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Prologue
GRENADA, DECEMBER 31, 1982
Show time!

Peta Whyte struck a Bob Fosse dance pose in front of the brooding edifice that was Richmond Hill
Prison. Despite the tension of the moment, she smiled at the Strange juxtaposition. The
two-hundred-yearold fortress, with its view of Grenada s harbor and the crystal blue Caribbean, wasa
perfect symbol of the harsh redlity that now controlled her idand, an idand that had long been considered
the jewe of the West Indies.
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The U-shaped harbor and surroundings looked like aminiature Monte Carlo. A rainbow of brightly
colored tin-and-wooden houses, smal hotdls, and provision stores which stocked little more than the
necessities of life—rum, rice, cigarettes, and beer—meandered from the top of severa hillsdown to the
business and restaurant district which fringed the water. Fort George, like Monte Carlo’sfamed
Cadtle-Fort, crested the top of the right-hand hill. Below it, hidden from view on the far sde of the hill,
lay the central marketplace. Looming over that, at the top of Church Street, stood a cathedra whose
bells pealed melodically and often. At the top of the opposite hill, replacing Monte Carlo’ s casinos, wasa
gun emplacement which surrounded and essentidly hid theidand' sonly radio station from view.

From where she was standing, Peta could hear her Rasta friend Immy and his buddies playing socaon
the stedd drumsthat lined the fringes of Tanteen Park, which lay directly below her. In her mind’ seye she
could seethe familiar scene at the bottom of the hill. Acrossthe street from Jmmy, in front of the
entrance gates to the docks, a series of booths sold food, smokes, and fireworks. Outside the
neighboring fishery, old ladies, unmindful of the country’ sunrest, were Sitting a open grills, cooking corn
and jacks, thelong silvery fish so abundant in the waters around the idand. The jacks looked like
overgrown sardines and, even grilled to a crisp and eaten bones and all, tasted like kippers.

Between the bountiful waters and the fruit and vegetables available dl year just for the plucking, the only
reason anyone went hungry on theidand was out of sheer laziness, Petathought, wishing that she could

be among the vendors and musicians, acting like a carefree teen instead of someone with murder on her
mind.

Only, if shewere, her mentor and friend, Arthur Marryshow, would be as good as dead, and it would be
asmuch her fault asit would be the Communists who had imprisoned him.

Obedient to her ingtructions, Jmmy continued to play. His beat wafted up the dope on Grenada s sunset
trade winds, heralding the end of the old year and the start of the new. Any excuse was good enough for
aparty. And why not? Tomorrow would be time enough to return to politics, tomorrow, when everyone
had dept off the rum and the beer and the ganja. She had told Jimmy to keep playing loudly for at least
an hour or until she returned, whichever camefirg.

It occurred to her now that he would have played on anyway, and that amore intelligent instruction might
have included telling him what to do if she didn’t come back, like calling her next of kin.

Such thinking was, she knew, counterproductive. She stopped hersalf and glanced up at the small
window of the cell where Arthur was being held in solitary. His crime: suspected espionage against
Grenada s Cuban-backed New Jewel government. If her friend and mentor was watching, her pose
would send him amessage, areminder of their trip to New Y ork three years ago. The trip had been her
thirteenth birthday present—and histhirty-first.

Peta had been a precocious thirteen. Her mother had been working several jobs since her father’s
untimely death four years earlier, S0 Petawas | eft to take care of her younger siblings. Saved from fedling
sorry for hersdf by natural intelligence and astreak of innate pragmatism, she' d managed to be practicd,
popular, and agood student.

All of which Arthur rewarded in as many ways as he could, including thetrip to New York. They'd seen
All That Jazz, and declared the movi€' srisk-taking protagonist to be their hero. Later, they’ d eaten
dinner at a place called Danny’ s Seafood Grotto, and vowed to return there every year. On New Year's
Eve.

A good plan, Peta thought. Except that someone should have told the Cubans not to interfere with
Grenada and told the New Jewel Movement to disband. Instead, a hunger for power and for the blood



of the enemy, whoever that might be, had turned her idand into amadhouse.

Thiswasasmal idand. Half the people were related, and the rest knew each other’ s business. Which
was how she knew that William, her cousin’s husband, would be on guard duty outside the prison
tonight.

