaic. It was probably
just a prank perpetrated by children in the nei ghbourhood.

The pin with the black enanmel head, which had fastened the note to the doll's hand, was no | onger
on the end table where Tommy had left it. Evidently, when the doll had toppled over, the pin had
been knocked to the floor.

He couldn't see it on the creamcol oured carpet, although the gl ossy black head shoul d have made
it easy to spot. The vacuum cl eaner would get it the next tinme he swept.

Fromthe refrigerator in the kitchen, he retrieved a bottle of beer. Coors. Brewed high in the

Col our ado Rocki es.

Wth the beer in one hand and the doll in the other, he went upstairs to his office once nore. He
swi tched on the desk | anp and propped the doll against it.

He sat in his confortabl e chocol at e-brown, |eather-uphol stered office arncthair, turned on the
conmputer, and printed out the nost recently conpleted chapter of the new Chip Nguyen adventure. It
was twenty pages | ong

Si pping the Coors fromthe bottle, he worked on the manuscript with a red pencil, marking changes.
At first the house was deathly silent. Then the inconming stormclouds finally pulled sonme ground-
| evel turbulence with them and the wi nd began to sough in the eaves. An overgrown branch on one
of the nel al eucas rubbed agai nst an outside wall a dry-bone scraping sound. From downstairs in the
fam |y roomcane the faint but distinctive creaking of the danper hinge in the fireplace as the

wi nd reached down the flue to play with it.

Fromtime to tinme, Tommy glanced at the doll. It sat in the fall of anber light fromthe desk | anp
agai nst which it was propped, arns at its sides, mtten-like hands turned palnms up as if in
suppl i cati on.

By the time he finished editing the chapter, he had also drunk the | ast of the beer. Before
entering the red-1ined changes in the conputer, he went to the guest bathroom off the upstairs
hal | .

When he returned to his office a few mnutes later, Tommy half expected to di scover that the doll
had toppled onto its side again. But it was sitting upright, as he had left it.

He shook his head and smled in enbarrassnent at his insistence on drama

Then, lowering hinself into his chair, he saw four words on the previously blank computer screen:
THE

DEADLI NE | S DAWN

"What the hell.

As he settled all of the way into the chair, a hot sharp pain stabbed through his right thigh
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Startled, he shot to his feet, pushing the wheel ed arncthair away from hinsel f.

He clutched his thigh, felt the tiny |lance that had pierced his blue jeans, and plucked it out of
both the denimand his flesh. He was holding the straight pin with the black enanel head as |arge
as a pea.

Ast oni shed, Tomry turned the pin between thunb and forefinger, his eyes on the glinting point.
Over the soughing of the wind in the eaves and over the humm ng of the laser printer in its stand-
by node, he heard a new sound: a soft pop. . . and then again. Like threads breaking.

He | ooked at the doll in the fall of light fromthe desk lamp. It was sitting as before - but the
pair of crossed stitches over the spot where a person's heart woul d be had snapped and now hung

| oose on its white cotton breast.

Tommy Phan didn't realize that he had dropped the pin until he heard it strike - tink, tink - the
hard plastic mat under his office chair.

Paral yzed, he stared at the doll for what seemed |ike an hour but nust have been |l ess than a

m nute. When he coul d nove again, he found hinmself reaching for the dam thing, and he checked

hi nsel f when his hand was still ten or twelve inches fromit.

H s nmouth was so dry that his tongue had stuck to his palate. He worked up sone saliva, but his
tongue nevert hel ess peeled | oose as reluctantly as a Velcro fastener.

H's frantic heart hamrered so hard that his vision blurred at the edges with each beat, as bl ood
sur ged

through himin artery-stretching quantities. He felt as though he was on the verge of a stroke.

In the better and nore vivid world that he inhabited, Chip Nguyen woul d have seized the dol

wi t hout hesitation and examined it to determine what device it contained. Perhaps a mniature
bonb? Perhaps a fiendishly clever clockwork nechani smthat woul d eject a poisoned dart?

Tommy wasn't half the man that Chip Nguyen was, but he wasn't a conplete coward, damm it. Although

he was reluctant to pick up the doll, he gingerly extended one index finger and experinentally
pressed it against the pair of snapped sutures on the white cotton breast.
Inside the dreadful little manlike figure, directly under Tomry's finger, sonmething twtched,

t hr obbed, and throbbed again. Not as though it were a cl ockwork nechanism but as though it were
sonet hing alive

He snat ched his hand back

At first, what he had felt made himthink of a squirm ng insect: an obscenely fat spider or a
frenzi ed cockroach. Or perhaps a tiny rodent: sonme god awful pale and hairless pink nouse |ike
not hi ng that anyone had ever seen before.

Abruptly the dangling black threads unraveled into the needl e hol es through which they had been
sewn, disappearing into the doll's chest as if sonmething had pulled themfrominside

"Jesus!'

Tonmmy stunbl ed backward a step and nearly fell into his office chair. He clutched the armof it
and kept his bal ance.

Pop- pop- pop.

The stitches over the thing's right eye broke as the cloth under them bulged with interna
pressure. Then they, too, raveled into the doll |ike strands of spaghetti sucked into a child's
nmout h.

Tommy was shaking his head in denial. He had to be dream ng
Where the broken sutures had di sappeared into the face, the fabric split with a discrete tearing
sound.

Dr eani ng.

The rent in the small blank-white face opened to half an inch, Iike a gapi ng wound.

Definitely dreaning. Big dinner, two cheeseburgers, French fries, onion rings, enough chol estero
to kill a horse - and then a bottle of beer. Dozed off at ny desk. Dream ng

From behind the split fabric cane a flash of colour. Geen. A fierce radiant green

The cotton cloth curled away fromthe hole, and a small eye appeared in the soft round head. It
wasn't the shiny glass eye of a doll, not nerely a painted plastic disc, either, but as real as
Tommy's own eyes (although infinitely stranger), full of soft eerie |ight, hateful and watchful
with an elliptical black pupil as in the eye of a snake.

Tonmy nade the sign of the cross. He had been raised as a Roman Catholic, and although he had only
rarely attended Mass over the past five years, he was suddenly devout again.

'Holy Mary, Mbther of God, hear ny plea. ..°

Tommy was prepared to spend - happy to spend

- the rest of his life between a confessional and a sacristy railing, subsisting solely on the
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Euchari st and faith, with no entertai nment except organ nusic and church bingo.

...in this ny hour of need..

The doll twitched. Its head turned slightly toward Tormy. Its green eye fixed on him

He felt his gorge rising, tasted a bitter vileness in the back of his throat, swallowed hard,
choked it down, and knew beyond doubt that he was not dream ng. He had never before nearly puked
in a dream Dreans weren't this intense.

On the conputer screen, the four words began to flash

THE DEADLINE | S DAWN

The stitches over the doll's second eye popped and raveled into its head. The fabric bul ged and
began to split again.

The creature's stubby arnms twitched. Its snmall mitten hands flexed. It pushed away fromthe desk
lanp and rose stiffly to its feet, all of ten inches tall but nonetheless terrifying for its

di m nutive stature.

Even Chip Nguyen - toughest of all private detectives, naster of Tae Kwon Do, fearless fighter for
truth and justice - would have done precisely what Tonmy Phan did then: run. Neither the author
nor his creation was a conpl ete fool

Recogni zi ng that skepticismin this case could get himkilled, Tormy spun away fromthe inpossible
thing that was energing fromthe rag doll. Pushing aside the wheel ed office chair, he crashed

agai nst the corner of the desk, stunbled over his own feet, maintained his bal ance, and staggered
out of the room

He sl amred the office door behind himso hard that the house - and his own bones - reverberated
with the inmpact. There was no lock on it. Frantically he considered fetching a suitable chair from
the master bedroom and bracing it under the knob, but then he realized that the door opened into
the office beyond and, therefore, could not be wedged shut fromthe hallway.

He started toward the stairs, but on second thought he dashed into his bedroom swi tching on the
lights as he went.

The bed was neatly made. The white chenille spread was as taut as a drum skin.

He kept a neat house, and he was distressed to think of it all splattered with bl ood, especially
hi s own.

What was that damm thing? And what did it want?

The rosewood ni ghtstand gl eanmed darkly from furniture polish and diligent care, and in the top
drawer, next to a box of Kleenex, was a pistol that had been equally well maintained.

TWD

The gun that Tommy took fromthe nightstand drawer was a Heckler & Koch P7 ML3. He had purchased
it years ago, after the Los Angeles riots that had been sparked by the Rodney King case.

In those days, his nerciless inmagination had plagued himwith vivid nightnmares of the viol ent

coll apse of civilization. His fear had not been linited to dreans, however. He'd been anxiety-
stricken for a nonth or two and uneasy for at |east a year, expecting social chaos to erupt at any
monent, and for the first time in a decade, he had flashed back to chil dhood nenories of the

bl oody carnage that had followed the fall of Saigon in the weeks i medi ately before he and his
fam |y had escaped to sea. Having once lived through an apocal ypse, he knew that it coul d happen
agai n.

Orange County had not been besi eged by the ranpagi ng nobs that had chased Tonmy through his
dreams, however, and even Los Angel es had soon returned to normal, although normal coul dn't
accurately be called civility in the Gty of Angels these days. He had never needed the pistol
Until this mnute.

Now he desperately needed the weapon not to hold at bay the expected band of |ooters, not even to
defend his home froma single burglar, but to protect hinself froma rag doll. O from whatever
was hidden within the rag doll.

As he hurried out of the bedroomand into the second-floor hallway again, Tomry Phan wondered if

he mi ght be losing his mnd.

Then he wondered why he was wondering. OF course he was losing his mnd. He was al ready past the

edge of rationality, plunging off the cliff, on the bobsled of insanity and rocketi ng down a huge
chute that would take himinto the cold dark depths of total |unacy.

Rag dolls couldn't become ani mate.

Ten-inch-tall humanoid creatures with radi ant green snake eyes didn't exist.

A bl ood vessel had popped in his brain. O nmaybe a cancerous tunour had grown to that critica
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stage at which it exerted disabling pressure on the brain cells around

it. He was hallucinating. That was the only credible explanation

The door to his office was closed, as he had left it.

The house was as silent as a monastery full of sleeping nonks, w thout even the murmur of

whi spered prayers. No wind in the eaves. No tick of clock or creak of floorboards.

Trenbling, sweating, Tonmy sidled along the carpeted hall, approaching the office door wth
extreme caution.

The pistol shook in his hand. Fully |oaded, it weighed only about two and three-quarter pounds,
but under the circunstances it felt enormously heavy. It was a squeeze cocker, as safe as any
doubl e-action piece on the market, but he pointed the nuzzle only at the ceiling and kept his
finger lightly on the trigger. Chanbered for a .40 Smith & Wesson cartridge, the gun could do
serious damage.

He reached the cl osed door, halted, and hesitated.

The doll - or whatever was hiding in the doll - was far too snmall to reach the knob. Even if it
could clinb up to the knob, it would not have sufficient strength - or be

abl e to apply enough | everage - to open the door. The thing was trapped in there.

On the other hand, how could he be so confident that it wouldn't have the requisite strength or
the | everage? This creature was an inpossibility to begin with, sonmething out of a science-fiction
film and logic applied to this situation no nore than it applied in novies or in dreans.

Tommy stared at the knob, half expecting to see it turn. The polished brass gleaned with a
reflection of the hall |ight overhead. If he peered closely enough, he could discern a weirdly
distorted reflection of his own sweat-danp face in the shiny netal: He | ooked scarier than the
thing inside the rag doll.

After a while he put one ear to the door. No sound cane fromthe room beyond - at |east none that
he coul d hear over the runaway thudding of his heart.

H's legs felt rubbery, and the perceived weight of the Heckler & Koch - nore inportant than its
real wei ght

- was now twenty pounds, nmaybe twenty-five, so heavy that his armwas beginning to ache with
the burden of it.

What was the creature doing in there? Was it still ripping out of the cotton fabric, like a waking
mumy unwi nding its burial wappings?

He tried again to assure hinself that this whole incident was an hal |l uci nati on brought on by a
stroke.

Hi s not her had been right. The cheeseburgers, the French fries, the onion rings, the double-thick
chocol ate ni | kshakes - those were the culprits that had done himin. A though he was only thirty,
his abused circulatory system had col | apsed under the massive freight of chol esterol that he
forced it to carry. Wen this term nal episode was finished and the pathol ogi sts performed an

aut opsy on him they woul d di scover that his arteries and veins were clogged with enough greasy

fat to lubricate the wheels on all the trains in America. Standing over his coffin, his weeping
but quietly snug nother would say, Tuong, | try tell you but you not listen, never listen. Too
many cheeseburgers, soon you |look like big fat cheeseburger, start seeing little snake-eyed
monsters, fall dead of shock in upstairs hall with gun in your hand |ike dunb whi skey-dri nking
detective in books. Stupid boy, eating |ike crazy Anericans, and now | ook what happen

Inside the office, sonmething rattled softly.

Tommy pressed his ear lighter to the paper-thin crack between the door and the janb. He heard
not hi ng nore, but he was certain that he hadn't inagined the first sound. The silence in that room
now had a nenacing quality.

On one level, he was frustrated and angry with hinmself for continuing to behave as though the
snake-eyed nmini-kin was actually inside the office, standing on his desk, shedding its white
cotton chrysalis.

But, at the sanme time, instinctively he knew that he was not truly insane, no matter how nuch he
nm ght wi sh that he were. And he knew that, in fact, he also was not suffering froma stroke or a
cerebral haenorrhage, no matter how rmuch nore conforting such a condition nmight be conmpared with
admtting the reality of the rag doll from Hell

O wherever it was from Certainly not fromToys R Us. Not fromone of the shops at Di sneyl and.
No delusion. No fignent of inmagination. It's in there.

Well, all right, if it was in the office, then it couldn't open the door to get out, so the
smartest thing to do was leave it alone, go downstairs or even get out of the house altogether
and call the police. Find help.
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Ri ght away he saw one serious problemw th that scenario: The Irvine Police Department didn't have
a doll fromHell SWAT teamthat it custonmarily dispatched upon request. They didn't have an anti -
werewol f strike

force, either, or a vanpire-vice squad. This was southern California, after all, not darkest
Transyl vania or New York City.

The authorities would probably wite himoff as a crackpot akin to those people who reported being
raped by Bi gfoot or who wore honemade alunminiumfoil hats to defeat the sinister extraterrestrials
who were supposedly attenpting to enslave themw th mcrowave beans broadcast fromthe nother
shi p. The cops wouldn't bother to send anyone in answer to his call

O worse, no matter how calmy he described the encounter with the doll, the police m ght decide
that he was suffering a psychotic episode and was a danger to hinself and to others. Then he could
be conmitted to a hospital psychiatric ward for observation

Usually a young witer, struggling to build a readership, needed all the publicity he could get.
But Tonmy wasn't able to inmagi ne how his publisher's pronmotion of his future novels could be
enhanced by a press kit filled with stories about his vacation in a psycho ward and phot ographs of
himin a chic straitjacket. That wasn't exactly a John Gisham i nmage.

H s head was pressed so hard agai nst the door that his ear began to ache, but still he heard no
further noises.

Movi ng back one step, he put his left hand on the brass knob. It was cool against his palm

The pistol in his right hand now seened to weigh forty pounds. The weapon | ooked powerful. Wth
its thirteen-round nmagazine, it should have given himconfidence, but he continued to trenble.

Al t hough he woul d have liked to wal k out and never return, he couldn't do that. He was a
honeowner. The house was an investnment that he couldn't afford to abandon, and bankers sel dom
cancel |l ed nortgages as a result of devil-doll infestations.

He was virtually inmobilized, and his indecisiveness

deeply shaned him Chip Nguyen, the hardboil ed detective whose fictional adventures Tomy
chroni cl ed, was sel dom troubl ed by doubt. Chip always knew the best thing to do in the nopst
precarious situations. Usually his solutions involved his fists, or a gun, or any blunt instrument
close at hand, or a knife wrenched away fromhis crazed assail ant.

Tommy had a gun, a really good gun, a first-rate gun, and his potential assailant was only ten
inches tall, but he could not force hinself to open the damm door. Chip Nguyen's assailants were
usual Iy well over six feet tall (except for the demented nun in Miurder |Is a Bad Habit), and
frequently they were virtual giants, usually steroid-punped bodybuilders with nmassive biceps that
made Schwar zenegger | ook |ike a sissy.

Wondering how he could ever again wite about a nman of action if he failed to act decisively in
his own nonent of crisis, Tommy finally threw off the chains of paralysis and slowy turned the
doorknob. The wel | -1 ubricated nmechanismdidn't squeak - but if the doll was watching, it would see
the knob rotate, and it night leap at himthe noment that he entered the room

Just as Tommy had turned the doorknob as far as it would go, a thunderous crash shook the house,
rattling wi ndow panes. He gasped, let go of the knob, backed across the hall, and assunmed a
shooter's stance with the Heckler & Koch gripped in both hands and ainmed at the office door

Then he realized that the crash was thunderous precisely because it was thunder

When the first peal faded to a soft runble in a distant corner of the sky, he glanced toward the
end of the hallway, where pale flickers of |ightning played across the wi ndow as a second hard
expl osi on shook the night.

He recall ed watching the sable-black clouds roll in

fromthe sea and shroud the noon a little earlier in the evening. Soon the rain would cone.
Enbarrassed by his overreaction to the thunder, Tonmy returned boldly to the office door. He
opened it.

Not hi ng | eaped at him

The only light issued fromthe desk |anp, |eaving deep and dangerous shadows throughout the room
Nevert hel ess, Tomy was able to see that the mni-kin was not on the fl oor i mediately beyond the
door way.

He stepped across the threshold, funbled for the wall switch, and turned on the ceiling Iight.
Quicker than a litter of black cats, shadows fled behind and under the furniture.

In the sudden brightness, the mni-kin was not reveal ed. The creature was no | onger on the desk -
unless it was crouched against the far side of the conputer nonitor, waiting for himto venture
cl oser.
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Wien he had entered the office, Tormy had intended to | eave the door open behind him so he could
get out fast should a hasty retreat seemw se. Now, however, he realized that were the doll to
escape this room he would have little chance of locating it when required to search the entire
house.

He cl osed the door and stood with his back against it.

Prudence required that he proceed as though on a rat hunt. Keep the little beast confined to one
room Search nethodically under the desk. Under the sofa. Behind the pair of filing cabinets.
Search in every cranny where the vermin mght be hiding until, at last, it was flushed into the
open.

The pistol wasn't the nost desirable weapon for a rat hunt. A shovel m ght have been better. He
could have beaten the creature to death with a shovel, but hitting a small target with a round
froma pistol mght not be easy, even though he was a good marksnan.

For one thing, he wouldn't have the leisure to aimcarefully and squeeze off a well-cal cul ated
shot as he did on the target range. |Instead, he would have to conduct hinself in the manner of a
soldier at war, relying on instinct and quick refl exes, and he wasn't sure that he was adequately
equi pped with either

‘I amno Chip Nguyen,' he admitted softly.

Besi des, he suspected that the doll-thing was capable of noving fast. Very fast. Even quicker than
a rat.

He briefly considered going down to the garage for a shovel but decided that the pistol would have
to be good enough. If he left now, he wasn't confident that he would have the courage to return to
the of fice a second tine.

A sudden patter, as of small swift feet, alarned Tommy. He swung the pistol left, right, left -
but then realized that he was hearing only the first fat drops of rain snapping agai nst the clay-
tile roof.

Hi s stomach churned with an acidic tide that seened sufficiently corrosive to dissolve steel nails
inan instant if he ate them Indeed, he felt as though he had eaten about a pound of nails. He

wi shed that he'd had comtay camfor dinner instead of cheeseburgers, stir-fried vegetables with
Nuoc Mam sauce instead of onion rings.

Hesitantly he edged across the room and around the desk. The red-pencilled chapter of the |atest
book and the enpty bottle of beer were where he had | eft them undi sturbed.

The snake-eyed mni-kin was not hiding on the far side of the conputer nonitor. It wasn't |urking
behind the | aser printer, either.

Under the gooseneck desk | anp were two ragged scraps of white cotton fabric. Al though sonewhat
shredded, they had a recognizable mtten |ike shape - obviously the cloth that had covered the
thing's hands. They appeared to have been torn off - perhaps chewed off

- at the wists to free the creature's real hands from confinenment.

Tonmy didn't understand how there coul d have been any living creature in the doll when he had
first handled it and brought it upstairs. The soft cloth casing had seenmed to be filled with sand.
He had detected no hard edges whatsoever inside the damm thing, no indication of a bone structure,
no cranium no cartilage, none of the firmess of flesh, nerely a |inpness, a |loose shifting, an
anor phous quality.

THE DEADLINE | S DAWN no | onger gl owed on the video display termnal. In the place of that cryptic
yet om nous nessage was a single word: TICKTOCK

Tommy felt as if he had tunbled |ike poor Alice into a weird alternate world - not down a rabbit
hol e, however, but into a video gane.

He pushed the wheeled office chair out of the way. Holding the pistol in his right hand and
thrusting it in front of him he cautiously stooped to peer into the kneehole in the desk. Banks
of drawers fl anked that space, and a dark privacy panel shielded the front of it, yet enough Iight
seeped in for himto be sure that the doll-thing was not there.

The banks of drawers were supported on stubby |legs, and Tomry had to |lower his face all the way to
the floor to squint under themas well. He found nothing, and he rose to his feet once nore.

To the left of the knee space were one box drawer and a file drawer. To the right was a stack of
three box drawers. He eased them open, one at a tine, expecting the mni-kin to explode at his
face, but he discovered only his usual business supplies, stapler, cellophane-tape di spenser

sci ssors, pencils, and files.

Qut side, driven by a suddenly fierce wind, rain pounded across the roof, roaring |like the marching

feet of armies. Raindrops rattled against the windows with a sound as hard as distant gunfire.
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The din of the stormwould nask the furtive scuttling of the doll-thing if it circled the roomto
evade him O if it crept up behind him

He gl anced over his shoul der, but he wasn't under imr nent attack

As he searched, he strove to persuade hinself that the creature was too snmall to pose a serious
threat to him A rat was a thoroughly disgusting and frightening little beast too, but it was no
match for a grown man and coul d be di spatched wi thout ever having a chance to inflict a bite.
Furthernore, there was no reason to assunme that this strange creature's intention was to harm him
any nore than he could have had reason to assume that a rat possessed the strength and power and
will to plot the murder of a human bei ng.

Nevert hel ess, he couldn't convince hinself that the threat was |l ess than nortal. Hi s heart
continued to race, and his chest was al nost painfully tight with apprehension

He recalled too clearly the radiant green eyes with elliptical black pupils, which had fixed him
so threateningly fromwithin the rag face. They were the fierce eyes of a predator

The brass wast ebasket was half filled with crunpled sheets of typing paper and pages froma yell ow
|l egal pad. He kicked it to see if he could elicit an alarned response from anything hiding at the
bottom of the trash

The papers rustled when he kicked the can, but at once they settled again into a silent heap

From the shall ow pencil drawer in the desk, Tomy withdrew a ruler and used it to stir the papers
in the wastebasket. He poked it violently down into the trash a few times, but nothing squeal ed or
tried to west the ruler fromhis hand.

Chain lightning flared outside, and with arachnid frenzy, the turbulent black shadows of w nd-
shaken trees thrashed across the glass. Thunder booned, thunder roared, and thunder tunbled down
the coal chute of the night.

Across the roomfromthe desk, a sofa stood against the wall, under framed reproductions of novie
posters advertising two of his favourite films. Fred MacMurray, Barbara Stanwyck, and Edward C.
Robi nson in Janes

M Cain's Double Indemity. Bogart and Bacall in Dark Passage.

Cccasionally, when his witing wasn't going well, especially when he was stuck for an engagi ng
plot tw st, Tommy stretched out on the sofa, his head el evated on the two decorative red pill ows,
did some deep-breathing exercises, let his mind drift, and gave his imagi nation a chance to worKk.
Often he solved the problemw thin an hour and went back to work. Mdre often he fell asleep

- and woke with a flush of shanme at his |aziness, sticky with perspiration and excessive guilt.
Now Tommy gingerly nmoved the two red throw pillows. The mini-kin wasn't hiding behind either of

t hem

The sofa was built to the floor rather than supported on | egs. Consequently, nothing could be

hi di ng under it.

The dol |l -thing mght be behind the sofa, however, and to nove such a heavy piece away fromthe
wal | , Tormy needed both hands. He woul d have to put aside the pistol; but he was reluctant to |et
go of it.

He worriedly surveyed the room

The only novenent was the vaguely phosphorescent wiggle of the rain streaning down the w ndows.
He placed the gun on a sofa cushion, wthin easy reach, and he dragged that heavy piece of
furniture away fromthe wall, sure that sonething hideous, half clothed in

torn cotton rags, would conme at him shrieking.

He was uneasily aware of how vul nerable his ankles were to sharp little teeth.

Furt hernore, he should have tucked the Iegs of his jeans into his socks or clanped them shut with
rubber bands, as he woul d have done in an actual rat hunt. He shuddered at the thought of

sonmet hing squirmng up the inside of a pants leg, clawing and biting himas it ascended.

The mni-kin had not taken refuge behind the sofa.

Rel i eved but also frustrated, Tommy |eft the cunbersone piece standing away fromthe wall, and he
pi cked up the pistol

He carefully lifted each of the three square sofa cushions. Nothing waited under them
Perspiration stung the conmer of his right eye. He blotted his face on the sleeve of his flanne
shirt and blinked frantically to clear his vision

The only place left to search was a nmahogany credenza to the right of the door, in which he stored
reans of typing paper and other supplies. By standing to one side of the cabinet, he was able to
peer into the narrow space behind it and satisfy hinself that nothing |urked between it and the
wal | .

The credenza had two pair of doors. He considered firing a few rounds through them before he dared
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to l ook inside, but at |ast he opened them and poked anong the supplies w thout finding the tiny
i ntruder.

Standing in the mddle of the office, Tormy turned slowy in a circle, trying to spot the hiding
pl ace that he had overl ooked. After mmking a three hundred sixty degree sweep, he was as baffled
as ever. He seened to have searched everywhere.

Yet he was certain that the doll-thing was still in this room It could not have escaped during
the short time that he had been gone to fetch the pistol. Besides, he

sensed its hateful presence, the coiled energy of its predatory patience.

He felt something watching himeven now.

But wat chi ng from where?

' Come on, damm you, show yourself,' he said.

In spite of the perspiration that sheathed himand the trenor that periodically fluttered through
his belly, Tommy was gaining confidence by the minute. He felt that he was handling this bizarre
situation with remarkabl e apl onb, conducting hinself with sufficient courage and cal culation to

i mpress even Chip Nguyen

' Cone on. Were? \Were?

Li ghtning fl ashed at the w ndows, and tree shadows ran spider-quick over glass and streaning rain,
and |ike a warning voice, the tolling thunder seemed to call Tomy's attention to the drapes.

The drapes. They didn't extend all the way to the floor, hung only an inch or two bel ow the
bottons of the wi ndows, so he hadn't thought that the mni-kin could be hiding behind them But
per haps sonehow it had clinmbed two and a half feet of wall - or had | eaped hi gh enough - to snhare
one of the drapes, and then had pulled itself upward into conceal nent.

The room had two wi ndows, both facing east. Each wi ndow was fl anked by panels of heavy fabric, a
faux brocade in shades of gold and red, probably polyester, backed by a white |ining, which hung
fromsinple brass rods w thout concealing val ances.

Al'l four drapery panels hung in neat folds. None appeared to be pulled out of shape by a rat-size
creature clinging to the back

The fabric was heavy, however, and the doll-thing m ght have to weigh even nore than a rat before
it noticeably distorted the gathered pleats of the drapes.

Wth the pistol cocked and his finger taut on the trigger, Tomry approached the first of the two
Wi ndows.

Using his left hand, he took hold of one of the drapery panels, hesitated, and then shook it

Vi gorousl y.

Not hing fell to the floor. Nothing snarled or scranbled for a tighter hold on the fabric.

Al t hough he spread the short drape and lifted it away fromthe wall, Tormy had to |l ean behind it
to inspect the liner to which the intruder mght be clinging. He found nothing.

He repeated the process with the next drapery panel, but no snake-eyed mni-kin hung fromthe back
of it, either.

At the second wi ndow, his colourless reflection in the rain-sheathed gl ass caught his attention
but he averted his gaze when he glinpsed such a stark fear in his own eyes that it belied the
confidence and courage on which he had so recently congratulated hinself. He didn't feel as
terrified as he | ooked - but maybe he was successfully repressing his terror in the urgent
interest of getting the job done. He didn't want to think too nuch about it, because if he

acknow edged the truth of what he saw in his eyes, he might be paral ysed agai n by indecision
Cautious inspection reveal ed that nothing unnatural was behind the drape to the left of the second
Wi ndow.

One panel of faux brocade remai ned. Cold and red. Hangi ng heavy and straight.

He shook it without effect. It felt no different fromthe other three panels.

Spreading the material, lifting it amay fromthe wall and the w ndow, Tommy | eaned in, |ooked up,
and i mredi ately saw the mini-kin hanging above him not fromthe Iiner of the drape, but fromthe
brass rod, suspended upsi de-down by an obscenely glistening black tail that had sprouted fromthe
white cotton fabric, which had once seened to contain nothing other than the inert filler of a
doll. The thing's two hands, no |onger I|ike

nmttens, sprouting fromragged white cotton sleeves, were nottled black and sour yellow, curled
tightly against its cotton-covered chest: four bony fingers and an opposabl e thunb, as wel

defined as the hands of a human being, but also exhibiting a reptilian quality, each digit tipped
with tiny but wi ckedly pointed claws.

During two or three eerily and inpossibly attenuated seconds of stunned inmmobility, when it seened
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as though the very flow of tinme had nearly cone to a stop, Tommy had an inpression of hot green
eyes glaring froma | oose white sack rather |ike the headgear worn by the El ephant Man in the old
David Lynch novie, nurmerous small yellow teeth that evidently had chewed open the five sets of
crossed bl ack sutures with which the nouth had been sewn shut, and even a pebbl ed bl ack tongue
with a flickering forked tip.

Then a bl aze of |ightning thawed that nonent of heart-freezing confrontation. Tine had crept as
ponderously as a glacier, but suddenly it was a floodtide surge.

The m ni -kin hissed.

Its tail unwound fromthe brass rod.

It dropped straight at Tonmy's face.

He ducked his head, pulled back

As thunder crashed in the wake of the lightning, he fired the pistol

But he had squeezed the trigger in blind panic. The bullet nmust have torn harm essly through the
top of the drape and | odged in the ceiling.

Hi ssing fiercely, the doll-thing |anded on Tomy's head. Its tiny claws scrabbl ed determ nedly
through his thick hair and pierced his scalp.

Howl i ng, he swiped at the creature with his |eft hand.

The mini-kin held fast.

Tommy clutched it by the back of the neck and, nercilessly squeezing its throat, tore it off his
head.

The beast squirmed ferociously in his grip. It was stronger and nore supple than any rat could
have been, withing and flexing and twi sting with such shocking power that he could barely hold
it.

He was caught in the drape. Tangl ed sonehow. Jesus. The front sight on the Heckler & Koch was not
prom nent, barely nore than a nubbin, but it was snagged in the liner, caught as securely as a

fi shhook.

A wet guttural snarl issued fromthe nmini-kin, and it gnashed its teeth, trying to bite his
fingers, striving to sink its claws into hi m again.

Wth a zipper |like sound, the liner material tore away fromthe gun sight.

The creature's cold, slick tail slithered around Tommy's wist, and the feel of it was so
singularly repul sive that he gagged with di sgust.

Frantically he flailed out frombeneath the entangling drape, and with all of his mght, he threw
t he beast as though firing off a killer pitch in a baseball gane.

He heard the damm thing shrieking as it was hurled across the room and then heard the shriek cut
of f abruptly as it thudded hard against the far wall, perhaps hard enough to snap its spine. But
he didn't see it hit the plaster, because in the process of freeing hinself fromthe drape, he
pul l ed the brass rod out of its supports, and the entire assenblage - rod and two panels of
material, trailing cords - fell on him

Cursing, he tossed the blinding cow of faux brocade off his head and thrashed | oose of the
drapery cords, feeling like Gulliver resisting capture in the land of Lilliput.

The hideous nini-kin was crunpled on the carpet against the baseboard at the far side of the room
near the door. For an instant Tomry thought the thing was dead or at |east badly stunned. But then
it shook itself, noved.

Thrusting the pistol in front of him Tomy took a step toward the intruder, intending to finish
it off. The mound of fallen drapes snared his feet. He stumbled, |ost his balance, and slanmmed to
the floor.

Wth his left cheek flat against the carpet, he now shared the nmurderous mni-kin's plane of view,
though froma tilted perspective. His vision blurred for a second when his head hit the floor, but
it cleared at once. He was staring at his dimnutive adversary, which had risen to its feet.

The creature stood as erect as a man, trailing its six-inch black tail, still dressed in - and
nmostly concealed by - the rags of the doll's skin in which it had hidden.

CQut side, the stormwas reaching a crescendo, hamering the night with a greater barrage of
l'ightning and thunder than it had produced thus far. The ceiling light and the desk lanp flickered
but did not go out.

The creature sprinted toward Tonmy, white cotton cloth flapping |ike tattered banners.

Tonmy's right armwas stretched out in front of him and the pistol was still firmy in his grip
He rai sed the weapon perhaps four inches off the floor, squeeze-cocked it, and fired two shots in
qui ck successi on.

One of the rounds nust have hit the mni-kin, because it flew off its feet. It tunbled backward
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all the way to the wall against which Tommy had thrown it earlier

Proportionately, the slug fromthe .40 Snith & Wesson cartridge was to this beast what a shel
froma major piece of battlefield artillery would be to a hunan bei ng; the dam thing should have
been as devastated - as stone dead - as any man woul d have been after taking a nmassive nortar
round in the chest. It should have been smashed, shattered, blown to bits.

Instead, the small figure appeared to be intact. Sprawled in a tangle of |inbs and scorched white
cotton cloth. Racked by spasns. Tail slithering spasnodically back

and forth on the floor. Wsps of snoke rising fromit. But intact.

Tommy rai sed his throbbing head for a better view. He didn't see any splatters of blood on the
carpet or on the wall. Not one drop

The beast stopped shuddering and rolled onto its back. Then it sat up and sighed. The sigh wasn't
one of weariness but of pleasure, as though being shot point-blank in the chest had been an
interesting and gratifying experience.

Tommy pushed up onto his knees.

Across the office, the mni-kin put its black-and-yellow nottled hands on its scorched, snoking
abdomen. No

it actually reached into its abdonen, digging with its claws, and w enched sonethi ng out of
itself.

Even froma distance of fifteen feet, Tonmy was pretty sure that the |lunpish object in the beast's
hands was the mi sshapen slug fromthe .40-caliber cartridge. The mni-kin tossed the chunk of |ead
asi de.

Shaky, weak-kneed, slightly nauseous, Tomry got to his feet.

He felt his scalp, where the puncture wounds fromthe beast's claws still stung. Wen he checked
his fingertips, he saw only tiny dots of bl ood.

He hadn't been seriously hurt.

Yet .

Hi s adversary rose to its feet as well.

Al t hough he was seven tinmes taller than the mini-kin and perhaps thirty tinmes its weight, Tonmy
was so terrified that he felt as though he night pee in his pants.

Chi p Nguyen, hardboil ed detective, would never |ose control of hinself in that fashion, humliate
hinmself to that extent, but Tommy Phan no | onger gave a damn what Chi p Nguyen woul d do. Chip
Nguyen was an idiot, a whiskey-drinking fool who put too much faith

in guns, martial arts, and tough talk. The nobst precisely executed and powerfully delivered Tae
Kwan Do kick wouldn't stop a supernaturally animated devil doll that could take a 40-caliber round
inits guts and keep on ticking.

Now t here was an indisputable truth. Not the kind of truth you would hear on the evening news or
read in the newspaper. Not a truth they taught in school or church. Not a truth that woul d be
acclainmed by Carl Sagan or the scientific establishment. Truth nonethel ess, from Tomy's point of
view, truth even if the only forumthat mght report it was a rag like the National Enquirer in a
story about the omi nous rise of denopnic presences in our apocal yptic age and the inevitable
forthcom ng battle between Satan Incarnate and Saint Elvis on the eve of the new m |l ennium
Pointing the P7 at the mni-kin, Tormy felt a mad | augh swelling in him but he choked it down. He
wasn't insane. He had gotten past that fear. It was God Hinself who nust be mad - and the universe
a lunatic asylum- if He made roomin Creation for sonmething like this predatory gremin in a rag-
dol | disguise

If the mini-kin was a supernatural presence, as it seened to be, resistance to it mght be stupid
and pointless, but Tonmmy couldn't very well throw the gun aside, bare his throat, and wait for the
killing bite. At least the round fromthe pistol had knocked the thing down and tenporarily
stunned it. He might not be able to kill it with the gun, but at least he could fend it off.

Until he ran out of amunition

He had fired three rounds. One when the thing had dropped fromthe drapery rod onto his head. Two
nmore when he had been lying on the fl oor

Ten rounds remnmained in the thirteen-shot nmagazine. And in his bedroom cl oset was a box of

ammuni tion, which would buy nore tine if he could get to it.

The doll-thing cocked its rag-swaddl ed head and regarded himwith a fierce green-eyed hunger. The
strips of cotton hanging over its face | ooked |ike white dreadl ocks.

Thus far the gunfire had probably been pretty nuch masked by the peals of thunder. Eventually,
however, the neighbours in this peaceful city of Irvine would realize that a battle was being
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waged next door, and they would call the cops.

The doll-thing hissed at him

God in heaven, what is this - Showdown at the Twilight Zone Corral ?

When the police arrived, he would have to tell them what was happeni ng, even though he woul d sound
Iike a poster boy for paranoid denmentia. Then the nini-kin would either brazenly reveal itself,
and the rest of the world would plunmet into this nightmare with Tomy

- or the cunning little demon would hide and let the police transfer their raving ward to a

wi ndow ess but well-lighted roomw th rubber wall paper

At this nonent, Tomry al nost didn't care which of the two scenarios played out. In either case,
the i mediate terror would be over, and he would be able to avoid peeing in his pants. He'd have
time to catch his breath, think about this, maybe even puzzle out an explanation for what had
happened here - although that seened no nore likely than his arriving at an understanding of the
meani ng of life.

The fiend hi ssed again.

A new possibility occurred to Tonmy, and it wasn't a good one. Maybe the hateful little thing
woul d secretly follow himto the psychiatric ward and continue to tornent himthere for the rest
of his tortured life, cleverly avoi ding being seen by the physicians and attendants.

I nstead of charging again, the mni-kin abruptly darted

toward the sofa, which still stood away fromthe wall where Tonmy had left it during the search
Wth the pistol sight, Tomry followed the creature, but he wasn't able to track it cl osely enough
to justify squeezing off one of his renmining shots.

The thing di sappeared behind the sof a.

Buoyed slightly by his adversary's retreat, Tommy dared to hope that the .40-caliber round had
done sone damage after all, at |east enough to nmake the little beast cautious. Seeing the mni-kin
run fromhim he regained a degree perspective regardi ng the indisputabl e advantage of size that
he enjoyed. A nodest neasure of his | ost confidence returned to him

Tommy eased across the roomto peer around that big piece of furniture. The far end of the sofa
still touched the wall, and it was built to the floor, so the space behind it was a V-shaped dead
end, yet the nmini-kin wasn't there.

Then he saw the torn flaps of fabric and the ragged hole in the uphol stery. The creature had
burrowed into the sofa and was now hiding inside it.

Why ?

Wiy ask why?

From the nmonent the stitches had pulled out of the doll's face and the first nobnstrous eye had

bli nked at himthrough the tear in the cloth, Tommy had been beyond all the why questions. They
were nore suitable for a sane universe where logic ruled, not for this place in which he currently
found hinself. The main i ssue now was how - how could he stop the beast, how could he save
hinsel f? And he also had to ask what next? Even if the utter irrationality of these events nade it
i mpossible to anticipate where the night would | ead before dawn, he had to try to puzzle out the
pur pose behind the doll, the course of the plot.

THE DEADLI NE | S DAWN

He didn't understand that nessage at all. Wat deadline, for God' s sake? Wio had established it?
What did he have to do to neet the deadline?

Tl CKTOCK.

Oh, he understood that nessage well enough. Tinme was running out. The night was passing as fast as
the rain was falling outside, and if he didn't get his act together, then he was going to be toast
bef ore sunri se.

TI CKTOCK.

Toast for the hungry mni-Kin.

Tl CKTOCK.

Munch, munch. Crunch, crunch.

H s head was spinning - and not sinply because he had thunped it hard agai nst the floor when he'd
fallen.

He circled the sofa, studying it as he noved.

Fire. Maybe a roaring fire could achieve better results than a bullet.

While the creature was building a nest - or doing whatever the hell it was doing in there - Tommy
m ght be able to sneak down to the garage, siphon a quart of gasoline out of the Corvette, grab a
pack of matches froma drawer in the kitchen, and return to set the sofa on fire.

No. No, that would take too long. The repulsive little creepozoid would realize that he was gone,
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and when he cane back, the thing probably wouldn't be inside the sofa any nore.

Now the m ni-kin was quiet, which didn't nean that it was taking a nap. It was schening at
somet hi ng.

Tommy needed to schene too. Desperately.

Thi nk, think.
Because of the |ight-beige carpet, Tormy kept one can of spot renobver downstairs and anot her
upstairs in the naster bathroom so he would be able to attack an accidental spill of Pepsi - or

what ever - before it becane a permanent stain. The can contai ned approxi mately one

pint of fluid, and in bold red letters the |abel warned highly flanmable.

Hi ghly flammabl e. That had a pleasant ring to it. H ghly flammable, hugely flanmmabl e,

spectacul arly flammabl e, explosively flanmmable - no words in the English | anguage sounded sweet er
than t hose.

And on the hearth of the small fireplace in the naster bedroomwas a battery-sparked butane natch
with which he could Iight the gas under the ceranic |logs. He should be able to | eave the office,
grab the spot renover, pluck the match off the hearth, and return here in a mnute, naybe |ess.
One minute. Even as clever as it seenmed to be, the nini-kin probably wouldn't realize that Tommy
was out of the roomfor that brief tine.

So now who's going to be toast?

Tommy smiled at the thought.

From deep in the nysterious creature's uphol stered haven cane a creaking and then a sharp twang.
Tommy flinched - and | ost his snile.

The beast fell silent once nore. It was up to sonmething, all right. But what?

If Tomry retrieved the spot renpbver and set the sofa on fire, the flanes would spread across the
carpet and swiftly to the walls. The house mi ght burn down, even if he tel ephoned the fire
department imrediately after setting the bl aze.

He was fully insured, of course, but the insurance conpany would refuse to pay if arson was
suspected. The fire marshal woul d probably investigate and di scover traces of an accelerant - the
spot renover - in the rubble. Tonmy woul d never be able to convince themthat he had set the fire
as an act of self-defence.

Nevert hel ess, he was going to ease open the door, step quietly into the hallway, sprint for the
can of spot renover, and take his chances with-

Fromthe mni-kin's lair cane the sound of fabric ripping, and one of the seat cushions was

di sl odged by the beast as it tore out of the sofa directly in front of Tomry. In one dark bony
hand it held a six-inch length of a broken seat spring: a spiral of gleam ng eighth-inch stee
wire.

Shrieking with rage and m ndl ess hatred, its piercing voice as shrill as an electronic
oscillation, the creature flung itself off the sofa and at Tommy with such force and velocity that
it alnpst seened to fly.

He scranbled out of its way, reflexively firing - and wasting - one nore round fromthe P7.

The beast hadn't been attacking, after all. The lunge had been a feint. It dropped to the carpet
and streaked past Tommy, across the office, around the corner of the desk, and out of sight,
nmoving at | east as fast as a rat, although running on its hind feet as if it were a nman.