She rubbed her shoulder, bruised from the heavy backpack she’ d lugged up Richmond Hill for William
and his partner. William was amilitant, sadistic bastard who for the last few years had hit on her at every
opportunity. He' d be happy to see her, and easy to convince that the real reason she' d trekked up S.
George s highest hill to spend New Year’ sEve at theidand’ sonly prison wasthat he was, findly,
irresstible.

And just in case his ego was on vacation, she' d brought ganjaand the sweetness of the birthday cake
and...

It had dl sounded so smplein the planning that she hadn’t had time to be afraid or to indulge hersdlf in
prayers or wishful thinking. Besides, above dl € se, she was adoer. Even werethat not her nature, she'd
be adoer now. She was damned if shewas going to let them put Arthur Marryshow up against awall
and shoot him.

Dead.

Or take machetes and hack him into pieces as alesson to others who might be thinking of not toeing the
line. Rumor had it Maurice Bishop and his Commie henchmen planned to do one or both of thesethings
onthefirg day of the New Year.

Tomorrow.

With that sobering thought and the renewed redization that she was the parrot fish, the designated decoy,
Petatook alast look at Burns Point and at the lagoon which lay adjacent to the harbor. She could see
the Assegai, Fredrick “Frikkie” Van Alman’s 120-footer, anchored in the lagoon. The schooner rocked
gently, and Petawished that she were there too, lying safely in the warm waters of the Caribbean.

Trusting that her partnersin thisrescue attempt, Frik and his ex— Green Beret buddy Ray Arno, already
had their assesin gear, she put on adash of lipstick and adjusted the backpack. She hiked her short skirt
level with her panty line and tuned in to Immy’s caypso. Never more aware of her physicd beauty, and
determined to use everything that good genes had given her, she set her body into deliberately sensua
motion. Dancing around the corner of the stone facade of Grenada s fortress prison, she prayed for this
exerciseto be over fast, as planned. It was one thing to play tease; it was quite another to haveto ded
with fully aroused maelibidos.

“Hey, Joe. You seewhat | see?’ Her cousin’ s husband and his Soviet-made submachine gunleanedin a
triangle againgt the wall. He touched the wegpon asiif to reassure himsdlf that it was till there, removed
his dark American shades, and grinned at Peta.

“I seeit but | don’t believeit.” Hisbuddy, squat and ugly as ablowfish, grinned back. “Whatchou doin’
here, gifl?’

Peta danced into the circle of their lechery. She took off the backpack, dug into it, removed the ganja,
and threw it to William. “Natalie says happy New Year.”

“Y ou telling me you came al the way up hereto give methis?’ From hisbreast pocket he pulled out a
packet of rolling papers and removed one. Reaching into the plastic sandwich bag filled with marijuana,



he removed a couple of dried buds and rolled them between hisfingers, which caused the bits of leaf to
fdl into the paper while the seeds and stem remained in hisfingers.

“I need you to do me afavor, Willy,” Petasaid as she watched him roll the ganja-filled paper into an
expertjoint.

“Anything.” William licked the end of the paper, rolled histongue & her, and lit thejoint. “ Almost
anything.” He drew deeply, then offered it to her. Shetook it and toked, drawing less deeply than it
appeared, and passed it to Joe.

“It'smy birthday,” she said, taking the boxed cake out of the backpack.

Joe opened the box and pulled matches out of his pocket. He counted the candles. “ Sixteen candles,” he
sang out, jiggling himsdf. He put hisarm around her and kissed her full on the mouth. “Y ou legd now,

grl.”

Peta pulled away. Grinned. Fdt like throwing up. “I got afriend ingde.”

“Y ou want to go insde and celebrate with him?” Joe asked. “We not good enough for you?’

Willy laughed. “ Sir fucking Dr. Arthur Marryshow, right?’

Happy birthday, dear Arthur, Petathought.

“How about we light afire under that cocksucker and turn him into acandle?” Joe said.

Anima! Petathought, deliberately feeding on Joe' s cdlousness to harden hersdf for what lay ahead.

“Great shit.” William took another toke from the joint. “Bring anything else, sweetface?” Herummaged in
the backpack and found the beers. “Let’ s party.” He opened one of the bottles and dugged down the
contents. “Y ou too good to us, girl.” He belched loudly. Joe roared with laughter.