Tommy went after it, hoping to coner it and jamthe nmuzzle of the Heckler & Koch against its head
and squeeze off one-two-three rounds at zero range, smash its brain if, indeed, it had a brain
because maybe that woul d devastate it as a single bullet in the guts had failed to do.

VWhen Tommy followed the mni-kin around the desk, he discovered it at an electrical outlet,

| ooki ng back and up at him The creature appeared to be grinning through its mask of rags as it
janmed the steel spring into the receptacle.

Power surged through bare steel - cracklesnap - and outside in the fuse box, a breaker tripped,
and all the lights went out except for a shower of gold and bl ue sparks that cascaded over the

m ni -kin. Those fireworks lasted only an instant, however, and then darkness claimed the room

THREE

Depl eted by distance and filtered by trees, the yellow sh glow of the streetlanps barely touched
the wi ndows. Rain shimered down the glass, glimmering with a few dull-brass reflections, but none
of that light penetrated to the room

Tommy was frozen by shock, effectively blind, unable to see anything in the roomand trying not to
see the fearsone inmages that his imagination conjured in his nind
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The only sounds were the rataplan of rain on the roof and the nmpaning of wind in the eaves.
Undoubt edly the doll-thing was alive. The electricity hadn't fazed it any nore than a .40-cali ber
bullet in the mdsection.

Tommy clutched the P7 as if it possessed magi cal power and could protect himfromall the known
and unknown terrors of the universe, whether physical or spiritual. In fact, the weapon was
useless to himin this saturant darkness. He couldn't stun the mini-kin with a well-placed shot if
he couldn't see it.

He supposed that by now it had dropped the twi sted piece of steel spring and had turned away from
the electrical outlet. It would be facing himin the gloom Ginning through its mumy rags.

Maybe he shoul d open fire, squeeze off all nine shots remmining in the magazine, ainmng for the
general area

where the creature had been when the lights went out. He was al nost sure to get |lucky with one or
two rounds out of nine, for God's sake, even if he wasn't any Chip Nguyen. Wth the mni-kin
stunned and twi tching, Tommy could run into the second-floor hallway, slamthe door between them
| eap down the stairs two at a tinme, and get out of the house.

He didn't know what the hell he would do after that, where he would go in this rain-swept night,
to whom he would turn for help. Al he knew was that to have any chance of survival whatsoever, he
had to escape fromthis place.

He was loath to squeeze the trigger and enpty the gun

If he didn't stun the mini-kin with a blind shot, he would never get to the door. It would catch
him clinb his leg and his back with centi pede-Iike quickness, bite the nape of his neck, slip
around to his throat, and burrow for-chew at-tear-out his carotid artery while he flailed
ineffectively - or it would scranble straight over his head, intent upon gouging out his eyes.

He wasn't just letting his imagination carry himaway this tine. He could vividly sense the
thing's intentions, as though on sonme | evel he was in psychic contact with it.

If the attack cane after the pistol nagazine was enpty, Tonmy woul d panic, stunble, crash into
furniture, fall. Once he fell, he would never have a chance to get to his feet again.

Better to conserve ammunition

He backed up one step, two, but then he halted, overcome by the awful certainty that the little
beast was not, after all, in front of himwhere it had been when the lights failed, but behind
him It had circled himas he had dithered; now it was creeping closer

Spi nni ng around a hundred and ei ghty degrees, he thrust the pistol toward the suspected threat.

He was facing into a portion of the roomthat was even bl acker than the end with the wi ndows. He
m ght as well have been adrift at the farthest enpty edge of the universe to which the matter and
the energy of creation had not yet expanded.

He hel d his breath.

He listened but could not hear the mni-kin.

Only the rain.

The rain.

The rattling rain.

What scared hi m nost about the intruder was not its nonstrous and alien appearance, not its fierce
hostility, not its physical spryness or speed, not its rodent-like size that triggered prinal
fears, and not even the fundamental nystery of its very existence. What sent chills up the holl ow
of Tommy's spine and squeezed nore cold sweat fromhimwas the new realization that the thing was
highly intelligent.

Initially he had assumed that he was dealing with an aninmal, an unknown and cl ever beast but a
beast nonet hel ess. Wen it thrust the steel spiral into the electrical outlet, however, it
reveal ed a conplex and frightening nature. To be able to adapt a sinple sofa spring into an
essential tool, to understand the electrical systemof the house well enough to disable the office
circuit, the beast was not only able to think but was possessed of sophisticated know edge that no
nmere ani mal could acquire

The worst thing Tommy could do was trust to his own animal instincts when his adversary was
stalking himwith the aid of cold reason and | ogical deliberation. Sonetines the deer did escape
the rifleman by natural wles, yes, but far nore often than not, higher intelligence gave the
human hunter an advantage that the deer could never hope to overcone.

So he nust carefully think through each nove before he nade it. O herwi se he was dooned.

He ni ght be dooned anyway.
This was no | onger a rat hunt.

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Ticktock.txt (27 of 124) [1/17/03 3:01:12 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Ticktock.txt

The mini-kin's strategic inposition of darkness revealed that this was a contest between equals.
O at least Tomrmy hoped it was a contest between equals, because if they weren't equals, then this
was a rat hunt after all, and he was the rat.

By opting for darkness, had the creature nerely been trying to mnimze Tomy's size advantage and
the threat of the gun - or did it gain an advantage of its own fromthe darkness? Perhaps, |like a
cat, it could see as well - or better - at night as it could in daylight.

O maybe, in the manner of a bl oodhound, it could track himby his scent.

If the thing benefited fromboth the superior intelligence of a hunman being and the nore acute
senses of an animal, Tonmy was screwed.

"What do you want?' he asked al oud.

He woul d not have been surprised if a snall whispery voice had responded. |ndeed, he al nost hoped
it would speak to him Wether it spoke or only hissed, its reply would reveal its |ocation -
maybe even clearly enough to allow himto open fire.

"Wy ne?' he asked.

The m ni -kin made no sound.

Tommy woul d have been astonished if such a creature had crawl ed out of the woodwork one day or
squirnmed froma hole in the backyard. He might have assuned that the thing was extraterrestrial in
nature or that it had escaped froma secret genetic-engineering |aboratory where a scientist with
a conscience deficit had been hard at work on biol ogi cal weapons. He had seen all the applicable
scary novies: He had the requisite background for such specul ation

But how nmuch nore astoni shing that this thing had been placed on his doorstep in the formof a
nearly

featurel ess rag doll out of which it had either burst or swiftly metanorphosed. He had never seen
any novie that could provide himw th an adequate expl anation for that.

Swi ngi ng the Heckler & Koch slowly fromside to side, he tried again to elicit a telltale response
fromthe tiny intruder: 'What are you?

The mini-kin, inits original white cotton skin, brought to nmind voodoo, of course, but a voodoo
doll was nothing like this creature. A voodoo doll was sinply a crude fetish, believed to have
magi cal potency, fashioned in the imge of the person neant to be harned, accessorized with a |ock
of his hair, or with a few of his nail clippings, or with a drop of his blood. Solemly convinced
that any damage done to the fetish would befall the real person as well, the torturer then stuck
it full of pins, or burned it, or '"drowned it in a bucket of water, but the doll was never
actually animate. It never showed up on the doorstep of the intended victimto bedevil and assault
hi m

Nevert hel ess, into the gloomand the incessant drumming of the rain, Tommy said, 'Voodoo?

Whet her this was voodoo or not, the nost inportant thing he had to | earn was who had nade the
dolI. Someone had scissored the cotton fabric and sewn it into the shape of a gi ngerbread man, and
soneone had stuffed the enpty formwith a substance that felt |ike sand but proved to be a hell of
a |l ot stranger than sand. The doll nmaker was his ultimte eneny, not the critter that was stal king
hi m

He was never going to find the doll maker by waiting for the nmini-kin to make the next nove.
Action, not reaction, was the source of solutions.

Because he had established a dialogue with the little beast, even if its every response was the
choice not to respond, Tomrmy was nore confident than at any tine since he'd felt the insectoid
squirmng of the creature's

heartbeat beneath his thunb. He was a witer, so using words gave hima conforting sense of
control

Per haps the questions he tossed into the darkness dimnished the mni-kin's confidence in direct
proportion to the degree that they increased his own. If phrased crisply and spoken with
authority, his questions mght convince the beast that its prey wasn't afraid of it and wasn't
likely to be easily overpowered. Anyway, he was reassured to think this mght be the case.

H s strategy was akin to one he would have used if confronted by a grow ing dog: Show no fear
Unfortunately, he had already shown nore than a little fear, so he needed to rehabilitate his

i mge. He wi shed he could stop sweating; he wondered if the thing could snell his perspiration
Behi nd his armour of forcefully stated questions, he found the courage to nove toward the centre
of the wall opposite the wi ndows, where the door should be: 'Wat are you, danmit? What right do
you have to cone into ny house? Wio nade you, left you on the porch, rang the bell?

Tommy bunped into the door, funbled for the knob, found it - and still the mni-kin did not
attack.
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Wien he yanked open the door, he discovered that the lights were also off in the upstairs hall,

whi ch shared a circuit with his office. Lanps were aglow on the first floor, and pale |light rose
at the stairs.

As Tommy crossed the threshold, |eaving the office, the mni-kin shot between his legs. He didn't
see it at first, but he heard it hiss and felt it brush against his jeans.

He kicked, nissed, kicked again.

A scuttling sound and a snarl revealed that the creature was noving away fromhim Fast.

At the head of the stairs, it appeared in silhouette against the rising light. It turned and fixed
himwith its radiant green eyes.

Tommy squeeze- cocked the P7.

The rag-entwi ned mni-kin raised one gnarly fist, shook it, and shrieked defiantly. Its cry was
smal |l but shrill, piercing, and utterly unlike the voice of anything el se on earth.

Tonmry took aim

The creature scranbled down the stairs and out of sight before Tommy coul d squeeze off a shot.

He was surprised that it was fleeing fromhim and then he was relieved. The pistol and his new
strategy of showi ng no fear seenmed to have given the beast second thoughts.

As quickly as surprise had given way to relief, however, relief nowturned to alarm In the gl oom
and at a distance, he could not be certain, but he thought that the creature had still been
hol di ng the six-inch length of spring steel, not in the fist that it had raised but in the hand
held at its side.

"Ch, shit.'

H s newfound confidence rapidly draining away, Tomry ran to the stairs.

The mini-kin wasn't in sight.

Tommy descended the steps two at a tinme. He alnpost fell at the |anding, grabbed the newel post to
keep his bal ance, and saw that the | ower steps were deserted too.

Movenent drew his attention. The mni-kin streaked across the small foyer and vani shed into the
living room

Tonmy realized that he should have gone to the nmaster bedroom for the flashlight in his nightstand
drawer. It was too late to go back for it. If he didn't nove fast, he was going to be in an

i ncreasingly untenable position: either trapped in a pitch-black house where all the electrica
circuits were disabled or driven on foot into the stormwhere the mni-kin could repeatedly attack
and retreat with the cover of darkness and rain.

Though the thing was only a tiny fraction as strong as he was, its supernatural resilience and
mani acal rel entl essness conpensated for its conparative physical weakness. It was not nerely
pretending to be fearless, as Tomry had pretended to be while talking his way out of his office.
Though the creature was of Lilliputian dinmensions, its reckless confidence was genuine; it
expected to win, to chase himdown, to get him

Cursing, Tommy raced down the last flight. As he cane off the bottom step, he heard a hard
crackl esnap, and the lights went out in the living roomand the foyer.

He turned right, into the dining room The brass and m | k-glass chandelier shed a pleasant |ight
on the highly polished top of the maple table.

He glinpsed hinself in the ornately framed mirror above the sideboard. Hi s hair was disarranged.
H s eyes were wi de, whites showing all the way around. He | ooked denent ed.

As Tommy pushed through the swi nging door into the kitchen, the mni-kin squeal ed behind him The
fam liar sound of an electric arc snapped again, and the dining-roomlights went out.
Fortunately the kitchen lights were on a different circuit fromthose in the dining room The
overhead fluorescent tubes were still bright.

He snatched the car keys off the pegboard. They jangled, and though their ringing was flat and
unnusical and utterly unlike bells, Tonmy was rem nded of the bells that were rung in church
during Mass. Through my fault, through nmy fault, through ny nmost grievous fault. For an instant he
felt not like the potential victimthat he was but, instead, felt a terrible weight of guilt, as
though the extraordinary trouble that had befallen himthis night was of his own maki ng and was
merely what he deserved

The easy-action pivot hinges on the door to the dining roomswng so smoothly that even the ten-
inch mni-kin was able to squeeze into the kitchen close behind Tommy. Wth the keys ringing in
his hand, with the renenbered scent of incense as strong and sweet as it had ever been when he had
served as an altar boy, he didn't dare pause to | ook back, but he could hear the thing's tiny
clawed feet click-click-clicking against the tile floor
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He stepped into the laundry room and sl anmed the door behind himbefore the creature could follow
No lock. Didn't matter. The nmini-kin wouldn't be able to clinb up and turn the knob on the other
side. It couldn't follow himany farther

Even as Tomy turned away fromthe door, the lights failed in the |laundry room They nust be on
the sane circuit with those in the kitchen, which the creature evidently had just shorted. He
groped forward through the bl ackness.

At the end of this small rectangul ar space, past the washer and dryer, opposite the door that he
had just closed, was the connecting door to the garage. It featured a dead-bolt lock with a thunb-
turn on this side.

In the garage, the lights still functioned.

On this side, the deadbolt on the | aundry-room door could be engaged only with a key. He didn't
see any point in taking tine to lock it.

The big overhead door began to runble upward when Tommy tapped the wall switch, and storm w nd
chuffed like a pack of dogs at the wi dening space at the bottom

He hurriedly circled the Corvette to the driver's side. The garage lights blinked out, and the
roll-up door stopped ascending when it was still half blocking the exit.

No.

The mni-kin could not have gotten through two cl osed doors and into the garage to cause a short
circuit. And

there hadn't been tine for it to race out of the house, find the electric-service panel, clinb the
conduit on the wall, open the fuse box, and trip a breaker

Yet the garage was as bl ack as the darkest hem sphere of sone strange noon never touched by the
sun. And the roll-up door was only hal f open

Maybe power had been | ost throughout the nei ghbourhood because of the storm

Frantically Tonmy pawed at the darkness overhead until he | ocated the dangling rel ease chain that
di sconnected the garage door fromthe electric notor that operated it. Still clutching the pistol
he rushed to the door and manual ly pushed it up, all the way open

A noi sy burst of Novenber wind threw shatters of cold rain in his face. The bal mness of the

af ternoon was gone. The tenperature had plumeted at | east twenty degrees since he had left the
Corvette dealership in his new car and headed south al ong the coast.

He expected to see the mni-kin in the driveway, green eyes glaring, but the sodiumyellowdrizzle
froma nearby streetlanp revealed that the thing was not there

Across the street, warmwel com ng |ights shone in the wi ndows of other houses. The sane was true
at the honmes to the left and right of his own.

The | oss of power in his garage had nothing to do with the storm He had never really believed
that it did.

Al t hough he was convi nced he woul d be attacked before he reached the Corvette, he got behind the
steering wheel and slammed the door w thout encountering the mni-Kkin.

He put the pistol on the passenger seat, within easy reach. He had been gripping the weapon so
desperately and for so long that his right hand remained curled to the shape of it. He was forced
to concentrate on flexing his half-nunb fingers in order to relax them and regain use of them

The engine started with no hesitation

The headl i ghts spl ashed agai nst the back wall of the garage, revealing a workbench, neatly racked
tools, a cool forty-year-old sign froma Shell service station, and a framed poster of Jinmy Dean
| eani ng agai nst the 1949 Mercury that he had driven in Rebel Wthout a Cause.

Backi ng out of the garage, Tommy expected the mini-kin to ravel down fromthe rafters on a web of
its own meking, directly onto the windshield. Still largely conceal ed by the increasingly soiled
and ragged fabric that had been the skin of its doll phase, the creature had appeared to be partly
reptilian, with the scales and the eyes of a serpent, but Tomry had perceived insectile qualities
toit as well, features and capabilities not yet fully reveal ed.

He reversed into the driveway, into torrents of rain, switched on the wi ndshield w pers, and
continued into the street, |eaving the garage door open, other doors unl ocked.

At worst, what might get into the house during his absence? A stray cat or dog? Maybe a burglar? A
couple of dimw tted, doped-up kids with a can of red spray paint and vandalismon their mnds?
After escaping fromthe devil doll, Tommy was ready and able to deal with any number of ordinary
uni nvi ted guests.

But as he shifted the Corvette out of reverse and drove away from his house, he was stricken by an
unsettling premonition: I'll never see this place again.

He was driving too fast for a residential neighbourhood, alnost flying, casting up ten-foot high

file:/lIF|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Ticktock.txt (30 of 124) [1/17/03 3:01:12 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Ticktock.txt

wi ngs of white water as he raced through a flooded intersection, but he was unwilling to sl ow
down. He felt that the gates of Hell had been flung open and that each creature anong the | egion
of nonstrosities seething out of those portals was intent on the same prey: Tomry Phan

Maybe it was foolish to believe that denpns existed, and it was certainly foolish to believe - if
they did exist

- that he could outrun them by virtue of owning a sports car with three hundred horsepower
Nevert hel ess, he drove as if pursued by Satan

A few mnutes later, on University Drive, passing the Irvine canpus of the University of
California, Tommy realized that he was squinting at the rear-view nirror every few seconds - as if
one of the cars far behind himon the rain-washed, tree-lined avenue night be driven by the nini-
kin. The absurdity of that thought was |ike a hamrer that broke some of the chains of his anxiety,
and he finally eased up on the accel erator.

Still damp with cold sweat and with the slanting rain that had bl own through the open garage door
Tommy shivered violently. He switched on the car heater

He was hal f dazed, as though the dose of terror he had taken was a potent drug with a lingering
narcotic effect. H's thinking was cloudy. He couldn't focus on what needed to be done next, on
deci di ng where - and to whom - he should turn

He wanted to be Chip Nguyen and live in the world of detective fiction, where blazing guns and
hard fists and sardonic wit always led to satisfactory resolutions. Were the notives of
adversaries were sinple greed, envy, and jeal ousy. Were angst was fun, and where anused

m sant hropy was a sure sign of a private investigator's superior noral character. Were bouts of
al cohol i ¢ nel ancholy were conforting rather than dispiriting. Were the villains, by God, never
had serpent eyes, or sharp little yellowteeth, or rat like tails.

Living in Chip's world was inpossible, however, so Tonrmy was willing to settle for a nap. He
wanted to pul

off the road, lie down, curl into the foetal position, and go to sleep for a few hours. He was
exhausted. His linmbs felt weak. As though the earth was suddenly rotating at a much hi gher speed
than before, a heavier gravity oppressed his mnd and heart.

In spite of the hot air streaming fromthe heater vents, he was not getting warmer. The chill that
afflicted himdidn't cone fromthe Novenber night or fromthe rain; it arose fromdeep within him
The metrononic thunp of the windshield wipers lulled him and nore than once he cane out of a sort
of waking dreamto find that he was in a different nei ghbourhood fromthe one he | ast renenbered
He relentlessly cruised residential streets, as if searching for the address of a friend, although
every time that he ascended from his strange daze, he was never on a street where anyone of his
acquai nt ance had ever I|ived.

He understood what was wong. He was a wel |l -educated nman with an unshakably rational viewpoint; he
had al ways assuned that he could clearly read the big nap of life and that he had both hands
firmy on the controls of his destiny as he cruised confidently into the future. Fromthe nonent
that the two bl ack sutures had popped and the green eye had glared at himout of the doll's torn

face, however, his world began to collapse. It was collapsing still. Forget the great |aws of
physics, the logic of mathematics, the dissectible truths of biology that, as a student, he had
struggl ed so hard to grasp. They might still apply, but they didn't explain enough, not any nore.

Once he had thought that they explained everything, but everything that he believed was proving to
be only half the story. He was confused, lost, and dispirited, as only a rationalist of utter

convi ction could be upon encountering irrefutable evidence that sonething supernatural was at play
in the universe

He ni ght have accepted the devil doll with greater equanimity if he had still been in Vietnam the
Land of Seagull and Fox, where his nother's folk tales were set. In that Asian world of jungles,
linpid waters, and blue nountains like mrages, it was easier to believe in the fantastic, such as
the story of the mandarin naned Tu Thuc, who had clinbed Mount Phi Lai and, at the top, had found
the Land of Bliss where the immortals lived in perfect happiness and harnony. On humid nights

al ong the banks of the Mekong River or on the shores of the South China Sea, the air seened

t hi ckened by magi c, which Tomry could remenber even after twenty-two years, and in that far place,
one could give some credit to the tale of the good genie of medicine, Tien Thai, and his flying
mountain, or to the story of beautiful Nhan Diep, the faithless wife who, after her death,
returned to earth in the formof the first buzzing cloud of npbsquitoes ever seen, initially to
afflict her husband and then all of humankind. If Tonmmy were in Vietnamagain - and returned to
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chil dhood - he might be able to believe in devil dolls too, although Vietnanese folk tales were
generally gentle in nature and featured no nonsters |like the shrieking, sharp-toothed mini-Kkin.
But this was the United States of Anerica, the land of the free and the brave, the land of Big
Busi ness and Bi g Science, from which nmen had gone to the nmoon and back, where novi es and
tel evi sion had been invented, where the atomhad first been split, where scientists were rapidly
mappi ng the human genome and devel opi ng nanot echnol ogy and shining light into the deepest
mysteries of existence - where eighty-five percent of the citizenry declared thensel ves deeply
religious, yes, but where fewer than three in ten attended church. This was Anerica, dam it,
where you could solve any problemwith a screwdriver and a wench, or with a conmputer, or wth
fists and a handgun, or at worst with the help of a

therapi st and a twel ve-step programto effect personal enlightennent and change.

Screwdrivers, wenches, conputers, fists, guns, and therapists weren't going to help himcope with
the mini-kin if he returned to his house and found the creature still in residence. And it would
be there; he had no doubt about that.

It would be waiting.

It had a job to finish.

It had been sent to kill him

Tonmy didn't know how he could be so sure of the nmini-kin's ultimte purpose, but he knew that
what he intuited was true. Little assassin.

He could still feel a vaguely sore spot on his tongue where he had been pricked by the w nd-bl own
mel al euca | eaf when he had opened the front door of his house and discovered the doll lying on the
por ch.

Hol ding the steering wheel with only his left hand, he pressed his right hand to his thigh. He had
no difficulty locating the spot where the pin with the black enanel head had pierced his flesh.
Two wounds. Both small but clearly synbolic.

Now, Tommy cruised Spyglass Drive, piloting the Corvette along ridges stippled with million-dollar
houses that overl ooked Newport Beach, past graceful California pepper trees thrashing in the w nd,
and his thoughts were as chaotic as his driving was ainless. Cold drowing tides of rain cane off
the black Pacific and, although the torrents couldn't touch himnow, they seenmed to wash
confidence and reason out of him leaving himlinp with doubt and feverish with superstitious
specul ati ons.

He wanted to go to his parents' cosy house in Huntington Beach, take refuge in the bosom of his

famly. Hi s nother was the person nost likely to believe his story. Mdthers were required by |aw -
not the law of men, but natural law - to be able to discern the truth when their children told it
to them to be quick to defend them agai nst the disbelief of others. If he stared directly into
his mother's eyes and expl ai ned about the devil doll, she would know that he was not |ying. Then
he woul d no | onger be alone in his terror

Hi s nother would convince his father that the threat, although outl andi sh, was real, whereupon his
father woul d convince Tormy's two brothers and his sister. Then there would be six of them- an
entire famly -standi ng agai nst the unnatural power that had sent the hateful mni-kin to him
Toget her they could triunph as they had triunphed so | ong ago agai nst the conmunists in Vietnam
and agai nst the Thai pirates on the South China Sea.

But instead of turning the Corvette toward Huntington Beach, Tommy swung left on El Capitan and
drove higher into the night and the storm He wove fromstreet to street across Spyglass Hill,
past the houses of strangers who would never in this lifetinme believe himif he rang their
doorbells and told them his incredible story.

He was reluctant to go to his parents for fear that he had put too nmuch enpotional distance between
them and hinself to warrant the unconditional acceptance that they once would have given him He
m ght babble out the story of the devil doll only to see his nother's face pinch with di sapproval
and hear her say, You drink whiskey like your silly detective?

No whi skey, Mom

I smell whiskey.

I had one beer.

One beer, soon whi skey.

I don't |ike whiskey.

You carry guns in every pocket- One gun, Mom
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-drive car like crazy maniac, chase bl ondes- No bl ondes.

-drink whiskey like it only tea, then surprised when see denons and dragons- No dragons, Mm
-denons and ghosts- No ghosts, Mm

-denons, dragons, ghosts. You better conme hone to stay, Tuong.

Tommy.

Better start living right way, Tuong.

Tomy.

Better stop drinking whiskey like tough guy, stop trying always to be so Anerican, too Anerican.
Tonmmy groaned al oud in msery.

Still letting the imagi nary conversation play out in his head, he cautiously steered the Corvette
around an i mrense branch froma coral tree that had bl own down in the stormand bl ocked hal f the
street.

He decided not to go home to Huntington Beach, because he was afraid that, once he got there, he
would find that it wasn't really home any nore. Then, having discovered that he didn't belong in
the Phan house in quite the way that he had once bel onged, and not being able to return to his own
m ni - ki n-haunted house in Irvine, what place would he be able to call hone? Nowhere. He woul d be
honel ess in a deeper sense than were those vagrants who wandered the streets with all their

worl dly goods in a shopping cart.

That was a discovery he was not yet prepared to make

- even if he had to deal with the m ni-kin al one.

Deci ding that he should at |east call his nother, he picked up the car phone. But he put it down
agai n wi thout punching in her nunber.

Car phones for big shots. You big shot now? Phone and drive too dangerous. Gun in one hand,
whi skey bottle in other, how you hold phone anyway?

Tommy reached to the passenger seat and briefly put his right hand on the Heckler & Koch. The
shape of the pistol, the sense of godlike power cast in steel, did not confort him

M nutes later, after the rhythm c thunp of the wi ndshield w pers had once nore half hypnotized
him he cane out of his daze and saw that he was on MacArthur Boul evard, on the southern end of
Newport Beach. He was travelling west in light traffic.

According to the dashboard clock, the time was 10: 26

p. m

He couldn't go on like this, driving ainessly through the night until he ran out of fuel
Preoccupi ed as he was, he night becone so inattentive that he skidded on the rain-slick pavenent
and crashed into anot her car.

He decided to seek family help, after all, but not fromhis nother and father. He would go to his
ol der and bel oved brother G M nh Phan

G had changed his nane too - fromPhan Mnh G, nerely reversing the order to place the surname
|last. For a while he had considered taking an American nane, as Tonmy had done, but deci ded
against it, which earned points with their parents, who were far too conservative to adopt new
nanes thensel ves. G had given Anerican nanes to his four children - Heather, Jennifer, Kevin, and
Wesl ey; however, that was all right with Mom and Dad because all four had been born in the United
St at es.

The ol dest of the three Phan brothers, Ton That, eight years Tommy's senior, had five children
all born in the USA, and each of them enjoyed both a Vietnanese

and an American nanme. Ton's first-born was a daughter whose |egal nanme was Mary Rebecca but who
was al so known as Thu-Ha. Ton's kids called one another by their Vietnamese nanes when they were
around their grandparents and other traditionalist elders, used their Anerican nanes when with
friends of their own age, and used both nanes with their parents as the situation seened to
require, yet not one of themhad an identity crisis.

In addition to a nagging inability to define his own identity in a way that fully satisfied him-
and conpared to his brothers - Tommy suffered froman offspring crisis. He didn't have any. To his
nmot her, this was worse than a crisis; this was a tragedy. H's parents were still old-world enough
to think of children neither as nere responsibilities nor as hostages to fortune, but primarily as
weal th, as blessings. In their view, the larger that a famly grew, the better chance it had to
survive the turnoil of the world and the nore successful it would inevitably becone. At thirty,
unmarried, childless, with no prospects - except the prospect of a successful career as a noveli st
witing silly stories about a whiskey-guzzling mani ac detective - Tommy was undermining his
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parents' dreanms of a sprawling Phan enpire and the security that, to them sheer numbers ensured.
Hi s brother Ton, sixteen when they had fled Vietnam was still sufficiently nired in the ways of
the old world that he shared sonme of the elder Phans' frustration with Tormy. Ton and Tonmy had
been reasonably close as brothers, but they had never been the kind of brothers who were al so
friends. G, on the other hand, though six years older than Tomy, was a brother and a friend and
a confidant - or once had been - and if anyone in this world would give the devil-doll story a
fair hearing, it would be G.

As Tommy crossed San Juaquin Hills Road, |ess than

a mle fromPacific Coast H ghway, he was planning the easiest route north to the famly bakery in
Garden Grove, where G rmanaged the graveyard shift, so he didn't inmediately react to the peculiar
noi se that rose fromthe Corvette's engi ne conpartnment. Wen he finally took note of it, he
realized that he'd been dimy aware of the noise on a subconscious |level for a couple of mnutes:
under | yi ng the nonot onous squeak-and-thunp of the windshield wipers - a soft rattling, a whispery
scrapi ng as of netal abrading netal.

He was at |ast warm He turned off the heater in order to hear the sound better

Sonet hi ng was | oose... and working steadily | ooser. Frowning, he | eaned over the steering wheel
Iistening closely.

The noi se persisted, |ow but troubling. He thought he detected an industrious quality to it.

He felt a queer vibration through the floorboards. The noise grew no | ouder, but the vibration

i ncreased.

Tommy gl anced at the rear-viewnirror. No traffic was close behind him so he eased his foot off
the accel erator.

As the sports car gradually slowed fromfifty-five to forty nmiles per hour, the noise did not
dimnish in relation to the speed, but continued unabat ed.

The shoul der on his side of the highway was narrow, with a slope and then a dark field or a gully
beyond, and Tommy didn't want to be forced to pull off here in the blinding downpour. The Newport
Beach Library lay in the near distance, deserted |ooking at this hour, and the lights of the high-
rise office buildings and hotels in Fashion Island | ooned sonewhat farther away through the
silvery veils of rain, but in spite of being in a busy commercial and residential area, this
stretch of MacArthur Boul evard was | ess of a boulevard than its nanme inplied, with no sidewal ks or
streetlanps along its

west bound | anes. He wasn't sure that he would be able to pull off the pavenment far enough to
elimnate the risk of being sideswiped - or worse - by passing traffic.

Abruptly the noise stopped.

The vibration ceased, as well.

The 'vette purred along as snoothly as the dream nachine that it was supposed to be.
Tentatively, he increased his speed.

The rattling and scraping didn't return

Tommy | eaned back in his seat, letting out his pent-up breath, somewhat relieved but stil

concer ned.

From under the hood cane a sharp twang as of netal snapping under trenendous stress.

The steering wheel shuddered in Tommy's hands. It pulled hard to the |eft.

"Ch, God.'

Traffic was headed upslope in the eastbound | anes. Two cars and a van. They were not noving as
fast in the rain-slashed night as they would have been in better weather, but they were coming too
fast nonet hel ess.

Wth both hands, Tommy pulled the wheel to the right. The car responded - but sluggishly.

The oncomi ng vehicles began to swerve to their right as the drivers saw himcross over the centre
line. Not all of themwere going to be able to get out of his way. They were restricted by a

si dewal k and by the concrete-block wall surrounding a housing devel opment.

The cat astrophic twang under the hood was imredi ately foll owed by a clattering-pingi ng-cl anki ng-
grinding that instantly escalated into cacophony.

Tommy resisted the powerful urge to stonp the brake pedal flat to the floorboards, which m ght
cast the Corvette into a deadly spin. Instead he eased down on it judiciously. He mght as well
have stood on the pedal with both feet, because he had no brakes.

None. Nada. Zip. Zero. No stopping power whatsoever
And the accel erator seened to be stuck. The car was picking up speed.
' Ch, God, no.
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He wenched at the steering wheel so forcefully that he felt as though he would dislocate his
shoul ders. At last the car angled sharply back into the westbound | anes where it bel onged.

Over in the eastbound |anes, the wildly sweeping glimer of headlights on the wet pavenent

refl ected the other drivers' panic.

Then the Corvette's steering failed altogether. The wheel spun uselessly through his achi ng hands.
The 'vette didn't arc toward oncom ng traffic again, thank God, but shot off the highway, onto the
shoul der, kicking up gravel that rattled against the undercarriage.

Tommy |l et go of the spinning steering wheel before the friction between it and his palns could
burn his skin. He shielded his face with his hands.

The car flattened a snmall hi ghway-department sign, tore through tall grass and | ow brush, and
rocketed off the enmbanknment. It was airborne.

The engi ne was still screaning, denandi ng accel eration

Tommy had the crazy notion that the Corvette would sail on like an aircraft, rising instead of
descendi ng, soaring gracefully above a cluster of phoenix palns at the corner of MicArthur and
Paci fic Coast Hi ghway, then over the businesses and houses that lay in the last couple of blocks
before the coast, out across the black waters of the vast Pacific, head-on into the storm
eventual |y up-up-up and beyond the rain and the turbulence, into a tranquil real mof silence with
an eternity of stars above and deep clouds below, with Japan far to the west but grow ng nearer

If the genie of medicine, Tien Thai, could

fly around the world on his own engi nel ess nountain, then surely it was possible to do so even
nmore easily in a Corvette with three hundred horsepower at five thousand rpm

He had been nearing the end of MacArthur Boul evard when he ranped off the enbanknent and the drop
fromthe highway was not as drastic here as it would have been if he had | ost control just a
quarter of a mile earlier. Neverthel ess, having been |l aunched at an angle, the car was in the air
Il ong enough to tilt slightly to the right; therefore, it cane down only on the passenger-side
tires, one of which expl oded.

The safety harness tightened painfully across Tomy's chest, cinching the breath out of him He
hadn't been aware that his nouth was open or that he was screaming, until his teeth clacked

t oget her hard enough to crack a wal nut

Li ke Tormy, the big engi ne stopped screaning on inpact too, so as the Corvette rolled, he was able
to hear the fearsone and familiar shriek of the mni-kin. The beast's shrill cry was comi ng
through the heating vents fromthe engine conpartnment. d eeful shrieking.

Wth a hellish clatter to rival the sound of an 8.0 earthquake shaking through an al uni ni um pot
factory, the sports car rolled. The |aninated glass of the w ndshield webbed with a nillion
fissures and inpl oded harm essly, and the car tunbled through one revol ution and started anot her
wher eupon the side wi ndows shattered. The hood buckled with a skreeeeek, started to tear |oose,
but then was cracked and crunched and twi sted and jamed into the engi ne conpartment during the
second roll.

Wth one headlight still aglow, the Corvette finally cane to rest on the passenger side, after two
and a quarter revolutions. O maybe it was three. He couldn't be sure. He was anxi ous and
disoriented and as dizzy as if he had spent the past hour on a roller coaster

The driver's side of the car was where the roof should have been, and only the suspendi ng web of
the safety harness prevented himfromfalling into the passenger seat, which was now where the
floor should have been.

In the comparative stillness of the aftermath, Tommry coul d hear his own pani cky breathing, the hot
tick of overheated engine parts, the tinkle-clink of falling bits of glass, the whistle of
pressuri zed cool ant escaping through a punctured line, and rain drumm ng agai nst the w eckage.

The mni-kin, however, was silent.

Tonmy didn't delude hinmself that the denmon had been killed in the crash. It was alive, all right,
and eagerly wiggling toward hi mthrough the weckage. At any nonent, it would kick out a vent

grill or clinb in through the enpty windshield frame, and in the confines of the denolished car

he woul d not be able to get away fromit fast enough to save hinself.

Gasoline funes. The chill wind brought himthe last thing he wanted to smell: the astringent odour
of gasoline fumes so strong that he was briefly robbed of his breath.

The battery still held a charge. The possibility of shorting wires, a spark, was all too real

Tommy wasn't sure which fate was worse: having his eyes clawed out by the hissing mini-kin and his
carotid artery chewed open - or being imolated in his dream car on the very day that he had
bought it. At |east James Dean had enjoyed his Porsche Spyder for nine days before he had been
killed init.
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Al t hough dizzy, Tommy found the release button for the safety harness. Holding on to the steering
wheel with one hand to avoid dropping down into the passenger's seat, he disentangled hinself from
the straps.

Tommy | ocated the door handl e, which seened to work well enough. But the | ock was shattered or the

door was torqued, and no matter how he strained against it, the damm thing wouldn't open

The side wi ndow had broken out in the crash, |eaving not even a fragnent of glass stuck in the
frame. Cold rain poured through the hole, soaking Tomy.

After pulling his | egs out fromunder the dashboard, he squirned around to brace his feet against
the gear consol e between the seats. He thrust his head through the w ndow, then his shoul ders and
arns, and | evered hinself out of the w eckage.

He rolled off the side of the tipped Corvette into matted brown grass soaked with rain, into a
cold puddl e, into nud.

The stink of gasoline was stronger than ever

Pushing onto his feet, swaying unsteadily, he saw that the car had tunbl ed across a parcel of bare
land that was the site of a future shopping centre at the highly desirable corner of McArthur

Boul evard and Pacific Coast Hi ghway. In recent years, this field had been used as a Christmas-tree
| ot every Decenber, sonetimes as a punpkin patch at Hal |l oween, but had served no substanti al
commer ci al purpose. He was damm lucky that it was early Novenber and that he had rolled the car
through an enpty field instead of through happily chattering famlies in a holiday npod.

Because the Corvette was turned on its side, he was standing next to the undercarriage. From out
of the nechanical guts of the machine, the mini-kin issued a shriek of rage and need.

Tommy stunbl ed back fromthe car, splashing through another puddle, and nearly fell on his ass.

As the bone-piercing shriek trailed into a snarl and then into an industrious grunble, Tonmy heard
t he denon poundi ng-strai ni ng-cl awi ng, and netal creaked against netal. He couldn't see into the
dark undercarriage, but he sensed that the mni-kin was tenporarily trapped in

the tangl ed weckage and struggling furiously to pry itself free.
The fibreglass body of the Corvette was a ness. Hi s dreamcar was a total |oss.
He was fortunate to have gotten out unscathed. In the norning, of course, he would be crippled by

whi pl ash and a thousand snmaller pains - if he lived through the night.
The deadline is dawn.
Ti ckt ock.

Crazily, he wondered what the per-hour cost of his brief ownership had been. Seven thousand
dol l ars. Eight thousand? He | ooked at his watch, trying to cal culate the nunber of hours since he
had nmade the purchase and been handed the keys, but then he realized that it didn't matter. It was
only noney.

What nattered was survival

Ti ckt ock.

Get novi ng.

Keep novi ng.

When he circled around the front of the tipped car, passing through the beam of the sole
functioning headlight, he couldn't see the engine conpartnent, either, for the hood had conpacted
into it. But he could hear the denpon battering frantically against the walls of its prison

"Die, damm you,' Tonmy demanded.

In the distance, someone shout ed.

Shaki ng his head to cast off his renmaining dizziness, blinking through the rain, Tommy saw t hat
two cars had stopped al ong MacArthur Boul evard to the south, near the place where he had run the
Corvette off the roadway.

A man with a flashlight was standing at the top of the | ow enbanknent about eighty yards away. The
guy called again, but the neaning of his words was swal |l owed by the w nd.

Traffic had sl owed and a few vehicles were even stopped on Pacific Coast H ghway, as well,

al t hough no one had gotten out of themyet.

The guy with the flashlight started to descend the enmbanknent, coming to offer assistance.

Tommy rai sed one arm and waved vi gorously, encouraging the good Samaritan to hurry, to cone hear
t he squawki ng denon trapped in the smashed machinery, to see the inpossible doll-thing with his
own eyes if it nanaged to break | oose, to marvel at its existence, to be a wtness.

Gasol i ne, which was evidently pool ed under the length of the Corvette, ignited. Blue and orange
flanmes geysered high into the night, vaporizing the falling rain.

The great hot hand of the fire slapped Tormy with such fury that his face stung, and he was
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staggered backward by the force of the blow There had been no expl osion, but the heat was so

i ntense that he surely would have been set afire in that instant if his hair and his clothes had
not been thoroughly soaked.

An unearthly squealing rose fromthe trapped m ni-Kkin.

At the foot of the enbanknent, the good Sanaritan had halted, startled by the fire.

"Hurry! Hurry!' Tomry shouted, although he knew that the roar of rain and wi nd prevented the nan
with the flashlight fromhearing either himor the denon.

Wth a boomand a splintery crack |ike bone breaking, the battered and burning hood expl oded off
the engi ne conpartnent and tunbl ed past Tommy, spewi ng sparks and snmoke as it clattered toward the
stand of phoeni x pal ns.

Li ke a mal evolent genie freed froma lanp, the mni-kin flung itself out of the inferno and | anded
upright in the mud, no nore than ten feet from Tomy. It was ablaze, but the stream ng cl oaks of
fire that had

replaced its white fabric shroud did not seemto disturb it.

I ndeed, the creature was no | onger shrieking in mindless rage but appeared to be exhilarated by
the blaze. Raising its arns over its head as if joyfully exclaimng hallelujah, swaying al nost as
if in a state of rapture, it fixed its attention not on Tomy but on its own hands which, |ike
tall ow tapers on sonme dark altar, streaned blue fire.

"Bigger,' Tommy gasped in disbelief.

Incredibly, the thing had grown. The doll on his doorstep had been about ten inches |Iong. This
denmon swayi ng rapturously before himwas approximately eighteen inches tall, nearly tw ce the size
that it had been when he had | ast seen it streaking across his foyer into the Iiving roomto short-
circuit the lights. Furthernmore, its legs and arns were thicker and its body heavier than they had
been earlier.

Because of the masking fire, Tomy could not see details of the creature's form although he

t hought he detected wi ckedly spiky protrusions extending the length of its spine, which had not
been there before. Its back seened to be nore hunched than it had been previously, and perhaps its
hands were becom ng di sproportionately large for the length of its arns. Wether he perceived
these details correctly or not, Tonmy was certain that he could not be nistaken about the beast's
greater size.

Havi ng expected the mni-kin to wither and collapse in the consuning flanes, Tomy was dangerously
mesnerized by the sight of it thriving instead.

"This is nuts,' he muttered.

The falling rain captured the light of the wildly leaping fire, carrying it into puddles on the
ground, which glimered |ike pools of nelting doubl oons and flickered with the shadow of the
capering mni-Kkin.

How could it possibly have grown so fast? And to

add this nmuch body weight, it would have required nourishment, fuel to feed the feverish growth.
What had it eaten?

The good Samaritan was approachi ng agai n, behind the bobbling beam of his flashlight, but he was
still more than sixty yards away. The burning Corvette was between himand the denon, which he
woul dn't be able to see until he had cone virtually to Tomy's side.

What had it eaten?

I npossi bly, the rhapsodic mini-kin appeared to swell larger even as the flanes seethed fromit.
Tommy began to back slowy away, overcone by the urgent need to flee but reluctant to turn and
run. Any too-sudden novenent on his part might shatter the denon's ecstatic fascination with the
fire and remind it that its prey was nearby.

The guy with the flashlight was forty yards away. He was a heavyset man in a hooded raincoat that
flared behind him Lunbering through the puddles, slipping in the nud, he resenbled a cow ed nonk
Suddenly Tommy was afraid for the Samaritan's life. At first he had wanted a wi tness; but that was
when he thought the mini-kin would perish in the flames. Now he sensed that it wouldn't allow a
Wi t ness.

He woul d have shouted at the stranger to stay away, even at the risk of drawing the mni-kin's
attention, but fate intervened when a gunshot cracked through the rainy night, then a second and a
third.

Evidently recogni zi ng the distinctive sound, the heavyset stranger skidded to a halt in the nud.
He was still thirty yards away, with the mned car intervening, so he couldn't possibly have seen
t he bl azi ng denon.

A fourth shot booned, a fifth.
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In the scranble to get out of the Corvette after the crash, Tommy had not renenbered the pistol
He woul dn't

have been able to locate it anyway. Now the intense heat was detonating the anmunition

Rem nded that he [ acked even the inadequate protection of the Heckler & Koch, Tomry stopped
backi ng away fromthe denon and stood in trenul ous indecision. Although he was drenched by the
storm his nouth was as dry as the sun-scorched sand on an August beach

The rain washed parching panic through him and his fear was |like a fever burning in his brow, in
his eyes, in his joints.

He turned and ran for his life.

He didn't know where he was going, didn't know if he had any hope of escaping, but he was
propell ed by sheer survival instinct. Maybe he could outrun the nmini-kin in the short term but he
didn't have high expectations of being able to stay beyond its reach for the next six or seven
hours, until dawn.

It was grow ng.

Getting stronger

Beconing a nore forn dabl e predator.

Ti ckt ock.

Mud sucked at Tommy's athletic shoes. Tangl es of dead grass and creeping | antana vi nes al nost
snared him al nost brought himdown. A palmfrond like the feather froma giant bird, torn | oose
by the wind, spun out of the night and | ashed his face as it flew past him Nature herself seened
to be joined in a conspiracy with the nmini-kin

Ti ckt ock.

Tommy gl anced over his shoul der and saw that the flanmes at the Corvette, although brightly

whi ppi ng the night, were subsiding. The smaller conflagration that marked the burni ng denon was
fading much faster than the blaze at the car, but the beast continued to be entranced and was not
yet giving chase

The deadline is dawn.

Tonorrow s sunrise hung out there just a few mnutes this side of eternity.
Alnost to the street Tommy dared to gl ance back again through the obscuring grey curtains of rain

Fl ames still sputtered fromthe mni-kin, but only fitfully. Apparently, nost of the gasoline
saturating the creature had burned off. Too little fire renained - nere wisps of yellow - to allow
Tommy to see the thing well: just well enough to be certain that it was on the nove again and

com ng after him

It was not pursuing as fast as it had been before, maybe because it was still inebriated fromits

infatuation with the flanes. But it was com ng nonet hel ess.

Havi ng crossed the empty Iot on the diagonal, Tommy reached the corner of Pacific Coast H ghway
and Avocado Street skidded across the last stretch of nud |like an ice-skater on a frozen pond, and
pl unged off the curb into the cal f-deep water that overflowed the gutters at the intersection.

A car horn bl ared. Brakes screeched.

He hadn't checked onconing traffic because he had been | ooking over his shoul der and then wat chi ng
the treacherous ground ahead of him Wen he snapped his head up in surprise, an astonishingly
colourful Ford van was there, blazing yell owred-gol d-orange-bl ack-green, as if appearing

magi cally - poof! - from another dinension. The dazzling van stopped an instant before Tommy
reached it rocking on its springs, but he couldn't prevent himself fromrunning into it full tilt.
He bounced off the fender, spun around to the front of the vehicle, and fell to the pavenent.
Clutching the van, he immediately pulled hinself up fromthe bl acktop

The extravagant paint job wasn't psychedelic, as it had appeared on first inpression, but rather
an attenpt to transformthe van into an Art Deco jukebox: inages of

| eapi ng gazelles am dst stylised palmfronds, streams of |um nous silver bubbles in bands of

gl ossy black, and nmore | unmi nous gold bubbles in bands of Chinese-red | acquer. As the driver's door
opened, the night swng wth Benny Goodman's bi g-band classic, 'One O clock Junp.'

As Tommy regained his feet again, the driver appeared at his side. She was a young wonman in white
shoes, what night have been a nurse's white uniform and a black |eather jacket. 'Hey, are you all
right?

' Yeah, okay,' Tonmy wheezed.

"You're really okay?

'Yeah, sure, |eave nme al one.'

He squinted at the rain-swept vacant |ot.
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The mini-kin was no longer afire, and the flashing red energency lights at the back of the van
didn't penetrate far into the gloom Tomy couldn't see where the creature was, but he knew it was
closing the gap between them perhaps noving sluggishly but closing the gap.

"CGo,' he told her, waving her away wi th one hand.

The wonman insisted, 'You nust be-'

"CGo, hurry.'

"~hurt. | can't-'

"CGet out of here!'" he said frantically, not wanting to trap her between himand the denon

He pushed away from her, intending to continue across all six lanes of Pacific Coast H ghway. At
the nonent, there was no traffic except for a few vehicles that had stopped half a block to the
south, where their drivers were watching the burning Corvette.

The wonan cl utched tenaci ously. 'WAs that your car back there?

"Jesus, lady, it's com ng!

"What's com ng?

el

" What ?

"It!" He tried to wench | oose of her.

She said, 'Was that your new Corvette?

He realized that he knew her. The blond waitress. She had served cheeseburgers and fries to him
earlier this evening. The restaurant was across this highway.

The place had closed for the night. She was on her way hone.

Again Tormy had the queer sensation that he was riding the bobsled of fate, rocketing down a huge
chute toward sone destiny he could not begin to understand.

"You should see a doctor,' she persisted.

He wasn't going to be able to shake her | oose. When the mini-kin arrived, it wouldn't want a

Wi t ness.

Ei ghteen inches tall and growing. A spiky crest along the length of its spine. Bigger claws,
bigger teeth. It would rip her throat out tear her face off.

Her sl ender throat.

Her | ovely face.

Tommy didn't have tine to argue with her. 'Ckay, a doctor, okay, get me out of here.’

Hol ding his armas if he were a doddering old man, she started to wal k himaround to the passenger
door, which was the side of the van closest to the vacant |ot.

"Drive the fucking thing!' he demanded, and at |ast he tore | oose of her

Tommy went to the passenger door and yanked it open, but the waitress was still standing in front
of her jukebox van, stupefied by his outburst.
‘"Move or we'll both die!" he shouted in frustration. He gl anced back into the vacant |ot,

expecting the mni-kin to spring at himout of the darkness and rain, but it wasn't here yet, so
he cl anbered into the Ford.
The wonman slid into the driver's seat and slanmed her door an instant after Tomy sl ammed his.

Switching off 'One O clock Junp,' she said, 'Wat happened back there? | saw you come shooting off
MacArt hur Boul evard-'

"Are you stupid or deaf or both?" he demanded, his voice shrill and cracking. 'W gotta get out of
here now '

"You've no right to talk to me that way,' she said quietly but with visible anger in her
crystalline-blue eyes.

Speechl ess with frustration, Tommy could only sputter. 'Even if you're hurt and upset, you can't
talk to me that way. It isn't nice.'

He gl anced out the side window at the vacant | ot next to them

She said, '|I can't abide rudeness."'

Forcing hinmself to speak nore calmy, Tommy said, 'I'msorry.

"You don't sound sorry.

"Well, | am’

"Well, you don't sound it.

Tommy t hought nmaybe he would kill her rather than wait for the mini-kin to do it.

"lI'mgenuinely sorry," he said.

'Real | y?'

"I"'mtruly, truly sorry.

"That's better.’
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"Can you take nme to a hospital,' he asked, nerely to get her noving.
"Sure.’

' Thank you.'

"Put on your seatbhelt.’

" What ?

It's the [aw.'
Her hair was honey-dark and lank with rain, pasted to her face, and her uniformwas saturated. He
rem nded hinself that she had gone to some trouble for him

As he unreel ed the shoul der harness and | ocked it across his chest he said as patiently as
possi bl e: ' Please, niss, please, you don't understand what's happeni ng here-'

' Then explain. I'mneither stupid nor deaf.'

For an instant the inprobability of the night left himw thout words again, but then suddenly they
exploded in a long hysterical gush: 'This thing, this doll, on ny doorstep, and then the stitches
pulled out and it had a real eye, green eye, rat's tail, dropped on ny head from behind the drape,
and it pretty much eats bullets for breakfast which is bad enough, but then it's also smart, and
it's grow ng-'

"VWhat's grow ng?

Frustrati on pushed hi m dangerously close to the edge of rudeness once nmore: 'The doll snake rat-
quick little nonster thing! It's grow ng.'

"The doll snake rat-quick little nonster thing,' she repeated, eyeing himsuspiciously.

"Yes!' he said exasperatedly.

Wth a wet thunk, the shrieking mini-kin hit the window in the passenger door, inches from Tomy's
head.

Tomy screaned

The wonman said, 'Holy shit.'

The mni-kin was growing, all right, but it was also changing into sonething | ess humanoid than it
had been when it first began to enmerge fromthe doll form Its head was proportionately |arger
than before, and repul sively m sshapen, and the radi ant green eyes bul ged from deep sockets under
an irregular bony brow

The waitress rel eased the enmergency brake. 'Knock it off the wi ndow.'

"I can"t.'

"Knock it off the w ndow'

"How, for God's sake?

Al 't hough the mini-kin still had hands, its five digits

were half like fingers, half like the spatulate tentacles of a squid. It held fast to the gl ass
with pal e sucker pads on both its hands and feet.

Tonmy wasn't going to roll down the wi ndow and try to knock the thing off. No way.

The bl onde shifted the Ford into drive. She stonped on the accel erator hard enough to punch the
van into warp speed and put themon the far side of the galaxy in maybe ei ghteen seconds.

As the engine shrieked | ouder than the mini-kin, the tires spun furiously on the slick pavenent,
and the Ford didn't go across the galaxy or even to the end of the block, but just hung there,

ki cking up sprays of dirty water fromall four wheels.

The mini-kin's nmouth was open wide. Its glistening black tongue flickered. Black teeth snapped
agai nst the gl ass.

The tires found traction, and the van shot forward.

"Don't let it in," she inplored.

"Wy would | let it in?

"Don't let it in.'

"Do you think |I'minsane?

The Ford van was a rocket, screamng north on the Pacific Coast H ghway, and Tommy felt as if he
were pulling enough Gs to distort his face |like an astronaut in a space-shuttle launch, and rain
was hitting the windshield with a clatter alnbst as |oud as submachi ne gun fire, but the stubborn
mni-kin was glued to the gl ass.

"It's trying to get in,' she said.

' Yeah.'

"What does it want?

He said, 'Me.

" \Why 2"

"For sone reason, | just piss it off.

file:/lIF|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Ticktock.txt (40 of 124) [1/17/03 3:01:12 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Ticktock.txt

The beast was still mostly black mottled with yellow, but its belly was entirely pus yell ow,
pressed agai nst

the glass. A slit opened the Iength of its underside, and obscenely wiggling tubes wth sucker
Iike nouths slithered out of its guts and attached thensel ves to the w ndow

The light inside the van wasn't good enough to reveal exactly what was happeni ng, but Tomy saw
the glass begin to snoke.

He said, 'Unh-oh.'

" What ?

"I't's burning through the glass."'

" Bur ni ng?'

"Eating.'

" What ?

"Acid.’

Barely braking for the turn, she hung a hard right off the highway into the entrance drive of the
Newport Beach Country d ub.

The van canted drastically to the right and centrifugal force threw Tonmy agai nst the door
pressing his face to the wi ndow, beyond which the mni-kin's extruded guts wiggled on the snoking
gl ass.

"Where are you goi ng?

"Country club,' she said.

Ny ?"

"Truck,' she said.

She turned sharply to the left, into the parking ot a manoeuvre that pulled Tonmy away fromthe
door and the dissol ving w ndow.

At that |ate hour the parking lot was nostly deserted. Only a few vehicles stood on the bl acktop
One of themwas a delivery truck

Aiming the van at the back of the truck, she accel erated.

"What ' re you doi ng?' he demanded.

' Det achment .

At the | ast nonent she swung to the left of the

parked truck, roaring past it so close that she stripped the el aborate custom paint job off the
front fender and tore off the van's side mrror. Showers of sparks streaned fromtortured netal
and the mini-kin was jamed between the van wi ndow and the flank of the big truck. The rocker
panel peeled off the side of the van, but the mni-kin seemed tougher than the Ford

- until its suckers abruptly popped | oose with a sound Tonmy coul d hear even above all the other
noi se. The wi ndow i n the passenger door burst, and tenpered gl ass showered across Tomry, and he

t hought the beast was falling into his |ap, Jesus, but then they were past the parked truck, and
he realized that the creature had been torn away fromthe van

"Want to circle back and run over the dam thing a few tines?' she shouted over the howing of the
wi nd at the broken-out w ndow.

He | eaned toward her, raising his voice, 'Hell no. That won't work. It'll grab the tire as you
pass over it, and this time we'll never shake it loose. It'lIl crawl up into the undercarriage,
tear through, squeeze through, get at us one way or another.'

"Then let's haul ass out of here.'

At the end of the country-club drive, she turned right onto the hi ghway at such high speed that
Tommy expected the Ford to blow a tire or roll, but they canme through all right, and she put the
pedal to the netal with | ess respect for the speed limt than she had shown, earlier, for the
seatbelt | aw

Tommy hal f expected the nmini-kin to explode out of the stormagain. He didn't feel safe until they
crossed Janboree Road and began to descend toward the Newport harbour

Rai n sl ashed through the nissing wi ndow and snapped agai nst the side of his head. It didn't bother
him He couldn't get any wetter than he al ready was.

At the speed they were naking, the hooting and gi bbering of the wind was so great that neither of
them nade an effort to engage in conversation

As they crossed the bridge over the back-bay channel, a couple of mles fromthe parking | ot where
they had | eft the denon, the blonde finally reduced speed. The noise of the wi nd abated sonewhat.
She | ooked at Tonmy in a way that no one had ever |ooked at himbefore, as though he was green
warty, with a head |like a waternelon, and had just stepped out of a flying saucer
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Well, in fact his own nother had | ooked at himthat way when he first tal ked about being a
detective-story witer.

He cleared his throat nervously and said, 'You' re a pretty good driver.'

Surprisingly she smled. 'You really think so?

"Actually, you're terrific.'

' Thanks. You're not bad yourself.'

" NB?"

' That was sonme stunt with the Corvette.'

"Very funny.

"You went airborne pretty straight and true, but you just lost control of it in flight.
"Sorry about your van.'

"It comes with the territory,' she said cryptically.

"I'l'l pay for the repairs.

"You're sweet.'

"W shoul d stop and get sonmething to block this w ndow. '

You don't need to go straight to a hospital ?'

I''mokay,' he assured her. 'But the rain's going to ruin your uphol stery.

Don't worry about it.'

"But -’

It's blue,' she said.

"What ?'

' The uphol stery.'

' Yeah, bl ue. So?

"I don't like blue.’
"But the damage-'
I"mused to it.'

"You are?’

She said, 'There's frequently danage.
"There is?

"I lead an eventful life.

'You do?'

"I've learned to roll with it.'

"You're a strange wonman,' he said. She grinned. 'Thank you.'

He felt disoriented again. 'Wat's your nanme?'

"Del i verance,' she said.

' Yeah?'

"Del i verance Payne. P-a-y-n-e. It was a hard birth, and nmy nom has a weird sense of hunour.'
He didn't get it. And then he did. 'Ah.'

"People just call ne Del.

"Del. That's nice.'

"What's your nane?

" Tuong Phan.' He startled hinmself. 'l nean Tomy.

" Tuong Tomy?'

' Tuong nothing. My nane's Tommy Phan.

"Are you sure?

"Most of the time.'

"You're a strange man,' she said, as if that pleased her, as if returning a conptinent.
"There really is a lot of water coming in this w ndow.'

"W'll stop soon.'
"Wiere'd you learn to drive like that, Del ?
‘M mom

' Some not her you have.'
'She's a hoot. She races stock cars.

"Not ny nother,' Tommy said.

" And power boats. And notorcycles. It has an engine, nmy nomwants to race it.'

Del braked at a red traffic |ight.

They were silent for a nonent.

Rai n poured down as if the sky were a dam and the breast had broken

Finally Del said, 'So... back there... That was the doll snake rat-quick little nonster thing,
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huh?'
FOUR

As they drove, Tonmy told Del about the doll on his doorstep, everything up to the nonment when it
had shorted out the lights in his office. She never gave the slightest indication that she found
his story dubious or even, in fact, particularly astonishing. Fromtinme to tine she said 'uh-huh'
and ' hmmm and 'okay,' and - two or three tines - 'yeah, that nmakes sense,' as if he were telling
her about nothing nore incredible than what she might have heard on the nightly TV news.

Then he paused in his tale when Del stopped at a twenty-four-hour-a-day supermarket. She insisted
on getting a few things to clean the van and cl ose off the shattered wi ndow, and at her request,
Tommy went shopping with her. He pushed the cart.

So few custoners prow ed the enornous narket that it was al nost possible for Tormy to believe that
he and Del were in one of those 1950's science-fiction novies, in which all but a handful of
peopl e had vani shed fromthe face of the earth as the result of a mnysterious apocal ypse that had
left buildings and all other works of humanity undi sturbed. Flooded with glary light fromthe
overhead fluorescent panels, the long wide aisles were uncannily enpty and silent but for the

onm nous | ow pitched hum of the conpressors for the refrigerated display cases.

Striding purposefully through these eerie spaces in her white shoes, white uniform and unzi pped
bl ack

| eather jacket, with her wet blond hair slicked straight back and tucked behi nd her ears, Del
Payne | ooked like a nurse who mght also be a Hell's Angel, equally capable of mnistering to a
sick man or kicking the ass of a heal thy one.

She sel ected a box of large plastic garbage bags, a wide roll of plunbing tape, a package
containing four rolls of paper towels, a packet of razor blades, a tape neasure, a bottle of one-
gramtablets of vitamin C, a bottle of vitan n-E capsules, and two twel ve-ounce bottles of orange
juice. Froman early-bird display of Christnmas decorations, she snatched up a conical, red flanne
Santa hat with a fake white fur trimand white ponpon.

As they were passing the dairy-and-deli section, she stopped and pointed at a stack of containers
in one of the coolers and said, 'Do you eat tofu?

Her question seened so esoteric that Tonmy could only repeat it in bafflement, 'Do | eat tofu?

"l asked first.'

"No. | don't like tofu."'

"You shoul d.

"Wiy,' he asked inpatiently, 'because |I'mAsian? | don't eat with chopsticks, either.

"Are you al ways so sensitive?

"I"'mnot sensitive,' he said defensively.

"l didn't even think about you being Asian until you brought it up,' she said.

Curiously, he believed her. Though he didn't know her well, he already knew that she was different
fromother people, and he was willing to believe that she had just now noticed the slant of his
eyes and the burnt-brass shade of his skin.

Chagrined, he said, 'I"'msorry."'

"I was only asking if you ate tofu because if you eat it five tinmes a week or nore, then you'l
never

have to worry about prostate cancer. It's a honeopathic preventative.'

He had never nmet anyone whose conversation was as unpredictable as Del Payne's. 'I'mnot worried
about prostate cancer.'
"Well, you should be. It's the third | argest cause of death anong men. O maybe fourth. Anyway,

for nmen, it's right up there with heart disease and crushi ng beer cans agai nst the forehead."'
"I"'monly thirty. Men don't get prostate cancer until they're in their fifties or sixties.'

'So one day, when you're forty-nine, you'll wake up in the norning, and your prostate will be the
size of a basketball, and you'll realize you're a statistical anonaly, but by then it'll be too
late.'

She plucked a carton of tofu fromthe cooler and dropped it into the shopping cart.

"I don't want it,' Tomry said.

"Don't be silly. You're never too young to start taking care of yourself.

She grabbed the front of the cart and pulled it along the aisle, forcing himto keep pace with
her, so he didn't have an opportunity to return the tofu to the cooler

Hurrying after her, he said, 'Wat do you care whether | wake up twenty years fromnow with a
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prostate the size of C eveland?

"W're both human beings, aren't we? \What kind of person would | be if |I didn't care what happens
to you?'

"You don't really know ne,' he said.

"Sure | do. You're Tuong Tommy.'

" Tormy Phan.

"That's right.'

At the checkout station, Tommy insisted on paying. After all, you wouldn't have a broken w ndow or
all the mess in the van if not for ne.

'Ckay,' she said, as he took out his wallet, 'but just because you're paying for some plunbing
tape and paper towels doesn't mean | have to sleep with you.'

Chi p Nguyen woul d have replied instantly and with a playful witticismthat would have charned her
because in addition to being a damm fine private detective, he was a naster of ronmantic repartee
Tommy, however, blinked stupidly at Del, racked his brain, but could think of nothing to say.

If he could just sit down at his conmputer for a couple of hours and polish up a few gens of

di al ogue, he woul d devel op sone repartee that would have Ms. Deliverance Payne beggi ng for mnercy.
"You're blushing,' she said, anused.

"l amnot.'

'Yes, you are.

"No, |'mnot.

Del turned to the cashier, a mddle-aged H spanic wonan wearing a tiny gold crucifix on a gold
chain at her throat, and said, 'Is he blushing or isn't he?

The cashier giggled. 'He's blushing.

"Of course he is,' said Del

"He's cute when he blushes,' said the cashier

"I'"1l bet he knows that,' Del said, m schievously delighted by the woman's comment. 'He probably
uses it as a tool for seduction, can blush any tine he wants to, the way sone really good actors
can cry on cue.'

The cashi er giggled again.

Tommy let out a long-suffering sigh and surveyed the nearly deserted market, relieved that there
were no other customers close enough to hear. He was blushing so intensely that his ears felt as
t hough they were on fire.

Wien the cashier ran the carton of tofu across the bar-code scanner, Del said, 'He worries about
prostate cancer.'

Mortified, Tormy said, 'l do not.'

'Yes, you do.

"No, | don't.

"But he won't listen to ne, won't believe that tofu can prevent it,' Del told the cashier.

After hitting the key to total their order, the cashier frowned at Tormmy, and in a matronly voice
with no trace of the forner nusical giggle, alnost as if speaking to a child, she said, 'Listen
here, you better believe it, 'cause it's true. The Japanese eat it every day and they have al nost
no prostate cancer.'

"You see,' Del said snugly.

Tommy shook his head. 'Wat do you do when you aren't waiting tables - run a nedical clinic?
"It's just widely known, that's all.

"W sell alot of tofu to Japanese custoners, Koreans,' said the cashier as she finished bagging
their purchases and accepted paynent from Tonmmy. ' You nust not be Japanese.

"Anerican,' Tommy said.

"Vi et nanese- Aneri can?

"Arerican,' he repeated stubbornly.

"Alot of Vietnanese-Anericans eat tofu too,' said the cashier as she counted out his change,

"t hough not as much as our Japanese custoners.'

Wth a grin that now seened denented, Del said, 'He's going to wind up with a prostate the size of
a basketbal I .

"You listen to this girl and take care of yourself,' the cashier instructed.

Tommy stuffed the change into a pocket of his jeans and grabbed the two small plastic sacks that
cont ai ned the purchases, desperate to get out of the market.

The cashi er repeated her adnonition: 'You listen to the girl.

Qutside, the rain chilled himagain, sluicing away the warmh of the blush. He thought of the mni-
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ki n, which

was still out there in the night - and not as nini as it had once been
For a few minutes, in the market, he had actually forgotten the damm thing. O all the people he
had ever met, only Del Payne could have made himforget, even briefly, that he had been under
attack by sonethi ng nonstrous and supernatural |ess than half an hour earlier.
"Are you nuts?' he asked as they neared the van
"l don't think so,' she said brightly.
"Don't you realize that thing is out there sonewhere?
"You nmean the doll snake rat-quick little nonster thing?
"What other thing would | nean?
"Well, the world is full of strange stuff.'
" Huh?'
"Don't you watch The X-Files?
"It's out there and it's | ooking for me-'
Probably | ooking for me too,' she said. 'I nmust've pissed it off.'
‘I'd say that's a safe bet. So how can you be going on about my prostate, the benefits of tofu -
when we've got sone denmon fromHell trying to track us down?
She went to the driver's door, and Tommy hurried around to the other side of the jukebox van. She
didn't answer his question until they were both inside.
' Regardl ess of what other problens we have just now,' she said, 'they don't change the fact that
tofu is good for you.'
"You are nuts.'
Starting the engine, she said, 'You re so sober, serious, so straight-arrow. How can | resist
tweaking you a little?
" Tweaki ng me?
"You're a hoot,' she said, putting the van in gear and driving away fromthe supernarket.
He | ooked down glumy at the pair of plastic sacks on

the floor between his legs. 'l can't believe | paid for the damm tofu.’
"You'll like it.'

A few bl ocks fromthe market, in a district of warehouses and industrial buildings, Del parked the
van under a freeway overpass, where it was sheltered fromthe rain.

"Bring the stuff we bought,' she said.

"It 1ooks awful lonely here.'

"Most of the world is lonely corners.

I"mnot sure it's safe.

Nowhere is safe unless you want it to be,' she said, having entered her cryptic nbde once nore.
What does that nean exactly?

"What doesn't it mean?

"You're putting ne on again.'

"l don't know what you mnean,' she said.

She was not grinning now The merriness that had brightened her when she had conducted the tofu
torture was gone

Leavi ng the engi ne runni ng, she got out from behind the wheel and went around to the back of the
Ford -which wasn't a recreational vehicle, but a delivery van of the kind commonly used by
florists and other small businesses - and she opened the rear door. She took the supernarket bags
from Tommy and enptied the contents on the floor of the cargo hol d.

Tommy stood watching her, shivering. He was wet through and through, and the tenperature, as

m dni ght approached, nust be in the low fifties.

She said, '"I'Il put together a cover for the broken wi ndow. Wile |'mdoing that, you use the
paper towels to soak up as nuch water as you can fromthe front seat and the floor, get rid of the
gl ass.'

Wth no residential or conmercial structures in the area to draw traffic, the street seened to be
anot her set fromthat same science-fiction novie about a depopul at ed, post-apocal yptic world that
Tommy had renenbered in the supermarket. A runble overhead was the sound of trucks on the freeway
above, but because those vehicles could not be seen fromhere, it was easy to i nmagi ne that the
source of the noise was col ossal nmachinery of an alien nature engaged in the fulfilment of a
meti cul ously pl anned hol ocaust.
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Consi dering his overactive inagination, he probably should have tried witing a type of fiction
nore col ourful than detective stories.

In the cargo hold was a cardboard carton full of snaller boxes of dog biscuits. 'I went shopping
this afternoon for Scootie,' she explained as she renoved the packages of biscuits fromthe |arger
cont ai ner.

" Your dog, huh?

"Not just ny dog. The dog. The essence of all doggi ness. The cool est canine on the planet. No
doubt in his last incarnation before Nirvana. That's ny Scootie.'

Wth the new tape neasure, she got the accurate dinensions of the broken-out w ndow, and then she
used one of the razor blades to cut a rectangle of that precise size fromthe cardboard carton.
She slid the panel of cardboard into one of the plastic garbage bags, folded the bag tightly
around that insert, and sealed it with lengths of the waterproof plunbing tape. Mre tape secured
the rectangle, inside and out, to the glassless window frane in the passenger's door.

While Del nmade the rain shield, Tonmy worked around her to purge the front seat of water and
sparkling fragments of tenpered glass. As he worked, he told her what had happened fromthe nonent
when the mini-kin had shorted-out the office lights until it had erupted fromthe burning
Corvette.

' Bi gger?' she asked. 'How nmuch bigger?

"Alnost double its original size. And different. The thing you saw clinging to the van w ndow
that's a hell of a lot weirder than it was when it first began to energe fromthe doll."'

Not one vehicle drove through the underpass as they worked, and Tonmy was increasingly concerned

about their isolation. Repeatedly he glanced toward the open ends of the concrete shelter, where

heavy rain continued to crash down by the ton weight, bracketing the dry space in which they had

taken refuge. He expected to see the radi ant-eyed denon - swollen to greater and stranger

di nensi ons - approachi ng nenaci ngly through the storm

'So what do you think it is?" she asked.

"I don't know.'

"Where does it conme fron®

"I don't know.'

"What does it want?

"To kill me.'

' \Why 2"

"I don't know.'

"There's a |l ot you don't know.'

"I know.'
"What do you do for a living, Tuong Tomry?'
He ignored the purposeful mnisstatement of his name and said, '| wite detective stories.'

She | aughed. 'So how come, in this investigation, you can't even find your own butt?
"This is real life.'
"No, it's not,' she said.

" What ?
Wth apparent seriousness, she said, 'There's no such thing.'
"No such thing as real life?

"Reality is perception. Perceptions change. Reality is

fluid. So if by "reality" you mean reliably tangible objects and i mutabl e events, then there's no
such thing.'

Havi ng used two rolls of paper towels to clean the passenger's seat and the |leg space in front of
it, heaping the last of themon the sodden little pile that he had created against the wall of the
under pass, he said, Are you a New Age type or something - channel spirits, heal yourself with

crystal s?'

"No. | nerely said reality is perception.'

' Sounds New Age,' he said, returning to watch her finish her own task.

"Wll it's not. 1'll explain someday when we have nore tine.'

"Meanwhile,’ he said, 'I'll wander aimessly in the wlderness of my ignorance.'

' Sarcasm doesn't becone you.'

Are you about finished here? I'mfreezing.'

Del stepped back fromthe open passenger-side door, the roll of plunbing tape in one hand and the
razor blade in the other, surveying her work. 'It'll keep the rain out well enough, | guess, but
it's not exactly the latest thing in aesthetically pleasing notor-vehicle accessori es.
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In the poor light, Tommy couldn't clearly see the el aborate Art Deco, jukebox-inspired nural on
the van, but he could discern that a substantial portion of it had been scraped off the passenger

side. "I'mreally sorry about the paint job. It was spectacul ar. Miust have cost a bundle.’
"Just alittle paint and a lot of time. Don't worry about it. | was thinking of redoing it
anyway. '

She had surprised himagain. 'You painted it yourself?
"I"'man artist,' she said.

"l thought you were a waitress.'

"Being a waitress is what | do. An artist is what | am
"l see.'’

"Do you?' she said, turning away fromthe door

"You said it yourself earlier - I'"ma sensitive guy.'

On the freeway overhead, the airbrakes of a big truck screeched like the fierce cry of a scaly
behenmoth ragi ng through a Jurassic swanp.

Tommy was reni nded of the denobn. He gl anced nervously at one end of the short concrete tunnel
then at the other end, but he saw no nonster, large or small, approaching through the rain.

At the back of the van, Del handed one of the two twel ve-ounce bottles of orange juice to Tonmy
and opened the other for herself.

His teeth were chattering. Rather than a swig of cold orange juice, he needed a nug of steam ng
cof fee.

"We don't have coffee,' she said, startling him as though she had read his mnd

"Wll, | don't want juice,' he said.

"Yes, you do.' Fromthe two vitam n bottles, she counted out ten one-gramtablets of C and four
gel ati ne capsules of B, took half for herself, and handed the rest to him 'After all that fear
and stress, our bodies are totally flooded with dangerous free-radicals. Inconplete oxygen

nmol ecul es, tens of thousands of them ricocheting through our bodies, danmaging every cell they
encounter. You need antioxidants, Vitanins Cand B as a mnimum to bind with the free radicals
and di sarmthem'

Though Tommy wasn't much concerned about maintaining a healthy diet or vitam n therapy, he
renenber ed havi ng read about free-radical nol ecul es and antioxi dants, and there seemed to be
medi cal validity to the theory, so he washed down the pills with the orange juice.

Besi des, he was cold and weary, and he could save a | ot of energy by cooperating with Del. She was
i ndefatigable, after all, while he was nerely fatigued.

"You want the tofu now?

"Not now.'

"Maybe |l ater with sone chopped pi neapple, nmaraschino cherries, a few wal nuts,' she suggest ed.

" That sounds nice.'

"Or just a slight sprinkle of shredded coconut.'

"Vhat ever .’

Del picked up the red-flannel Santa hat with the white trimand white ponpon, which she had found
in the display of Christnas itens at the supernarket.

"What's that for?' Tommy asked.

"It's a hat.

"But what are you going to use it for? he asked, since she'd had such specific uses for
everything el se they had picked up at the narket.

"Use it for? To cover ny head,' she said, as if he were daft. 'Wat do you use hats for?

She put it on. The wei ght of the ponpon nmade the peak of the cap droop to one side.

"You | ook ridiculous."'

"I think it's cute. Makes nme feel good. Puts nme in a holiday nood.' She closed the back door of
t he van.

"Do you see a therapist regularly? he asked.

"l dated a dentist once, but never a therapist.' Behind the wheel of the van again, she started
the engi ne and switched on the heater

Tommy held his trenbling hands in front of the dashboard vents, relishing the gush of hot air.
Wth the broken wi ndow covered, he might be able to dry out and get warm

"Well, Detective Phan, do you want to start this investigation by trying to find it?

"Find what ?

"Your butt.'

"Just before | totalled the Corvette, |1'd decided to go see ny brother G. Could you drop nme off
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t here?'
"Drop you off?' she said disbelieving.

"It's the last thing I'lIl ask you for.

"Drop you off - and then what? Just go home and sit and wait for the doll snake rat-quick little
monster thing to cone tear out nmy liver and eat it for dessert?

Tommy said, 'I've been thinking-'

"Well, it doesn't show.'

‘-and | don't think you're in any danger fromit-

"You don't think I am'

' -because, according to the nessage that the thing apparently typed on ny conputer, the deadline
is dawn.'

"How exactly am 1 to take confort fromthis? she asked

It's got until dawn to get nme - and |'ve got until dawn to stay alive. At that point the gane
ends.'

" Game?’

"Gane, threat, whatever.' He squinted through the windshield at the silvery skeins of rain falling
beyond the underpass. 'Could we get moving? Makes nme nervous to sit here so |long.'

Del rel eased the handbrake and put the van in gear. But she kept her foot on the brake pedal and
didn't drive out fromunder the freeway. 'Tell ne what you nean

- gane.'

"Whoever nmade the doll is willing to play by rules. O maybe they have to, nmaybe that's what the
magi c requires.’

' Magi c?'

He | ocked his door. 'Magic sorcery, voodoo, whatever. Anyway, if | make it to dawn, maybe I'm
safe.' He reached across Del and | ocked her door too. 'This creature

it isn't going to cone after you if it's been sent to get me and if it has only a |imted anount
of time to nake the kill. The clock is ticking for me, sure, but it's also ticking for the
assassin.'

Del nodded thoughtfully. 'That nakes perfect sense,’

she said, and she sounded sincere, as though they were discussing the | aws of thernobdynanics.
"No, it's insane,' he corrected. 'Like the whole situation. But there's a certain nutty logic to
it.'

She drumed her fingers on the steering wheel. 'One thing you've overl ooked.'

He frowned. 'What's that?

She checked her wristwatch. 'It's now seven nminutes past mdnight.'

"I hoped it was later. Still alot of tine to get to the finish line." He | ooked over his
shoul der, across the cargo hold, at the back door of the van, which wasn't | ocked.

And dawn is in... probably five and half or at nost six hours,' Del said.

' So?'

"Tommy, at the rate you're going, the creepy-crawmer will catch you by one o'clock, tear your head
off - and still have four or five hours of spare tine on its hands. If it has hands. Then it'|
cone for ne.'

He shook his head. 'l don't think so.

"I think so.

"It doesn't know who you are,' he said patiently. 'How would it find you?

"It wouldn't need to hire your silly detective,' she said.

Tommy wi nced because she sounded |like his nother, and he never wanted this woman, of all wonen,
ever to remind himof his nother. 'Don't call himsilly.'

"The dam thing will track ne the same way it's tracking you right this very ninute.'

"Which is how?'

She tilted her head in thought. The fluffy white ponpon dangled. 'Well... by the pattern of your
psychi c emanations, telepathy. O if each of us has a soul that emts a sound . . . or maybe a
radi ance that's visible in sone spectrum beyond those that ordi nary humans are

able to sense, a radiance as unique as a fingerprint, then this thing could honme on it.

"Ckay, all right, maybe it could do sonething like that if it was a supernatural entity-'

"If it was a supernatural entity? If? Wiat el se do you think it is, Tommy? A shape-changi ng robot
they send out from MasterCard to teach you a | esson when your nonthly paynment is overdue?

Tommy sighed. 'Is it possible that I'minsane, tenderly cared for in sone pleasant institution
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and all this is happening only in ny head?

At last Del pulled back into the street and drove out from under the freeway, sw tching on the

wi ndshi el d w pers as heavy volleys of rain expl oded across the van

"I'1l take you to see your brother,' she said, 'but I'mnot just dropping you off, tofu boy. W're
in this together, all the way... at least until dawn.'

In Garden Grove, the New Worl d Sai gon Bakery operated in a large tilt-up concrete industrial
bui | di ng surrounded by a bl acktop parking lot. It was painted white, with the name of the conpany
in sinple peach-col oured block letters, a severe-looking structure softened only by a pair of
ficus trees and two clusters of azaleas that flanked the entrance to the conpany offices at the
front. Wthout the guidance of the sign, a passer-by m ght have thought the conpany was engaged in
plastic injection moulding, retail electronics assenbly, or other |ight manufacturing.

On Tommy's instructions, Del drove around to the back of the building. At this late hour, the
front doors were | ocked, and one had to enter through the Kkitchen

The rear parking area was crowded with enpl oyees' cars and nore than forty sizable delivery
trucks.

"I was picturing a nomand-pop bakery,' Del said. 'Yeah, that's what it was twenty years ago. They
still have two retail outlets, but fromhere they supply breads and pastries to lots of markets
and restaurants, and not just Vietnanese restaurants, in Orange County and up in L. A too.'
"It's alittle enpire,’ she said as she parked the van, doused the headlights, and sw tched off
t he engi ne.

"Even though it's gotten this big, they keep up the quality - which is why they've grown in the
first place.

"You sound proud of them'

"I am’

"Then why aren't you in the famly business too?

"l couldn't breathe.’

' The heat of the ovens, you nean?

" No. '
An allergy to wheat flour?

He sighed. 'l wish. That would have nade it easy to opt out. But the problemwas... too nuch
tradition.'

"You wanted to try radical new approaches to baking?' He |aughed softly. 'I like you, Del.'’

"Li kewi se, tofu boy.'

"Even if you are a little crazy.'

"I'"'mthe sanest person you know. '

"It was famly. Vietnamese families are sonetines so tightly bound, so structured, the parents so
strict, traditions so. . . so like chains.'

"But you mss it too.'

"Not really.

"Yes, you do,' she insisted. 'There's a deep sadness in you. A part of you is lost.'

"Not lost.'

"Definitely.’

"Wl l, maybe that's what growing up is all about -1osing parts of yourself so you can becone
sonet hi ng bigger, different, better.

She said, 'The thing frominside the doll is beconing bigger and different too.
" Your point?

"Different isn't always better.'

Tommy net her gaze. In the dimlight, her blue eyes were so dark that they might as well have been
bl ack, and they were even | ess readabl e than usual

He said, 'If | hadn't found a different way, one that worked for nme, | would have died inside -
nore than | have by |osing sone degree of connection with the famly.'

"Then you did the right thing.'

"Whether it was or not, | didit, and it's done.

' The di stance between you and themis a gap not a gulf. You can bridge it.

"Never quite,' he disagreed.

"In fact, it's no distance at all conpared to the light-years we've all conme fromthe Bi g Bang,

all the billions of mles we've crossed since we were just primal matter.
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"Don't go strange on ne again, Del.'
What strange?
I"'mthe Asian here. If anyone's supposed to be inscrutable, it's ne.'
Sonetines,' Deliverance Payne said, 'you listen but you just don't hear.
'That's what keeps ne sane.'
"That's what gets you in trouble.'
'Come on, let's go see ny brother.'
As they hurried through the rain, between two rows of delivery trucks, Del said, 'How do you
expect G to be able to help you?
"He's had to deal with the gangs, so he knows about them'
' Gangs?"
' Cheap Boys. Ponmona Boys. Their Kkind.

The New Worl d Sai gon Bakery operated in three eight-hour shifts. Fromeight in the norning unti
four in the afternoon, Tomy's father served as the shift manager while al so conducting corporate
busi ness fromhis front office. Fromfour o'clock until midnight, the ol dest of the Phan brothers,
Ton That, was the chief baker and the shift manager, and from nmidnight until eight in the norning,
G Mnh filled those sanme positions.

Organi zed gangs, intent on extortion, were active around the clock. But when they used sabotage to
get their way, they preferred the cover of deep darkness, which neant that G, by virtue of
runni ng the graveyard shift, had been on duty during some of the nastier confrontations.

For years, all three nmen had worked seven days a week, a full fifty-six hours each, because npst
of the bakery's customers needed fresh nerchandi se on a daily basis. Wien one of them needed to
have a weekend off, the other two split his tine between them and worked sixty-four-hour weeks

wi t hout conpl aint. Vietnanese-Anericans with an entrepreneurial bent were anong the nost

i ndustrious people in the country and could never be faulted for failing to carry their own

wei ght. Sonetines, however, Tomy wondered how many of Ton's and G's generation - forner
refugees, boat children highly notivated to succeed by early nenories of poverty and terror in
Sout heast Asia - would live long enough to retire and enjoy the peace that they had struggled so
hard to earn.

The family was finally training a cousin - the American-born son of Tommy's nother's younger
sister - to serve as a shift nmanager on a rotating basis that would all ow everyone at the
managenent | evel to work approximately forty-hour weeks and, at |last, have nornmal |ives. They had
resisted bringing in the cousin, because for too

Il ong they had stubbornly waited for Tormy to return to the fold and take that job hinself.

Tommy suspected that his parents had believed he'd eventually be overwhelmed with guilt as he
wat ched his father and his brothers working thenselves half to death to keep all the principa
managenment positions in the imediate famly. Indeed, he had lived with such guilt that he'd had
dreans in which he'd been behind the wheel of a car with his father and brothers as passengers,
and he'd recklessly driven it off a high cliff, killing themall, while he mracul ously survived
Dreans in which he had been flying a plane filled with his famly, crashed, and wal ked away as the
sol e survivor, his clothes red with their blood. Dreans in which a whirl pool sucked down their
smal | boat at night on the South China Sea, drowning everyone but the youngest and nost

t houghtl ess of all the Phans, he hinself, the son who was sharper than a serpent's tooth. He had
learned to live with the guilt, however, and to resist the urge to give up his dream of being a
witer.

Now, as he and Del stepped through the back door of the New Wirld Sai gon Bakery, Tonmy was
conflicted. Sinultaneously he felt at honme yet on dangerous ground.

The air was redol ent of baking bread, brown sugar, cinnanon, baker's cheese, bitter chocol ate, and
other tantalizing aromas |less easily identifiable in the fragrant melange. This was the snell of
his childhood, and it plunged himinto a sensory river of wonderful nenories, torrents of inages
fromthe past. This was also the snell of the future that he had firmy rejected, however, and
under neat h the mout h-wateri ng savour, Tommy detected a cloying sweetness that, by virtue of its
very intensity, would in time sour the appetite, nauseate, and |eave the tongue capabl e of
detecting only bitterness in any flavour

Approxi mately forty enployees in white uniforns and white caps were hard at work in the large main
room - pastry chefs, bread bakers, assistant bakers, clean-up boys - am dst the assenbly tables,
dough- m xi ng machi nes, cook tops, and ovens. The whir of m xer bl ades, the clink-clank of spoons
and netal spatulas, the scrape-rattle of pans and cookie sheets being slid across baking racks,
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the nuffled roar of gas flanes in the hollow steel shells of the minimally insul ated comerci al
ovens:

this noise was nmusic to Tommy, although |ike everything el se about the place, it had two
conflicting qualities

- a cheerful and engagi ng nel ody, but an om nous underlying rhythm

The hot air imediately chased away the chill of the night and the rain. But al nbst at once, Tomy
felt that the air was too hot to breathe confortably.

"Whi ch one's your brother? Del asked.

"He's probably in the shift manager's office.' Tommy realized that Del had renpved the Santa hat.

' Thanks for not wearing the stupid hat.'

She withdrew it froma pocket in her leather jacket. 'l only took it off so the rain wouldn't ruin
it.'

"Pl ease don't wear it, don't enbarrass ne,' he said.

"You have no sense of style.'

Pl ease. | want ny brother to take ne seriously.

Doesn't your brother believe in Santa?

Pl ease. My family are very serious people.'

'Pl ease, please,' she nocked him but teasingly and w thout nalice. 'Maybe they shoul d have becone
norticians instead of bakers.'

Tommy expected her to don the frivolous red-flannel chapeaux with characteristic defiance, but she
crammed it back into her jacket pocket.

"Thank you,' he said gratefully.