Their noises covered the sounds for which Peta had been waiting, threein succession, Frik’s practiced
imitation of the distinctive deep-throated howl of the Mona monkeys he’ d often hunted for his dinner pot.
She looked at the sky. In the way of the Tropics, darkness had suddenly come upon them.

“Tell youwhat,” William said. “We |l save the good doctor a beer and a couple pieces of cakein case
he'sdiveinthemorning.”

“How about somefor the other guards?’ Petaasked, ignoring the loud best of her heart in her ears.
“They’'singde. They’ll never know the difference. Nobody out here but us”

There was amoment of silence as one man toked and the other opened and s ugged down another
Carib. Too late, Petatried to cover the silence.

“What the fuck wasthat?’ Joe said.

“Didn’'t hear athing.” William put hisarm around Petaand pulled her toward him.
“Well, | did.”

“Okay, so maybe a dog took aloud dump. If it bothers you, go see what it was.”

Beer in one hand, weapon baanced by hisforearm and lying across his shoulder, Joe took astep inthe



direction from which Petahad come. “1 think I’ll just do that,” he said. He bent first to extract alarge and
messy chunk of birthday cake.

“You'll missthered party.” Petapressed hersdf againgt William.
“I'll beback,” Joe said. “Haveto take apiss anyway. Might aswell do atour whilel’'mat it.”

Hedidn't seem particularly worried until the sound came again—the harsh clang of something against
metal. He stiffened and moved toward the noise.

Dear God, forgive me, | didn’t want it to cometo this, Peta thought, as she swung into the action she and
Ray had rehearsed.

Quickly, usng maximum energy and strength, she removed the scalpel that had been disguised as part of
her belt buckle. Imagine Willy’ sagoat, shetold herself; she' d helped kill those often enough before a
family feed.

Theilluson worked, aided by amassive rush of adrendine. Before he redlized what was happening,
William' s carotid artery had been negtly dit. Her cousin Natdi€ s husband.

She turned her attention to Joe, who was just about to round the corner that led to a scene he could not
be dlowed to witness. For asplit second, she diverted her focus to William' s submachine gun.

“Don’'t even think about it, sweetface.” Joe turned around, hisweagpon cocked. “ This no toy in me hand,
you know. Now, you mind telling Joe what be going on?’

“Sick dog wasfeding me up,” Petasaid, knowing how stupid she sounded after giving both of them the
come-on.

“Sick dog?’ Joe motioned at her with therifle. “Y ou sick bitch, if you ask me. C' moverhere.” Shedidn't
move. “Beagood girl, sweetface. Drop you knife and come over here. Slowly.”

She waked toward him, swaying her hips. She wastaler than he was by some inches. As she came
closeto him, she could see over hisright shoulder. Two figures stood behind him, no more than thirty feet
away and exposed in the fullness of the New Y ear’ s Eve moon.

Watching her, Joe put the remainder of the cakeinto his mouth. “Want some?” He held two fingers of
icing next to her face. “Might aswell. Fat won't matter when you' s dead and you' sgoing bedead in a
minute, you don't tell mewhat’ sgoing down.”

He had allowed Peta, encouraged her, to come close enough to implement Ray’ s lessons. Praying that he
had not yet rel eased the safety on his wegpon, she struck fast, kneed him in the crotch, and when he
doubled over in pain, jabbed her thumbsinto his eyes, then struck with the edge of her hand to the back
of hisneck. The gun clattered to the ground, dong with his bottle of Carib. Clutching hisbalsand
whimpering, Joe buckled and fell facedown into the dregs of the beer that had trickled from his bottle.

Thinking of the danger to Arthur, Frik, and Ray, and to herself, Peta did what she had to do.
He' sagoat, shetold hersdf again.

In an act punctuated by the repeated clatter of ahard object against metal, she picked up Joe's
submachine gun and smashed his skull.
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“We saw what happened, Peta,” Ray said. “ Thank you.”
“Youdl right, kid?’ Frik asked.

Anirreverent thought flashed through Petal s mind. These two men were having fun. Educated, well
traveled, experienced, they were not much more than atered, older versons of what William and Joe
might have become. Ray, ademoalitions expert turned stuntman, had come to Grenadato shoot some
scenes for aHollywood movie, and had stayed on when the revol ution heated up. The truth was that
he' d rather be shooting agun than afilm. Asfor Frik, the stocky expatriate South African was an ol
magnate whose wedl th was exceeded only by the size of hisego. Like Joe, he saw himsdlf asirresgtible
to women. He acted asif he were Hemingway incarnate, and looked the part, especialy when he had a
crossbow dung over his shoulder.