'Take me to the sonbre and hunourless G M nh Phan, infanmbus anti-Santa activist.'

Tommy | ed her al ong one side of the main room between the equi pnent-packed baking floor and the
stai nl ess-steel doors to a series of coolers and storeroons. The place was brightly lighted with
banks of suspended fluorescent fixtures, and everything was nearly as well scrubbed as a hospital
surgery.

He had not visited the bakery in at |east four years, during which tine its business had grown, so
he didn't recognize many of the enpl oyees on the graveyard shift. They all appeared to be

Vi et nanese, and the great mpjority were nmen. Mst of themwere concentrating so intensely on their
work that they didn't notice they had visitors.

The few who | ooked up tended to focus on Del Payne and give Tommy only scant attention. Even rain-
soaked - again - and bedraggl ed, she was an attractive woman. In her wet and clinging white

uni form and bl ack | eather jacket, she possessed an irresistible air of nystery.

He was gl ad she wasn't wearing the Santa hat. That woul d have been too much novelty to ignore even
for a roonful of industrious Vietnanese fixated on their work. Everyone would have been staring at
her .

The manager's office was in the right front corner of the room elevated four steps above the main
floor. Two walls were glass, so the shift boss could see the entire bakery without getting up from
hi s desk.

More often than not, G would have been on the floor, working el bowto el bow with the bakers and
their apprentices. At the nonent, however, he was at his conputer, with his back to the gl ass door
at the top of the steps.

Judgi ng by the tables of data on the nonitor, Tonmy figured his brother was putting together a
conmput er nodel of the chenmistry of a new recipe. Evidently sone pastry hadn't been coni ng out of
the ovens as it shoul d,

and they hadn't been able to identify the problemon the floor, with sheer baker's instinct.

G didn't turn around when Tomy and Del entered, closing the door behind them 'Mnute,' he said,
and his fingers flew across the conputer keyboard.

Del nudged Tommy with one el bow and showed himthe red-flannel cap, half out of her pocket.

He scow ed.

She grinned and put the cap away.

VWhen G finished typing, he spun around in his chair, expecting to see an enpl oyee, and gaped w de-
eyed at his brother. 'Tommy!'

Unli ke their brother Ton, G Mnh was willing to use Tonmy's Anerican nane.

"Surprise,' Tomy said.

G rose fromhis chair, a snile breaking across his face, but then he registered that the person
with Tommy wasn't an enployee, either. As he turned his full attention to Del, his snile froze.
"Merry Christmas,' Del said
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Tonmy wanted to tape her nouth shut, not because her greeting was conpletely off the wall - after
all, Christrmas was only seven weeks away and supermarkets were already selling decorations - but
because she al nost nmade himlaugh, and | aughter was not going to help himconvince G of the
seriousness of their plight.

"G,' Tommy said, 'l would like you to neet a friend of mne. Mss Del Payne.'

G inclined his head politely toward her, and she held out her hand, and G took it after only a
brief hesitation. 'Mss Payne.'

' Charned,' she said.

"You're terribly wet,' G told her

"Yes. | like it," Del said.

" Excuse ne?

"lInvigorating,' she said. 'After the first hour of a storm

the falling rain has scrubbed all the pollution fromthe air, and the water is so pure, so
heal t hy, good for the skin.'

"Yes,' G said, |ooking dazed.

"Good for the hair too.'

Tommy thought, Please, God, stop her from warning himabout prostate cancer.

At five-feet-seven, G was three inches shorter than Tommy and, though as physically trimas his
brother, he had a round face utterly unlike Tommy's. \Wen he snmiled, he resenbl ed Buddha, and as a
child he had been called '"little Buddha' by certain nenbers of the famly

His snmle, though stiff, remained on his face until he let go of Del's hand and | ooked down at the
puddl es of rainwater both she and Tommy were |eaving on his office floor. Wen he rai sed his gaze
and net Tommy's eyes, he wasn't smiling any nore, and he didn't |ook anything at all |ike Buddha
Tommy wanted to hug his brother. He suspected that G would return his enbrace, after a nonment of
stiffness. Yet neither of themwas able to display affection first -perhaps because they both
feared rejection

Before G could speak, Tommy hurriedly said, 'Brother, | need your advice.

"My advice?' G's stare was disconcertingly direct. 'My advice hasn't meant nuch to you for
years.'

"I"'min deep trouble.'

G gl anced at Del.

She said, 'I'mnot the trouble.'

Clearly, G doubted that assertion

"In fact,' Tonmmy said, 'she saved ny life earlier tonight.'

G's face renunined cl ouded.

Begi nning to worry that he was not going to be able to nake this connection, Tommy found hinsel f
babbl i ng:

'"Real ly, she did, she saved ny life, just put herself on the line for nme, a total stranger, got
her van bashed up

because of ne, she's the reason |I'meven standing here, so I'd appreciate if you'd invite us to
sit down and-

"Total stranger?' G asked.

Tommy had been plunging forward so rapidly that he had | ost track of what he had said, and he
didn't understand his brother's reaction. 'Huh?'

"Total stranger?' G repeated.

"Wll, yes, up to an hour and a half ago, and still she put her life on the |ine-'

"He nmeans,’' Del explained to Tomry, 'that he thought | was your girlfriend.

Tommy felt a blush, hot as oven steel, rising in his face. G's sonbre expression brightened
slightly at the prospect that this was not the |ong-anticipated bl onde who woul d break Mana Phan's

heart and divide the famly forever. |f Del was not dating Tommy, then there was still a chance
that the youngest and nost rebellious of the Phan boys would one day do the right thing, after
all, and take a lovely Vietnanese girl as his wfe.

"I"'mnot his girlfriend," Del said to G.

G appeared willing to be convinced.

Del said, 'W've never dated. In fact, considering that he doesn't like ny taste in hats, | don't
see how we ever could date. | couldn't go out with any man who was critical of ny taste in hats. A
girl has to draw the |ine sonewhere.

"Hats?' G said, confused.

'Pl ease,’ Tommy said, speaking as much to Del as to G, 'can we just sit down and tal k about
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this?
" About what?' G asked
" About soneone trying to kill me, that's what!’

Stunned, G M nh Phan sat with his back to his conputer. Wth a wave of his hand, he indicated the
two chairs on the other side of his desk
Tonmy and Del sat, and Tonmmy said, 'l think ["'min trouble with a Vietnamese gang.'

"Which?' G asked.

"I don't know. Can't figure it out. Neither can Sal Delano, ny friend at the newspaper, and he's
an expert on the gangs. |'m hoping you'll recognize their nethods when | tell you what they've
done.’

G was wearing a white shirt. He unbuttoned the left cuff, rolled up the sleeve, and showed De
the underside of his muscular forearm which bore a long, ugly, red scar

"Thirty-eight stitches,” G told her

"How awful ,' she said, no longer flippant, genuinely concerned.

' These worthl ess scum creep around, saying you have to pay themto stay in business, insurance
money, and if you don't, then you and your enployees mnmight get hurt, have an accident, or sone
machi nery coul d break down, or your place could catch fire some night.'

' The police-'
" They do what they can - which often ambunts to nothing. And if you pay the gangs what they ask,
they'll want nore, and nore, and nore still, like politicians, until one day you wi nd up naking

| ess out of your business than they do. So one night they cane around, ten of them those who cal

t hensel ves the Fast Boys, all carrying knives and crowbars, cut our phone lines so we couldn't

call the cops, figuring they could just wal k through the place and smash things while we would run
and hide. But we surprised them let ne tell you, and sone of us got hurt, but the gang boys got
hurt worse. A lot of themwere born here in the States, and they think they' re tough, but they
don't know suffering. They don't know what tough neans.'

Able to repress her true nature no longer, Del couldn't resist saying, 'It never pays to go up
agai nst a bunch of angry bakers.'

"Well, the Fast Boys know that now," G said with utnpbst seriousness

To Del, Tommy said, 'G was fourteen when we escaped Vietnam After the fall of Saigon, the
communi sts believed that young mal es, teenagers, were potential counter-revolutionaries, the nost
dangerous citizens to the newregine. G and Ton - that's ny ol dest brother - were arrested a few
times and held a week or two each tine for questioning about supposed anti-comuni st activities.
Questioning was a euphem smfor torture.'

At fourteen?' Del said, appalled.

G shrugged. 'l was tortured when | was twelve. Ton That, ny brother, was fourteen the first
tinme.'

"The police let themgo each time - but then ny father heard froma reliable source that G and
Ton were scheduled to be arrested and sent upcountry to a re-education canp. Slave |abour and

i ndoctrination. W put to sea in a boat with thirty other people the night before they woul d have
been taken away.'

'Sonme of our enployees are older than ne,' said G. 'They went through nuch worse... back hone.'
Del turned in her chair to | ook out at the men on the bakery floor, all of whom appeared
deceptively ordinary in their white caps and white uniforns. 'Nothing's ever what it seens,' she
said softly, thoughtfully.

To Tommy, G said, 'Wwy would the gangs be after you?

" Maybe sonething I wote when | still worked at the newspaper.

'They don't read.'

"But that has to be it. There's no other reason.

'The nore you wite about how bad they are, the nore they would like it if they did read it,' G
said, still doubtful. 'They want the bad-boy inmage. They thrive on it. So what have they done to
you?'

Tomy gl anced at Del .

She roll ed her eyes.

Al t hough Tormmy had intended to tell G every incredible detail of the night's bizarre events, he
was suddenly reluctant to risk his brother's disbelief and scorn

G was far less of a traditionalist and nore understanding than Ton or their parents. He m ght
even have envied Tommy's bol d enbrace of all things Anerican and, years ago, mi ght have secretly
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harboured sinmilar dreams for hinmself. Nevertheless, on another |evel, faithful son in the fullest
Vi et nanese sense, he di sapproved of the path that Tomrmy had taken. Even to G, choosing self over
famly was ultimately an unforgi vabl e weakness, and his respect for his younger brother had
declined steadily in recent years.

Now Tonmy was surprised by how desperately he wanted to avoid sinking further in G's esteem He
had t hought that he'd learned to live with his fam|ly's disapproval, that they could not hurt him
any nmore by remninding himhow nmuch he had di sappointed them and that what they thought of himwas
| ess important than what kind of person he knew hinmself to be. But he was wong. He still yearned
for their approval and was pani cky at the prospect of G dismssing the tale of the doll-thing as
the ravings of a drug-addled m nd

Fami |y was the source of all blessings - and the hone of all sadness. If that wasn't a Vi etnanese
saying, it should have been.

He might have risked speaking of the denon anyway, if he had come here alone. But Del Payne's
presence already prejudiced G against him

Therefore, Tommy thought carefully before he spoke, and then he said, 'G, have you ever heard of
t he Bl ack Hand?'

G | ooked at Tormmy's hands, as if expecting to be told that he had contracted some hi deous

vener eal di sease

affecting the upper extrenities, if not fromthis bl onde-who-was-nearly-a-stranger, then from sone
ot her bl onde whom he knew far better

‘La Mano Nera,' Tommy said. 'The Black Hand. It was a secret Mafia organization of blackmailers
and assassins. Wen they marked you for nurder, they sonetines warned you by sending a white piece
of paper with the black-ink inprint of a hand. Just to scare the crap out of you and make you
suffer for a while before they finally popped you.

"This is ridiculous detective-story stuff," G said flatly, rolling down the sleeve of his white
shirt and buttoning the cuff.

"No, it's true.'

' Fast Boys, Cheap Boys, Natona Boys, the Frognmen, their types - they don't send a bl ack hand
first," G assured him

"No, | realize they don't. But have you ever heard of any gang that sends. . . sonmething else as a
war ni ng?"

"VWhat el se?

Tommy hesitated, squirnmed in his chair. "Wll... say like a doll.'

Frowning, G said, 'Doll?

A rag doll.'

G | ooked at Del for illumnation

"Ugly little rag doll,' she said.

"Wth a nessage on a piece of paper pinned to its hand,’ Tomy expl ai ned.

"What was the nmessage?

‘"I don't know. It was witten in Vietnanese.'

"You once could read Vietnanmese,' G reninded himin a tone of voice thick with disapproval
"When | was little," Tommy agreed. 'Not now.'

‘"Let ne see this doll," G said.

"It's... well, | don't have it now But | have the note.'

For a nmonent Tommy coul dn't recall where he had stashed the nessage, and he reached for his
wal | et. Remenbering, he slipped two fingers into the pocket of his flannel shirt and w thdrew the
sodden note, dismayed by its condition

Fortunately, the parchnent-like paper had a high oil content, which prevented it from di ssol ving
entirely into mush. When Tommy carefully unfolded it, he saw that the three colums of ideograns
were still visible, though badly faded and sneared.

G accepted the note and held it in his cupped palmas if he were providing a perch for a weary
and delicate butterfly. 'The ink has run.'

"You can't read it?

"Not easily. So nany ideograns are alike but with one small difference. Not |like English letters,

words. Each snall difference in the stroke of the pen can create a whole new neaning. |'d have to
dry this out, use a magnifying glass, study it.'

Leaning forward in his chair, Tommy said, 'How |long to decipher it - if you can?

A couple of hours - if | can.'" G raised his gaze fromthe note. 'You haven't told nme what they
did to you.'
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"Broke into ny house, vandalized it. Later . . . ran nme off the road, and the car rolled twce.'
"You weren't hurt?
"I'"l'l be sore as hell in the norning, but I got out of the car without a cut.’

"How did this wonan save your |ife?

"Del,"' said Del

G said, 'Excuse me?

"My nanme is Del.'

"Yes,' said G. To Tomry, he said, 'How did this woman save your |ife?

"I got out of the car just in time, before it caught fire. Then... they were com ng after ne and-'

' They? These gangsters?

"Yes,' Tommy lied, certain that every deception was transparent to G M nh. 'They chased ne, and
ran, and just when they m ght have nailed nme for good, Del here pulled up in her van and got ne
out of there.

"You haven't gone to the police?

"No. They can't protect ne.'

G nodded, not in the |east surprised. Like nmost Vietnanese of his generation, he did not fully
trust the police even here in Anerica. In their honeland, before the fall of Saigon, the police
had been nostly corrupt, and after the conmuni st takeover, they had been worse

- sadistic torturers and nurderers licensed by the reginme to conmit any atrocity. Even nore than
two decades later, and half a world away fromthat troubled land, G was wary of all unifornmed
authorities.

"There's a deadline," Tomry said, 'so it's really inportant that you figure out what that note
says as soon as possible.

' Deadl i ne?

"Whoever sent the doll also sent a nessage to nme by conmputer. It said, "The deadline is dawn.

Ti ckt ock. "

"Gangsters using conputers?' G said disbelieving. 'Everyone does these days,' said Del

Tommy said, 'They nmean to get me before sunrise

and fromwhat |'ve seen so far, they' |l stop at nothing to keep to that tinetable.'

"Wll,' @ said, 'you can stay here while | work on the nmessage, until we figure this out - what
it is they want, or why they're out to get you. Meanwhile, no one can hurt you here, not with all
those nen down on the floor to stand with you.'

Tonmy shook his head and rose fromhis chair. 'l don't want to draw these... these gangsters
here.' Del got to her feet as well and noved to his side. 'I don't want to cause you trouble, G.'

"We can handle them|like before.'

Tommy was sure that the pastry and bread artists of New Wrld Sai gon Bakery could hold their own
agai nst any group of human thugs. But if it chose to reveal itself in order to get at Tommy, the
demon-fromthe-doll would be as unfazed by bakers as it was by bullets. It would cut through them
like a buzz saw t hrough a weddi ng cake - especially if it had grown and had continued its apparent
evolution into ever nore fierce predatory forns. He didn't want anyone to be harmed because of
hi m

He said, 'Thank you, G. But | think |I'd better keep noving, so they can't find ne. I'll call you
in a couple of hours to see if you' ve been able to translate the note.'

G rose fromhis chair but did not step out from behind his desk. 'You cane for advice, you said,
not just to have this message translated. Well, nmy advice is . . . you're safer trusting in
famly.'

"I do trust in you, G.'

"But you trust a stranger nore,' G said pointedly, although he did not |ook at Del.

"It saddens nme to hear you say that, G.'

"It saddens ne to have to say it,' his brother replied.

Nei t her of them noved one inch toward the other, though Tomry sensed a yearning that matched his
own.

G's face was worse than angry, worse than hard. It was placid, alnost serene, as if Tonmy could
no | onger touch his heart for better or worse.

“I''l'l call you," Tommy finally said, 'in a couple hours.' He and Del left the office and went down
the steps into the enornous bakery.

Tommy felt profoundly confused, petty, stubborn, stupid, guilty, and miserable - all enotions that
the I egendary private detective, Chip Nguyen, had never felt, had never been capable of feeling.
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The aromas of chocol ate, cinnanmon, brown sugar, nutneg, yeasty baking bread, and hot |enon icing
were no | onger appealing. Indeed, he was half sickened by the stench. Tonight the snell of the
bakery was the snell of loss and | oneliness and foolish pride.

As he and Del passed the coolers and storeroons, heading toward the back of the building and the
door through which they had entered, she said, 'WlI, thanks for preparing ne.

" For what ?'

"For the glorious reception | received.'

"l told you howit was with me and the fanily.

"You made it sound strained between you and them

It's nore like the Capulet's and Montague's and the

Hatfield' s and the McCoy's all thrown together and naned

Phan. '
‘It's not that dramatic,' he disagreed.
'Seenmed pretty dramatic to ne, quiet but dramatic, like both of you were ticking and liable to

expl ode at any second.'’

Hal fway across the roomfromthe shift nmanager's office, Tommy stopped, turned, and | ooked back
G was standing at one of the big windows in that nmanagerial roost, watching them

Tonmy hesitated, raised a hand, and waved. Wien G didn't return the wave, the bakery stench
seermed to intensify, and Tomrmy wal ked faster toward the rear exit.

Lengt hening her stride to keep up with him Del Payne said, 'He thinks |I'mthe whore of Babylon.'
'He does not.'

"Yes, he does. He disapproves of ne even if | did save your life. Severely di sapproves. He thinks
I'"ma succubus, a wicked white tenptress who's | eading you straight into the fiery pit of eternal
damation."'

"Vell, you' re lucky. Just imagine what he'd think if you'd worn the Santa hat."

"I"'mglad to see you still have a sense of hunour about this fanmly stuff.

"l don't," he said gruffly.

"What if | was?' she asked.

"WAs what ?

A wi cked white tenptress.

"What are you tal king about?

They reached the rear exit, but she put a hand on Tormy's arm halting himbefore he could open
the door. 'Wuld you be tenpted?

"You are nuts.'

She pretended to pout as if hurt. 'That's not as flattering a response as |'d hoped for.'
"Have you forgotten the issue here?

"What issue is that?' she asked.

Exasperated, he said, 'Staying alive.

"Sure, sure. The doll snake rat-quick little nmonster thing. But listen, Tonmy, you're a pretty
attractive guy in spite of all your glowering, all your deep angst, all your playing at being M.
Mysterious East. A girl could fall for you - but if she did, would you be avail abl e?

"Not if |I'mdead.'

She smled. 'That's a definite yes.

He cl osed his eyes and counted to ten

When he was at four, Del said, 'Wat're you doi ng?

‘Counting to ten.'

"Ny 2"

"To cal m down.

"What number are you at?

"Six.'

"What nunber now?'

' Seven.'

"What nunber now?'

"Ei ght.'

When he opened his eyes, she was still smling. 'l do excite you, don't [?

"You scare ne.'

"Wy scare?

' Because how are we going to manage to keep this supernatural thing fromkilling us if you keep
acting this way?
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"What way?'

He took a deep breath, started to speak, decided there was no adequate reply, exhal ed expl osively,
and said only, 'Have you ever been in an institution?

' Does the post office count?

Muttering a curse in Vietnanese, the first words he had spoken in that |anguage in at |east twenty
years, Tonmy pushed open the metal door. He stepped into the skirling wind and the rain - and he

i medi ately regretted doing so. In the bakery heat, he had gotten warmfor the first tine since
scranbling out of the wecked Corvette, and his clothes had begun to dry. Now he was instantly
chilled to the narrow once nore

Del followed himinto the storm as ebullient as any child. 'Hey, did you ever see Gene Kelly in
Singin' in the Rain?

"Don't start dancing,' he warned.

"You need to be nore spontaneous, Tommy.'

"I'mvery spontaneous,’' he said, tucking his head down to keep the rain out of his eyes. He bent
into the wind and headed toward the battered, mural-bright van, which stood under a tall | anppost.
"You' re about as spontaneous as a rock.'

Spl ashi ng t hrough ankl e-deep puddl es, shivering, poised at the slippery slope of self-pity, he
didn't bother to answer.

"Tommy, wait,' she said, and grabbed his armagain. Spinning to face her, cold and wet and

i rpati ent, he denmanded, ' Now what?'

"It's here.'

" Huh?'

No longer flirtatious or flippant, as alert as a deer scenting a wolf in the underbrush, she
stared past Tomy: 'It.

He followed the direction of her gaze. '\Were?

"In the van. Waiting for us in the van.'

Fl VE

Ol-black rain briefly blazed as bright as nolten gold, down through |anmplight, drizzled over the
van, and then puddl ed bl ack again around the tires.
"VWhere?' Tommy asked, blinking rain out of his eyes, studying the murkiness beyond the van's

wi ndshi el d, searching for sone sign of the denon. 'I don't see it.'

"Neither do I,' she said. '"But it's there, all right, in the van. | sense it.'

"You're psychic all of a sudden?

"Not all of a sudden,' she said, her voice thickening, as though sleep was overconm ng her. 'l've

al ways had strong intuition, very reliable.'

Thirty feet away, the Ford van was exactly as it had been when they had left it to go into the
bakery. Tommy didn't feel what Del felt. He perceived no sinister aura around the vehicle.

He | ooked at Del as she stared intently at the van. Rain streaned down her face, dripped off the
end of her nose and off the point of her chin. Her eyes weren't blinking, and she seened to be
sinking into a trance. Her |ips began to nove, as though she were speaking, but no sound escaped
her .

' Del ?'

After a moment her silently noving |ips produced a wordl ess nmurnur, and then she began to whisper

"Waiting . . . cold as ice. . . dark inside . . . a dark cold thing. . . ticktock... ticktock...
He shifted his attention to the van again, and now it seened to | oom as oninously as a hearse.
Del's fear had infected him and his heart raced as he was overwhel med by a sense of inpending
assaul t.

The wonan's whi sper faded into the susurration of the raindrops dissolving against the puddl ed
pavenment. Tommy | eaned cl oser. Her voice was hypnotically portentous, and he didn't want to mss
anyt hi ng that she said.

Ti cktock... so nmuch bigger now. .. snake's blood and river nud... blind eyes see... dead heart
beats... a need... a need... a need to feed...

Tommy wasn't sure which frightened himnore at the nonment: the van and the utterly alien creature
that m ght be crouching within it - or this peculiar woman.

Abruptly she energed fromher mesmeric state. 'W have to get out of here. Let's take one of these
cars.'

" An enpl oyee's car?
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She was al ready noving away fromthe van, anong the nore than thirty vehicles that bel onged to the
wor kers at New Worl d Sai gon Bakery.

d ancing warily back at the van, Tommy hurried to keep up with her. 'W can't do that.

"Sure we can.

"It's stealing.'

It's survival,' she said, trying the door of a blue Chevrolet, which was | ocked.

"Let's go back into the bakery.

' The deadline is dawn, remenber?' she said, moving on to a white Honda. 'It won't wait forever.
It'"1l come in after us.'

She opened the driver's door of the Honda, and the done |ight cane on, and she slipped in behind
the steering wheel. No keys dangled in the ignition, so she

searched under the seat with one hand to see if the owner had left themthere.

Standi ng at the open door of the Honda, Tommy said, 'Then let's just wal k out of here.

"W wouldn't get far on foot before it caught us. I'mgoing to have to hot-wire this crate.'

Wat ching as Del groped blindly for the ignition wires under the dashboard, Tomy said, 'You can't
do this.'

' Keep a watch on ny Ford.

He gl anced over his shoulder. 'Wat am |1 |ooking for?

" Movenent, a strange shadow, anything,' she said nervously. "W're running out of time. Don't you
sense it?

Except for the wind-driven rain, the night was still around Del's van.

"Cone on, cone on,' Del nmuttered to herself, funbling with the wires, and then the Honda engi ne
caught, revved.

Tommy' s stomach turned over at the sound, for he seened to be sliding ever faster down a greased
sl ope to destruction - if not at the hands of the denon, then by his own actions.

"Hurry, get in,' Del said as she rel eased the hand- brake.

"This is car theft,' he argued.

"lI'm | eaving whether you get in or not.'

"We could go to jail.'

She pulled the driver's door shut, forcing himto step back, out of the way.

Under the tall sodiumvapour |anp, the silent van appeared to be deserted. Al the doors remained
cl osed. The nost renarkable thing about it was the Art Deco nural. Already its om nous aura had
faded.

Tommy had all owed hinself to be infected by Del's hysteria. The thing to do now was get control of
hi nsel f, wal k over to the van, and show her that it was safe.

Del put the Honda in gear and drove forward. Quickly stepping in front of the car, slapping his
pal mrs down flat on the hood, Tommy bl ocked her way, forcing her to stop. 'No. Wait, wait.'

She shifted into reverse and started to back out of the parking space.

Tommy ran around to the passenger's side, caught up with the car, pulled open the door, and junped
inside. "WII you just wait a second, for God s sake?

"No,"' she said, braking and shifting out of reverse. As she tranped the accelerator, the car shot
forward across the parking lot, and the door beside Tomrmy was flung shut.

They were briefly blinded by the rain until Del found the switch for the w ndshield w pers.
"You're not thinking this through,' he argued.

"l know what |'m doing."'

The engi ne screaned, and great plunes of water sprayed up fromthe tires.

"What if the cops stop us?" Tommy worri ed.

'They won't.'

"They will if you keep driving like this.'

At the end of the large building, before turning the corner, Del braked hard. The car shrieked,
fishtailing as it slid to a full stop.

Studyi ng her rear-view mrror, she said, 'Look back.'

Tommy turned in his seat. 'Wat?

"The van.'

Under the tall |anppost, falling rain danced on enpty pavemnent.

For a nonent Tommy thought he was | ooking in the wong place. There were three other | anpposts
behi nd the bakery. But the van was not under any of those, either

"Where'd it go?' he asked.

" Maybe out to the alley, or maybe around the other side
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of the building, or maybe it's just behind those delivery trucks. | can't figure why it didn't
conme straight after us.' She drove forward, around the corner, along the side

of the bakery, toward the front.

Bewi | dered, Tonmy said, 'But who's driving it?

"Not a who. A what.'

"That's ridicul ous,' he said.

"It's a lot bigger now.'

"I't would have to be. But still-' '"It's changed.

"And it got a driver's license, huh?

"It's very different fromwhat you' ve seen before.' 'Yeah? What's it |ike now?'

"l don't know. | didn't see it.' '"Intuition again?

"Yeah. | just know. . . it's different.’

Tommy tried to envision a nonstrous entity, sonething |i ke one of the ancient gods froman old
H P. Lovecraft story, with a bul bous skull, a series of nmean little scarlet eyes across its

forehead, a sucking hole where the nose should be, and a wi cked nouth surrounded by a ring of
withing tentacles, confortably ensconced behind the steering wheel of the van, funbling with a
clumsy tentacle at the heater controls, punching the radio selector buttons in search of sonme ol d-
fashi oned rock-'n'-roll, and checking the glove box to see if it could find any breath mnts.

"Ri di cul ous,’' he repeated.

"Better belt up,' she said. 'W mght be in for a bunpy ride.

As Tommy buckl ed the safety harness across his chest, Del drove speedily but warily fromthe
shadow of the bakery and across the front parking lot. Cearly, she expected the Art Deco van to
bull et out of the night and crash into them

A debris-clogged stormdrain had all owed a small |ake

to format the exit fromthe |lot. Leaves and paper litter swirled across the choppy surface.

Del slowed and turned right into the street, through the dirty water. Theirs was the only vehicle
in sight.

"Where did it go? Del Payne wondered. 'Wiy the hell isn't it follow ng us?

Tommy checked his | um nous wistwatch. Eleven minutes after one o' clock

Del said, 'l don't like this.'

Ti ckt ock.

Half a mile fromthe New Wrld Sai gon Bakery, in the stolen Honda, Tomry broke a three-bl ock
silence. 'Were did you learn to hot-wire a car?
"My mom taught ne.'

"Your nom'

' She's cool .

' The one who |ikes speed, races stock cars and nmotorcycles.’

"Yep. That's the one. The only nomI|'ve got.' '"Wiat is she - a getaway driver for the nmob?" 'In
her youth, she was a ballet dancer.' 'O course. Al ballet dancers can hot-wire a car.

"Not all of them' Del disagreed. 'After she was a ballet dancer' 'She married Daddy.

"And what does he do?

Checking the rear-view nmirror for any sign of a pursuer, Del said, 'Daddy plays poker with the
angel s."'

"You're | osing ne again.

"He died when | was ten.

Tommy regretted the sarcastic tone he had adopted. He felt coarse and insensitive. Chastened, he
said, 'I"'msorry. That's tough. Only ten.'

"Mom shot him'

Nunmbly, he said, 'Your nother the ballerina.'

"Ex-ballerina by then.'

' She shot hi n?'

"Well, he asked her to.'

Tommy nodded, feeling stupid for having regretted his sarcasm He slipped confortably back into
it: 'O course, he did.'

" She couldn't refuse.'

"It's a marital obligation in your religion, is it? To kill one's spouse upon request?
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'He was dying of cancer,' Del said.

Tommy felt chastened again. 'Jesus, |'msorry.

"Pancreatic cancer, one of the nost vicious.'

"You poor kid.'

They were no longer in an industrial district. The broad avenue was |ined with conmercia
enterprises. Beauty salons. Video stores. Discount el ectronics and discount furniture and di scount
gl assware stores. Except for an occasional 7-Eleven or twenty-four-hour-a-day coffee shop, the
busi nesses were cl osed and dark.

Del said, 'Wien the pain got so bad Daddy couldn't concentrate on the cards any nore, he was ready
to go. He loved cards, and without them he just didn't feel he had any purpose.’

' Cards?

"l told you - Daddy was a professional poker player.'

"No, you said he now plays poker with the angels.

"Well, why woul d he be playing poker with themif he wasn't a professional poker player?

"Point taken,' Tonmy said, because sonetines he was snart enough to know when he had been

def eat ed

"Daddy travelled all over the country, playing in high stakes ganes, nost illegal, though he

pl ayed a |l ot of legal ganes in Vegas too. In fact, he twice won the Wirld Chanpi onshi p of Poker
Mom and | went with

hi m everywhere, so by the tine | was ten, |I'd seen nost of this country three tinmes or nore.'

W shi ng he could just keep his nobuth shut but too fascinated to resist, Tomy said, 'So your

not her shot him huh?

"He was in the hospital, pretty bad by then, and he knew he was never getting out.'

' She shot himright there in the hospital ?'

' She put the nuzzle of the gun against his chest, positioned it very carefully right over his
heart, and Daddy told her he |loved her nore than any nman had ever | oved a wonan before, and she
said she | oved himand woul d see himon the O her Side, and then she pulled the trigger, and he
died instantly."'

Aghast, Tommy said, 'You weren't there at the tine, were you?

' Heavens, no. What kind of person do you think Momis? She'd never have put ne through sonething
like that.'

"I"'msorry. | should have-

"She told ne all about it an hour later, before the cops canme by the house to arrest her, and she
gave nme the expended cartridge fromthe round that killed him'

Del reached inside her wet uniformblouse and fished out a gold chain. The pendant suspended at
the end of the chain was an enpty brass shell casing.

"When | hold this,' Del said, wapping her hand around the shell casing, '|I can feel the |ove -
the incredible | ove

- they had for each other. Isn't it the nost romantic thing ever?

"Ever,' Tomry said.

She sighed and tucked the pendant inside her blouse once nmore. 'If only Daddy hadn't gotten cancer
until | was closer puberty, then he wouldn't have had to die.

For a while Tonmy struggled to understand that one, but at |last he said, 'Puberty?

"Vell, it wasn't to be. Fate is fate,' she said cryptically.

Hal f a bl ock ahead of them on the far side of the wide street, a police cruiser was just starting
to turn out of the westbound |lane into the parking ot at an all-night diner

" Cops,’ Tommy sai d, pointing.

"l see them'

"Better slow down.'

"I'mreally in a hurry to get back to ny place.'

You' re doing twenty over the speed limt.'

I'"mworried about Scootie.'

"W're in a stolen car,' he rem nded her

They breezed past the police cruiser without slowing. Tommy twisted in his seat to | ook through

t he back wi ndow.

"Don't worry about him' Del said, 'he won't come after us.'

The squad car had braked when they shot past it. 'Who's Scootie? Tommy asked, still watching the
patrol car behind them

‘I told you before. My dog. Don't you ever listen? After a hesitation, the squad car continued to
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pull into the parking ot at the diner. The lure of coffee and doughnuts was apparently stronger
than the call of duty.

As Tommy let out a sigh of relief and faced front again, Del said, 'Wuld you shoot ne if |I asked
you to?'

" Absol utely.

She smiled at him 'You re so sweet.

"Did your nother go to jail?

"Only until the trial was over.'

"The jury acquitted?

"Yeah. They deliberated only fourteen nminutes, and they were all crying |ike babies when the
foreman read

the verdict. The judge was crying too, and the bailiff. There wasn't a dry eye in the courtroom
"I"'mnot surprised,’ Tommy said. 'After all it's an extrenely touching story.' He wasn't sure

whet her he was being sarcastic or not. 'Wiy are you worried about Scootie?

"There's some weird thing driving around in ny van, you know, so maybe it knows ny address now and
even knows how nuch | |ove my Scooti e.

"You really think it stopped chasing us just so it could go kill your dog?

She frowned. 'You're saying that's unlikely?

"It's me that's cursed, nme that it's been sent to get.' d ancing at himdisapprovingly, she said,

"Well, look who's all of a sudden turned into M. Ego. You're not the centre of the universe, you
know. '

"I amas far as this denon is concerned! I'mits whole reason for existence!’

"VWhat ever, |'mnot taking any chances with ny Scootie,' she said stubbornly.

"He's safer at home than with us.'

"He's safest with ne.’

She turned south on Harbour Boul evard. Even at that hour and in the rain, there was a steady flow
of traffic.

" Anyway,' she said, 'as far as | can see, you don't exactly have any clever plan for survival that
we have to put into action right this mnute.'

"Just keep nmoving, | think. Wien we stop, it's easier for the thing to find us."'

"You can't know that for sure.’

"l have intuition too, you know.'

'Yeah, but it's nostly bogus.'

"It is not,' he disagreed. 'I'mvery intuitive.'

"Then why did you bring this devil doll into your house?

"It did nake ne uneasy.

‘Later, you thought you' d gotten away from your house clean. You didn't know the creature was
hitching a ride in the Corvette's engi ne conpartnent.'

"No one's intuition is totally reliable.’

'Now, honey, face it. Back there at the bakery, you would ve gotten in the van.'

Tommy chose not to respond. Wth a conputer - or even a pencil and paper - and enough tinme, he
could have crafted a reply to refute her, to hunble her with logic and penetrating insights and
dazzling wit. But he had neither a conputer nor (with dawn rolling inexorably toward them out of
the now bl ack east) enough tinme, so he would have to spare her the punishing experience of his
devastating verbal virtuosity.

Pl acatingly, Del said, 'W' Il stop at ny place just |ong enough to pick up Scootie, and then we'l]l
hit the road again, cruise around until it's tine to call your brother and see if he's been able
to translate the note.'

Newport Harbour, hone to one of the |argest armadas of private yachts in the world, was encl osed
on the north by the curve of the continental shoreline and on the south by a three-nile-Iong

peni nsul a that extended west to east and separated the hundreds of protected boat docks and
nmoorings fromthe surges of the Pacific.

The hones on the shoreline and on the five islands within the harbour were anong the priciest in
southern California. Del lived not in a |ess expensive hone on one of the |and-I|ocked bl ocks of
Bal boa Peninsula, but in a sleek three-story contenporary house that faced the harbour.

As they approached the place, Tomry | eaned forward, staring out of the windshield in astonishment.
Because she had | eft her garage-door opener in the
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van, Del parked the stolen Honda on the street. The police wouldn't be looking for it yet - not
until the shifts changed at the bakery.

Tommy continued to stare through the blurring rain after Del switched off the wi ndshield w pers.
In the burnishing glow of the | andscape lighting that under lit the queen pal ns, he could see that
every corner of the house was softly rounded. The pati nat ed-copper wi ndows were rectangular wth
radi us corners, and the white stucco was towelled so snoothly that it appeared to be as slick as
mar bl e, especially when wet with rain. It was less |like a house than like a small, gracefully
designed cruise ship that had run aground.

"You live here?" he asked wonderingly.

'Yeah.' She opened her door. 'Cone on. Scootie's wondering where | am He's worried about ne.'
Tommy got out of the Honda and fol |l owed her through the rain to a gate at one side of the house,
where she entered a series of nunbers - the disarnming code - into a security keypad.

'The rent nust be astronomical,' he said, dismayed to think that she nmight not be a renter at all
but mght be living here with the man who owned the pl ace.

"No rent. No nortgage. It's mine,' she said, unlocking the gate with keys that she had fished from
her purse.

As he cl osed the heavy gate behind them Tommy saw that it was nade of patinated geonetric copper
panel s of different shapes and textures and depths. The resultant Art Deco pattern rem nded hi m of
the mural on her van

Fol  owi ng her along a covered, pale-quartzite wal kway in which flecks of mica glimrered |ike

di amond chi ps under the light fromthe |ow path | anps, he said, 'But this nmust've cost a fortune.
"Sure did," she said brightly.

The wal kway led into a romantic courtyard paved with

the sane quartzite, sheltered by five nore dramatically |ighted queen pal ms, softened with beds of
ferns, and filled with the scent of night-bloom ng jasm ne.

Bewi | dered, he said, '|I thought you were a waitress.'

"l told you before - being a waitress is what | do. An artist is what | am'

"You sell your paintings?

"Not yet.'

"You didn't pay for this fromtips.'

"That's for sure,' she agreed, but offered no expl anati on.

Lanps glowed warmy in one of the downstairs roons facing onto the courtyard. As Tonmy foll owed
Del to the front door, those wi ndows went dark

"Wait,' he whispered urgently. 'The lights.'

"It's okay.'

' Maybe the thing got here ahead of us.

"No, that's just Scootie playing with nme,' she assured him

'The dog can turn off the lights?

She giggled. "Wiit'll you see.' She unlocked the front door and, stepping into the foyer, said,
"Lights on.'

Respondi ng to her vocal conmand, the overhead fixture and two sconces gl owed.

"I'f my cell phone wasn't in the van,' she said, '|I could ve called ahead to the house conputer and
turned on any conbination of lights, the spa, the nusic system the TV. The place is totally
autonmated. | also had the software custonized so Scootie can turn the lights on in any roomwth

just one bark and turn themoff with two.'

"And you could train himto do that? Tommy asked, closing the door behind himand engaging the
thunmb turn deadbol t.

"Sure. Otherw se he never barks, so he can't confuse the system Poor thing, he's here al one for
hours at a tine in the evening. He should be able to have it dark

if he wants to nap - and light if he's feeling | onely or spooked.'

Tommy had expected the dog to be waiting at the door, but it was not in sight. 'Were is he?
"Hiding," she said, putting her purse on a foyer table with a black granite top. 'He wants nme to
find him'

"A dog that plays hide and seek?

"Wthout hands, it's too frustrating to play Scrabble.’

Tommy's wet shoes squi shed and squeaked on the honed travertine floor. 'W're naking a ness.'
"I't's not Chernobyl .’

" Huh?'

"It'1l clean up.'
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At one end of the generous foyer, a door stood ajar. Del went to it, |eaving wet shoeprints on the
mar bl e.

"I's my naughty little fur ball in the powder roon?' she asked in an annoyingly cute, coddling tone
of voice. "Hmmm? Is ny bad boy hiding fromhis normmie? Is ny bad boy hiding in the powder roon®’
She opened the door, nmanually switched on the |ights, but the dog wasn't there.

‘I didn't think so,' she said, |eading Tonmy into the living room 'That was too easy. Though
soneti nes, he knows easy works because it's not what |'m expecting. Lights on.'

The large travertine-floored living roomwas furnished with J. Robert Scott sofas and chairs

uphol stered in platinumand gold fabrics, blond-finished tables in exotic woods, and bronze Art
Deco lanps in the formof nynphs hol ding | um nous crystal balls. The enornous Persian carpet
boasted such an intricate design and was so softly coloured, as if exquisitely faded by tine, that
it nust be an antique.

Del's vocal conmand had switched on nmood |ighting

that was | ow enough to mnimze reflection on the glass wall and allow Tormy to see outside to the
pati o and the boat dock. He also had a glinpse of rain-di nmed harbour |ights.

Scootie was not in the living room He wasn't in the study or the dining room either

Fol  owi ng Del through a swi nging door, Tommry stepped into a large, stylish kitchen with clear-
fini shed mapl e cabi nets and bl ack-granite counter tops.

"Ch, himnot here, either,' Del said, cooing again as if talking to a baby. 'Were could ny

Scooti e-wootuns be? Did himturn off the Iights and quick-1ike-a-bunny run upstairs?

Tomy was riveted by a wall clock with a green neon rim It was 1:44 in the norning. Tinme was
runni ng out, so the demon was sure to be seeking themwth increasing fury.

‘"Let's find the damm dog and get out of here quick,' he said nervously.

Pointing to a tall narrow section of cabinetry next to which Tomy was standing, Del said, 'Get ne
the broom out of there, would you, please?

' Br oon?"

"It's the broom cl oset .’

Tommy opened the door

Squeezed into the broom cl oset was a huge midnight-black creature with teeth bared and fat pink
tongue lolling, and Tomy bolted backward, slipped in his own wet shoeprints, and fell on his butt
before he realized that it wasn't the denon leering out at him It was a dog, an enornous bl ack
Labr ador.

Del | aughed delightedly and cl apped her hands. '| knew you were in there, you naughty little fur
bal !’

Scootie grinned out at them

"l knew you'd give Tomry a good scare,' she told the dog.

'Yeah, just what | needed,' Tommy said, getting to his feet.

Panting, Scootie cane out of the closet. The space was so narrow and the dog so large that it was
like a cork coming out of a wine bottle, and Tomrmy hal f expected to hear a pop

"How d he get in there? Tonmmy wondered.

Tail wagging furiously, Scootie went directly to Del, and she dropped to her knees so she could
pet himand scratch behind his ears. "H mniss nonmie, did hin? Hmmm®? Was himlonely, ny fuzzy-
wuzzy baby, ny cutie Scootie?

‘"He couldn't step in there and turn around,' Tommy said. 'Not enough room'

'He probably backed into it,' Del said, hugging Scootie. 'Dogs don't back into things any nore
than notorcycl es do. Besides, how did he get the door shut after he was in there?

"It falls shut on its own,' Del said.

I ndeed, the broomcloset door had slowy closed after the Labrador had squeezed out of confinenent
into the kitchen

"Ckay, but how did he open it in the first place? Tonmmy persisted.

"Pawed it open. He's clever.'

"Way did you teach himthis?

" Teach hi m what ?'

"To play hide-and-seek.'

"Didn't teach him He's always liked to do it."'

"I't's weird.'

Del puckered her |ips and nmade ki ssing sounds. The dog took the cue and began to lick her face.
"That's disgusting,’” Tomy said.

Gggling, Del said, "Hs nouth is cleaner than yours.'
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"l seriously doubt that.
As if quoting froma medical journal, she pulled back

fromthe Labrador and said, 'The chem cal conposition of a dog's saliva makes its nmouth a hostile
environnent for the spectrum of bacteria that are harnful to people.’

"Bul l shit.'

"It's true.' To Scootie, she said, 'He's just jealous, because he wants to lick my face.'

Nonpl ussed, bl ushing, Tommy | ooked at the wall clock. 'Ckay, we have the dog, so let's get out of
here.'

Rising to her feet, heading out of the kitchen, with the dog at her heels, Del said, 'A waitress's
uniformisn't suitable gear for a girl on the lam Gve ne five mnutes to change cl ot hes, get
into jeans and a sweater, and then we can split.

"No, listen, the longer we stay in one place, the quicker it's going to find us.'

In a train - worman, dog, and man - they crossed the dining roomas Del said, 'Relax, Tomy.
There's always enough tine if you think there is.

"What's that nean?

"VWhat ever you expect is what will be, so sinply change your expectations.

"l don't know what that neans, either.

"It means what it neans,' she said, enigmatic once nore.

In the living room he said, 'Damm it, wait a mnute!’

Del turned to ook at him

The dog turned to | ook at him

Tommy si ghed, gave up. 'Okay, change your clothes. But hurry.

To the dog, Del said, 'You stay here and get acquainted with Tuong Tomy.' Then she went into the
foyer and up the stairs.

Scooti e cocked his head, studying Tommy as if he were a strange and anusing formof |life never
seen before.

"Your nmouth is not cleaner than mne,' Tonmy said.

Scooti e pricked one ear

"You heard me,' Tomy said.

He crossed the living roomto the |large glass sliding doors and gazed out toward the harbour. Most
of the houses on the far shore were dark. Wiere dock and | andscape | anps gl owed, attenuated
reflections of gold and red and silver light glinmrered hundreds of feet across the black water
After a few seconds, Tonmy becane aware of being watched - not by someone outside, but by soneone
i nsi de

He turned and saw the dog hiding behind the sofa, only its head reveal ed, observing him

"I see you,' Tomy said.

Scootie pulled his head back, out of sight.

Al ong one wall was a handsone entertai nment centre and library unit made froma wood w th which
Tomrmy was unfamiliar. He went to have a closer | ook, and he discovered that the beautiful grain
was |ike rippled ribbons that appeared to undulate as he shifted his head fromone side to the

ot her.

He heard noi ses behind himand knew that Scootie was on the nove, but he refused to be distracted
fromhis exanination of the entertai nment centre. The depth of the gl ossy |lacquer finish was
remar kabl e.

From el sewhere in the roomcane the sound of a fart.

'Bad dog,' he said.

The sound repeat ed.

Finally Tommy turned.

Scootie was sitting on his hindquarters in one of the arncthairs, staring at Tonmy, both ears
pricked, holding a large rubber hotdog in his nouth. Wien he bit down on the toy, it nade that
sound agai n. Perhaps the rubber hotdog had once produced a squeak or a whistle, but nowonly a
repul sive flatul ence issued fromit.

Checking his watch, Tommy said, 'Cone on, Del.’

Then he went to an arncthair that directly faced

that in which the dog sat, with only the coffee table between them The chair was uphol stered in
|l eather, in a sea skin shade, so he didn't think his danp jeans would harmit.

He and Scootie stared at each other. The Labrador's eyes were dark and soul ful

"You're a strange dog,' Tommy said.
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Scootie bit the hotdog again, producing the blatty noise.

' That's annoying.'

Scooti e chonped on the toy.

"Don't.'

Anot her faux fart.

"' m warning you.'

Again the dog bit the toy, again, and a third tine.

"Don't make me take it away fromyou,' Tommy said. Scootie dropped the hotdog on the floor and
barked tw ce.

The room was plunged i nto darkness, and Tomy was startled out of his chair before he renenbered
that two cl osely spaced barks was the signal that told the conputer to switch off the |ights.

Even as Tomy was bolting to his feet, Scootie was coning across the coffee table in the dark. The
dog | eaped, and Tonmy was carried backward into the | eather arnthair.

The dog was all over him chuffing in a friendly way, licking his face affectionately, licking his
hands when he raised themto cover his face.

"Stop, dam it, stop, get off ne.’

Scooti e scranbl ed off Tomry's lap, onto the floor -but seized the heel of his right shoe and began
to worry at it, trying to gain possession of it.

Not wanting to kick at the nutt, afraid of hurting it, Tommy reached down, trying to get hold of
its burly head.

The Rockport suddenly slipped off his foot.

"Ah, shit.'

He heard Scootie hustling away through the darkness with the shoe.

Getting to his feet, Tommy said, 'Lights!' The room remai ned dark, and then he renenbered the
conpl ete conmmand. 'Lights on!'

Scooti e was gone.

From the study, adjacent the living room cane a single bark, and |ight appeared beyond the open
door.

"They're both crazy,' Tommy nuttered as he went around the coffee table and picked up the rubber
bone from besi de the second arnthair.

Scooti e appeared in the study doorway, w thout the shoe. Wien he saw that he'd been seen, he
retreated

Li npi ng across the living roomto the study, Tomy said, 'Maybe the dog wasn't al ways crazy. Maybe
she nade it crazy, the same way she'll make nme crazy sooner or later.'

Wien he entered the study, he found the dog standing on the bl eached-cherry desk. The nutt | ooked
i ke an absurdly oversized decorative accessory.

"Where's ny shoe?

Scooti e cocked his head as if to say, Wat shoe? Holding up the toy hotdog, Tommy said, 'I'll take
this outside and throw it in the harbour.'

Wth his soulful eyes focused intently on the toy, Scootie whined.

"It's late, I"'mtired, nmy Corvette blew up, sonme dann thing is after ne, so I'min no nood for
ganes.'

Scooti e merely whi ned again.

Tommy circled the desk, searching for his shoe.

Atop the desk, Scootie turned, following himw th interest.

"If I find it wthout your help,' Tommy warned, 'then | won't give the hotdog back.'

"Find what?' Del asked fromthe doorway.

She had changed into blue jeans and a cranberry-red turtle-neck sweater, and she was hol ding two
bi g guns.

"What the hell are those?" Tomy asked.

Hefting the weapon in her right hand, she said, 'This is a short-barrel ed, punp-action, pistol-
grip, 12-gauge Mossberg shotgun. Excellent hone-defence weapon.' She raised the gun in her |eft
hand. 'This beauty is a Desert Eagle .44 Magnum pistol, Israeli-nmade. It's a real door-buster. A
couple of rounds fromthis baby will stop a charging bull.’

"You run into a lot of charging bulls?

'"Or the equivalent.'

'No, seriously, why do you keep heavy artillery like that?

"l told you before - | lead an eventful life.’

He renmenbered how easily she had disnissed the damage to her van earlier in the evening: It cones
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with the territory.

And when he had worried about the rain ruining the uphol stery, she had shrugged and said, There's
frequently damage... |I've learned to roll with it.

Tommy sensed a satori, a sudden profound insight, looming like a tidal wave, and he waited
breathlessly for it to wash over him This woman was not what she appeared to be. He had thought
of her as a waitress, but had di scovered she was an artist. Then he had thought of her as a
struggling artist who worked as a waitress to pay the rent, but she lived in a multinillion-dollar
house. Her eccentricities and her habit of peppering her conversation with cryptic babble and non
sequiturs had convinced himthat she had a few screws |oose in the cranium but now he suspected
that the worst nistake he could nake with her would be to wite her off as a flake. There were
depths to her that he was only beginning to perceive -and swiming in those depths were sone
strange fish

that woul d surprise himnore than anything that he had seen to date.

He recal | ed another fragment of their conversation, and it seened to have new inport: Reality is
perception. Perceptions change. Reality is fluid. So if by 'reality' you nean reliably tangible
obj ects and i mmut abl e events, then there's no such thing. I'Il explain soneday when we have nore
tinme.

He sensed that every screwball statenment she made was not, in fact, half as screwball as it
seened. Even in her nost air headed statenents, an elusive truth was lurking. If he could just
step back from her, put aside the conception of her that he had already fornmed, he would see her
entirely differently fromthe way that he saw her now. He thought of those draw ngs by MC
Escher, which played with perspective and with the viewer's expectations, so a scene night appear
to be only a drift of lazily falling | eaves until, suddenly, one saw it anew as a school of fast-
swiming fish. Wthin the first picture was hidden another. Wthin Del Payne was hidden a
different person - soneone with a secret - who was cloaked by the ditsy inmage that she projected.
The satori, tidal wave of revelation, |ooned, |ooned, |oonmed - and then began to recede w t hout
bringi ng hi munderstanding. He had strained too hard. Sonetines enlightennent canme only when it
wasn't sought or wel coned.

Del stood in the doorway between the study and the living room a gun in each hand, neeting
Tommy's gaze so directly that he half suspected she knew what he was thinking.

Frowni ng, he said, 'Wuo are you, Del Payne?

"Wio is any of us?' she countered.

"Don't start that again.

"Don't start what?'

"That inscrutable crap.'

"I don't know what you're talking about. What're you doing with Scootie's rubber hotdog?

Tommy gl ared at the Labrador on the desk. 'He took my shoe.'

In an adnoni shing tone, she said to the dog, 'Scootie?

The mutt net her eyes al nost defiantly, but then he | owered his head and whi ned.

"Bad Scootie,' she said. 'Gve Tomry his shoe.' Scootie studied Tommy, then chuffed dism ssively.
"G ve Tommy his shoe,' Del repeated firmy. Finally the dog junped down fromthe desk, padded to a
potted palmin one corner of the room poked its head behind the cel adon pot, and returned wth
the athletic shoe in his nouth. He dropped it on the floor at Tommy's feet.

When Tommy bent down to pick up his shoe, the dog put one pawon it - and stared at the rubber
hot dog.

Tommy put the hotdog on the floor

The dog | ooked at the hotdog and then at Tommy's hand, which was only a few inches away fromthe
t oy.

Tomy wi t hdrew hi s hand.

The Labrador picked up the hotdog with his nmouth -and only then lifted his paw off the shoe. He
padded into the living room biting on the toy to produce the farting sound.

Staring thoughtfully after Scootie, Tonmmy said, 'Were did you get that nutt?

"At the pound.

"l don't believe it.'

"What's not to believe?

Fromthe living roomcanme a veritable synphony of rubber-hotdog flatul ence.

"I think you got himfroma circus.'

"He's clever,' she agreed.

"Where did you really get hinf
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"At a pet store.'

"l don't believe that, either.'
"Put on your shoe,' she said, 'and let's get out of here.'
He hobbled to a chair. 'Sonething' s strange about that dog.'

"Well, if you must know,' Del said flippantly, 'I'"'ma witch, and he's ny fanmliar, an ancient
supernatural entity who hel ps me nake magic.'

Untying the knot in his shoelace, Tommy said, 'I'd believe that before |'d believe you found him
at the pound. He's got a denonic side to him'

"Ch, he's just a little jealous,' Del said. 'Wen he gets to know you better, he'll like you. The

two of you are going to get along fanously.'

Slipping his foot into the shoe, Tomry said, 'Wat about the house? How can you afford this

pl ace?'

"I"'man heiress,' she said.

He tied the shoelace and got to his feet. 'Heiress? |I thought your father was a professional poker

pl ayer."'
'He was. A dammed good one. And he invested his wi nnings wi sely. Wien he died, he left an estate
worth thirty-four million dollars.'

Tommy gaped at her. 'You're serious, aren't you?
"When am | not?

"That's the question, alright.'

"You know how to use a punp-action shotgun?
"Sure. But guns aren't going to stop it.'

She handed the Mossberg to him 'They might slowit down - like your pistol did. And these pack a
Il ot more punch. Cone on, let's hit the road. | think you' re right about being safe only when we're
on the nove. Lights out.

Fol | owi ng her out of the now dark study, Tomy said, 'But... for God's sake, when you're already a

multinmllionaire, why do you work as a waitress?
"To understand.'

" Under st and what ?'

Moving toward the foyer, she said, 'Lights out,' and the living roomwent dark. 'To understand
what the average person's life is like, to keep ny feet on the ground.'

"That's ridicul ous.'

"My paintings wouldn't have any soul if | didn't live part of nmy life the way nost people do.' She
opened the door to the foyer closet and slipped a blue nylon ski jacket off a hanger. 'Labour
hard work, is at the centre of nobst people's lives.'

"But npst people have to work. You don't. So in the end, if it's only a choice for you, how can
you really understand the necessity the rest of us feel?

"Don't be nean.'

"I''mnot being nean.'

"You are. | don't have to be a rabbit and get myself torn to pieces in order to understand how a
poor bunny feels when a hungry fox chases it through a field.

"Actual ly, | suspect you do have to be the rabbit to really know that kind of terror.

Shrugging into the ski jacket, she said, 'Wll, I'mnot a rabbit, never have been a rabbit, and
I'"'mnot going to beconme a rabbit. What an absurd idea.’

" What ?'

"I'f you want to know what that kind of terror feels like, then you becone a rabbit."’

Bef uddl ed, Tomy said, 'I've lost track of the conversation, the way you keep twi sting things
around. We aren't tal king about rabbits, for God's sake.'

"Well, we certainly weren't tal king about squirrels.'

Trying to get the discussion back on track, he said, 'Are you really an artist?

Sorting through the other coats in the closet, she said, 'Is any of us really anything?

Exasperated with Del's preference for speaking in cryptograns, Tommy indul ged in one hinself:
"W're anything in the sense that we are everything.'
"You've finally said sonmething sensible.’

"I have?'

Behi nd Tormy, as if by way of conment, Scootie bit the rubber hotdog: tthhhpphhtt.

Del said, 'I"'mafraid none of ny jackets will fit you.'

"I''l1l be okay. |'ve been cold and wet before.' On the granite-topped foyer table, beside Del's
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purse, were two boxes of amunition: cartridges for the Desert Eagle and shells for the 12-gauge
Mossberg that Tommy carried. She put down the pistol and began to fill the half dozen zippered
pockets of her ski jacket with spare rounds for both weapons.

Tommy studi ed the painting that hung above the table:

a bold work of abstract art in primary colours. Are these your paintings on the walls?

"That would be tacky, don't you think? | keep all my canvases in ny studio, upstairs.

‘I'd like to see them'

"l thought you were in a hurry.

Tommy sensed that the paintings were the key that would unlock the nmysteries of this strange woman-
-tt hhhpphhtt -

-and her strange dog. Sonething about her style or her subject matter would be a revelation, and
upon seei ng what she had painted, he would achieve the satori that had el uded himearlier

"It'Il only take five minutes,' he pressed.
Still jamming spare anmo into her pockets, she said, 'W don't have five mnutes.'
"Three. | really want to see your paintings.'

"We've got to get out of here.’
"Wiy are you suddenly so evasive?' he asked.

Zi ppi ng shut a pocket bulging with shotgun shells, she said, 'I'mnot being evasive.'
"Yes, you are. \Wat the hell have you been painting up there?

' Not hi ng. "'

"Wiy are you so nervous all of a sudden?

"I'"'mnot .’

This is weird. Look ne in the eyes, Del.'

Kittens,' she said, avoiding his gaze.

"Kittens?

"That's what |'ve been painting. Stupid, tacky, sentinental crap. Because I'mnot really very
talented. Kittens with big eyes. Sad little kittens with big sorrowful eyes and happy little
kittens with big | aughing eyes. And noronic scenes of dogs playing poker, dogs bowing. That's why
I don't want you to see them Tommy. |'d be enbarrassed."’

"You're lying.

"Kittens,' she insisted, zipping shut another pocket.

"l don't think so.'" He started toward the stairs. 'Two minutes is all | need.'

She snatched the Desert Eagle .44 Magnum of f the foyer table, swung toward him and pointed the
weapon at his face. 'Stop right there.

"Jesus, Del, that gun's |oaded.’

"I know.'

"Don't point it at ne.
"CGet away fromthe stairs, Tomy.'

There was nothing frivol ous about her now. She was cold and busi nesslike.

‘“I'd never point this at you,' he said, indicating the shotgun in his right hand.

"I know,' she said flatly, but she didn't |ower her weapon.

The muzzl e of the Desert Eagle was only ten inches from Tomry and aligned with the bridge of his
nose.

He was | ooking at a new Deliverance Payne. Steely. H's heart thudded hard enough to shake his
entire body. 'You won't shoot ne.'

"I will," she said with such icy conviction that she could not be doubted.

"Just to keep nme from seeing sone paintings?

"You're not ready to see themyet,' she said.

‘Meaning. . . soneday you will want nme to see them'

"When the tine is right.

Tomy's mouth was so dry that he had to work up sone saliva to | oosen his tongue. 'But | won't
ever see themif you blow ny brains out.'

' Good point,' she said, and she |Iowered the gun. "So I'll shoot you in the leg."'

The pistol was ained at his right knee.

"One round fromthat nonster would bl ow ny whole damm |eg of f.

' They make excellent prosthetic |inbs these days.

"I'd bleed to death.'

"I know first aid.’

"You're a total fruitcake, Del.’
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He nmeant what he said. To one extent or another, she had to be nmentally unbal anced, even though
she had told himearlier that she was the sanest person he knew. Regardl ess of what nysteries she
guarded, what secrets she held, nothing she ultimately revealed to himwould ever be sufficiently
excul patory to prove her behavi our was reasoned and | ogi cal. Neverthel ess, though she scared him
she was enornously appealing as well. Tonmy wondered what it said about his own sanity to

acknow edge that he was strongly attracted to this basket case.

He wanted to Kiss her.

Incredibly, she said, 'l think I'"'mgoing to fall in love with you, Tuong Tommy. So don't make ne
bl ow your leg off.’

Ast oni shed into a blush, conflicted as never before,

Tommy reluctantly turned away fromthe stairs and went past Del to the front door

She tracked himwi th the Desert Eagle.

" Ckay, okay, I'll wait until you're ready to show themto nme,' he said.

At |ast she | owered her weapon. 'Thank you.'

"But,' he said, 'when | finally do see them they damm well better be worth the wait.

"Just kittens,' she said, and she snil ed.

He was surprised that her smile could still warmhim Seconds ago, she had threatened to shoot
him but already he felt a pleasant tingle when she favoured himwith a snmile

"I"'mas crazy as you are,' he said.

' Then you' ve probably got what it takes to nake it till dawn.' Slinging her purse over one

shoul der, she said, 'Let's go.'

"Urbrell as?' he wonder ed.

"Hard to handl e an unbrella and a shotgun at the sanme tine.'

"True. Do you have anot her car besides the van?

"No. My nromhas all the cars, quite a collection. If I need sonmething besides the van, | borrow it
fromher. So we'll have to use the Honda.'

" The stolen Honda,' he rem nded her.

"W're not crimnals. We just borrowed it.'

As he opened the front door, Tommy said, 'Lights off,' and the foyer went dark. 'If a cop stops us

in our stolen Honda, will you shoot hin®
"OfF course not,' she said, following himand Scootie into the courtyard, 'that would be wong.'
' That would be wong?' Tommy said, still capable of being amazed by her. 'But it would ve been

right to shoot nme?
"Regrettable but right,' she confirned as she | ocked the door

"l don't understand you at all.’

"I know,' she said, tucking the keys in her purse.

Tonmy checked the | um nous dial of his watch. Six nminutes past two o' clock

Ti ckt ock.

Whil e they had been inside the house, the wi nd had di ed away conpletely, but the power of the
storm had not dim ni shed. Al though no thunder or |ightning had di sturbed the night for hours,
cataracts still crashed down fromthe riven sky.

The queen palns hung linp, drizzling fromthe tip of every blade of every frond. Under the
merciless lash of the rain, the lush ferns drooped alnost to the point of hunble prostration
their lacy pinnae glinmrering with thousands upon thousands of droplets that, in the [ow | andscape
Iighting, appeared to be incrustations of jewels.

Scootie | ed the way, padding through the shallow puddles in the courtyard. In the quartzite

pavi ng, specks of mca glinted around the dog's splashing paws, alnost as if his claws were
striking sparks fromthe stone. That phantomfire marked his path al ong the wal kway beside the
house, as well.

The Art Deco panel s of copper were cold agai nst Tomry's hand as he pushed open the gate to the
street. The hinges rasped |ike small whispering voices.

On the sidewal k in front of the house, Scootie abruptly halted, raised his head, and pricked his
ears. He dropped his rubber hotdog and grow ed softly.

Alerted by the dog, Tommy brought up the shotgun, gripping it wth both hands.

"What is it?" Del asked. She held the gate open behind themto prevent it fromfalling shut,
automatically locking, and inhibiting their retreat if they needed to go back to the house.

But for the splatter-splash-gurgle-plink of water, the lamp lit street was silent. The houses were
all dark. No
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traffic approached fromeither east or west. Nothing noved except the rain and those things that
the rain disturbed.

The white Honda stood fifteen feet to Tonmy's right. Something could be crouched al ong the far
side of it, waiting for themto draw nearer

Scootie was not interested in the Honda, however, and Tormmy was inclined to trust the Labrador's
senses nore than his own. The dog was riveted by sonething directly across the street.

At first Tommy coul d not see anything threatening -or even out of the ordinary. In the storm the
sl umberi ng houses huddl ed, and the bl ackness of their blind wi ndows reveal ed not even a single
pal e face of any nei ghbourhood i nsomi ac. Pal ns, ficuses, and canopi ed carrotwods stood sol emmly
in the wi ndl ess downpour. Through the cone of anmber |ight cast by the streetlanp, skeins of rain
unravel | ed of f the spool of night above, weaving together into a streamthat nearly overfl owed the
gutter.

Then Scootie stiffened and flattened his ears against his skull and grow ed agai n, and Tonmy
spotted the man in the hooded raincoat. The guy was standi ng near one of the |arge carrotwods
across the street, beyond the brightest portion of the lightfall froma streetlanp but stil
vaguely illum ned.

"What's he doi ng?' Del asked.

Al t hough Tomy coul dn't see the stranger's shadowed face, he said, 'Wtching us.'

Del sounded as if she had seen sonething else that surprised her: 'Tomy...?

He gl anced at her

She pointed east.

Hal f a bl ock away, on the far side of the street, her battered van was parked at the curb.
Sonet hi ng about the inposing figure under the carrotwood tree was anachronistic - as though he had
st epped

through a tine warp, out of the nedieval world into the late twentieth century. Then Tomy
realized that the hooded raincoat was the source of that inpression, for it resenbled a nonk's
robe and cow .

"Let's get to the Honda,' Del said.

Bef ore they could nove toward the car, however, the observer stepped away fromthe carrotwood,
into the glow of the streetlanp. Hi s face remai ned hidden under the hood, as if he were Death
engaged on his nightly collections of those poor souls who perished in their sleep

Nevert hel ess, as facel ess as he was, the stranger was naggingly fanmiliar to Tommy. Tall. Heavyset.
The way he noved.

He was the good Samaritan fromearlier in the night, the man who had clunsily descended the
enmbanknment from MacArthur Boul evard and crossed the nuddy field where the Corvette had crashed. He
had been approachi ng the bl azing car when Tommy turned and ran fromthe fire-enraptured denon.
"Let's see what he wants,' Del said.

"No. "

How the thing-fromthe-doll could now be riding the Samaritan, or hiding inside him or posing as
him- this was a nystery that Tomrmy was not able to fathom But the fat man in that nuddy field no
| onger existed; he had been either slaughtered and devoured or conquered and controlled. O that
much, Tommy was certain

"It's not a man,' he said.

The Sanmaritan noved ponderously through the |anplight.

Scootie's grow escalated into a snarl.

The Sanmaritan stepped off the curb and splashed t hrough the deep, fast-noving water in the gutter
"Get back,' Tommy said urgently. 'Back to the house, inside.'

Al t hough his grow had been nenaci ng and he had seened prepared to attack, Scootie needed no
further encouragenent to retreat. He whipped around, shot past Tommy, and streaked through the
gate that Del was hol di ng open

Del followed the dog, and Tonmy backed through the gate as well, holding the Mbssberg in front of
him As the patinated copper panel fell shut Tomy saw the Samaritan in the middle of the street,
still heading toward them but not breaking into a run, as if confident that they could not escape.
The gate clacked shut. The electric security lock would buy no nore than half a mnute, because
the Samaritan would be able to clinb over the barrier with little trouble.

The portly man woul d no | onger be hanpered by his | ess-than-athletic physique. He woul d have al
the strength and agility of the supernatural entity that had clainmed him

When Tommy reached the courtyard, Del was at the front entrance to the house.

He was surprised that she had been able to fish her keys out of her purse and get the door open so
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qui ckly. Evidently Scootie was al ready inside.

Fol l owi ng Del into the house, Tommy heard the gate rattle out at the street.

He cl osed the door, funbled for the thunb-turn, and engaged the deadbolt. 'Leave the lights off.
"This is a house, not a fortress,' Del said.

' Ssshhh,' Tommy cauti oned.

The only sounds fromthe courtyard were rain splattering against quartzite payers, rain chuckling
t hrough downspouts, rain snapping agai nst pal mfronds.

Del persisted: 'Tommy, listen, we can't expect to defend this place like a fort.'

Wet and chilled yet again, weary of running, taking

sonme courage fromthe power of the Mossberg and fromthe door-buster pistol that Del carried,
Tommy hushed her. He renenbered a night of terror long ago on the South China Sea, when surviva
had come only after those refugees in the boat had stopped trying to run fromthe Thai pirates and
had fought back.

Twel ve-inch-wi de, six-foot-tall sidelights flanked the front door. Through those rain-spotted
panes, Tommy was able to see a snmall portion of the courtyard: wetly glimrering |ight, blades of
dar kness that were pal mfronds.

The flow of tine seened suspended.

No tick.

No tock.

He was gripping the shotgun so tightly that his hands ached, and the nuscles began to twitch in
his forearns.

Remenbering the green reptilian eye in the torn cotton face of the doll, he dreaded neeting the
denmon again, now that it was no longer nmerely ten inches tall.

A noving shadow, swift and fluid and | ess geonetric than those cast by the palmtrees and ferns,
swooped across one pane of gl ass.

The fat man didn't knock, didn't ring the bell, didn't |eave a note and quietly depart, because he
wasn't a good Samaritan any nore. He slammed into the door, which shook violently inits frane,
slammed into it again so hard that the hinges creaked and the | ock nechani sm nmade a hal f - br oken
rattling noise, and slamed into it a third time, but still the door held.

Tommy' s hammering heart drove himacross the dark foyer and nailed himagainst the wall opposite
t he door.

Al t hough the sidelights were too narrow to adnmt the fat man, he smashed his fist through one of
them Shattered glass rang across the travertine floor

Tommy squeezed the trigger. Flane flared fromthe

muzzl e of the Mossberg, and the deafening roar of gunfire rebounded fromthe walls of the foyer.
Even though the shot gunned Sanmaritan reel ed back fromthe broken sidelight, he didn't screamin
pain. He wasn't a man any nore. Pain nmeant nothing to him

Her voice hollow and strange in the shivery echo of the blast, Del shouted, 'No, Tomry, no, this
place is just a trap! Cone on!'

Wth trenendous force, the fat man slanmed into the door again. The deadbolt skreeked agai nst the
striker plate, and the squeal of shearing nmetal rose fromthe tortured hinges, and wood splintered
with a dry cracki ng sound.

Rel uctantly Tonmy had to admit that this was not the South China Sea and that their inhunman
adversary was not as vulnerable as a nere Thai pirate.

The fat man hit the door again. It would not hold nuch | onger.

Tommy foll owed Del across the dark living room able to see her only because she was sil houetted
agai nst the wall of glass that faced the harbour lights. Even in the gloom she knew the place
wel | enough to avoid the furniture.

One of the large sliding glass doors was al ready open when they reached it. Apparently, Scootie
had rolled it aside, because he was waiting for themon the patio.

Tommy wondered how t he dog, even as clever as he was, could have managed that feat. Then he heard
the front door crash open at the other end of the house, and that frightful sound knocked all of
the curiosity out of him

For sonme reason, Tomry had thought that Del intended to escape by water, across the harbour to the
far shore. But the back-glow fromthe pier light that shone on her rain-soaked flag was bright
enough to reveal that no boat

was tied at her private dock. In the enpty slip was only rain-stippled black water
"This way,' she said, hurrying not toward the harbour but to the left across the patio.
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Then he expected her to turn left once nore into the service way between her house and the one
next door, go out to the street again, to the Honda, and try to split before the Samaritan found
them But when she didn't choose that route, he understood why she avoided it. The passage was
narrow, flanked by the two houses, with a gate at the far end; once they had entered it, their
options woul d have been dangerously linited.

The hones al ong the harbour were set close together on narrow | ots, because the |and on which they
stood was enornmously valuable. To preserve the multinmllion dollar views, the property lines

bet ween nei ghbours' patios and backyards were delineated neither by high walls nor by dense masses
of foliage, but by | ow shrubs, or planter boxes, or fences only two to three feet high

Scoot i e bounded over a foot-high planter wall that overflowed with vine geraniuns. Del and Tommy
followed himonto the brick patio of the nei ghbouring Cape Cod-styl e house.

A security lanmp on the nearby dock reveal ed cushion-1ess teak outdoor furniture left to weather
through the winter, terra-cotta pots full of stalk prinrose, and a nassive built-in barbecue
centre now covered with a tailored vinyl rain shield.

They | eaped over a | ow plumthorn hedge that delineated another property line, squished through a
muddy fl ower bed, crossed another patio behind a stone and mahogany house that seened inspired by
Frank Ll oyd Wight, and clanbered over nore plumthorn that snagged at the | egs of Tomy's jeans,
pricked through his socks to puncture the skin at his ankles.

As they headed west al ong the peninsula, sprinting

past the back of a brooding Spanish colonial home with deep bal conies on three levels, a

form dabl e dog penned in a narrow run between houses began to bark savagely at them and throw
itself against a restraining gate. The hound sounded as eager to rend and kill as any Gernman
shepherd or Doberman ever trained by the Gestapo's. Ahead, still nore barking arose from ot her
dogs anticipating their approach

Tommy didn't dare | ook back, for fear that the Samaritan was at his heels. In his mnd s eye, he
could see five fat fingers, as pale and cold as those of a corpse, reaching toward him inches
fromthe nape of his neck.

Behind a three-story ultranodern house that was all angled gl ass and polished-Iinestone cladding,
bl i ndi ng banks of floodlights came on, evidently triggered by notion detectors in a security
systemthat was nore aggressive than anything protecting the other houses. The shock of this
sudden gl are caused Tomy to stunble, but he kept his balance and maintained his grip on the

shot gun. Gasping for breath, he plunged forward, with Del, across a massive cast-stone bal ustrade
onto the unlighted patio of a Mediterranean-style house, where a TV glowed in the famly room and
where a startled old man peered out at them as they raced past.

The night seenmed to be filled with uncountabl e barking dogs, all close but out of sight, as though
they were falling with the rain, conming down through the black sky, soon to land in packs on al

si des.

Three houses beyond the ultranodern pile with the floodl anps, the beamof a big flashlight
suddenly speared out of the darkness and the rain, fixing on Del

The man behind the Iight shouted, 'Stop right there!’

Wthout any cry of warning, another guy erupted fromthe gl oomand blindsided Tonmy, as if they
wer e professional football players and this were the Superbow .

They both skidded and went down on the slick concrete decking, and Tomry | anded so hard that his
breath was knocked out of him He rolled into some patio chairs that tunbled over with a tubul ar-
steel ringing. Stars swarmed behind his eyes, and he cracked his left el bow squarely on the ul nar

nerve - the ill-nanmed funny bone - sending a disabling painful tingle the Iength of his arm
To the man with the flashlight, Del Payne said, 'Back off, you asshole, |'ve got a gun, back off,
back of f!'

Tommy realized that he had dropped the Mssberg. In spite of the nunbing pain in his left arm
wheezing noisily as he struggled to get some air into his lungs, he pushed onto his hands and
knees. He was desperate to find the weapon.

The fool hardy tackler was spraw ed facedown, groaning, apparently in even worse shape than Tomy.
As far as Tommy was concerned, the stupid son of a bitch deserved to have a broken | eg, two broken
| egs, and maybe a skull fracture for good neasure. At first he had assuned that the nmen were cops,
but they hadn't identified thenselves as policenen, and now he realized that they evidently Ilived
here and fancied thenselves to be natural -born heroes ready to take on a pair of fleeing burglars.
As Tommy craw ed past the groaning man, he heard Del say, 'Get that damm |ight out of ny eyes
right now, or I'll shoot it out and take you with it.'

The other woul d-be hero's courage wavered, and so did his flashlight.
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By a stroke of luck, the nervous beam quivered across the patio, revealing the shotgun

Tomy crawl ed to the Mossberg.

The man who'd tackl ed hi mhad nanaged to sit up. He was spitting out something - possibly teeth -
and cursing.

Clutching at another patio table, Tommy pulled hinself to his feet just as Scootie began to bark

| oudly, urgently.

Tommy gl anced to the east and saw the fat nan two properties away, silhouetted against the bright
backdrop of the floodl anps at the ultranodern house. As the Samaritan raced toward them |eaping a
|l ow fence into the property next door, he was no |longer the least bit clunsy but as graceful as a
panther in spite of his size, his raincoat billowing |ike a cape behind him

Snarling fiercely, Scootie noved to intercept the fat man.

'Scootie, no!' Del shouted.

Assum ng a shooter's stance as naturally as if she had been born with a gun in her hands, she
opened fire with the Desert Eagle when the Samaritan cleared a hedge and spl ashed onto this patio,
where they were apparently going to be forced to nake their |ast stand. She squeezed off three
rounds with what seened to be cal mdeliberation. The evenly tinmed expl osi ons were so thunderous
that Tommy thought the recoil of the powerful handgun woul d knock her flat, but she stood tall.
She was an excellent shot, and all three rounds appeared to hit their target. Wth the first boom
the Samaritan stopped as if he'd run head-on into a brick wall, and with the second boom he was
half [ifted off his feet and sent staggering backward, and with the third, he spun and swayed and
al nost fell

The hero with the flashlight had thrown it aside and had fallen to the deck to get out of the line
of fire.

The tooth-spitter was still sitting on the puddl ed concrete, |legs splayed in an infantile posture,
hands cl asped to his head. He was apparently frozen in terror

Edgi ng away fromthe patio table, toward Del and Scootie, Tomy renained riveted by the wounded
Samaritan who was turned half away fromthem who

had taken three rounds fromthe .44 Magnum who swayed but did not drop, did not drop

Did. Not. Drop.

The hood was no | onger over the fat man's head, but the darkness still nasked the side of his
face. Then he slowy turned toward Tommy and Del, and though his features renmi ned obscure, his
extraordi nary eyes fixed on themand on the grow i ng Labrador. They were radiant, green, inhunman
eyes.

Scootie's grow degenerated into a whinper, and Tomrmy knew exactly how he felt.

Wth admrable calm nmde of sterner stuff than either Tommy or Scootie, Del squeezed off shot
after shot with the Desert Eagle. The expl osions crashed across the harbour and echoed off the far
shore, and they were still echoing back and forth after she had enptied the nagazi ne.

Every round appeared to hit the fat nan, because he jerked, tw tched, doubled over but then
snapped upright as if in response to the inmpact of another slug, executed a |linmb-flapping
marionette-li ke spin, and at |ast went down. He | anded on one side, knees drawn up in the foeta
position, and the frosty beam of the woul d-be hero's flashlight, which |ay discarded on the patio,
illum nated one of the Samaritan's white, thick-fingered hands. He seened to be dead, but
certainly was not.

‘"Let's get out of here,' Del said.

Scooti e was al ready | eaping across a hedge, into the backyard of the next house to the west.

The roar of the .44 Magnum had been so daunting that nost of the barking dogs al ong the harbour
had fallen silent, no | onger eager to escape their pens.

In the silvery beamof the flashlight, the Samaritan's plunp white hand | ay cupped, pal mup
filling with rain. Then it spasned, and the pale flesh grew nottled and dark

"Ch, shit,' Tommy said.

I npossi bly, the fingers metanorphosed into spatulate tentacles and then into spiky insectile
digits with wicked chitinous hooks at each knuckl e.

The entire shadowed mass of the fallen Samaritan seenmed to be shifting, pulsating. Changing.

' Seen enough, outta here,' Del declared, and she hurried after Scooti e.

Tommy searched for the courage to approach the creature and fire the shotgun pointblank into its
brain. By the tinme that he could reach the beast, however, it mght have transforned itself so
radically that it would have nothing that was recogni zably a head. Besides, intuitively he knew
that no nunber of rounds fromthe Mdssberg -or any other gun - would destroy it.
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"Tommy!' Del called frantically fromthe patio of the house next door

"Run, get out of here,' Tommy advi sed the honeowner who was prone on the concrete deck

The man seened traumati zed by all the gunfire, confused. He started to push on to his knees, but
then he must have glinpsed the shotgun, because he pleaded, 'No, don't, Jesus, don't,' and pressed
flat to the deck again

"Run, for God's sake, run, before it recovers fromthe shots,' Tomy urged the second man, the
tooth-spitter, who continued to sit in a daze. 'Please, run.'

Heedi ng his own advice, he followed Del, grateful that he had not broken a | eg when he'd been

t ackl ed.

In the distance, a siren wail ed.

When Tommy, Del, and the dog were two properties away fromthe scene of the confrontation, one of
t he woul d- be heroes screaned in the night behind them

Tommy skidded to a halt on a slate patio at a Tudor house and | ooked toward the cries.

Not nmuch could be seen in the rain and nurk. Shadows thrashed agai nst the backdrop of security
lights fromthe ultranodern house farther east. Some were decidedly strange shadows, huge and

qui ck, jagged and jittering, but he would have been indulging his fevered imagination if he had
clained to see a nmonster in the night.

Now two nen were scream ng. Terrible screanms. Bl ood-freezing. They shrieked as though they were
being wenched linb fromlinb, slit open, torn apart.

The denon would all ow no w t nesses.

Per haps a sound reached Tomrmy of which he was only sublininally aware, a voraci ous chew ng, or

per haps sone quality of the two nen's soul-curdling screans spoke to himon a primtive | evel and
inspired racial nenories of a prehistoric age when human bei ngs had been easy prey to |arger
beasts, but somehow he knew that they were not merely being slaughtered; they were being devoured.
When the police arrived, they mght not find much left of the victins on that patio. Perhaps

not hing other than a little blood - and not even bl ood after a few nore m nutes of cleansing rain
The two nmen woul d seem to have vani shed.

Tomy's stomach twi sted with nausea

If his armhadn't still been tingling fromthe blow to his funny bone, if his nuscles and joints
hadn't ached fromthe fall and burned with fatigue, if he had not been shivering fromthe cold, he
m ght have thought that he was in a nightnmare. But he was suffering enough disconfort and pain
that he had no need to pinch hinself to determine if he were awake.

More than one siren cleaved the night, and they were rapidly draw ng nearer

Scootie ran, Del ran, Tommy ran once nore, as one of the nen stopped screani ng, stopped being able
to scream and then the second nman's cries choked off as

well, and not a single dog was barking any nore, all silenced by the scent of sonething
otherworl dly, while the harbour gradually filled with an incomng tide and the earth rotated
i nexorably toward dawn.

SI X

Under the roof of the silent and unnmoving carousel anong the herd of colourful horses frozen in
m d-gal |l op, Tormy and Del found a two-person chariot with carved eagles on the sides. They were
glad to be out of the rain and to have a chance, however brief, to rest.

Odinarily the perinmeter of the carousel was covered when it was not in use, but this night it
stood open to the el enents.

Scootie quietly prow ed anong the horses, circling the elevated platform apparently on sentry
duty, ready to warn themif the denon approached in either its Samaritan guise or any other

The Bal boa Fun Zone, arguably the heart of the peninsula' s inportant tourist business, extended
for a few bl ocks al ong Edgewat er Avenue, a pedestrian nall that did not admit vehicular traffic
west of Main Street. Nunerous gift shops, Pizza Pete's, ice-cream stands, restaurants, Bal boa
Sal oon, arcades offering video ganes and pinball and skee-ball, boat-rental operations, bunper
cars, a Ferris wheel, the carousel on which Tommy and Del sat, Lazer Tag, docks for various
conpani es of fering guided-tour cruises, and other diversions |lined Edgewater, with views of the
dazzling harbour and its islands to be glinpsed between the attractions on the north side.

In spring, sumer, and autumm - or on any warm

day in the winter - tourists and sun lovers strolled this pronmenade, taking a break fromthe
Pacific surf and fromthe beaches on the opposite side of the narrow peninsula. New yweds, elderly
coupl es, spectacul ar-1ooking young wonen in bikinis, |lean and tanned young nmen in shorts, and
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chil dren wal ked- skat ed-rol | er bl aded anbng veterans in wheel chairs and babies in strollers,
enjoying the glitter of sunlight on water, eating ice creamcones, roasted corn from Kountry Corn
popsi cl es, cookies. Laughter and happy chatter mingled with the nusic fromthe carousel, the
putter of boat engines, and the ceasel ess ring-beep-pong-bop fromthe gane arcades.

At two-thirty, on this stormy Novenber norning, the Fun Zone was deserted. The only sounds were
those nade by the rain as it drummed hollowly on the carousel roof, pinged off the brass poles on
the outer circle of horses, snapped against festoons of linp vinyl pennants, and drizzled through
the fronds of the queen pal ns along the harbour side of the pronenade. This was a | onely nusic,
the forlorn and tunel ess anthem of desol ation

The shops and other attractions were shuttered and dark but for an occasional security lantern. On
sumer eveni ngs, when augnented by the neon and the sparkling Tivoli lights of the arcades and
rides, the old bronze | anpposts with frosted-glass globes - sone round, nost in the formof urns
with finials - provided an appealing and romantic gl ow;, then everything glimrered, including the
great mirror that was the harbour, and the world was scintillant, effervescent. But now the

| ampl i ght was strangely bl eak, cold, too feeble to prevent the crushing wei ght of the Novenber

ni ght from pressing | ow over the Fun Zone.

Extracting a shotgun shell froma pocket in her ski jacket, Del spoke in a nmurmur that would not
carry beyond the carousel: 'Here. You only fired one round, | think.’

'Yeah,' Tommry said, matching her soft tone.

"Keep it fully |oaded.'

" Those poor damn guys,' he lanented as he slid the shell into the nmagazi ne tube on the Mssberg.
"What horrible deaths.'

"It's not your fault,' she said.

' They woul dn't have been there, the thing wouldn't have been there, if | hadn't been there.'
"It's upsetting,' she agreed. 'But you were only trying to stay alive, running for your life, and
they stepped in.'

StillLt

" Cbviously, they were marked for an unnatural extraction.'

" Extraction?

"Fromthis world. If the thing in the fat man hadn't gotten them then they woul d have been taken
in some other unusual way. Like spontaneous combustion. Or an encounter with a |ycanthrope.'
'Lycant hrope? Werewol f?' He wasn't able to deal with her weirdness just now, so he changed the
subject. 'Where the hell did you learn to shoot |ike that? Your nother again?

' Daddy. He taught Mom and ne, wanted us to be prepared for anything. Pistols, revolvers, rifles,
shotguns. | can handle an Uzi as if | was born with it, and-'

"Uzi ?

'Yeah. And when it cones to-'

' Submachi ne guns?’

"-when it comes to knife throw ng-'

"Kni fe throwing?" Tommy said, and realized that he had raised his voice.

"-1'"m good enough to put together a stage act and nmake a living with it in Vegas or even the
circus, if | ever had to,' Del continued in a murmur as she unzi pped anot her pocket and took from
it a handful of cartridges

for the Desert Eagle. 'Unfortunately, I'mnot half as good at fencing as |I'd like to be, though
I"I'l admit to being first-rate with a crossbhow.'

‘'He died when you were ten,' Tomy said. 'So he taught you all this when you were just a little

ki d?'

"Yeah. We'd go out in the desert near Vegas and blow the crap out of enpty soda bottles, tin cans,
posters of old novie nonsters like Dracula and the creature fromthe Black Lagoon. It was a | ot of
fun.'

"What in the name of God was he preparing you for?

"Dating.'

' Dati ng?'

"That was his joke. Actually he was preparing ne for the unusual life he knew | was going to
have. "'

" How coul d he know?'

Rat her than answer the question, Del said, 'But the truth is, because of the training Daddy gave
me, |'ve never been on a date with any guy who intimdated nme, never had a problem'

"l guess not. | think you'd have to be dating Hanni bal Lecter before you'd feel uneasy.
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Pressing the last two rounds into the .44 magazine, she said, 'l still miss Daddy. He truly
under stood me - and not nany people ever do.'