“I had to hit the barsfirgt,” Frik said, asif there were any way he could have been that accurate.

She looked at the crossbow, which was now in his hands. So the sound that had nearly gotten them
killed earlier was an arrow—or a bolt, as Frik caled it—hitting the bars of the window of Arthur’s prison
cdll and ricocheting back to the ground.

“Had to warn Art to get out of theway.”

Art? 1t s Arthur, you dumb shit, Peta thought. She looked up at the window. Arthur was looking down at
them. Even in the moonlight, she could see that hisface wasthin and drawn. He was a huge man, dmost
sx feet five. Before hisarrest he' d weighed over 250 pounds. By al reports, he had lost nearly a
hundred of that during hisyear of confinement.

Petawaved and smiled at him, trying not to et her body language show how scared she redly was, but
he seemed to be too focused on Frik to notice anything else.

Frik was preparing to send up another bolt, attached to anylon fishing line which wasin turn attached to
arope.

“Let’sget thisshow on theroad,” Ray said.

Frik nodded, and thistime the bolt found its mark between the bars. Arthur signaed to them, bolt in
hand, and immediately began pulling up the rope. Ray checked the small black bag that was attached to
his belt. It contained, he had told her, afine powder, amixture of iron oxide and duminum. He patted his
pocket, asif to reassure himsdlf that he had the magnesium strips and matches he needed for ignition.
Arthur disappeared from her view for amoment, then regppeared, giving athumbs-up.

Ray tested the rope. “Hold it taut at the bottom,” he told Frik as he handed the end to the Afrikaner.
Moments later, Ray was effortlessy scaling thewall, working hisway upward toward the small barred
window.

“Keep your eyes open, my litttemiss,” Frik said, holding on to the rope. “We can't be sure someone
won't come looking for those buddies of yours.”

“They weren't my buddies,” Peta said, more sharply than was necessary. And I’m not your little miss!
She needed to release some of her pent-up fear and guilt. Thiswas hardly an auspicious beginning to her
adulthood. She knew that she' d had to kill to avoid being killed herself, but that didn’t mean she liked
playing God...any more than she liked being patronized.



Above her, Ray had reached the window. First he pulled the magnesium strips from his pocket and
wrapped them around the bases of the three bars farthest from the rope. After that, he took the explosive
from his belt, tamped some of the a uminum-iron oxide compound around each of the bars, and lit along
match. He touched the flame to afuse attached to the magnesium gtrips, then, with the skill of a coconut
thief, did adozen yards down therope. A series of crigp Szzlesfollowed, each accompanied by aflash
of light. Darkness returned.

When Peta’ s eyesight had adjusted, she saw that there were huge scorch marks on the masonry below
the window, and the bars had been bent out of the way. Ray was aready halfway down the rope.

As soon as the stuntman reached ground, Arthur eased his spare frame through the window and followed
suit. When hisfeet touched solid ground, he stopped for amoment asif the physica effort had worn him
out. He bent over and took several deep breaths, then straightened up.

“Let’'sgo,” hesad.

Taking their cue from Arthur, the four of them raced, asfast as hisdower pace would dlow, down the
hill toward Grenada Y acht Services and the comparative safety of the Assegal.

The gated compound of GY S was unattended after midnight. Petawatched Frik use his membership key
on the entry gate’ smassive lock. As shewaked insde and heard Frik click thelock shut behind her, she
became aware of the sillence. She redlized, with wonder and what was almost a sense of discomfort, that
no darm had been raised at the prison. She was wrenched out of her thoughts by the sight of alarge gun
emerging out of the shadows.

“Evening, Frik.”

Peta breethed a sigh of relief as she recognized the voice and short, dight figure of Emanudl Sheppard, an
old friend and freelance boat captain who seemedto liveat GY'S. “| see you brought some company.”

“Actudly, amigo, if you know what’ s good for you, you didn’t see anyone,” Frik replied.