"I"'mtrying," Tommy assured her

Passing by on his sentry duties, Scootie canme to Del, put his head in her lap, and whi npered as
t hough he had heard the regret and the sense of loss in her voice.

Tomy said, 'How could a little girl hold and fire a gun like that? The recoil-'

"Oh, of course, we started with an air rifle, an air pistol, and then a .22,' she said, slanmng
the | oaded magazine into the Israeli pistol. 'Wien we practiced with rifles or shotguns, Daddy
padded ny shoul ders, crouched behind to brace me, and held the gun with nme. He was only
famliarizing nme with the nore powerful weapons, so |'d

feel confortable with themfroman early age, wouldn't be afraid of themwhen the time cane to
actually handle them He died before | really got good with the bigger stuff, and then Mom
continued the | essons.’

' Too bad he never got around to teaching you how to nake bonbs,' Tommy said with nock di smay.
"I"'mconfortable with dynamite and nost plastic explosives, but they really aren't particularly
useful for self-defence.

"Was your father a terrorist?

"Furthest thing fromit. He thought all politics were stupid. He was a gentle man.'

"But he just usually had sone dynamite |aying around to practice naki ng bonbs.'

"Not usual ly.

"Just at Christmas, huh?

‘"Basically, | |earned explosives not to make bonmbs but to disarmthemif | had to.

"Atask we're all faced with every nonth or so.'

"No,' she said, 'I've only had to do it twice.' Tommy wanted to believe that she was ki ddi ng, but

he deci ded not to ask. H's brain was overloaded with new di scoveries about her, and in his current
weariness, he did not have the energy or the nental capacity to contenplate nore of her

di sconcerting revelations. 'And | thought ny fanmily was strange.'

"Everyone thinks his fanmily is strange,' Del said, scratching Scootie behind the ears, "but it's
just that, because we're closer to the people we love, we tend to see themthrough a magnifying
gl ass, through a thicker lens of enotion, and we exaggerate their eccentricities.'

"Not in the case of your famly,' he said. 'Magnifying glass or no magnifying glass, it's a
strange cl an.

Scootie returned to his patrol, padding quietly away through the notionl ess stanpede of wooden
hor ses.

As Del zipped shut the pocket from which she had

taken the amunition, she said, 'The way | see it, your famly might have a prejudi ce agai nst

bl ondes, but when they see how rmuch |'ve got to offer, they'll learn to like ne.'

G ateful that she couldn't see himblush in this gloom Tonmmy said, 'Never mind expertise with
guns. Can you cook? That's a big deal in ny famly.'

"Ah, yes, the famly of fighting bakers. Well, |I've picked up a lot fromny fol ks. Daddy won
several prizes in chilli-cooking contests all across Texas and the Sout hwest, and Mom gr aduat ed
from Cordon Bl eu.'

"Was that while she was a ballerina?

"Right after.’

He checked his watch - 2:37. 'Maybe we better get noving again.

Anot her siren rose in the distance.

Del listened |ong enough to be sure that the siren was drawi ng nearer rather than receding. 'Let's
wait a while. We're going to have to find new wheels and hit the road again, but | don't want to
be hot-wiring a car when the streets around here are crawing with cops.'

"I'f we stay too long in one place-'

"W're okay for a while. You sl eepy?

"Couldn't sleep if | tried.'

"Eyes itchy and burning?

"Yeah,' he said. '"But I'll be okay.'

" Your neck aches so bad you can hardly hold up your head,' she said, as if she could feel his

di sconfort.

"I'"'malert enough. Don't worry about me,' he said, and with one hand he squeezed the nape of his
neck as if he could pull the pain out of his flesh

She said, 'You're weary to the bone, poor baby. Turn away fromne a little. Let me work on you.'
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"Work on me?'
' Move your butt a little, tofu boy, cone on,' she said, nudging himw th her hip.

The chariot was narrow, but he was able to turn enough to allow her to massage his shoul ders and
the back of his neck. Her slender hands were surprisingly strong, but though she pressed hard at
times, she relieved rather than caused pain.

Si ghi ng, he said, 'Wo taught you this?

"It's just a thing I know Like ny painting.'

They were both quiet for mnute, except for Tommy's occasional groan as Del's fingers found

anot her coil of tension and slowy unwound it.

The diligent Scootie passed, out at the edge of the platform as black as the night itself and as
silent as a spirit.

As she worked her thunmbs up and down the nape of Tommy's neck, Del said, 'Have you ever been
abducted by aliens?

" Ch, boy.'

" What ?'

"Here we go again.'

'You nean you have?

' Been abducted? O course not. | mean, here you go again, getting weird.'

"You don't believe in extraterrestrial intelligences?

"I believe the universe is so big that there's got to be lots of other intelligent species init.
"So what's weird?

"But | don't believe they come all the way across the galaxy to kidnap people and take themup in
flying saucers and exami ne their genitals.'

' They don't just examine the genitals.

"I know, | know. Sonetines they take the abductee to Chicago for beer and pizza.'

She lightly, chastisingly slapped the back of his head. 'You're being sarcastic.'

"Alittle.'

"It's not becoming to you.

"Listen, an alien species, vastly nore intelligent than we are, creatures nillions of years nore

evol ved than we are, probably wouldn't have any interest in us at all - and certainly wouldn't be
i nterested enough to spend so nuch manpower harassing a bunch of ordinary citizens.'
Massagi ng his scalp now, Del said, 'Personally, | believe in alien abductions."'

"I amnot surprised.’
"I believe they're worried about us.
"The aliens?

"That's right.'
"Way woul d they be worried about us?
"W're such a troubl ed species, so confused, self-destructive. | think the aliens want to help us

achi eve enlightennent.’

"By exam ning our genital s? Then those guys sitting ringside at nude-dancing clubs only want to
help the girls on the stage to achieve enlightennent.'

From behind him she reached around to his forehead, drawing light circles on his brow with her
fingers. 'You're such a wi se guy.'

"I wite detective novels.

' Maybe you' ve even been abducted,’' she said.

"Not me.'

"You woul dn't renenber.’

I'd remenber,' he assured her

"Not if the aliens didn't want you to.

"Just a wild shot in the dark here - but | bet you think you' ve been abducted.'

She st opped massagi ng his brow and pulled himaround to face her again. Her nurnur fell to a
conspiratorial whisper: "What if | told you there are a few nights when |'ve had m ssing hours,
bl ank spots, where |I just seemto have bl acked out, gone into a fugue state or sonething. Al
abduct ees report these m ssing hours,

these holes in their menories where their abduction experiences have been erased or suppressed.’
"Del, dear sweet |oopy Del, please don't be offended, please understand that | say this with
affection: | wouldn't be surprised to hear that you had a couple of these missing hours every day
of the week.
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Puzzl ed, she said, 'Wiy would |I be of fended?

"Never mnd.'

"Anyway, | don't have them every day of the week -only one or two days a year.'

"What about ghosts?' he asked.

"What about then®

"Do you believe in ghosts?

"I've even met a few,' she said brightly. 'Wat about the healing power of crystals? She shook
her head. 'They can't heal, but they can focus your psychic power.'

' Qut - of - body experiences?

"I"'msure it can be done, but | like nmy body too nuch to want to leave it even for a short tine.'
' Renpt e vi ewi ng?

"That's easy. Pick a town.'

"VWhat ?'

"Nanme a town.'

'Fresno,' he said.

Wth bubbly confidence, she said, 'l could describe any roomin any building in Fresno - where
I've never been in ny life, by the way - and if we drove up there tonorrow, you'd see it was just
like | said.

"What about Big Foot ?'

She put a hand over her nouth to stifle her giggle. 'You re such a goof, Tuong Tommy. Big Foot is
bul I shit, invented by the tabloids to sell newspapers to gullible fools.'

He ki ssed her

She ki ssed himtoo. She kissed himbetter than he had

ever been kissed before. She had a talent for it, like throwi ng knives.

When at | ast he pulled back fromher, Tonmy said, 'I've never net anyone renotely |ike you

Del i verance Payne - and |'mnot sure if that's good or bad.'

"One thing's for sure. If it had been any other woman who picked you up from your burning car, you
woul dn't have lived half this long.'

That was inarguably true. No other woman - no other person - he had ever nmet woul d have reacted
with such equanimty when the denmon had sl amred agai nst the wi ndow and fastened itself to the
glass with its hideous sucker pads. No one el se could have done the stunt driving necessary to
detach the repul sive beast fromthe van - and perhaps no one el se, even having seen the creature,
woul d have accepted Tommy's devil-doll story so unequivocally.

"There is such a thing as fate,' she told him

"l suppose there might be.

"There is. Destiny. It's not witten in stone, however. On a spiritual level, conmpletely

unconsci ously, we make our destinies for ourselves.

Bewi | dernent and joy swelled in Tommy, and he felt as though he were a child just beginning to
unwrap a wonderful gift. 'That doesn't sound as totally crazy to ne as it would have an hour or
two ago.'

'O course, it doesn't. | suspect that while | wasn't |ooking, |'ve nade you ny destiny, and it's
begi nning to seemas if you've nmade me yours.'

Tommy had no answer to that. Hi s heart was pounding. He had never felt this way before. Even if
he'd had a conputer keyboard in front of himand tine to think, he would not easily have been able
to put these new feelings into words.

Abruptly his joyful mood and sense of inpending transcendence were dinini shed when a strange
slithering

sensation crept up the hollow of his spine. He shivered.

' Col d?' she asked.

" No. '

As somretines happens al ong the coast, the air tenperature had bottoned out after midnight; it was
rising again. The sea was an efficient heat sink that stored up the warnth of the sun during the
bal ny day and gradually released it after darkness fell

The slithering in the spine came again, and Tommy said, 'It's just a weird feeling

"Qooh, | like weird feelings.'

'...maybe a prenonition.

"Premonition? You're getting nore interesting by the nmonent, Tuong Tommy. Prenonition of what?
He | ooked around uneasily at the tenebrous forms of the carousel horses. 'I... don't quite...
know. . .
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Then he suddenly becane aware that his neck and shoul ders were no |onger sore. H s headache had
passed too.

Ast oni shed, he said, 'That was an incredible massage.'

"You're wel cone."'

In fact, no pain lingered in any nuscle in his body, not even in those that he had bruised when he
had been tackled on the concrete patio. He was not sleepy, either, and his eyes no | onger itched
and burned as before. Indeed, he felt w de-awake, energetic, and better than he had felt before
this entire pursuit had begun

Frowning at Del in the gloom he said, 'Hey, how did-'

Scootie interrupted, thrusting his head between them and whining fearfully.

"It's comng,' Del said, rising fromthe chariot.

Tommy snat ched t he Mossberg off the carousel fl oor

Al ready Del was easing between the horses, using

them for cover but nmoving closer to the edge of the platformfor a better view of the pronenade.
Tommy joi ned her behind a great black stallion with bared teeth and wild eyes.

St andi ng al nost on point and utterly still, like a hunting dog in a field where a pheasant had
been spotted in the brush, Scootie stared east along lanp |it Edgewater Avenue, past Anchors Away
Boat Rentals and Oiginal Harbour Cruises toward Bal boa Beach Treats. Except for his smaller size,
he m ght have been one of the carved aninmals waiting in md-stanpede for sunshine and for the
riders who would come with it.

"Let's get out of here,' Tommy whispered.

"Vait.!

"Ny 2"

"I want to see it better,' she said, indicating the three-globe streetlanp past which the fat man
woul d have to conme. Her words were al nobst as faint as exhal ations.

"l have no desire to see it better.'

" Anyway, we have the guns. W can knock it down again.'

"W mght not be lucky this tine.'

"Scootie can try to misdirect it.'

"You nean lead it away from us?

Del didn't reply.

Ears pricked, head held high, Scootie was clearly ready to do whatever his m stress denmanded of
hi m

Maybe the dog could outrun the creature. Al though the thing posing as the portly Samaritan
apparently was a supernatural entity, imortal and ultimately unstoppable, it too seemed bound by
sonme of the |aws of physics, which was why the hard inpact of high-calibre anmunition could halt
it, knock it down, delay it; consequently, there was no reason to assume that it could nove as
fast as Scootie, who was smaller, lower to the ground, and designed by nature for speed.

"But the thing won't be lured away by the dog,' Tommy whispered. 'Del, it isn't interested in the
dog. It only wants ne... and maybe you now.'

"Hush,' she said.

In the wintry Iight fromthe frosted gl obes on the nearest |lanp, the falling rain appeared to be
sl eet. The concrete wal kway glistened as though coated with ice.

Beyond the light, the rain darkened to tarnished silver and then to ash grey, and out of the
greyness cane the fat man, wal king slowy along the centre of the deserted pronenade.

At Tommy's side, Scootie twitched but nmade no sound. Hol ding the shotgun in both hands, Tomry
hunched | ower behind the carousel stallion. In the windless night, he stared out at the pronenade
past the perpetually wi nd-tossed tail of the carved horse.

At the other end of the leaping stallion, Del shrank herself too, watching the Samaritan from
under the horse's neck

Like a dirigible easing along the ground toward its berth, the fat man advanced as if he were
drifting rather than wal ki ng, maki ng no spl ashi ng sounds on the puddl ed pavenent.

Tommy felt the night grow chillier, as though the denon noved in clouds of cold sufficiently
powerful to danp the effect of the harbour's slow rel ease of the day's stored heat.

At first the Samaritan-thing was only a grey nass in the grey static of the rain, but then its
image cleared as it came forth into the lanplight. It was slightly larger than before, but not as
|large as it should have been if, indeed, it had devoured two nmen, every scrap of flesh and
splinter of bone.

Real i zi ng how absurd it was to try to rationalize the biology of a supernatural entity, Tonmy
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wondered again if his sanity had fled sonmetine earlier in the night.

The Sanmaritan-thing still wore the raincoat, though that garnent was punctured and torn

apparently by gunfire. The hood lay runpled at the back of its neck, and its head was exposed.

The thing's face was human but inhumanly hard and perhaps no | onger capable of gentler

expressions, and at a distance the eyes seened to be human, as well. Mst likely this was the noon-
round face of the fat man who had stopped to | end assistance at the scene of the Corvette crash.
The m nd and soul of the fat man were | ong gone, however, and the thing wearing his formwas an
entity of such pure hatred and savagery that it could not prevent its true nature from darkling

t hrough even the soft features of a face well suited to sniles and | aughter

As the thing noved nore directly into the Decenber-pale light, no nore than forty feet away, Tommy
saw that it cast three distinct shadows, when he night have expected that, like a vanpire, it
woul d cast none. For a nonment he thought that the shadows were a freaki sh effect of the three

gl obes on the old streetlanp, but then he noted that they stretched across the wet pavenent at

angl es unrelated to the source of illumnation.

Wien he returned his attention to the creature's face, he saw its pudgy features change. A far

| eaner and utterly different face metanorphosed on the rotund body; the nose becanme nore hawki sh,
the jawline jutted, and the ears flattened tighter to the skull. The rain-soaked nop of thick

bl ack hair crinkled into lank blond curls. Then a third countenance replaced the second: that of a
slightly older man with brush-cut, iron-grey hair and the square features of the quintessentia
army drill sergeant.

As he watched the Sanaritan's moon-round vi sage reappear, Tommy suspected that the other two faces
were those of the unlucky men whomthe creature had sl aughtered a short while ago on the patio
behi nd t hat

Har bour side house. He shuddered - and feared that the denon would hear the chattering of his
teeth even at a distance of forty feet, even through the screening tattoo of the rain

The beast stepped to the centre of the light fall fromthe [anp, where it stopped. Its eyes were
dark and human one nmonent, radi ant green and unearthly the next.

Because Scootie's flank was against Tommy's left leg, he felt the dog shiver

Fromthe centre of the pronenade, the creature surveyed the Fun Zone around it, beginning with the
carousel, which was elevated two feet above the public wal kway and partially screened by a | ow,
green wought-iron fence. The terrible eyes, serpent bright and serpent nean, seened to fix on
Tonmy, and he could sense the beast's hellish hunger

The ol d carousel was crowded with shadows that outnunbered the riders who, for decades, had
mounted its tail-chasing steeds, so it seenmed unlikely that Tormy and Del and Scootie could be
seen in such bl ackish shelter, as long as they remamined still. Yet the hateful denon | ooked upon
the worl d through extraordinary eyes, and Tommy becane convinced that it had spotted himas easily
as it would have if he had been standing in noontine sun.

But the creature's gaze slid away fromhim The denon studi ed Bay Burger to the west, then | ooked
north across the pronmenade to the dark Ferris wheel and the Fun Zone Boat Conpany.

It knows we're nearby, Tomy thought.

Opposite the el evated carousel were lush palmtrees gracing an open-air dining terrace with views
of boat docks and the harbour beyond. Turning its back to the horses, the denon slowy surveyed
the fixed tables, benches, trash containers, enpty bicycle racks, and dripping trees.

On the terrace, two additional three-globe | anpposts shed nore of the icy light that seened, in
this strange night, to reveal less than it should. The area was well|l enough illum nated, however,
for the creature to ascertain, at a glance, that its prey was not hiding there. Nevertheless, it
spent an inordinate anmount of tinme studying the terrace, as if doubting its own eyes, as if it

t hought that Tommy and Del were able, chanel eon-like, to assune the visual character of any
background and effectively di sappear

Finally the beast | ooked west again along the pronenade and then focused once nore on the
carousel. Its radi ant gaze travelled over the shadowed horses only briefly before it turned to
stare east, back the way that it had come, as if it suspected that it had passed their hiding

pl ace.

It seemed confused. Indeed, its frustration was al nost pal pable. The thing sensed that they were
close, but it could not catch their scent - or whatever nore exotic spoor it tracked.

Tommy realized that he was holding his breath. He let it out and inhaled slowy through his open
nmout h, half convinced that even a breath drawn too sharply would instantly attract the hunter's
attention.
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Consi dering that the creature had tracked them many niles across the county to the New Wirld

Sai gon Bakery and | ater had found themagain at Del's house, its current inability to detect them
fromonly forty feet away was baffling.

The creature turned to the carousel

Tommy hel d his breath again.

The serpent-eyed Samaritan raised its plunmp hands and noved its flattened palnms in circles in the
rain-filled air, as though wiping off a dirty pane of gl ass.

Seeki ng psychic inpressions, sonme sign of us, trying to get a clearer view, Tommy thought.

He tightened his grip on the Mssberg.

Round and round, round and round, the pale hands noved, |ike radar dishes, seeking signals.

Ti ck.

Tock.

Tommy sensed that their tine and |uck were rapidly running out, that the denon's inhuman senses
woul d | ock onto them at any second.

Sai ling down fromthe night above the harbour, w ngs thrumm ng, as ethereal as an angel but as
swift as a flash of light, a |arge seagull swooped past the denon's pal e hands and arced up into
t he darkness fromwhich it had come.

The Samaritan-thing |owered its hands.

The gull plumreted once nore, wings cleaving the chilled air and the rain in a breathtaking

di spl ay of graceful aerobatics. As radiant as a haunting spirit in the frost-white light, it swept
past the denon's uprai sed hands again, and then rocketed heavenward in a spiral

The Sanmaritan-thing peered up at the bird, turning to watch it as it wheel ed across the sky.
Sonet hi ng i nportant was happeni ng, somnething nmysterious and profound, which Tommy coul d not

conpr ehend.

He glanced at Del for her reaction, but her attention renmained riveted on the denon, and he could
not see her face.

At Tomy's side, flank pressed against his |eg, the Labrador quivered.

The seagull circled back across the harbour and swooped down into the Fun Zone again. Flying only
a few feet above the surface of the pronenade, it sailed past the denmon and di sappeared between
the shops and arcades to the east.

The serpent-eyed Samaritan stared intently after the gull, clearly intrigued. Its arns hung at its
sides, and it

repeatedly flexed and fisted its plunmp hands as though working off the excess energy of rage and
frustration.

From overhead and west near the stilled Ferris wheel cane the thrumm ng of nmany wi ngs, as eight or
ten seagulls descended in a flock

The denon swung around to face them Breaking out of their steep dive only a few feet above the
ground, the gulls streaked after the first bird, swarnming straight toward the demon and then
parting. into two groups that swept around it, disappearing east on Edgewater Avenue. None of them
cawed or shrieked in their characteristic manner; but for the air-cutting whoosh of their wi ngs,
they passed in eerie silence,

Captivated, curious, the Sanaritan-thing faced east to watch them depart.

It took a step after them another step, but then halted.

Through the wintry l[anplight fell sleet-white rain. The denon took another step east. Stopped.

St ood swayi ng.

At the nearby docks, boats creaked on the rising tide, and a halyard clink-clink-clinked agai nst a
steel mast.

The Sanmaritan-thing directed its attention once nore to the carousel

Qut of the west cane a drunmmng different from- and | ouder than - the rain.

The beast turned toward the Ferris wheel, tilting its face up, peering into the bottom ess bl ack
sky, raising its plunp white hands, as though either seeking the source of the drunmi ng or
preparing to fend off an assault.

Qut of the swarn ng darkness above the harbour, birds descended once nore, not nerely eight or
ten, but a hundred birds, two hundred, three hundred, seagulls and pi geons and sparrows and

bl ackbi rds and crows and hawks, even several enornous and startlingly prehistoric-I|ooking blue
heron, beaks open but producing

no sound, a river of feathers and snmall shiny eyes, pouring down over the Ferris wheel, along the
pronenade, splitting into two streans to pass the denon, and then rejoining in a single surging
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mass to di sappear east between the shops and arcades, and still they cane, a hundred nore and then
a hundred behind them and hundreds arcing down after them as though the sky woul d di sgorge birds
forever, the drunmmng of frantic pinions reverberating off every hard surface with such form dabl e
volume that it was rem niscent of the freight-train runble of a nedi um nmagnitude earthquake.

On the carousel, Tommy felt the vibration of the wings, waves of pressure against his face and
agai nst his marvelling eyes, and his tynpanic nmenbranes began to flutter in synpathy, so that it
felt as though the wi ngs thensel ves, not nmerely the sound of them were in his ears. The humid air
carried the faint amonia scent of danp feathers.

He remenbered sonething that Del had said earlier in the night: The world is full of strange stuff
Don't you watch 'The X Files'?

Al t hough the spectacle of the birds left Tommy as cluel ess as he was wonderstruck, he suspected
that Del understood what was happeni ng, that what was deepest nystery to himwas as clear as

rai nwater to her.

Wth the apparently infinite flock swoopi ng around the denmon, it turned away fromthe Ferris
wheel , and stared east toward where the birds disappeared into the night past the Bal boa Pavilion
It hesitated. Took a step in that direction. Stopped. Took another step

As though finally interpreting the winged visitation as a sign that it could not ignore, the beast
broke into a run, drawn by the birds in the night ahead of it, encouraged by the birds rocketing
past on both sides of it, harried by the birds behind it. The torn raincoat flapped |ike great
tattered wi ngs, but the Samaritan-thing

remai ned earthbound, borne east by birds and bird shadows.

For perhaps a ninute after the Samaritan-thing passed out of sight, the birds continued to descend
fromthe stornmy sky above the Ferris wheel to the west, sail al ong Edgewater Avenue past the
carousel, and disappear to the east. Gadually the flock grew thinner, until it ended with a few
bl ackbirds, two gulls, and a single blue heron at | east three feet tall

The bl ackbirds abruptly broke fromtheir pell-nell eastward flight, spiralled over the dining
terrace as if battling one another, and then fell to the pronenade, where they fluttered on the
wet concrete as though stunned.

The two seagulls | anded on the pavenent, stunbled forward, flopped on their sides, squawked in

di stress, sprang to their feet, and wobble-wal ked in circles, bobbing their heads, apparently
dazed and confused.

St al k-1 egged and ungainly in appearance, the giant blue heron was neverthel ess a graceful creature
- except in this instance. It tottered off the pronenade onto the dining terrace, weaving around
the boles of the palmtrees, curling and bending its long neck as if the muscles were so | oose
that it couldn't hold its head up, in general performing as if inebriated.

One by one the bl ackbirds stopped flopping on the concrete, hopped onto their feet, shook

thensel ves, spread their w ngs, and soared into the air.

The pair of gulls regained their conposure. They al so took wing and di sappeared into the deep

bl ack sky above the harbour

Having regained its equilibrium the heron sprang onto one of the tables on the dining terrace and
stood erect, its head held high, surveying the night on all sides, as if surprised to find itself
in this place. Then it, too, departed.

Tommy sucked in a deep cool breath and blew it out and said, 'Wat the hell was that?

"Birds,' Del said.

"l know they were birds, even a blind nan would know they were birds, but what were they doing?
The dog shook itself, whined, and padded to Del rubbing against her as if for confort.

' Good Scootie,' she said, crouching to scratch the dog behind the ears. "H mwere so quiet, so
still. H mgood baby, himis, nonmmy's little Scootie-wootuns.

Scooti e wagged his tail happily and chuffed.

To Tommy, Del said, 'We better get out of here.'

"You haven't answered my question.'’

'You have so nany questions,' she said.

"Right now, only this one about the birds.'

Ri sing frombeside the dog, she said, 'WII you feel better if |I scratch behind your ears too?
"Del, dam it!"’

'They were just birds. Agitated about sonething.

"More than that,' he disagreed.

"Everything is nore than it seenms, but nothing is as mysterious as it appears to be.'

"I want a real answer, not netaphysics.’
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"Then you tell nme.'
"What the hell is going on here, Del, what have | gotten into the niddle of, what is this al
about ?
I nstead of answering, she said, 'It mght cone back. W better get noving.
Frustrated, he followed her and Scootie off the carousel and into the rain. They went down the
steps to Edgewater Avenue al ong which the thousands of birds had fl ocked.
At the end of the wall and the iron railing that defined the raised area where the carousel stood,
they stopped and peeked out warily along the Fun Zone, east to where the denon had di sappeared.
The beast

was nowhere to be seen. All of the birds were gone as well.

Scootie |l ed themonto the pronenade.

A few dozen feathers in different hues were stuck to the wet concrete or floated in the puddles.
Q herwise, it would have been easy to believe that the birds had not been real, but a phenonena
and phantasnagoric illusion.

"This way,' Del said, and she headed briskly west, the opposite direction fromthat in which the
Samari tan-thi ng had gone.

"Are you a witch?' Tomry asked.

"Certainly not.'

"That's suspicious.'

"What ?' she asked.

"Such a direct answer. You never give them

"l always give direct answers. You just don't listen to them properly.'

As they passed between the Fun Zone Gane Room and the Fun Zone Boat Conpany, between Ms. Fields
Cooki es and the deserted Ferris wheel, Tommy sai d exasperatedly, 'Del, 1've been listening al
night, and I still haven't heard anything that nakes sense.'’

' That just proves what bad ears you have. You better nmke an appointnent to see a good
audi ol ogi st. But you sure do kiss a |lot better than you hear, tofu boy.'

He had forgotten the kiss that they had shared on the carousel. How coul d he possibly have
forgotten the kiss? Even with the sudden arrival of the Samaritan-thing foll owed by the

ast oni shing flock of birds, how could he have forgotten that kiss?

Now his lips burned with the nmenory of her lips, and he tasted the sweetness of her darting tongue
as though it was still in his nouth.

Her nmention of the kiss |eft him speechless.

Maybe that had been her intention

Just past the Ferris wheel at the intersection of Edgewater Avenue and Pal m Street, Del stopped as
if not sure which way to go

Directly ahead, Edgewater was still a pedestrian pronenade, though they were nearing the end of
the Fun Zone.

Pal m Street entered fromthe left. Though no parking was allowed along it, the street was open to
vehi cular traffic because it term nated at the boarding ranp to the Bal boa Ferry.

At this hour no traffic noved on Palm because the ferry was closed for the night. In the docking
slip at the foot of the ranp, one of the barge-type, three-car ferries creaked softly, wall ow ng
on the high tide.

They could turn left on Palmand | eave the Fun Zone for the next street to the south, which was
Bay Avenue. In the imrediate vicinity, it was not a residential street, but they might still find
a parked car or two that Del could hot-wire.

Tommy was thinking like a thief. O at least he was thinking like a thief's apprentice. Mybe

bl ondes - at least this blonde - were every bit the corrupting influence that his nother had

al ways believed themto be.

He didn't care.

He could still taste the kiss.

For the first tine, he felt as tough and adaptabl e and suave as his detective, Chip Nguyen

Beyond Bay Avenue was Bal boa Boul evard, the nmain drag for the length of the peninsula. Wth police

no doubt still coming and going fromthe scene of the shooting farther east, Tomry and Del woul d
be too noticeable on the well-Iighted boul evard, where at this hour they would probably be the
only pedestrians.

Scootie grow ed, and Del said, 'It's comi ng back.

For an instant Tommy didn't understand what she meant, and then he understood too well. Bringing
up
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the shotgun, he spun around to face east. The pronenade was deserted as far as he could see, and
even at night in the rain he could see past the carousel and as far as the Bal boa Pavilion at the
entrance to the Fun Zone.

"It doesn't know exactly where we are yet,' she said, 'but it's conming back this way.

"Intuition agai n?' he asked sarcastically.

"Or whatever. And | don't think we can outrun it on foot.'

"So we've got to find a car,' he said, still keeping a watch on the east end of the Fun Zone,
expecting the Samaritan-thing to come racing toward them birdless and furious.

‘Car, no. That's too dangerous. That nmeans going out toward the boul evard where a cop ni ght pass
by and see us and think we're suspicious.'

' Suspi ci ous? What's suspici ous about two heavily arned people and a big strange bl ack dog on the
street at three in the norning in the niddle of a storn?

"W'|| steal a boat,' Del said.

Her announcenent drew his attention away fromthe pronenade. 'A boat?

"It'Il be fun,' she said.

Al ready she and Scootie were on the nove, and Tommy gl anced east along the deserted anusenent area
once nore before scranbling after the wonan and the dog.

Past the entrance ranmp to the ferry was Bal boa Boat Rentals, a business that offered a variety of
sailing skiffs, small notor boats, and kayaks to the tourist trade.

Tommy didn't know how to sail, wasn't sure that he would be able to operate a notor boat, and
didn't relish paddling out onto the dark rain-lashed harbour in a kayak. 'lI'd prefer a car.'

Del and Scootie ran past the shuttered rental facility and departed the open pronmenade. They
passed

bet ween a coupl e of dark buildings and went to the sea wall

Tommy foll owed themthrough a gate and al ong a pier. Though he wore rubber-sol ed shoes, the rain-
soaked pl anks were slippery.

They were in what appeared to be a small marina area where docki ng space could be rented, though
some of the docks to the west were evidently private. A line of boats - sonme conmercial party
boats, sonme charter-fishing craft, and a few private craft big enough to be classified as full-
bl own yachts - were fled up side by side in the pounding rain, dimMy revealed by the pier security
| anps.

Del and Scootie hurried along a dock head serving several slips and noorings, |ooking over ten
boats before stopping at a sleek white doubl e-deck cruiser. 'This is good,' she said as Tomy

j oi ned them

"Are you kidding? You're going to take this? It's huge!'’

"Not so big. Bluewater 563, fifty-six-foot |ength, fourteen-foot beam'

"We can't handle this - how could we ever handle this?

- we need a whole crew to handle this," Tonmy babbled, w shing that he didn't sound so panicky.
'l can handle it just swell' she assured himw th her usual ebullience. 'These Bl uewater yachts
are sweet, really sweet, about as easy as driving a car.'

"l can drive a car, but | can't drive one of these.

"Hol d this.' She handed himthe .44 Magnum and noved out al ong the finger of the dock to which the
Bl uewat er was tied.

Fol I owi ng her, he said, 'Del, wait.'

Pausing briefly to untie the bow line froma dock cleat, she said, 'Don't worry. This baby's got
|l ess than two feet of draft, a w ndage-reducing profile, and the hull's after sections are
virtually flat-'

"You nmight as well be talking alien abductions again.'

'-two deep, w de-spaced propeller pockets give it a whole ot nore turning | everage,' she
continued as she passed three snaller lines and went to the back of the craft, where she untied
the stern line fromanother dock cleat, coiled it, and tossed it aboard. 'You have real shaft-
angle efficiency with this sweetheart. Twenty-one tons, but I'll make it pirouette.’

"Twenty-one tons,' he worried, follow ng her back to midships. 'Were are you planning on taking
this -Japan?

"No, it's a coastal cruiser. You wouldn't want to take this too far out on the open sea. Anyway,
we're just going across the harbour to Bal boa |Island, where the police aren't all agitated. W can
get a car there w thout being spotted.

As Del unzipped her ski jacket and stripped out of it, Tommy said, 'Is this piracy?
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"Not if no one's aboard. Ordinary theft,' she assured himbrightly, handing her jacket to him
"What ' re you doi ng?

"I"mgoing to have ny hands full with the boat, so you're our only |ine of defence. The jacket
pockets are full of spare anmp. You might need it. Position yourself on the bow deck, and if the
damm thing shows up, do what's necessary to keep it fromgetting aboard.

As the skin crawl ed on the nape of his neck, Tommy | ooked back across the dock, along the pier and
east to the gate through which they had come fromthe Fun Zone. The Sanmaritan-thing was not yet in
si ght.

"It's getting close,’ she assured him

Her voice was no longer at his side, and when he turned to her, he saw that she had al ready
climbed aboard the yacht through the gap in the port railing.

Scooti e was al so aboard, ascending the port-side steps to the open upper deck

"What about these lines? Tommy asked, indicating the three dock ties that she had not cast off.
'Forward spring, after spring, and breast line. |'Il take care of them You just get in position
on the bow. '

He shoved the Desert Eagle under the waistband of his jeans, praying to God he woul dn't stunble
and fall and accidentally bl ow off his manhood. Draping Del's jacket over the shotgun in his left
hand, he grabbed the railing with his right hand, and pulled hinself aboard.

As he started forward, another worry occurred to him and he turned to Del. 'Hey, don't you need
keys or sonething to start it?
" No. "

"For God's sake, it can't be like an outboard nmotor with a pull cord."'

"l have ny ways,' she assured him

In spite of the deep gloom he could see that her smile was even nore enignmatic than any with
whi ch she had previously favoured him

She | eaned toward him kissed himlightly on the nouth, and then said, 'Hurry.'

He went forward to the open bow deck. At the forenobst point of the yacht, he stepped into the
slightly depressed well in which was nounted the anchor winch. He dropped the jacket, which wasn't
goi ng anywhere because it wei ghed about ten pounds with all the anmo in its pockets.

Wth a sigh of relief at not having been neutered, he gingerly withdrew the pistol fromhis
wai st band and placed it on top of the jacket, where he could easily get hold of it if the need
ar ose.

The rain-swept docks were still deserted.

A halyard rattled nutedly agai nst a nast on a sailboat. Dock rollers creaked and rasped over
concrete pilings, and janmed rubber fenders squeaked between a boat hull and a dock

The water was oil-black and had a faint briny snell. In the detective novels he wote, this was
the cold, nurky, secret-keeping water into which villains sonmetinmes dropped chai n-w apped victins
in concrete boots. In other witers' books, such water was honme to great white sharks, giant
killer squid, and sea serpents.

He | ooked back at the dark wi ndows of the enclosed | ower deck, inmediately behind him wondering
where Del had gone

The smaller top deck began farther aft, and as he raised his gaze to it, soft anber |ight appeared
at the wi ndshield of what m ght be an upper hel mstation. Then he glinpsed Del as she slipped
behi nd the wheel and | ooked over the instrunentation

When Tommy checked the docks again, nothing nmoved on them although he woul dn't have been
surprised to see policenen, harbour policenen, Coast Guardsnen, FBlI agents, and so many ot her

of ficers of one | aw enforcenent agency or another that the Samaritan-thing, if it showed up, would
be unabl e to shoulder its way through the crowd. He had probably broken nore I aws tonight than in
his entire previous thirty years conbi ned.

The Bluewater's twi n di esel engines chugged, coughed, and then turned over with a hard runbl e of
power. The foredeck vibrated under Tommy's shoes.

He | ooked toward the top-deck hel magain and saw, beside Del, Scootie's head, ears pricked. The
Labrador was apparently standing with his forepaws on the instrunent board, and Del was patting
his big head as if to say, Good dog.

For sone reason he couldn't grasp, Tommy was rem nded of the swarnming birds. He flashed back, as
well, to the courtyard of Del's house, when they had entered fromthe street with the Samaritan in
pursuit of them and the previously | ocked front door had seened

to be open before she could have reached it. Abruptly he felt poised on the brink of a satori
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agai n, but then the nonment passed wi thout bringing himenlightennent.

This time, when he turned his attention to the docks, he saw the Samaritan-thing hurtling through
the gate at the sea wall, no nore than two hundred feet away, raincoat billowing |like a cape
behind it, no | onger dazzled by birds, its eyes on the prize.

'CGo, go!' Tommy urged Del as the yacht began to ease backward out of its slip.

The denon descended to the dock head and raced westward al ong the base of the sea wall, passing
all of the boats that Del had rejected.

Standing in the anchor well, Tommy held the Mossberg in both hands, hoping the creature would
never get close enough to require the use of the shotgun

The yacht was hal fway out of the slip and noving faster by the second.

Tommy heard the thudding of his own heart, and then he heard an even | ouder pounding: the holl ow
booni ng of the denon's footfalls on the dock planks.

The yacht was three-quarters of the way out of the slip, and waves of black water rolled in where
it had been, slapping the dock.

Ski ddi ng on the wet planks, the fat-man-that-wasn't-a-fat-man reached the head of the slip and
sprinted onto the port-side finger, desperately trying to catch thembefore they reversed all the
way into the channel

The beast was cl ose enough for Tormy to see its radiant green eyes in the pale face of the
Sanmaritan, as inprobable and frightening in the countenance of the fat nan as in that of the rag
dol I.

The Bl uewater reversed all the way out of the slip, churning hard through water now festooned with
garl ands of phosphorescent foam

The denon sprinted to the end of the port-side finger

of the slip just as the yacht pulled away. It didn't stop, but |eaped across the six-foot gap
between the end of the dock and the boat, slammed into the pulpit only three feet in front of
Tommy, and seized the railing with both hands.

As the thing tried to pull itself over the railing and aboard, Tommy squeezed off a round fromthe
shotgun, point-blank in its face, flinching at the roar and at the gout of flane that spurted from
the nuzzl e of the Mbssberg.

In the pearlescent glow of the running Iights, he saw the fat man's face vanish in the blast, and
he gagged in revul sion at the grisly spectacle.

But the Samaritan-thing didn't let go of the pulpit railing. It should have been torn | oose by the
powerful hit that it had taken, but the relentless beast still hung fromthe bow and conti nued
trying to drag-heave-roll itself onto the foredeck

Qut of the raw, oozing mass of torn flesh left by the shotgun blast, the fat nan's gli stening
white face at once miraculously re-formed, utterly undamaged, and the green serpent eyes blinked
open, radiant and fierce.

The thick-1ipped nouth yawned wi de, gaping silently for a nonent, and then the Sanaritan-thing
screaned at Tommy. The piercing voice was not renotely human, less |ike an ani mal sound than |ike
an el ectronic shriek.

Cast back on the faith of his youth, pleading with the Holy Virgin, Mther of God, to save him
Tommy punped anot her round into the breech, fired, worked the punp action again, and fired a third
round, both froma distance of only three feet.

The hands on the railing were not human any nore. They had met anor phosed into chitinous pincers
with serrated edges and were | ocked so fiercely that the stainless-steel tubing actually appeared
to be bending in the creature's grip.

Tommy punped, fired, punped, squeezed the trigger

punped, squeezed the trigger, and then realized that he was dry firing. The nagazi ne of the
Mossberg was enpty.

Shri eki ng again, the beast hauled itself higher on the pulpit railing as the bow of the reversing
yacht came around to port and away fromthe dock

Tommy dropped the enpty shotgun, snatched up the Desert Eagle, slipped, and fell backward. He

| anded on his butt on the bow deck with his feet still in the anchor well.

The gun was beaded with rain. Hi s hands were wet and shaking. But he didn't drop the weapon when
he | anded.

Cl anmbering over the railing, shrieking in triunph, the serpent-eyed Samaritan | oomed over Tomy.
The noon-round, noon-pale visage split open fromchin to hairline, as if it wasn't a skull at all
but a strained sausage skin, and the halves of the bifurcated face peeled apart, with the denented
green eyes bulging at either side, and out of the sudden gash sprouted an obscene mass of
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writhing, segmented, glossy-black tentacles as thin as whips, perhaps two feet |ong, and as
agitated as the appendages of a squid in a feeding frenzy. At the base of the squirmng tentacles
was a wet sucking hole full of clashing teeth.

Two, four, five, seven tines Tommy fired the .44 Magnum The pistol bucked in his hands and the
recoi |l slammed through himhard enough to rattle his vertebrae. At such close quarters, he didn't
have to be as first-rate a narksman as Del was, and every round seened to strike home.

The creature shuddered with the inpact of the shots and pitched backward over the pul pit railing.
Pincers flailed, grabbed, and one of them Il ocked tightly on the steel tubing. Then the eighth and
ninth rounds found their mark, and sinultaneously a section of railing gave

way with a gong-like clang, and the beast plunged backward into the harbour

Tommy scranbled to the damaged railing, slipped, alnost pitched through the gap, clutched a firmy
anchored section tightly with one hand, and searched the black water for sone sign of the
creature. It had vani shed.

He didn't believe that it was really gone. He anxiously scanned the water, waiting for the
Samaritan-thing to surface.

The yacht was cruising forward now, east along the channel, past the other boats in the noorings
and the small marina. A speed linmt was in effect in the harbour, but Del wasn't obeying it.
Movi ng aft al ong the short bow deck, clutching at the starboard railing, Tommy searched the waters
on that side, but soon the area where the creature had di sappeared was well behind them and
recedi ng rapidly.

The crisis wasn't over. The threat wasn't gone. He was not going to make the nistake of taking
anot her breather. He wasn't safe until dawn.

I f then.

He returned to the pulpit to retrieve the shotgun and the ski jacket full of ammunition. H s hands
wer e shaking so badly that he dropped the Mssberg twi ce.

The yacht was cruising fast enough to stir up a wind of its own in the w ndless night. Although
the skeins of rain still fell as straight as the strands of a glass-bead curtain, the speed at

whi ch the boat surged forward made it seemas if the droplets were being flung at Tommy by the
fury of the storm

Carrying both of the guns and the ski jacket, he retreated al ong the narrow port-side pass way and
hurriedly clinbed the steep stairs to the upper deck

The aft portion of the open-air top deck contained a built-in table for alfresco dining and an
enor nous

el evat ed sun-bat hing pad across the entire stern. Toward starboard, an enclosed stairwell led to
the | ower deck.

Scooti e was standi ng on the sunbathing pad, gazing down at the foanm ng wake that trailed away from
the stern. He was as focused on the churning water as he might have been on a taunting cat, and he
didn't ook up at Tommy.

Forward on the top deck, the upper helmstation had a hardtop roof and a w ndshield, but the back
of it was nmeant to be open in good cruising weather. Currently a custom sewn vinyl enclosure was
snugged to the supporting rear framework of the hardtop, form ng a weather-proofed cabin of sorts,
but Del had unsnapped the centre vent to gain access to the wheel

Tommy pushed through the | oose flaps, into the dimlight beyond, which arose only fromthe contro
boar d.

Del was in the captain's seat. She glanced away fromthe rain-streaked windshield. 'Nce job.'

"I don't know,' he said worriedly, putting the guns down on the consol e behind her. He began to
unzi p pockets on the ski jacket. '"It's still out there sonewhere.’

"But we're outrunning it now, on the nove and safe.'

'Yeah, maybe,' he said as he added nine rounds of anmmp to the Desert Eagl e nagazi ne, replenishing
the thirteen-shot capacity as quickly as his trenbling hands could cope with the cartridges. 'How
Il ong to cross the harbour?

Bri ngi ng the Bluewater sharply and expertly around to port, she said, 'W're starting the run
right now. Going so fast, I'll have to throttle back just a little, but it should still take |ike
maybe two mnutes.'