A dy look washed onto Manny’ s face and rolled awvay again with the tide of his easygoing nature. Peta
had known this man her entire life, and had never seen asingle person rattle him. Everybody seemed to
trust him implicitly. She was sure that he knew dmost every secret on theidand, and just as sure that not
one of them would ever passhislips. If you pushed him, the most you' d get wasady glance and atall
story about his days in the Organization of Eastern Caribbean States security forces.

The group hurried along the creaking boards of the Grenada Y acht Services piers until they cameto the
two-masted beauty of the Assegal.

Frik’ s Great Danes, Sheba and Maverick, greeted them ebulliently asthey clambered on board, though
Peta knew that the animals would not be so friendly were their master not in the group. Frik wasted no
timein starting the engines. Still on the dock, Manny cast off thetie lines, and the yacht began a stately
drift, aided by the motors, which thrummed to life.

“Happy New Year, dl,” Manny caled out in astage whisper. Then softer, “ It was nice not seeing you
agan.”

Asthey cleared the harbor, Arthur turned to Peta. He bent down to lift her into the air. Still too weak to
do 0, he smultaneoudy hugged and reprimanded her.



“Happy as| amto seeyou, girl, | want to know what you' re doing here.” He released her and looked at
the others. “Thisis hardly achild’ sgame.”

The warmth Petahad fet with Arthur’ sarms around her ingtantly dissipated. “Damnit, Arthur, I'm not a
child. Tl him, Ray. Tl himwhy I'm here”

“Thiswasdl her idea,” Ray said, somewhat grudgingly. “ She planned the operation—"

“And st it up,” Petainterrupted. “1 killed two men so these boys here could play Scaramouche meets
Robin Hood,” shewent on. “Killed. Asin dead. William—"

“Nadie sWilliam?’

Peta nodded. “He slying on the ground up there with his carotid diced by one of your scalpels. And
Joe—" She put her hands over her face.

“I’'m sorry, Peta,” Arthur said quietly. After amoment he added, “What are we waiting for? |, for one,
could useadrink.”

In short order, the three men were seated around Frik’ s large wooden outdoor table, where a bottle of
Westerhd| rum, adish of nuts, three highball glasses, and abottle of guava juice awaited their return.
Peta cynicaly assumed the last was her reward.

Arthur poured himsdlf ashort glass, adding juice, rather than hisusua straight-up tumblerful. “It' sbeena
long time,” he said. “Happy birthday, Peta. Happy birthday to both of us.”

No one said much more until the rum was haf gone. Petasat away from the other three, on alocker
which, she presumed, held life jackets. The spot wasidedl in that she was close enough to see and hear
them, yet far enough away from them to dedl with the distraction of her own thoughts, which were none
too pleasant. Every oncein awhile, aflying fish arced from the water, its Slvery scdesflashing inthe
moonlight, or astar shot across the heavens. Shetook solace in those Signs, telling hersdlf that the
universe had forgiven her trespasses againg it.

To port, she could see that they were rounding the peninsula of Point Saline. In afew minutes, the lights
of the Cuban encampment would be visible, and the great black expanse of the airstrip they were
building.

Her mind returned to the events which led up to tonight.

Why had Arthur, her father’ s godson, indisted upon playing hero and martyr? Sure, he was aMarryshow
and thus by nature a political beast, but as much as she adored him, she sometimes wondered about his
sanity. Everybody knew he was none too fond of Prime Minister Bishop and his Communist regime, but
so what? Arthur was a doctor, for God' s sake, not awarrior or apolitician. He could have kept his nose
clean. Then he wouldn’t have been arrested, and she wouldn’t have had to kill two people.

She stopped. There was no point to those thoughts. She turned away from the receding coastline of her
home and focused on her three shipmates. While they were unique in many ways, and two of them
weren't Grenadian, they weretypicd of Grenada s male population, who were die-hard chauvinigts.
Arthur wasless so than mog, at least in their private moments, but in the company of men he acted little
better than the rest, who adored females of al shapes, sizes, colors, and ages but believed them to be
creatures of service, there to nurture them and to bed them. Like the others, he had no quarrel with
women entering nurturing professions. They could become doctors and nurses and teachers. Anything
else, law for example, or engineering, wasaman’sdomain.



Like drinking rum, which, too, was some pathetic rite of manhood, she thought asthey started on the
second half of the bottle. Westerhall was as close as they could get to pure alcohol, so it was none too
surprising that their tongues loosened. They began to regale each other with asuccession of stories of
prior adventures which grew more daring and less believable in inverse proportion to the amount of rum
left in the bottle.

By five minutes to midnight, they werewell into their next bottle. In their drunken state, they seemed to
have completely forgotten that Petawas there.

“Wearethebest,” Frik said, raisng hisglass.
“Thevery best,” Ray agreed, doing the same.
“Uh-huh.” Arthur tilted hisglassin their direction.

Frik started to hold forth. Peta stopped listening until the end of his pronouncement. “...Daredevils
Club,” hesaid. “We€ |l meet every yesar.... New Year's Eve' sagood time. Swap stories. See which of
ushas taken the biggest risk. Whatchathink, guys?’

Peta glanced a her watch in the moonlight. Thirty seconds and it would be 1983. Sheroseto her feet
and approached the table. “Happy birthday, Arthur,” she said.

“Happy birthday, Peta,” he echoed.

“And happy New Year...everyone.” She turned toward Arthur. “Arewe dl going to meet at Danny’s
Grotto for our birthdays and the Daredevils Club.”

“Not you, little Miss Sweet Sixteen,” Frik said, grinning inanely. He looked at the others. “You'rea
succulent piece of meet, but you' re akid. Besides, we don't play women's games.”

“Sright,” Ray added. “You'rejust akid. I'm not gonna be responsiblefor akid risking her lifeon a
stupid stunt. Especidly agirl.”

“What do you say, Arthur?’ she asked, in avoice so soft that she seemed to be shouting. “ Do you also
think | have to grow ballsto be a Daredevil?'Y ou’ re aplastic surgeon. Y ou could make me some. Or is
killing two men enough to provetha I’'m astough asyou are?’

“ She makes sense, gentlemen,” he said, looking a Frik and Ray. They shook their heads vehemently. He
turned back to Peta. “I'm outvoted,” he said. He had begun to dur hiswords. “Besides, | promised your
father that I’ d keep you out of harm’sway.” Clearly exhausted and more than alittle drunk, he put his
head down on the table, in the crook of hiselbow, and fell adeep.

Petalooked back at the small spot on the horizon that was Grenada. She imagined she could hear music
and shouting as, al dong Church Street, bellsrang ot.

“Happy New Y ear, assholes,” she said, loudly thistime. Then, disgusted, walked toward the prow of the
boat and stared into the vast, dark ocean that lay ahead.
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TRINIDAD, DECEMBER 1999

After afull day on the platform observing the core samples being raised at the Dragon’s Mouth test drill
gte, what little patience Frikkie Van Alman might have had to begin with had dissipated.



Hewouldn’'t have been there at dl, but the crew, skittish to begin with, had been downright nervous since
the drill had passed through an undersea cavern. Frik was not renowned for hisvast store of patience,

but he could not ignore the continuing gloom among hisworkers. At the other sitesthere was dways
music, alway's someone dancing, someone hiding ajoint or abottle of beer. Here, the only sounds were
thewind and the seg, the mechanical whirring of the drill, and the padding footsteps of workers who,
morose and silent, moved with the speed of turtles.

“What' s egting a them, Blaine? Give me your best guess.”

Frik thought of Eduardo Blaine as hiswholly owned subsidiary. The Venezuelan ran the only hotdl in San
Gabrie and managed the ferries that brought workers out to this site in the Dragon’ s Mouth, the northern
channedl into the Gulf of Paria. He was dso apretty fair diver and knew how to fly the helicopter which
trangported the owner of Oilstar to thisjack-up drilling rig.

“They don't care for work in the Dragon’s Mouth.” Blaine made awesk attempt at asmile. “Tell you the
truth, I’m not too crazy for it mysdlf.”

Before Frik could say any more, the drill returned to the surface and itsload of dudge and rock was
tipped onto the platform for examination. He had ordered a core sample of the floor of the cavern,
wanting more evidence that there would be oil under it before he went to the trouble—and expense—of
having another section of pipe sent down to keep any oil from flowing into thisnew cavern.

Lying on top of the mud were four irregularly shaped objects such as he had never before laid eyes upon.
He had theimmediate impression of the turquoise he' d known as a child in South Africa, but these were
abluish green color that he couldn’t quite identify.