At various points down the centre of the broad harbour, clusters of boats bobbled at pernanent
nmoorings, grey shapes in the gloomthat effectively divided the expanse of water into channels.
But as far as could

be seen in the rain, theirs was the only craft currently making way. Del said, 'Problemis - when
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we get to Balboa Island, | need to find an enpty slip, a suitable dock to tie up to, and that

m ght take sone tinme. Thank God, it's high tide and this baby has such a low draft, 'cause we can
slide in al nbst anywhere.'

Rel oadi ng the Mossherg, he said, 'How d you start the engines wthout keys?

"Hot-wired the sucker.'

"l don't think so.'

' Found a key.
"Bull shit.'
"Well," she said airily, 'those are your choi ces.

Qut side on the open top deck, Scootie began to bark ferociously.

Tommy's stomach fluttered nervously, and his heart swelled with dread. 'Jesus, here we go

al ready.'

Armed with both the shotgun and the pistol, he pushed through the vinyl flaps, into the night and
rain.

Scootie still stood vigilantly on the sunbathing pad, staring down at the churning wake.

Bal boa Peninsula was swiftly receding.

Tommy stepped quickly past the dining table and the uphol stered horseshoe bench that encircled it,
to the platformon which the dog stood.

No railing encircled the outer edge of the sunbathing pad, only a low wall, and Tomy didn't want
to risk standing on it and perhaps pitching over the stern. He wiggled forward on his belly,
across the wet canvas uphol stered pad, beside the Labrador, where he peered down at the turbul ent
wake.

In the murk, he couldn't see anything out of the ordinary.

The dog barked nore savagely than ever

"What is it, fella?

Scooti e glanced at hi mand whi ned.

He coul d see the wake but nothing of the boat's stern, which was recessed beneath the top deck
Easi ng forward, his upper body extended over the |ow sun-deck wall, Tommy squi nted down and back
at the l[ower portion of the yacht.

Under Tonmy, behind the enclosed first deck, was a back-porch-type afterdeck. It was overhung by
the sunbathing platformon which he |ay, and was therefore | argely conceal ed.

Sans raincoat, the fat man was clinbing out of the harbour and over the afterdeck railing. He

di sappeared under the overhang before Tonmy could take a shot at him

The dog scranbled to a closed stair head hatch i mediately starboard of the sunbathing platform
Joi ning the Labrador, Tommy put down the pistol. Holding the Mbssberg in one hand, he opened the
hat ch.

A small light glowed at the bottom of noul ded-fi breglass steps, revealing that the Samaritan-thing
was al ready clanbering upward. Its serpent eyes flashed, and it shrieked at Tonmy.

Graspi ng the shotgun with both hands, Tomy punped the entire magazine into the beast.

It grasped at a rail and held on tenaciously, but the last two blasts tore it | oose and hurled it
to the bottom of the steps. The thing rolled out of the stairwell, onto the afterdeck again, out
of sight.

The indom table creature would be stunned, as before. Judgi ng by experience, however, it wouldn't
be out of action for long. There wasn't even any bl ood on the steps. It seened to absorb the
buckshot and bull ets wi thout sustaining any real wounds.

Dr oppi ng the shotgun, Tommy retrieved the .44 pistol. Thirteen rounds. That mi ght be enough
amunition to

knock the beast back down the stairs twice nore, but then there would be no tine to rel oad.

Del appeared at his side, |ooking gaunt and nore worried than she had been before. 'Gve ne the
gun,' she said urgently.

"Who's driving?

"l locked the wheel. Gve nme the gun and go forward, down the port stairs to the foredeck.

"What are you going to do?' he demanded, reluctant to | eave her there even if she had the Desert
Eagl e.

"I'lIl start a fire,' she said.

"VWhat ?'

"You said fire distracted it.'

He renenbered the enraptured mini-kin at the blazing Corvette, lost to all sensation except the
dancing flanes. 'How re you going to start a fire?
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"Trust ne.’
' But -'
Bel ow, the recuperated Samaritan-thing shrieked and entered the bottom of the stairwell.
"Gve ne the dam gun!' she snarled, and virtually tore it out of Tonmmy's grip
The Desert Eagl e bucked in her hands - once, twice, three tines, four tines - and the roar echoed
back at themout of the stairwell, |ike cannon fire.
Squeal i ng, spitting, hissing, the creature crashed down to the afterdeck again.
To Tomy, Del shouted, 'Go, dam it, go!'
He stunbl ed across the open top deck to the port stairs farther forward, beside the hel mstation.
More gunfire erupted behind him The beast had cone back at her faster this tine than before.
Clutching at the railing, he descended the open portside stairs, up which he had clinbed earlier.
At the bottom the narrow rail ed passway led forward to the bow but didn't |ead back toward the
stern, so there was

no easy route by which the Samaritan-thing could nake its way to himdirectly fromthe afterdeck -
unless it broke into the enclosed | ower deck, ranpaged forward through the stateroons, and snmashed
out at himthrough a w ndow.

More gunfire crashed above and aft, and the hard sound sl apped across the black water, so it
seened as t hough Newport had gone to war w th nei ghbouring Corona Del Mar.

Tommy reached the bow deck, where only a few mnutes ago he'd taken a stand agai nst the Sanaritan-
thing when it had first tried to board the vessel

In the night ahead, Bal boa Island | ooned.

"Holy shit,' Tomy said, horrified by what was about to happen

They were approachi ng Bal boa |Island at consi derable speed, on a line as direct and true as if they
were being guided by a | aser beam Wth the wheel |ocked and the throttles set, they would pass
between two | arge private docks and ramthe sea wall that surrounded the island.

He turned, intending to go back to the hel mand nake Del change course, but he halted in

ast oni shnent when he saw that the aft end of the yacht was al ready ablaze. Orange and blue fl anes
| eaped into the night. Shimering with reflections of the fire, the falling rain |ooked Iike
showers of enbers froma celestial blaze.

Scoot i e padded al ong the port-side pass way and onto the bow deck.

Del was right behind the Labrador. 'The damm thing's in the stairwell, burning in ecstasy, like
you said. Creepy as hell.

"How did you set it on fire so quick? Tonmmy denmanded, half shouting to be heard above the
drunm ng rain and the engines.

'Diesel fuel,' she said, raising her voice as well.

"Where' d you get diesel fuel?

"There's six hundred gallons aboard.' 'But in tanks somewhere.

'Not any nore.

"And di esel fuel doesn't burn that fiercely.'

"So | used gasoline.’

" Huh?'

'O napalm'

You're lying to me again!' he funed.

You're naking it necessary.'

"l hate this crap.'’

"Sit on the deck,' she instructed.

"This is so nuts!’

"Sit down, grab hold of the railing.

"You're sone crazy gonzo Amazon witch or sonething.'

"VWhat ever you say. Just brace yourself, 'cause we're going to crash, and you don't want to be

t hrown overboard."

Tommy | ooked toward Bal boa |sland, which was clearly defined by the streetlanps al ong the seawal |
and the dark shapes of houses beyond. 'Dear Cod.

"As soon as we run aground,' she said, 'get up, get off the boat, and follow ne.'

She crossed to the starboard flank of the bow deck, sat with her legs splayed in front of her, and
grabbed hold of the railing with her right hand. Scootie clanbered into her |ap, and she put her
I eft armaround him

Fol I owi ng Del's exanple, Tommy sat on the deck, facing forward. He didn't have a dog to hug, so he
gripped the port railing with both hands.
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Sl eek and swift, the yacht cruised through the rainy darkness toward doom
If Del had set the fuel tanks on fire, the engines wouldn't be running. Wuld they?
Don't think, just hold on

Maybe the fire had come fromthe same place as the seething flock of birds. Wich was - where?
Just hol d on.

He expected the boat to expl ode under him

He expected the flam ng Samaritan-thing to shake off its rapture and, still ablaze, |eap upon him
He cl osed his eyes.

Just hol d on.

If he had just gone hone to his nmother's for corn tay camand stir-fried vegetables with Nuoc Mam
sauce, he night not have been hone when the doorbell rang, m ght never have found the doll, m ght
now be in bed, sleeping peacefully, dream ng about the Land of Bliss at the peak of fabled Munt
Phi Lai, where everyone was imortal and beautiful and deliriously happy twenty-four hours every
day, where everyone lived in perfect harnony and never said one cross word to anyone el se and
never suffered an identity crisis. But, nooooo, that wasn't good enough for him Nooooo, he had to
of fend his nother and nmake a statenent about his independence by going instead to a diner for
cheeseburgers, cheeseburgers and French fries, cheeseburgers and French fries and onion rings and
a chocol ate m | kshake, M. Big Shot with his own car phone and his new Corvette, intrigued by the
bl ond waitress, flirting with her, when the world was filled with beautiful and intelligent and
charm ng Vietnanese girls - who were perhaps the nost [ovely wonen in the world - who never called
you 'tofu boy,' never hot-wired cars, didn't think they had been abducted by aliens, didn't
threaten to bl ow your head of f when you wanted to | ook at their paintings, never stole yachts and
set themon fire, gorgeous Vietnamese wonen who never talked in riddles, never said things |like
"reality is what you think it is," didn't have any expertise with throwi ng knives, hadn't been
taught by their fathers to use high explosives, didn't wear father-killing

bull ets as neckl ace pendants, didn't run around with big black snart assed hounds fromhell wth
farting rubber hotdogs. He couldn't go home and eat corn tay cam had to wite stupid detective
novel s instead of becom ng a doctor or a baker, and now as paynent for his selfishness and his
arrogance and his bull-headed deternmi nation to be what he could never be, he was going to die.
Just hol d on.

He was going to die.

Just hol d.

Here canme the big sleep, the | ong goodbye.

Hol d.

He opened his eyes.

Shoul dn't have done that.

Bal boa | sl and, where no structure was taller than three stories, where half of the houses were
bungal ows and cottages, seened as |arge as Manhattan, towering.

Screws turning furiously, the fifty-six-foot, nerrily blazing Bl uewater yacht cane into the island
at extreme high tide, drawing less than two feet, virtually skimmng like a cigarette racing boat,
for God's sake, in spite of its size, came in between two docks (one of which was already
decorated for Christmas), and struck the nmassive steel-reinforced concrete sea wall with a

col ossal shattering-ripping-screechi ng-boom ng noi se that nmade Tonmy cry out in fear and that
woul d have awakened the dead if perhaps any of the islanders had perished in their sleep this
night. At the water line, the hull, although as strong as any, was crushed and torn open at the
bow. The inpact dramatically slowed the yacht, but the diesel engines were so powerful and the
screws provided such enornous thrust that the vessel surged forward, striving to clinb the sea
wal | , heaving across the top of it, angling up at the bow, up, over the wi de public pronmenade that
ringed the island, up, as though it nmight churn all the way out of the harbour and sail through
the front of one of

the I arge houses that lined the island's waterfront. Then at last it shuddered to a halt, securely
hung up on the sea wall and badly wei ghed down by the tons of seawater pouring through the broken
hull into the | ower holds.

Tonmy had been bounced agai nst the deck and sl anmmed sideways against the |low port sill, but he had
held fast to the railing, even though at one point he thought that his left armwas going to be

di sl ocated at the shoulder. He cane through the weck wi thout serious injury, however, and when
the yacht was fully at rest, he let go of the railing, rose into a crouch, and crabbed si deways
across the bow to Del
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She was on her feet by the tine he reached her. 'Let's get the hell out of here.’
The stern of the yacht burned brighter than ever. The fire was spreading forward, and there were
flames behind the wi ndows of the | ower-deck stateroons.

An eerie and chilling ululation arose fromdeep within the crackling blaze. It m ght have been
steamventing or hydraulic fluid singing through a pierced steel Iine - or the crooning of the

enr apt ured denon.

The bow deck was canted three or four degrees because the boat was ranped up on the sea wall. They
wal ked uphill to the pulpit, which thrust out of the water and was suspended over the deserted
pedestri an pronenade.

Al'l along the recently slunbering waterfront, lights began to blink on in the closely spaced
houses.

Scootie hesitated at the gap in the pulpit railing, but only briefly, then | eaped down onto the
concrete sward on the island side of the sea wall

Del and Tommy followed him Fromthe pulpit to the sidewal k was about a ten-foot drop

The dog sprinted west along the pronmenade, as if he knew where he was goi ng.

Del followed the Labrador, and Tomry followed Del. He gl anced back once and, in spite of all the
out r ageous

i ncidents of the night, which should have inured himto spectacle, he was awestruck at the sight
of the enornous boat bal anced on the sea wall, overhanging the public wal kway, as if it were the
Ark washed ashore after the Great Flood.

As worried faces began to appear at upstairs wi ndows but before any front doors flew open, before
frightened voices rose in the night, Tomry and Del and the dog found the nearest street |eading
away fromthe promenade. They headed toward the centre of the island.

Al t hough Tommy | ooked over his shoulder fromtine to time, expecting a serpent-eyed fat man or
worse, no creature swaddled in fire pursued them

SEVEN

Hundr eds of houses crowded the small |ots on Bal boa |Island, and because of inadequate garage
space, both sides of the narrow streets were lined with the parked cars of residents and visitors.
Shopping for a set of wheels to steal, Del had a daunting variety of choices. Rather than settle
for a Buick or Toyota, however, she was attracted to a fire-engine-red Ferrari Testerosa.

They stood under the cl oaking boughs of an ol d podocarpus, while she admired the sports car

"Way not that Geo?' Tommy asked, pointing to the vehicle parked in front of the Ferrari

'The Geo's okay, but it's not cool. The Ferrari is cool.'

"It costs as nuch as a house,' Tonmy obj ect ed.

"We're not buying it.'

"I"'macutely aware of what we're doing.'

"W're just borrowing it.

"W're stealing it,' he corrected.

'No. Bad guys steal stuff. W're not bad guys. We're the good guys. Ergo, we can't be stealing
it.'

"Actually, that's a defence that might work with a California jury,' he said sourly.

"You keep a |l ookout while | see if it's unl ocked.

"Why not destroy a cheaper car?' he argued.

"Who sai d anything about destroying it?

"You're hard on nachinery,' he rem nded her

Fromthe far end of the island came the sirens of fire

engi nes. Above the silhouettes of the tightly packed houses, the night sky to the south was

bri ghtened by the gl ow of the burning yacht.

'Keep a | ookout,' she repeated. The street was deserted.

Wth Scootie, she stepped off the sidewal k and went boldly to the driver's side of the Ferrari
She tried the door, and it was unl ocked.

"Surprise, surprise,' Tomry nmuttered. Scootie entered the car ahead of her.

The Ferrari started even as Del settled behind the wheel and pulled the driver's door shut. The
engi ne sounded powerful enough to ensure that the car would be airborne if Del decided that she
wanted it to fly.

"Two seconds flat. A true master crimnal,' Tomry nurnmured to hinself as he went to the car and
opened t he other door.
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"Scootie is willing to share the passenger seat.

"He's a sweetheart,' Tomy said.

After the dog | eaped out into the rain, Tomry clinbed into the I owslung car. He resisted the
tenptation to close the door before the nmutt could re-enter

Scootie sat with his runp in Tormy's lap, his hind |l egs on the seat, and his forepaws on the
dashboar d.

"Put your arns around him' Del said as she switched on the headlights.

" What ?'

'So he doesn't go through the windshield if we stop suddenly.

"l thought you weren't going to destroy the car?' 'You never know when you night have to stop
suddenl y. '

Tonmy put his arnms around the Labrador. 'Were are we goi ng?

"Momi s house,' Del said.

"How far is that?'

"Fifteen minutes tops. Maybe ten in this baby.' Scootie turned his head, made eye contact, |icked
Tonmy fromchin to forehead, and then faced forward again.

"It's going to be a long drive,' Tomry said.

"He's decided he likes you.'

"I'mflattered.'’

"You should be. He doesn't lick just anyone.' Scootie chuffed as if to confirmthat statenent. As
Del pulled the Ferrari away fromthe curb and into

the street, she said, 'W'll|l leave this crate at Monis place, and she can have it brought back
here. We'll borrow one of her cars for the rest of the night.

"You' ve got an under st andi ng not her.

' She's a peach.’

"How d you get the car started so quickly? he asked

'The keys were init.'

Wth the big dog in his lap, Tonmy couldn't see much of the street ahead of them but he certainly
could see the ignition, in which no key was inserted.

"Where are they now?' he asked.

"Where are what?'

' The keys?

"What keys?

' The ones you started the car with.'

"I hot-wired it,' she said, grinning.

"It started while you were pulling your door shut.

"l can hot-wre one-handed.’

"In two seconds flat?

' Cool, huh?

She turned left onto a divided street that led to Marine Avenue, the island s main drag.

"We're so soaked, we're ruining the upholstery,' he worried.

"I'l1l send the owner a cheque.'

"I"mserious. This is expensive upholstery.'

"I"'mserious too. I'lIl send hima cheque. You' re such a nice man, Tomry. Such a straight arrow. |
i ke that about you.'

Emer gency beacons flashing, a police car turned the corner ahead and passed them no doubt headi ng
toward the burning boat.

"What do you think it cost? Tommy asked.

" A thousand bucks ought to cover it.

"For an entire yacht?

"l thought you nmeant the uphol stery danage. The Bl uewater cost about seven hundred and fifty

t housand. '

' Those poor people.’

"VWhat peopl e?

' The poor peopl e whose boat you trashed. Are you going to wite thema check too?

‘"Don't have to. It's ny boat.'

He gaped at her. Since encountering Deliverance Payne, staring agape had becone his nost-used

expr essi on.

As she stopped at the Marine Avenue intersection, she smled at himand said, 'Only owned it since
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July.'

He managed to re-hinge his jawto ask, 'If it's your boat, why wasn't it docked at your house?
"It's so bigit blocks ny view So | rent that slip where it was tied up.'

Scooti e thunped one paw repeatedly agai nst the dashboard, as though expressing his inpatience to
get novi ng.

Tomy said, 'So you bl ew up your own boat.' Turning left on Marine Avenue, which was the
commercial centre of the island, Del said, 'Didn't blow it up. You have a tendency to

exaggeration, Tommy. | hope your detective novels aren't full of hyperbole.'’
"Ckay, you set it on fire.'
"Big difference, | think. Blow up, set on fire - there's a big difference.'

"At this rate, even your inheritance won't |ast |ong.'

"Ch, you're such a goof, Tonmy. | don't set yachts on fire every day, you know.'
"l wonder.'
'Besides, I'll never have noney worries.'

You're a counterfeiter too?

"No, silly. Daddy taught me to play poker, and |I'm even better than he was.'

"Do you cheat?'

"Never! Cards are sacred.'

"I"'mglad to hear you think something's sacred."

"I think a lot of things are sacred,' she said.

"Like the truth?

Wth a coy |ook, she said, 'Sonetines.’

They were reaching the end of Marine Avenue. The bridge across the back channel to the mainland
lay |l ess than a bl ock ahead.

He said, 'Truth - how did you start this car?

"Didn't | say? The keys were in the ignition.'

"That's one of the things you said. How did you start the fire on the boat?'

"Wasn't ne. WAs Ms. O Leary's cow, kicked over a lantern.'

Scootie nmade a weird chuffing, wheezing sound. Tommy could have sworn it was doggy | aughter.
Anot her police cruiser appeared on the arched bridge ahead of them entering the island fromthe
mai nl and.

"Truth - where did the birds conme fronP' Tommy asked.

"Vell, it's the eternal nystery, isn't it: which cane first, the chicken or the egg?

The oncoming patrol car stopped at the foot of the bridge and flashed its headlights at them
" Thi nks we night be bad guys,' Del said.

"Ch, no.'

'Rel ax.'

Del stopped beside the cruiser.

Tommy said, 'Don't turn himinto a cat or a crow or sonething.'

"I was thinking - a goose.'

The el ectric wi ndow purred down.

The cop had already | owered his wi ndow. He sounded surprised when he said, 'Del?

"Hi, Marty!'

"l didn't realize it was you,' the cop said, smiling at her from behind the wheel of his cruiser.
" New car ?'

"You like it?

"A real beauty. Yours or your nom s?'

"You know Mom'

"Don't you go breaking any speed limts.'

"If I do, will you personally paddle me?" Mirty, the cop, laughed. 'I'd be delighted.' 'Wat's all
t he hubbub?' Del asked innocently. 'You won't believe this. Some fool ramred a big damm boat high
speed into the sea wall.'

"Must' ve been having a great party onboard. Wiy do | never get invited to the great parties?
Apparently uninterested in Tonmy, Marty said, 'H, Scootie.'

Craning his burly head to | ook past Del, out the side wi ndow, the Labrador grinned, tongue

lolling.
To Del, Marty said, 'Tell your nomwe'll be watching for her in that car.'
"You might not see her,' Del said, 'but you'll sure hear the sonic boom'

Laughi ng, Marty drove away, and Del continued onto the bridge, over the back channel, to the
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mai nl and.
Tommy said, 'Wiat happens when he di scovers the yacht on the sea wall is yours?

"He won't know. It's not in my name. It's registered to our off-shore corporation.'

"OfFf-shore corporation? How far off? Mars?

'"Gand Cayman, in the Caribbean.'

"What happens when this car is reported stolen? "It won't be. Momill have it brought back before
it's mssed.

'Scootie snells.'

"I't's only his wet coat.

"It better be,' Tomy said. 'Truth - was it just chance that you happened to be driving by that
vacant lot when | rolled the Corvette, or did you know | was going to be there?

"Of course, | didn't know. Like | said, though, we're clearly each other's destiny."'
"God, you're infuriating!' Tonmy said.

"You don't mean that.' 'Yes, | do.'

" Poor confused Tonmy."' 'Infuriating.

Actual ly, you nean to say interesting.' 'Infuriating.'

"Interesting. In fact, you're enthralled with ne.' He sighed.
"Aren't you?' she teased. 'Enthralled.' He sighed again.
Aren't you?' she insisted.

"Yes.'
"You're so sweet,' she said. 'Such a sweet nan.'
"Vant nme to shoot you?' 'Not yet. Wait till |I'mdying.' 'That's not going to be easy.

Del's mother lived in a private guard-gated comunity

on a hill overlooking Newport Beach. The guardhouse was finished in nottled pastel stucco with
cast-stone wai nscot and cast-stone coins at the corners, and it stood under several enornous,
theatrically lighted phoeni x pal ns.

Because no resident sticker adorned the Ferrari w ndshield, the young guard had to open the

gat ehouse door and | ean out to ask whom Del was visiting. He was sl ack-faced and sl eepy-eyed when
he first appeared, but the nonent that he saw her, his face tightened, and his eyes brightened.
"M ss Payne!'’

"Hi, M ckey.

" New car ?'

She said, 'Maybe. W're test-driving it.'

The guard canme out of the gatehouse, into the rain, and stooped beside Del's open wi ndow to be at
her level. '"Quite a machine.'

"My momcould nmake it go to the noon.

"If she had this,' the guard said, 'the comunity would have to put in speed bunps the size of
gar bage dunpsters to slow her down.'

" How s Enmy?’

Al t hough M ckey was not wearing a raincoat, he seened to be oblivious of the downpour, as though
Del so conpletely commanded his awareness that he sinply didn't have the capacity also to notice
the inclenent weather - or anything else, for that matter. Tomry knew exactly how the poor guy
felt.

"Enmy's great,' Mckey said. 'She's in total remission.'

"That's wonderful, M ckey.

" The doctors can't believe it.'

‘I told you not to | ose hope, didn't |?

"If the tests keep com ng back clear as they do now, they'll probably release her fromthe
hospital in about

three days. | just pray to God she'll never... never have to... go back.'’

"She'll be fine, M ckey.

"It's so nice of you to go visit her the way you do.'

"Ch, | adore her, Mckey. She's an absolute angel. It's no trouble at all.

"She thinks the world of you, Mss Payne. She sure loved that storybook you brought her.' Looking
past Del, he said, 'H, Scootie.'

The Labrador chuffed.

Del said, 'Mckey, this is ny friend, Tormy Tofu.' Mckey said, 'dad to neet you, M. Tofu.'
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Peering between Del and the dog, Tommy said, 'Likewi se. You're getting soaked, M ckey.
"Am | ?'

'Yes, you are,' Del said. 'You better get back inside, dear. Tell Emy I1'll see her the day after
tomorrow. And after she's been out of the hospital a while and put on a little weight, maybe she
can come to ny studio on the peninsula and sit for nme. 1'd like to paint her portrait.

"Ch, she'd love that, Mss Payne. Getting her portrait done - she'd feel like a princess.'

Dripping, Mckey returned to the gatehouse, and Del put up the car w ndow.

In front of them a massive iron gate ornamented with gilded balls rolled out of the way,
adnmitting themto the private comunity.

As Del piloted the Ferrari through the open gate, Tommy said, 'Wo's Enmy?'

"Hs little girl. Ei ght years old, cute as a button.'

"She's in total rem ssion from what?

' Cancer.'

"That's tough - eight years old and hit w th cancer

"She'll be absolutely fine now Wn't she Scootie-wootuns?’

The Labrador | eaned over to nuzzle and lick her neck, and she giggled.

They cruised along winding streets lined with enornmous houses behind deep and | ushly | andscaped
grounds.

"I"'msorry we have to wake your nother at three-thirty in the norning,' Tommy said.

"You're just so delightfully thoughtful and polite,' Del said, reaching over to pinch his cheek
"But don't worry yourself. Momw |l be awake and busy.'

' She's a night person, huh?

' She's an around-the-cl ock person. She never sleeps.' 'Never?

"Vell, not since Tonopah,' Del anmended. 'Tonopah, Nevada?'

"Actual ly, outside Tonopah, close Mid Lake.'

"Mud Lake? What're you tal king about? 'That was twenty-eight years ago.' 'Twenty-ei ght years?
"Approximately. |I'mtwenty-seven.'

"Your nother hasn't slept since before you were born?

' She was twenty-three then.'

Everyone has to sleep,' Tommy said.

Not everyone. You've been up all night. Are you sl eepy?

"I was earlier, but-'

"Here we are,' she said happily, turning a corner and driving into a cul -de-sac.

At the end of the short street stood a grove of palmtrees and behind thema stone estate wal
illum nated by | andscape lighting so subtle that Tomy coul dn't al ways di scern the source.

Set in the wall was a tall bronze gate with two-inch square pickets. In an ei ghteen-inch-deep cast
header across the top of the gate were what appeared to be

hi er ogl yphi cs. The nassive portal nmade the main gate to the comunity | ook, by conparison, like a
tinfoil construction.

Del stopped, put down her w ndow, and pushed a call button on an intercombox set in a stone post.
From the speaker cane a solemm nmale voice with a British accent. 'Who's calling, please?

"It's me, Mumm ngford.'

' Good nmorning, Mss Payne,' said the voice on the intercom

The gate rolled open ponderously.

" Munmi ngford?' Tonmmy asked.

As she put up her wi ndow, Del said, 'The butler.

"He's on duty at this hour?

' Somreone' s al ways on duty. Munmmi ngford prefers the night shift, actually, because it's usually
nmore interesting here,' Del explained as she drove forward through the gateway arch.

"What' re those hierogl yphics on the gate?

"It says, "Toto, we're not in Kansas any nore."

"lI'm serious.

"So am|. Modm has a whinsical side.'

Looki ng back at the gate as they passed through the wall, Tomy said, 'What |language is it witten
in?

"The Great Pile,' Del said.

'That's a | anguage?"

"No, that's the name of the house. Look.'

The Payne nansion, standing on perhaps three acres of grounds behind the estate wall was easily
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the largest in the neighbourhood. It was an enornous, sprawling, wildly romanti c Mediterranean
villa with deep | oggias behi nd col onnades, arches upon arches, lattice panels dripping with the

whi te bl ossons of night-bl oom ng jasm ne, bal ustraded bal coni es shaded by trellises groani ng under
the wei ght of red-flowering bougainvillea, bell towers and cupol as, so many steeply pitched barrel -
tile roofs hipping

into one another that Tommy mni ght have been | ooki ng down on an entire Italian village rather than
at a single structure. The scene was so cunningly and romantically lit that it could well have
been the nost insanely ornate stage setting in the nost maniacally extravagant Andrew Ll oyd Webber
musi cal that the singular British genius of Broadway kitsch had ever created.

The driveway descended slightly into a spaci ous stone-paved notor court at the centre of which
stood a four-tiered fountain featuring fifteen life-size marble maidens in togas, pouring water
from vases.

As she drove the Ferrari around the astonishing fountain to the front door, Del said, 'Mmwanted
to build a nore nodern place, but the community's architectural guidelines specified

Medi terranean, and the architectural conmmittee had a very narrow definition of the word. She
became so frustrated with the approval process that she designed the nost ridicul ously exaggerated
Medi t erranean house the world had ever seen, thinking they'd be appalled and reconsider her
previous plans -but they loved it. By then it seened a good joke to her, so she built the place.’
"She built all this as a joke?

"My nmomis nothing i f not cool. Anyway, sone people in this nei ghbourhood have named their houses,
so Momcalled this place The Great Pile.'

She parked in front of an arched portico supported by marble colums featuring carved vines and
bunches of grapes.

Warm anber and rose-col oured light seenmed to gl ow behind every bevell ed pane of every | eaded-gl ass
wi ndow i n the house.

'"Il's she having a party at this hour?

"Party? No, no. She just likes the place to be Iit up like, as she puts it, "a cruise ship on a
dark sea."

Ny 2"

"To remind herself that we're all passengers on an endl ess and magi cal journey.'

' She actually said that?

"Isn't it a pretty thought?' Del said.

' She sure sounds |ike your nother.'’

The linmestone front wal k was bordered by inlaid nosaic patterns created with terra-cotta and
yellow ceramic tiles. Scootie raced ahead of them tail waggi ng.

The ornate surround at the twel ve-foot-high door consisted of sixteen highly enbellished scenes
intricately carved in linestone, all depicting a haloed nmonk in different poses but always wth
the sane beatific expression, surrounded by joyous crowds of sniling and capering aninmals wth
their own hal oes - dogs, cats, doves, mice, goats, cows, horses, pigs, canels, chickens, ducks,
raccoons, ow's, geese, rabbits.

"Saint Francis of Assisi, talking to the animals,' Del said. 'They're antique carvings by an
unknown scul ptor, taken out of a fifteenth-century Italian nonastery that was nostly destroyed in
World War |1.

"Is it the same order of nonks that produces all those Elvis paintings on vel vet?

Ginning at him she said, 'Monis going to like you.' The massi ve mahogany door swung open as they
reached it, and a tall silver-haired man in a white shirt, black tie, black suit, and mrror-
pol i shed bl ack shoes stood just beyond the threshold. A fluffy white beach towel was fol ded
precisely over his left arm in the manner that a waiter mght carry a linen bar towel to wap a
chanpagne bottle.

Wth a reverberant British accent, he said, 'Wlcone to The Geat Pile.

"I's Momstill making you say that, Mimm ngford?’

"l shall never tire of it, Mss Payne.

"Munmmi ngford, this is my friend, Tomry Phan.’

Tonmy was surprised to hear her say his name correctly.

' Honoured to neet you, M. Phan,' Mimm ngford said, half bowi ng fromthe waist as he stepped back
fromthe doorway.

' Thank you,' Tomy said, nodding in acknow edgenment of the bow and al nbost giving the words a crisp
British accent.
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Scooti e preceded themthrough the doorway. Mumm ngford | ed the dog aside, dropped to one knee, and
began to dry the nmutt and blot its paws with the beach towel.

As Del closed the door, Tommy said, 'I'mafraid we're as soaked as Scootie. W're going to nmake a
nmess. '

"Alas, you are,' said Munmingford drily. "But | nust tolerate Mss Payne to an extent |'m not
obliged to tolerate the dog. And her friends enjoy sufferance as well."’

"Where's Mon?' Del asked.

'She awaits you in the music room Mss Payne. I'll send his nibs along to join you as soon as
he's presentably dry.

Scootie grinned out of a cow of white cotton, enjoying his rubdown.

"W can't stay long,' Del told the butler. '"W're on the lamfroma doll snake rat-quick nonster
thing. But could we pl ease have coffee and a tray of breakfast pastries?

"In atrice, Mss Payne.

"You're a dear, Mummingford.'

"It's the cross | bear,' said Mumm ngford.

The grand hail, at least a hundred feet long, was floored with highly polished black granite on
whi ch their wet rubber-sol ed shoes squeaked with each step. The white walls were hung with
enornous unfranmed canvases: all abstract art full of notion and col our, each piece illum nated

precisely to the edges of the canvas by projector lanps in the ceiling, so it seened as if the art

glowed fromwi thin. The ceiling was panelled with bands of polished steel alternating with bands
of brushed steel. A double cove provided indirect |ighting above, and additional indirect Iighting
flooded out at floor Ievel froma groove in the black-granite baseboard.

Sensi ng Tomry's amazenent, Del said, 'Mombuilt the outside of the house to please the comunity
architectural committee, but inside it's as nodem as a spaceship and as Mediterranean as Coca

Col a."

The music roomwas two-thirds of the way along the main hall, on the left. A black-lacquered door
opened onto a roomfloored with polished white |inestone speckled with gracefully curved narine
fossils. The sound-baffled ceiling and walls were padded and then uphol stered in charcoal -grey
fabric, as if this were a recording studio, and indirect |ighting was tucked behind the baffles.
The chamber was huge, approximately forty by sixty feet. In the centre was a twenty-by-thirty
customcarpet with a geonetric pattern in half a dozen subtly different shades of taupe and gol d.
In the centre of the carpet were a black | eather sofa and four black | eather arnthairs arranged in
a conversational grouping around a solid rectangul ar-bl ock coffee table veneered with a parquetry
of faux-ivory squares.

Al t hough a hundred music | overs could have been seated in the roomfor a piano recital no piano
was provided. The music - denn MIler's 'Monlight Serenade' -didn't issue froma state-of-the-
art entertainnent systemw th. surround-sound speakers, either. It came, instead, from what
appeared to be a snall, table-nodel, Art Deco radio that stood in the centre of the faux-ivory
coffee table, in a cone of light froma tightly focused halogen lanp in the ceiling. The tinny and
static-spotted quality of the sound suggested that the radio was actually a cassette or CD pl ayer

| oaded with one of those

aut hentic as-recorded-1ive-on-dance-night-in-the-forties radi o prograns.

Del's nother sat in one of the chairs, eyes closed, snmling as beatifically as Saint Francis in
the Iinestone carvings around the front door, swaying her head fromside to side with the nusic,
keeping tine by patting her hands against the arms of the chair. Although only fifty, she | ooked
at least ten years younger: quite a striking woman, not blond |ike Del but olive-skinned with jet-
bl ack hair, delicate features, and a swanli ke neck. She rem nded Tonmy of the elfin actress in
that old novie, Breakfast at Tiffany's ... Audrey Hepburn

When Del |owered the volune on the radio, Ms. Payne opened her eyes. They were as blue as Del's
and even deeper. Her snile wi dened. ' Good heavens, dear, you |look |like a drowned rat.' She rose
fromthe chair and regarded Tomy. 'And so do you, young man.

Tommy was surprised to see that Ms. Payne was wearing an ao dais, a flowi ng silk tunic-and-pants
ensenble sinmilar to those that his own nother wore at tinmes.

Del said, 'The drowned-rat look is sinply the latest thing, very chic.'

"You shoul dn't joke about such things, darling. The world is ugly enough these days, as it is.
"Mom 1'd like you to nmeet Tomy Phan.

'Pl eased to nmeet you, Ms. Payne.'

Taking his offered hand in both of hers, Del's nother said, 'Call me Julia.

"Thank you, Julia. I'm’

file:/lIF|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Ticktock.txt (97 of 124) [1/17/03 3:01:13 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Ticktock.txt

'O Rosal yn.

' Excuse nme?'

'O Wnona.'

"W nona?'

'O even Lilith. They're all nanmes | quite |iKke.

Not sure how to respond to her offer of four nanes, Tommy said, 'That's a beautiful ao dais you're
wearing.'

" Thank you, dear. It is lovely, isn't it? And so confortable. There's a charming lady in Garden
G ove who hand sews them'

"I think my nother may buy fromthe sane wonman.'

Del said, 'Mom Tommy is the one.'

Julia Rosalyn Wnona Lilith Payne - or whatever her nane was - raised her eyebrows. 'Is he?'
Absol utely,' said Del.

Ms. Payne |let go of Tommy's hand and, oblivious of his wet clothes, enbraced him hugged him
tightly, and kissed his cheek. 'This is wonderful, just wonderful.'

Tomy wasn't sure what was happening. Releasing him Ms. Payne turned to her daughter, and they
hugged, | aughed, all but junped up and down Iike a couple of excited schoolgirls.

"W've had the nost wonderful night,' Del said.

Her nother said, 'Tell me, tell ne.

"l set the yacht on fire and crashed it into the Bal boa Island sea wall.'

M's. Payne gasped and put one hand agai nst her breast as if to quiet her heart. 'Deliverance, how
exciting! You nmust tell ne all about it.'

"Tommy rolled his new Corvette.'

W de- eyed, apparently delighted, Ms. Payne regarded himw th what night have been admiration
"Rol |l ed a new Corvette?

"I didn't plan to,' he assured her

"How many tines did you roll it?

At |least twice.'

And then,' Del said, '"it burst into flanes!'

Al'l this in one night!' Ms. Payne exclaimed. 'Sit down, sit down, | nust have all the details.'
"W can't stay long,' Tommy said. 'W've got to keep noving-'

"W'll be safe here for a little while," Del said, plopping into one of the commodi ous | eat her
arncthairs.

As Ms. Payne returned to her chair, she said, 'W should have coffee - or brandy if you need it.
"Munmi ngford is already bringing coffee and pastries,' Del said.

Scootie entered the room and padded directly to Ms. Payne. She was so petite and the chair was so
wi de that there was roomfor both her and the Labrador. The dog curled up with its massive bl ack
head in her |ap.

' Scooti e-woot uns have fun too?" Ms. Payne asked as she petted the nmutt. Indicating the radio, she
said, "Oh, this is a lovely nunmber.' Although the volume was |ow, she could identify the tune.
"Artie Shaw, "Begin the Beguine."

Del said, 'l like it too. By the way, nother, it's not just burning yachts and cars. There's an
entity invol ved."'

"An entity? This just gets better and better,' said Ms. Payne. '\Wat sort of entity?

"Wll, | haven't identified it yet, haven't had time, what with all the running and chasing,' Del
said. 'But it started out as a devil doll with a curse note pinned to the hand."'

To Tommy, Ms. Payne said, 'This doll was delivered to you?

"Yes. |-’

"By whon?'

"I't was left on ny doorstep. | think Vietnanese gangs- 'And you picked it up and brought it into
your house?

"Yes. | thought-'

Ms. Payne clucked her tongue and wagged one finger at him 'Dear boy, you shouldn't have brought
it into your house. In this sort of situation, the entity can't becone ani mate and do you harm
unl ess you invite it across your threshold."'

"But it was just a little rag doll-"'

"Yes, of course, alittle rag doll but that's not what it is now, is it?
Leaning forward in his chair, agitated, Tommy said, '|I'manazed that you just accept all of this
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so easily."’

"Way wouldn't 1?" Ms. Payne asked, clearly surprised by his statenment. 'If Del says there's an
entity, then I"'msure there's an entity. Del is no fool."’

Mumi ngf ord entered the nusic room pushing a tea cart |aden with china, a silver coffee urn, and
pastries.

To her mother, Del said, 'Tonmy suffers from an excess of scepticism For instance, he doesn't
believe in alien abductions.'

"They're real' Ms. Payne assured Tommy with a smile, as though her confirmation of Del's stranger
beliefs was all that he needed to enbrace them hinself.

'He doesn't believe in ghosts,' Del said.

'"Real' said Ms. Payne.

'O lycanthropy.'

'Real .'

'O renpte viewing.'

'Real .’

Li stening to them nade Tonmy di zzy. He cl osed his eyes.

' Though he does believe in Big Foot,' Del said teasingly.

'How odd,' said Ms. Payne.

‘I do not believe in Big Foot,' Tomy corrected.

He could hear the devilment in Del's voice as she said, 'Wll, that's not what you said earlier.'
"Big Foot,' said Julia Rosalyn Wnona Lilith Payne, 'is nothing but tabloid trash.'

"Exactly,' said Del.

Tommy had to open his eyes to accept a cup of coffee fromthe apparently inperturbable

Mumi ngf or d.

Fromthe ol d-1ooking radio on the faux-ivory coffee table came an announcer's voice identifying
t he

broadcast as originating live fromthe fabul ous Enpire Ballroom where '@ enn MIler and his big
band bring the stars out when they play,' followed by a commercial for Lucky Strike cigarettes.
Del said, 'If Tomy can stay alive until dawn, then the curse fails, and he's okay. O at |east
that's what we think.'

"Little nmore than an hour and a half,' said Ms. Payne. 'Wat do you suppose are his chances of
making it?

"Sixty-forty,' Del said.

Fl ustered, Tomy said, 'Wiat? Sixty-forty?'

"Well,' Del said, '"that's nmy honest assessment.'

"Which is the sixty? Sixty percent chance that 1'll be killed or sixty percent chance that |'l]
live?

"That you'll live,' Del said brightly.

I'"mnot conforted."'

Yes, but we're steadily inproving those odds by the minute, sweetheart.'

"It's still not good,' said Ms. Payne.

"It's terrible,' Tonmy said, distressed.

It's just a hunch,' Del ventured, 'but | don't think Tommy is schedul ed for unnatural extraction.

He feels as if he has a full-life destiny with a natural departure.’
Tommy had no i dea what she was tal king about. Addressing himin a reassuring tone, Ms. Payne
said, 'Well, Tonmmy dear, even if the worst were to happen, death isn't final. It's only a

transitional phase.'’

"You're sure of that, are you?

"Ch, yes. | talk to Ned nore nights than not."'

"Who?'

' Daddy,' Del clarified.

'He appears on the David Letterman show,' Ms. Payne said.

Mumi ngf ord passed a silver tray of pastries to Del first, who took a plunp cinnanon-pecan roll,
and then to Tomy. Although Tommy initially selected a sensible

bran nuffin, he reconsidered and asked for a chocolate croissant. If he only had an hour and a
half to live, worrying about his cholesterol |evel seened pointless.

As Mumm ngford used pastry tongs to transfer the croissant to a plate, Tommy asked Del's nother
for a clarification: 'Your |ate husband appears on the David Letternman show?'

"It's a late-night talk show.'
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"Yes, | know.'

" Somet i mes Davi d announces a guest, but instead of the novie star or singer or whoever it's
supposed to be, nmy Ned cones out and sits in the guest chair. Then the whol e program freezes, as
if tinme has stopped - David and the audi ence and the band all frozen in place - and Ned talks to
ne.
Tonmy tasted his chocol ate croissant. It was delicious. 'O course,' said Ms. Payne, 'this
appears only on my personal TV, not all over the country. I'mthe only one who sees Ned.'

Wth a mouthful of croissant, Tommy nodded.

Del's nother said, 'Ned always had style. He'd never settle for contacting nme through a fake Gypsy
medi um at a séance or through a Quija board, nothing as trite and tacky as that.'

Tommy tried the coffee. It was lightly flavoured with vanilla. Excellent.

"Ch, Mummingford,' Del said, 'l alnost forgot- there's a stolen Ferrari in the driveway.'

"What woul d you like done with it, Mss Payne?

"Coul d you have it returned to Balboa Island within the hour? | can tell you exactly where it was
par ked. "'

"Yes, Mss Payne. I'll just refresh everyone's coffee and then attend to it.

As Del's nother began feeding pieces of a cruller to Scootie, she said, 'Wat vehicle would you

i ke brought up fromthe garage, Del?

Del said, 'The way this night's going, whatever we drive is |iable to end up on the junk pile. So
it shouldn't be one of your nobst precious cars.'

' Nonsense, darling. You should be confortable.'

"Wll, | like the Jaguar two plus two.'

‘"It's a lovely car,' Ms. Payne agreed.

It has the power and manoeuvrability we need for work like this,' said Del

"I''"l'l have it brought around to the front door at once,' Minm ngford said.

"But before you do, do you think you could please bring a tel ephone?" Del asked.

Certainly, Mss Payne,' the butler said, and he departed. Having finished his croissant, Tommy
got up fromhis chair, went to the tea cart, and selected a cheese Danish

He had decided to concentrate on eating and not even try to be part of the conversation. Both
worren made himcrazy, and life was too short to let themupset him In fact, if reliable sources
could be believed, there was a forty percent chance that |ife was very damm short indeed.
Smiling at Del, smling at her nother, Tommy returned to his chair with the Danish.

Fromthe radi o, at reduced volunme, issued Genn MIller's '"String of Pearls.

Del's nmother said, 'l should have had you chil dren change into bathrobes the noment you arrived.
Then we coul d have thrown your clothes in the dryer. They'd be dry and warm by now.'
"We'll only get wet again when we |eave,' Del said.

"No dear. The rain will be stopping in another four mnutes.'
Del shrugged. 'We'll be fine.'
Tommy took a bite of the Danish and | ooked at his watch.

"Tell me nore about the entity,' Ms. Payne said. 'Wuat it |looks like, what its capabilities are.
"I"'mafraid that'll have to wait till later, Mom | need to use the bathroom quick, and then we'd
better run.'

"While you're in there, conb your hair, dear. It's kinking up nowthat it's drying.'

Del left the room and for perhaps ten seconds, Julia Rosalyn Wnona Lilith and the big black dog
stared at Tomry as he ate the Danish.

Then Ms. Payne said, 'So you're the one.' Tommy swal | owed a nout hful of pastry. 'What does that
mean - the one?

"Wy, of course, dear boy, it neans precisely what it says. You're the one.

' The one.'

'Yes, the one.'

' The one. There's sonething om nous about it.
She seened genuinely baffled. ' Om nous?
"Sort of like a termthat some |lost tribe of vol cano-worshi pping South Sea islanders m ght use
before they throw the virgin into the fiery pit.

Ms. Payne | aughed with obvious delight. 'Ch, you are precious. A sense of hunour quite |ike
Ned's.'

"lI''m serious.

' That makes it even funnier.'

"Tell me about - the one,’' he insisted.
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"Well, of course, Deliverance nerely nmeant that you're the one for her. The one. The one she
shoul d spend the rest of her life with.'

Tommy felt a hot blush rising faster than the nercury in a thernoneter bathed wi th August
sunshi ne.

Evidently Julia Rosalyn Wnona Lilith saw the blush, for she said, 'My heavens, you are the
sweet est young nan.'

Scootie chuffed as if in agreenent.

Bl ushing so brightly that he was begi nning to sweat,

Tommy desperately wanted to change the subject. 'So you haven't slept since Mud Lake.'
Ms. Payne nodded. 'Just south of Tonopah.'

" Twenty- seven years with no sleep.’

"Al nost twenty-eight, since the night that ny Deliverance was conceived.'

"You nust be tired.'

"Not at all,' she said. 'Sleep isn't a necessity for ne now. It's a choice, and | sinply don'

choose to do it, because it's boring.'
"VWhat happened at Mud Lake?

"Didn't Del tell you?

"No. "

t

"Well," said Ms. Payne, 'then it's certainly not ny place to do so. I'll let it to her, in her

own good tine.'

Mumi ngf ord entered the roomwi th a portable tel ephone, per Del's request, and put it on the
coffee table. He retreated without conment. He had to deal with a stolen Ferrari, after all.
Tommy | ooked at his watch.

"Personal ly, Tommy dear, | think your chances of living until dawn are a hundred percent.’
"Well, if I don't make it, Rosalyn, I'Il visit you on the David Letterman show. '

"I'd adore that!' she said and cl apped her hands to express her pleasure at the thought.

On the radio, Aenn MIler's big band was playing 'Amrerican Patrol.'

After washing down the |ast of the cheese Danish with the last of his coffee, Tonmy said, 'Is this

your favourite kind of nusic?

"Ch, yes. It's the nusic that m ght redeem our planet
- if it could be redeenmed by nusic al one."'

"But you're a child of the fifties.'

"Rock-'"n"-roll,' she said. 'Yes. | love rock-'n"-roll. But this is the nusic that appeals to the
gal axy."'

He null ed over those four words: Appeals to the gal axy.'

"Yes. As no other.'

"You're so |like your daughter,' he said.

Beani ng, Ms. Payne said, 'I |ove you too, Tommy.'

'So you collect old radio prograns.'

"Col l ect?" she asked, baffled.

He indicated the radio on the coffee table. 'Is it a cassette player, or are they issuing those
coll ectibles on CDs now?

"No, dear, we're listening to the original programlive.'

"Live on tape.'

"Just live.'

"denn Mller died in Wrld War Two.'

"Yes,' Ms. Payne said, 'in nineteen forty-five. I'msurprised anyone of your age woul d renenber
him-or when he died."'

"Swing nusic is so American,' Tomry said. 'l love everything Arerican, | really do.'

"That's one reason you're so strongly drawn to Del,' she said happily. 'Deliverance is so

t horoughly American, so open to possibilities.’

"Back to Genn Mller, if we my. He died nore than fifty years ago.'

"So sad,’ Ms. Payne acknow edged, stroking Scootie.

"Well then.'

She raised her eyebrows. 'Ch, | see your confusion.'

"Only one small part of it.'

' Excuse ne, dear?'

At this point, no one alive is capable of grasping the enornous di mensions of ny confusion,' Tomy

assured her.
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"Real | y? Then perhaps your diet's deficient. You mght not be getting enough vitamin B conplex."'
1 d]?‘

"Along with vitanin E,' Ms. Payne explained, 'a good B-conplex supplenent can clarify nental
processes.'

"l thought you were going to tell me to eat tofu.'

"Good for the prostate.’

"denn Mller,'" Tomy rem nded her, indicating the radio that still swng with 'Anmerican Patrol .’
"Let ne clear up this one little confusion,' she said. "W're listening to this broadcast |ive
because ny radi o has trans-tenporal tuning capabilities.'

"Trans-tenporal .'

"Cross-time, yes. Earlier | was listening to Jack Benny live. He was an enornously funny man. No
one like himtoday."

"Who sells radios with trans-tenporal tuning capabilities, Wnona? Sears?

"Do they? | don't think so. As for how !l got nmy little radio, I'lIl have to let Deliverance
explain. It's related to Mud Lake, you know. '
"Trans-tenmporal radio," Tonmy nused. '|I think | prefer to believe in Big Foot.'

"You can't possibly,' Ms. Payne said di sapprovingly.
"Way not? | now believe in devil dolls and denons.
"Yes, but they're real.’

Tommy checked his wistwatch again. 'It's still raining.'
She cocked her head and listened to the faint drunming of the rain on the well-insul ated roof of
The Geat Pile, and Scootie cocked his head as well. After a nonent, she said, 'Yes, it is. Such a

restful sound.

"You told Del the rain would stop in four minutes. You were so precise about it.'
"Yes, that's right.'

"But it's still raining.'

"Four minutes haven't passed yet.'

Tommy tapped his watch.

She said, 'Dear, your watch is wong. It's taken a |lot of battering tonight.'

Tommy held the wistwatch to his ear, listened, and said, 'Ticktock.'

'Ten seconds yet,' she said.

He counted them of f, then | ooked at her and sniled ruefully.

The rain continued to fall.

At fifteen seconds, the rain abruptly stopped.

Tommy's snmile faded, and Ms. Payne's returned.

"You were five seconds off,' he said.

"l never claimed to be God, dear.'

"What do you claimto be, Lilith?

She pursed her lips, considering his question, and then said, 'Just an ex-ballerina with a
consi derabl e amount of enriching and strange experience.'

Sl unpi ng back in his arnthair, Tommy said, 'I'mnever going to doubt a Payne woman again.'
"That's a wi se decision, dear.'

"What's a wi se decision? Del asked as she returned.

Ms. Payne said, 'He's decided never to doubt a Payne wonan.'

"Never doubting a Payne woman,' Del said, 'is not just wise. It's the prerequisite for survival.'
"Al'though | keep thinking about the female preying mantis,' Tonmy said.

' How so?'

"After she mates, she bites the head off her partner and eats himalive.'

Ms. Payne said, 'l think you'll discover that Payne wonen will usually settle for a cup of tea

and a scone.

I ndicating the portable tel ephone on the coffee table, Del said, 'Did you make the call, Tomry?'
"What cal | ?

"Your brother.’

He had completely forgotten G.

Del handed hi mthe phone, and he punched in the nunber for the back-office Iine at the New Wirld
Sai gon Bakery.

Leaning forward in her chair w thout disturbing Scootie, Ms. Payne switched off the trans-
tenporal radio, silencing the Aenn MIller band in the mddle of '"Little Brown Jug.'
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G answered on the second ring, and when he heard Tonmy's voice, he said, '|I was expecting you to
call an hour ago.'
"I was del ayed by a yacht weck.'

"By what ?'

'Have you translated the note?

G Mnh hesitated and then said, 'Are you still with that blonde?
"Yes.'

"I wish you weren't with her.’

Tommy | ooked at Del and smiled. To G, he said, 'Wll, here |l am'

' She's bad news, Tommy.'

"More like the conmics pages.'

"VWhat ?'

"If Jeffery Dahnmer were a cartoonist.'

G was silent. It was the silence of confusion, with which Tommy was too famliar.
Tommy said, 'Were you able to translate the note?

"It didn't dry out as well as | hoped. | can't give you an entire translation of it - but |
figured out enough to scare ne. It's not any gang that's after you, Tomy.'
"Who?'

"I"'mnot sure. What you' ve got to do is, you' ve got to go see Momright away.'
Tommy blinked in surprise and rose fromhis arnchair. H s hands were suddenly clanmmy with the
sweat of familial guilt. 'NMonP

"The | onger | worked on the note, the nore it worried nme-'

" Nbrp

‘-and finally | called her for some advice.'

" You woke Mon?' he asked in disbelief.

"Wien | told her about the note, as much as | could understand of it, she got scared too.'

Paci ng nervously, glancing at Del and her nother, Tomry said, 'I really didn't want Momto know
about this, G.'

' She understands the old world, Tonmy, and this thing is nmore a part of the AOd Wrld than it is
of this one.'

"She'll say |'ve been drinking whi skey-"'

"She's waiting for you, Tomy.'

"-like ny crazy detective.' His mouth went dry. 'Waiting for me?

"You don't have nuch tinme, Tomy. | think you better get there as fast as you can. | really think
you better. Fast. But don't take the blonde.’
"I have to.'

' She's bad news, Tommy.'

Tommy gl anced at Del. She sure didn't |look |ike bad news. She had conbed her hair. Her smile was
sweet. She winked at him

"Bad news,' G repeated.

‘"W've been on this page before, G.
G sighed. "Well, at least cut Moma little slack. She's had a terrible day.'
"M ne hasn't exactly been a piece of cake.'

"Mai el oped.’

Mai was their younger sister.

' El oped?' Tommy said, thunderstruck. 'El oped with whon?'

A magi ci an.'

"VWhat magi ci an?'

G sighed. 'None of us knew she was dating a magician.'

"This is the first |I've heard she was dating any nagician,' Tomy said, eager to establish that he
could not be accused of conplicity in his sister's astounding act of independence.

From her arnthair, the ex-ballerina who hadn't slept since Mud Lake said, 'A nmagician - how
romantic.'

G said, 'H s nane is Roland Ironwight.'

"Doesn't sound Vietnanese.'

"He isn't.’

"Ch, God.' Tonmy could too easily inagine the nobod in which his nother would be stew ng when he
arrived at her doorstep with Del Payne.

G said, '"He perforns in Vegas a |lot. He and Mai hopped a plane to Vegas and got narried, and Mom
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only learned about it this evening, didn't tell me about it until | called her a little while ago,
so cut her some slack.'
Tommy was overwhel ned by renorse. '|I should have gone to dinner, had comtay cam'

"G now, Tommy,' G said. 'She might be able to help you. She said hurry.
"I love you, G.'

"Well, sure. . . | love you, Tomy."

'l love Ton and Mai and Mom and Dad, | really do, | love all of you so nuch. . . but |I've got to
be free.'

"I know, brother. | know. Listen, I'Il call Momand tell her you're on your way. Now get noving,

you' re al nost out of tine!'

When Tommy hung up, he saw that Del's nother was blotting tears fromthe corners of her eyes.
Wth a trenor in her voice, she said, 'This is just so nmoving. | haven't been so touched since
Ned's funeral, when Frank Sinatra gave the eul ogy.

Del noved beside her nmother's chair and put a hand on the ol der wonan's shoul der. 'Now, now. It's
okay, Mom'

To Tomy, Ms. Payne said, 'Frank was so eloquent. Wasn't he el oquent, Del ?'

"As always,' Del said, 'he was a class act.'

"Even mny policenmen were noved to tears,' Ms. Payne said. 'l had to attend the funeral between
these two burly guards, of course, because | was under arrest for nurder.

"l understand,' Tommy assured her

"I never held that against them' said Ms. Payne. 'They knew |'d shot Ned through the heart, and
they couldn't see it as anything but nurder, they were so blind to the truth, but everything
turned out all right in the end. Anyway, these two dear policenmen were so noved by all the |lovely

things Frank had to say about Ned, and then when he began to sing "It Was a Very Good Year," they
just broke down and sobbed |ike babies. | let themshare ny little pack of Kl eenex.'

At a loss for conforting words, Tonmy could think of nothing to say except: 'Such a tragedy, dying
SO0 young.'

"Ch,' said Del's nother, 'Ned wasn't all that young. Sixty-three when | shot him'

Fascinated with this peculiar famly even as his personal clock of doomticked rapidly toward the

fatal hour, Tomry did sonme quick nmental calculations. 'If he died eighteen years ago when Del was

ten. . . you would have been thirty-two at the tinme. And he was sixty three?

Nudgi ng Scootie to the floor, rising fromher arnthair, Julia Rosalyn Wnona Lilith said, 'It was

a May- Decenber romance. | was twenty when we net, and he was over fifty, but fromthe first nonent
I saw Ned, | knew he was the one. | wasn't your ordinary young girl Tonmy dear. Oh, | was fiercely
hungry for experience, for know edge. | wanted to devour life. | needed an ol der man who had been

around, who had seen it all someone who could teach nme. Ned was glorious. Wth Elvis singing "Blue

Hawai i " - the poor dear had a bad cold, but he cane to sing anyway - we narried at a chapel in
Vegas, nineteen hours after we net, and never regretted it for one nminute. On our honeynmoon we
parachuted into the heart of the Canpeche jungle on the Yucatan Peninsula with only two sharp
knives, a coil of rope, a map, a conpass, and a bottle of good red wine, and we made it out safely
to civilization in only fifteen days, nore nmadly in | ove than ever.'

"You sure were right,' Tommy told Del. 'Your nother's a hoot.

Smiling radiantly at her daughter, |ooking so unlike Tommy's nmother in her ao dais, Wnona said,
"Deliverance, did you really say that about ne, dear?

The two woren enbraced

Then Tommy hugged Del's nother and said, 'I hope you'll invite me over some night to watch the
Davi d Letterman show. '

"Of course, dear boy. And | hope you'll live long enough to have a chance to see it.'

"Now,' Del said to Tomry, 'it's ny turn to neet your nother.'

Ms. Payne wal ked them out of the nusic room down the great hall, to the front door.

The Jaguar 2+2 was waiting outside in the now rainl ess Novenber night.

When Tommy opened the passenger-side door and pulled the seat forward, Scootie ronped into the
back.

As Del went around to the driver's side, Ms. Payne called to her daughter fromthe front door of
The Great Pile: 'Wen you bite his head off and eat himalive, try to make it quick and painl ess.
He's such a nice boy."'

Tommy | ocked eyes with Del across the roof of the car

Del said, '"It'Il be over before you realize what's happening. | prom se.'
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At the Phan house in Huntington Beach, Tomy's nother waited in the driveway. Although the clouds
had begun to shred in the night sky, she wore ankle-high rubber boots, black slacks, a raincoat,
and a plastic rain scarf. Her ability to predict the weather was not as inpressive as Ms.
Payne' s.

Del stayed behind the wheel with the engine running. Getting out of the Jaguar, Tonmy said, 'Mm
| don't-'

Interrupting him she said, 'Get in backseat. | sit up front with terrible wonan.' Wen he
hesitated, she said, 'Go, go, foolish boy, |less than hour to dawn.'

Tommy scranbled into the backseat with Scootie.

When his nother got in beside Del and pulled the passenger door shut, Tonmy |eaned forward from
the back and said, "Mom 1'd like you to neet Deliverance Payne. Del, this-'

G owering at Del, his mother said, 'I don't |ike you.'

Ginning, Del said, 'Really? Already, | like you a lot.'

‘"Let's go,' Tommy's nother said.

Backing into the street, Del said, 'Were?

"CGo left. Just drive, | tell you when turn. G say you save Tomy's life.'

'She saved ny life nore than once,’ Tonmy said. ' She-'

"Don't think you save ny son's life then |I like you," Tonmy's nother warned Del.
"Earlier, | alnost shot him'
"I's true?

True,' Del confirned.

'So okay, maybe could like you a little,' Tommy's nother grunbled.

d anci ng back at Tommy, Del said, 'She's a hoot.'

"G says you total stranger to Tommy.'

" Served hi mdinner maybe ten hours ago but only really net himless than six hours ago,' Del
confirmed.

' Served di nner?

"I"'ma waitress.'

'He eat cheeseburgers?’

"Two of them'

"Stupid boy. No dating?

"Tommy and me? No, we've never dated.'

'Good. Don't. Here, turn right.'

"Wiere are we goi ng?' Tomy asked.

" Hai rdresser."'

"W're going to the hairdresser? Wy?

"You wait, you see,' said his nother. Then to Del: 'He's a bad boy, break your heart.'
"Moml' he said, nortified.

"Can't break ny heart if | don't date him' Del said.

"Smart girl.'

Scooti e squeezed past Tommy and thrust his big head into the front seat, sniffing suspiciously at
t he new passenger.

Turning in her seat, Tonmmy's nother net the dog face to face.

Scooti e grinned, tongue |olling.

"Don't like dogs,' she said. 'Dirty aninmals, always licking. You lick me, |ose tongue.'
Scootie still grinned at her and slowy eased his head closer, sniffing, surely on the verge of
I'icking.

Baring her teeth at the Labrador, Tonmy's nother nmade a warning sound | ow in her throat.
Startled, Scootie tw tched, drew back, but then bared his teeth and growl ed in response. H's ears
flattened agai nst his skull.

Tommy's nother bared her teeth further and i ssued a grow neaner than the dog's.

Whi npering, Scootie retreated, curling up in a coner of the backseat.

"Turn left next block.'

Hoping to ingratiate hinmself, Tommy said, 'Mom | was so sorry to hear about Mii. What coul d' ve
gotten into her, running away with a nagici an?’

G owering at Tormy in the rear-view mrror, she said, 'Brother was bad exanple. Young girl ruined
by brother's bad exanple, future destroyed by brother's bad exanple.'

file:/l/F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20Koontz/Koontz,%20Dean%20-%20Ticktock.txt (105 of 124) [1/17/03 3:01:13 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Dean%20R.%20K oontz/K oontz,%20D ean%20-%20Ticktock.txt

"Whi ch brother would that be?" Del asked teasingly. Tomry said, 'Mom that's not fair.'

'Yeah,' Del said, 'Tommy's never run off with a magician.' She glanced away fromthe street, at
Tommy. 'Er... have you, tofu boy?

Mot her Phan said, 'Marriage already arranged, future bright, now good Vietnanese boy |left wthout
bride."’

"An arranged narriage?' Del marvelled. 'Nguyen boy, nice boy,' said Tormy's nother. 'Chip Nguyen?'
Del wondered. Tomy's nother hissed with disgust. 'Not silly detective chases bl ondes, shoots
everyone.'

"Nguyen is the Vietnanese equivalent of Smith," Tommy told Del.

"So why didn't you call your detective Chip Smth?

"l probably should have.'

"Il tell you why you didn't,' Del said. 'You re proud of your heritage.'

'He pisses on heritage,' Tonmy's nother said.

" Nor
Tommy was so shocked by her | anguage that his chest tightened, and he had to struggle to draw a
breath. She never used foul words. That she had done so now was proof of an anger greater than she
had ever displayed before.

Del said, 'Actually, Ms. Phan, you m sunderstand Tomy. Family is very inmportant to him If you'd
give hima chance-"'

"Did | say don't like you?

"l believe you nmentioned it,' Del said.

"More you talk, less | like.'
‘Mom |'ve never seen you be rude to anyone before -anyone not in the famly.'
"Just watch. Turn left, girl.' As Del followed instructions, Tonmy's nother |et out a quavery sigh

of regret. 'Boy for Mai not silly Chip Nguyen. This Nguyen Huu Van, famly in doughnut business,
have nany doughnut shops. Perfect for Mai. Could have been many grandchildren pretty as Mai. Now
strange nmagi ci an children.'

"Isn't that what it's all about? Del asked.

"What you say?'

"Strange magician children. If there are three words that sumup what life should be all about,
it's "strange magi cian children.” Life shouldn't be too predictable. It should be full of chance
and nystery. New people, new ways, new hopes, new dreans, always with respect for the old ways,
al ways built on tradition, but always new. That's what nakes life interesting.'

‘"More you talk, less | like.'

'Yes, you said.'

"But you not listen.'

"It's a fault of mne," Del said.

"Not |istening.'

"No, always talking. | listen but | always talk too.'

Tomy curled up in the back seat, in the corner

opposite the dog, aware that he could not conpete in this conversation.
His nother said to Del, "Can't listen if talk.'

"Bul I shit.'

"You bad news.'

"I"'mthe weather,' Del said. 'Wuat say?

'Nei ther good nor bad. Just there.' 'Tornado just there. But bad.' 'I'd rather be weather than
geol ogy,' Del said. 'Wat nean?

"Better to be a tornado than a nountain of rock.' 'Tornado conme and go. Mountain always there.'
"The mountain is not always there.' 'Muntain always here,' Mther Phan insisted. Del shook her

head. ' Not al ways.'

"Where it go?

Wth singular elan, Del said, 'The sun expl odes, goes nova, and the earth bl ows away.'

"You crazy wonman.'

"Wait around a billion years and see.'

Tommy and Scootie | ocked eyes. Only minutes ago, he wouldn't have believed that he could ever have
felt such a kinship with the Labrador as he felt now.

Del said to Tonmy's mother, 'And as the nmountain blows away, there will be tornadoes of fire. The
mountain will be gone, but the tornadoes still whirling.'

"You the sane as damm magi ci an.'
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" Thank you. Ms. Phan, it's like the rock and scissors gane wit |arge,' Del said. 'Tornadoes beat
rock because tornadoes are passion.'

" Tornadoes just hot air.

"Cold air."'

"Anyway air.'

dancing at the rear-view nirror, Del said, 'Hey, guys, we're being followed."'

They were on a residential street lined with ficus trees. The houses were neat but npdest.
Tommy sat up and peered out the rear wi ndow of the teardrop-shaped sports car. Loom ng behind them

was a nassive Peterbilt tractor and trailer, like a juggernaut, no nore than twenty feet away.
"What's he doing in a residential neighbourhood at this hour?' Tomry wondered.
"Killing you,' Del said, tramping on the accelerator. The behenmoth of a truck accelerated to match

their pace, and the yellow gl ow of sodi um vapour streetlanps, flickering across its w ndshield,
reveal ed the portly Samaritan behind the wheel, his face pale and his grin broad, although they
were not cl ose enough to see the green of his eyes.

"This can't be happening,' Tomy said.

"I's," Del said. 'Boy, | wish Momwas here.'

"You have nother?' Tomry's nom asked. 'Actually,' Del said, 'l hatched froman insect egg. | was a
mere larva, not a child. You're right, Ms. Phan - | had no nother.’

"You are smart-nouth girl.'

' Thank you.'

"This is smart-mouth girl," Tonmy's nother told him Bracing hinmself for inpact, he said, 'Yes, |

know.' Engi ne shrieking, the truck rocketed forward and smashed into their rear bunper.

The Jaguar shuddered and weaved al ong the street. Del fought the steering wheel, which wenched
left and right, but she nmintained control

"You can outrun him' Tommy said. "He's a Peterbilt, for God's sake, and you're a Jaguar.'
"He's got the advantage of being a supernatural entity,' Del said. 'The usual rules of the road
don't apply.

The Peterbilt crashed into them again, and the rear bunper of the Jaguar tore away, clanging
across the

street into the front yard of a craftsman-style bungal ow

"Next block, turn right,' Tommy's nom said.

Accel erating, briefly putting distance between themand the Peterbilt, Del waited until the | ast
possi bl e noment to nmake the turn. She slid through it, entering the new street backend first,
tyres scream ng and snoking, and the car went into a spin.

Wth a sharp little yelp better suited to a dog one-quarter his size, Scootie shot off the
backseat and tunbled onto the floor.

Tomy thought they were going to roll. It felt like a roll. He was experienced in rolling now, and
knew what that penultimate angle felt like, just before the roll began, and this sure felt Iike
it.

Under Del's guidance, the Jaguar held the pavenent tenaciously, however, and it shrieked to a
shuddering halt as it came out of a conpl ete three-hundred-sixty-degree spin.

Not a stupid dog, wanting to avoid being pitched off the seat again, Scootie waited on the fl oor
until Del jammed her foot down on the accelerator. Only after the car rocketed forward did he
scranbl e up beside Tommy.

Looki ng out the rear w ndow, Tommy saw the Peterbilt braking aggressively on the street they had
left. Even the superior driving skills of a supernatural entity -did they have hi ghways in Hel
where denons with Los-Angel es-area assignnments were able to practice? -couldn't finesse the huge
truck into maki ng such a sharp and sudden turn. Basic physics still applied. The Samaritan-thing
was trying only to bring the vehicle to a stop

Wth its tyres locked, the Peterbilt shot past the intersection and di sappeared into the next

bl ock.

Tommy prayed that it would jack-knife.

In the front seat, as the Jaguar accelerated to seventy, Mther Phan said, '"Grl, you drive |like
crazy mani ac detective in books.'

' Thank you,' Del said.

Mot her Phan wit hdrew sonet hi ng from her purse

Tommy couldn't quite see what she held in her hand, but he heard a series of telltale electronic
tones. 'What're you doi ng, Mn®
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"Calling ahead.'

"What' ve you got there?

"Cel lul ar phone,' she said blithely.

Ast oni shed, he said, 'You own a cellular phone?

Wiy not ?'

"I thought cellular phones were for big shots?

"Not anynore. Everybody got one.'

"Ch? | thought it was too dangerous to use a phone and drive.'

As she finished punching in the nunber, she explai ned:

"I not driving. Riding.'

Del said, 'For heaven's sake, Tomy, you sound as if you live in the Mddle Ages.'

He gl anced out the rear window. A full block behind them the Peterbilt reversed into sight on the
street that they had left. It hadn't jack-knifed.

Soneone nust have answered Mot her Phan's call, because she identified herself and spoke into the
t el ephone in Vi etnanese.

Less than a block and a half behind them the Peterbilt swung through the intersection.
Tommy consulted his watch. 'Wat tinme's dawn?

‘I don't know,' Del said. 'Maybe half an hour, maybe forty mnutes.'

"Your norn would know to the nminute, to the second.'

"Probably,' Del agreed.

Al t hough Tommy coul dn't understand nore than an

occasi onal word of what his nother was saying, he had no doubt that she was furious with the
person on the other end of the line. He winced at her tone and was relieved that he wasn't on the
recei ving end of her anger.

Behind them the Peterbilt was gaining. It had closed the gap to only a bl ock.

Tommy said worriedly, 'Del?

"Il see it,' she assured him checking her side mrror and then accel erating even though they were
al ready travel ling dangerously fast for the street conditions of this residential neighbourhood.
Wth a final burst of invective in Vietnanese, Tonmmy's nother switched off the cellular phone.

" Stupid woman,' she said.

"Gve it arest,' Del advised.

"Not you,' said Modther Phan. 'You bad news, w cked, dangerous, but not stupid.'

' Thank you,' said Del.

"I mean Quy. Stupid woman.' Tonmy said, 'Wo?

'"Ms. Quy Trang Dai.'

"Who's Quy Trang Dai ?'

" Stupid worman. '

"Aside frombeing a stupid woman, who is she?

" Hai rdresser."'

Tommy said, 'l still don't understand why we're going to the hairdresser.'

"You need a trim"' Del told him

The Jaguar engine was roaring so loudly that Mdther Phan had to raise her voice to be heard. 'She
not only hairdresser. She friend. Play mah-jongg with her and other |adies every week, and

soneti mes bridge."’

"W're going for breakfast and a nice gane of nahjongg,' Del told Tonmy.

Mot her Phan said, 'Qy mnmy age but different.'

"Different how?' Tomry asked.

"Quy so ol d-fashioned, stuck in ways of Vietnam can't adjust to new world, never want anything to
change."

"Oh, | see, yes,' Tomy said. 'She's utterly different fromyou, Mom'

He turned in his seat to peer anxiously out the rear window The truck was bearing down on them
per haps two-thirds of a bl ock away.

"Quy,' said Modther Phan, 'not from Saigon like our famly, not born city person. She from sticks,
nowhere village on Xan river near borders Laos and Canbodia. Al jungle out there on Xan River.
Sone people there strange, have strange know edge.'

"Sort of like Pittsburgh,' Del said.

"VWhat strange know edge?' Tommy asked.

"Magic. But not magic like stupid Roland Ironwight pulls rabbits fromhats and Mai thinks

cl ever.'
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"Magic,' Tommy said nunbly.

"This magic like making potion to win love of girl, making charmto succeed in business. But also
wor se. '

"Worse how?'

"Tal king to dead,' Mdther Phan said om nously, 'learning secrets about |and of dead, naking dead
wal k and work as sl aves.'

The Peterbilt was half a block behind them As it approached, the roar of its engine was grow ng
| ouder than that of the Jaguar.

Del pushed the Jaguar as hard as she dared, but she continued to | ose ground.

Tommy's nmother said, 'Xan River magic bring spirits fromdark underworld, put curse on sorcerer's
enenies.'

"This Xan River is definitely a part of the planet that's under the influence of evil
extraterrestrial powers,' Del declared.

"Quy Trang Dai know this magic,' said Mdther Phan. 'How to make a dead nman dig up out of his grave
and

kill who told to kill. How to use frog gonads in potion to make eneny's heart and liver nmelt into
mud. How to put curse on wonan who sl eeps with your husband, so she give birth to baby with human
head, dog body, and | obster hands.'

"And you pl ayed mah-jongg with this woman!' Tommy demanded, outraged.

"Sonetines bridge,' said Mther Phan.

"But how could you associate with this nonster?'

"Be respectful, boy. Quy your elder by many years, earn respect. She no nonster. Aside fromthis
stupid thing she do with rag doll, she nice |ady."'

"She's trying to kill me!"’
"Not trying to kill you.'
"She is trying to kill ne.
"Don't shout and be crazy like mani ac drunk detective.'

"She's trying to kill me!'

"She only trying to scare you so you naybe be nore respectful of Vietnanmese ways.'

Behind them the Samaritan-thing blew the Peterbilt's air horn: three |l ong blasts, gleefully
announcing that it was closing in for the kill.

"Mom this creature nurdered three innocent bystanders already tonight, and it sure as hell wll
kill nmeif it can.'

Tommy's nmother sighed regretfully. 'Quy Trang Dai not always as good at nmagi c as she think.'

' Vhat ?'

" Probably nmake rag doll with one mssing ingredient, summon denon from underworld with one w ong
word. M stake.'

"M st ake?'

' Everybody nmeke ni stake sonmetine.'

Del said, 'That's why they nake erasers.'

"“I'11 kill this Ms. Dai, | swear,' Tomry announced.

"Don't be stupid,' Mdther Phan said. 'Qy Trang Dai nice |ady, you not kill nice |ady.'

"She is not a nice |lady, dam it!’

Del said disapprovingly, 'Tonmy, |'ve never heard you be so judgnental .’

"I'11 kill her,' Tommy repeated defiantly.

Mot her Phan said, 'Quy never use magic for herself, not nake herself rich with magic, work hard as
hai rdresser. Only use magi c once or twice a year to help others.'

"Wll | sure haven't been helped by all this,' Tomrmy said.

"Ah,' Del said knowingly, 'l see.'

Tomy said, 'Wiat? What do you see?

The air horn of the Peterbilt blared again.

To Tommy's Mbther, Del said, 'Are you going to tell hin®

"I don't like you," Mdther Phan rem nded her.

"You just don't know ne well enough yet.'

' Never going to know you better.'

‘"Let's do lunch and see how it goes.'

Al nost blinded by a flash of insight, Tommy blinked fiercely and said, 'Mom good God, did you ask
this nmonster, this nut ball Dai wonman, to nake that rag dol | ?

"No!" his nother said. She turned to neet his eyes as he | eaned forward fromthe backseat. ' Never.
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You t houghtl ess son sonetines, won't be doctor, won't work in bakery, head full of stupid dreans,
but in your heart you not bad boy, never bad boy.

He was actually touched by what she had said. Over the years she had sparingly adm nistered praise
with an eyedropper; therefore, hearing her acknow edge that he was, although thoughtless, not
truly an evil boy... well, this was |ike being fed a spoon, a cup, a bow of notherly |ove.

"Quy Trang Dai and other |adies, we play nah-jongg.

We play cards. Wile we play, we talk. Tal k about whose son join gang, whose husband faithl ess.
Tal k about what children doing, what cute thing grandchildren say. | talk about you, how you
becone so far fromfamly, fromwho you are, losing roots, try to be American but never can, going
to end up lost.'

‘"l aman Anerican,' Tommy said.

"Can never be,' she assured him and her eyes were full of love and fear for him

Tommy was overcone by a terrible sadness. Wat his nother neant was that she could never fee
herself to be a conplete Anerican, that she was |ost. Her honel and had been taken from her, and
she had been transplanted to a world in which she could never feel entirely native and wel cone,
even though it was such a glorious |and of great plenty and hospitality and freedom The Anerican
dream which Tommy strove with such passion to experience to the fullest, was achi evable for her
only to alimted extent. He had arrived on these shores young enough to renmake hinself entirely;
but she would forever hold within her heart the Od Wrld, its pleasures and beauty anplified by
tinme and di stance, and this nostalgia was a nelancholy spell fromwhich she could never fully
awaken. Because she could not become Anerican in her soul, she found it difficult -if not

i mpossible - to believe that her children could be so transformed, and she worried that their
aspirations would lead only to disappointnment and bitterness.

"I am Anerican,' Tommy repeatedly softly.

"Didn't ask stupid Quy Trang Dai to make rag doll. Was her own idea to scare you. | hear about it
only one, two hours ago.

"l believe you,' Tonmy assured her

' Good boy.'

He reached one hand into the front seat.

H s not her gripped his hand and squeezed it.

"CGood thing I|'mnot as sentinmental as ny nother,' Del said. 'I'd be bawing so hard | couldn't see
to drive.'

The interior of the Jaguar was filled with the brightness of the headlights fromthe Peterbilt
behind it.

The air horn blared, blared again, and the Jaguar vibrated under the sonic assault.

Tommy didn't have the courage to | ook back. 'Always worry about you,' said Ms. Phan, raising her
voi ce over the airliner-loud roar of the truck engine. 'Never see problemw th Mi, sweet Mai

al ways so quiet, always so obedient. Now we die, and terrible magician in Vegas |augh at stupid
ol d Vi et nanese not her and nake strange magi ci an babies with ruined daughter.'

"Too bad Norman Rockwel| isn't alive,' Del said. 'He could nake such a wonderful painting out of
this.'

"I don't like this wonan,' Mther Phan told Tomy.

"I know, Mom'

' She bad news. You sure she total stranger?

"Only met her tonight.'

"You not dating her?

"Never dated.

"Turn left next corner,' Mther Phan told Del.

"Are you joking?' Del said.

"Turn left next corner. W alnost to house of Quy Trang Dai.

"l have to slow down to nake the turn, and if | slow down, Ms. Dai's demon is going to run right
over us.'

"Drive better,' Mther Phan advi sed.

Del glared at her. 'Listen, lady, I'ma world-class race-car driver, conpeted all over the world.
No one drives better than | do. Except naybe mny nother.'’

Hol di ng out the cellular phone, Mther Phan said, 'Then call nother, hear what she say to do.'
Gimfaced, Del said, 'Brace yourselves.'

Tommy let go of his nother's hand, slid backward in his seat, and funbled for his safety belt. It
was tangl ed.
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Scootie took refuge on the floor in front of his seat, directly behind Del

Unabl e to disentangle the belt quickly enough to save hinself, Tommy foll owed the dog's exanpl e,
huddl i ng-squeezing into the floor space between the front and back seats on his side of the car
to avoid being catapulted into his nother's |ap when the ultimte crash cane.

Del braked the Jaguar

The roaring Peterbilt ramred them from behind, not hard, and fell back

Again Del used the brakes. The tyres barked, and Tommy could snell burning rubber

The Peterbilt rammed them harder than before, and sheet netal screaned, and the Jaguar shuddered
as though it would fly apart |ike a sprung clock, and Tomry thunped his head agai nst the back of
the front seat.

The car was so awash in the glow of the truck's headlights that Tormy could clearly see the
Labrador's face across the floor fromhim Scootie was grinning.

Del braked again, swung hard to the right, but that was only a feint to |ead the Peterbilt in the
wong direction, because the truck couldn't manoeuvre as quickly as the car. Then she swung
sharply to the left, as Mther Phan had instructed.

Tommy coul dn't see anything from his dog-1evel view, but he knew that Del hadn't been able to get
entirely out of the truck's path, because as they made the left turn, they were struck again,
clipped only at the extrene back end of the vehicle but hit with trenmendous force, an inpact that
made Tommy's ears ring and jarred through every bone, and the Jaguar spun. They went through one
full revolution, and then another, perhaps a third, and Tormy felt as though he had been tossed
into an industrial-size clothes dryer

Tyres stuttered across the pavenent, tyres expl oded, rubber remmants sl apped |oudly agai nst fender
wel | s,

and steel wheel rinms scraped-shrieked across the pavenent. Pieces of the car tore free, clattered
al ong the undercarriage, and were gone.

But the Jaguar didn't roll over. It came out of the spin, rattling and pinging, lurching like a
hobbl ed horse, but on all four wheels.

Tommy extracted hinself fromthe cranped fl oor space between front and back seats, scranbled up
and | ooked out the rear w ndow.

The dog joined himat the wi ndow, ear to ear

As before, the Peterbilt had overshot the intersection

'How was that for driving,' Del demanded.

Mot her Phan said, 'You never get insurance again.

Besi de Tommy, the Labrador whi npered.

Even Del i verance Payne was not going to be able to coax any speed out of the Jaguar in its current
debilitated condition. The sports car chugged forward, loudly rattling and cl anki ng, hissing,

pi ngi ng, pitching and yaw ng, spouting steam haenorrhaging fluids - |ike one of those rattletrap
pi ckup trucks that comic hillbillies always drove in the novies.

Behi nd them the huge Peterbilt reversed into the intersection through which they had just been
flung.

"We've got at |least two blown tyres,' Del said, 'and the oil pressure is dropping fast.

"Not far,' said Tomy's nother. 'Garage door be open, you pull in, all safe.’

'What garage door?' Del asked.

' Garage door at Quy's house.'

'Ch, yes, the hairdresser witch.'

"She no witch. Just conme from Xan River, |earn few things when she was girl.

"Sorry if | caused offence,' Del said.

' There, see, two houses ahead on right, lights on. Garage door open, you pull in, Quy Dai close
door, all safe.'

The denon driver shifted gears, and the Peterbilt pulled into the street behind them Its
headl i ghts swept across the rear w ndow, across Tommy.

Scooti e whinpered again. He licked Tormy's face, either to reassure himor to say goodbye.

Facing front, w ping dog sl obber off his cheek, Tommy said, 'How can | be safe? It's not dawn yet.

The thing will see where we've gone.

"Can't follow there,' his nother said.

"I"'mtelling you, it'll drive straight through the house,' he predicted.

"No. Quy is one who nmade doll, called spirit fromunderworld, so it not allowed hurt her. Can't

enter house if Quy Trang Dai herself don't nake invitation.'
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"Wth all due respect, Mom | don't think we can count on denons being quite that polite.'

"No, your nother's probably right,' Del said. 'The supernatural world operates on its own | aws,
rather |ike we operate under the | aws of physics.

As the inside of the car grew bright again fromthe headlights behind, Tommy said, 'If the dam
thing drives the dam truck into the damm house and kills ne, who do | conmplain to - Al bert

Ei nstein or the pope?

Del turned right into the driveway, and the car creaked-cl anked-cl anged, wobbl ed-rol | ed-rocked-
heaved into the open, |ighted garage. Wen she braked to a stop, the engi ne coughed and stall ed.
The rear axle snapped, and the back of the Jaguar crashed to the garage fl oor

Behi nd them the big door rolled down.

Tommy's nother clinbed out of the car

When he followed her, he heard the shrill air brakes of the Peterbilt. Judging by the sound, the
truck had pulled to the curb and stopped in front of the house.

A sl ender birdlike Vietnanese woman, about the size of a twelve-year-old girl, with a face as
sweet as butterscotch pudding, stood at the interior door between

the garage and the house. She was wearing a pink jogging suit and athletic shoes.

Mot her Phan spoke to this woman briefly in Vietnanese, and then introduced her as Quy Trang Dai .
Ms. Dai appeared crestfallen when she faced Tonmy. 'So sorry about m stake. Terrible dunb

m stake. Feel like stupid, worthless, ignorant old fool, want to throw nyself in pit of river

vi pers, but have no pit here and no vipers either.' Her dark eyes welled with tears. 'Want to
throw nyself in pit so bad.'

‘"Wll," Del said to Tommy, 'are you going to kill her?

' Maybe not .

W onp. !

Qutside, the Peterbilt was still idling.

Bl i nki ng back her tears, her expression toughening, Ms. Dai turned to Del, |ooked her up and

down, and said suspiciously, 'Wo you?

"Atotal stranger.'

Ms. Dai raised an eyebrow quizzically at Tonmy. 'Is true?
"True,' Tomry said.

"Not dating? asked Quy Trang Dai.

"All I know about himis his nane,' Del said. 'And she doesn't get that right half the ting,’
Tommy assured Ms. Dai. He glanced at the big garage door, certain that the truck engi ne outside
woul d suddenly rev ... 'Listen, are we really safe here?

"Safe here. Safer in house but...' Ms. Dai squinted at Del, as though reluctant to grant
admttance to this obvious corrupter of Vietnanmese nal e youth.

To Tommy, Del said, 'l think I could find sone vipers if you d be willing to dig a pit.

Mot her Phan spoke to Quy Trang Dai in Vietnanese. The hairdresser witch |owered her eyes guiltily
and nodded and finally sighed. 'Ckay. You cone inside. But | keep clean house. |s dog broke?

"He wasn't broken, but | had himfixed,' Del said. She winked at Tomry. 'Couldn't resist.’

Ms. Dai led theminto the house, through the laundry room Kkitchen, and dining room

Tommy noticed that the heels of her running shoes contained those light-emtting di odes that
blinked in sequence fromright to left, ostensibly a safety feature for the athletically-ninded
who took their exercise at night, though the effect was footgear with a Vegas flair

In the living room Ms Dai said, 'W wait here for dawn. Evil spirit have to go at sunrise, al

be fine.'

The living roomreflected the history of Vietnamas occupied territory: a mx of sinple Chinese
and French furniture with two pieces of contenporary Anerican upholstery. On the wall over the
sofa was a painting of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. In a corner stood a Buddhist shrine; fresh fruit
was arranged on the bright red altar, and sticks of incense, one lit, bristled fromceramc

hol ders.

Ms. Dai sat in an oversize, black chinoiserie chair with a padded seat uphol stered in gol d-and-
white brocade. The chair was so |large that the dimnutive pink-clad wonan appeared even nore
childlike than ever; her twi nkling shoes didn't quite reach the floor

Taki ng off her plastic rain scarf but not her coat, Mther Phan settled into a bergére-style chair
and sat with her purse on her lap