Hewalked over to the silt pile and stretched out to touch them.
“Don’t touch, Mr. Frik! Bad stuff!”

Frik looked around to see who had spoken and saw the backs of hisworkers asthey scattered, all
except Eduardo.

“He' sright, Sefior Frik. Better not to touch.” In ashow of bravado, the Venezuelan moved to Frik’s
sde. “ See where they come from first. Make sure they’ re not Obeah, or the Obeahman might get us.”

“Don't tell methey’ ve got you convinced about their kaffir bogeyman.” He d dedlt with enough
shamanigtic beliefsin hisboyhood on the veldt that he was unimpressed by the men’ sfear that the objects
might be fetishes. Besides, when he'd first been told of the local superdtitions, the anthropologist he'd
talked to had said that this particular myth predated the arrival of the Africans and their Obeah worship.

It was probably, in fact, asold asthefirst Arawaksto cross the gulf from Venezudlaon their migration
northward.

Frik got up abruptly and strode over to the drill assembly. The bit looked like agiant apple corer, dmost
twenty inchesin diameter. Hand on the side of the drill, he glanced through the base of the derrick to the
water fifty feet below.

“I’m sending the camera down. | want to see the bottom of the bore hole.”

He st up the feedback equipment, attached the underwater video camerato acable, and lowered the
assemblage down the well. Asit descended, he focused on the small screen that would show what the
camerafound. Despite the sophigtication of the equipment, theimage was grainy and cloudy with silt from
the drilling process. It got even worse when, about seventy feet bel ow the seabed, the camera passed



through the hole in the roof of the cavern.

Thelight from the camerarig vanished into the cavern, which was gpparently too large for theillumination
toreach thewadls. A large, indigtinct fish swam in front of the lens, and the floating debris drifting avay
from the drill hole madeit look asif he had suddenly picked up White Christmas on the monitor.

Frik’ sfrustration mounted. There waslittle chance on thismonitor that he’ d be able to distinguish any
turquoisdlike fragments which might have remained in the undersea cavern. The only way to be surewas
for someone to dive down and enter the cave. Fortunately, the presence of the fish assured him that there
was an entrance other than the hole hismen had drilled.

“I’'m not going down there,” Blaine said, anticipating what Frik had in mind.

“You'll gowherel tell youto go,” Frik said, “but you' reright. | need you around to fly me off thisrig.”
Heyelled out the names of the few workers he knew. “Y ou want to be paid?’ he shouted when no one
appeared.

One by one, the men returned. They clustered in small, silent groups, far from the strange objects.
“All right now. Who' sgoing down?’

Nobody moved. “You. Charles.” Frik stared into the man’seyes. “Y ou just volunteered. Y ou, too,
Abdul. Get your gear. Find the opening to that cavern. If there are any more pieces down there, bring
them up. There sabonusfor each one you find.”

The men did as they were told. When they had been lowered into the water, Frik said, “ The rest of you
bastards, no pay today. Tomorrow you work like men or—"

“They don’t want to work here anymore,” Blaine said.

“The hdl they don't.” Frik took his cell phone out of his pocket and dided thelab.

“Trujold? Frik. Listen carefully. | want you to get the speedboat and bring your ass over here.”
“I’'m not going anywhere near your boats,” Trujold said. “Y our dogs || est medive.”

Frik thought for amoment. “All right. I’ [l send Blaine for you. It'll only take him afew minutesin the
chopper, so don't mess around.”

“What' sthe emergency?’ Trujold asked.

“Noneyet.” Frik looked at the inditinct image on the screen. “But | smdll one coming on.”
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The helicopter carrying Paul Trujold moved quickly toward the Oilstar drilling platform where Frik'smen
had been testing drill sitesin the Dragon’s Mouth. The passage earned its name from the toothy spears of
rock that pierced the surface of the water and connected the dots between Trinidad' s Chaguara
Peninsulaand the coasta range of the Venezuelan mainland. Many aship’s hull had been chewed by
those teeth when her captain didn’t know the waters, or he was caught by astorm. Given that history,
why would Frik think it surprising that some parts of the Dragon’s Mouth were aso believed by the
locals to be haunted or cursed?

“Sorry to pull you out of thelab,” Frik shouted over the dowing thump of the blades as he reached up



and helped Paul out of the chopper.
Such courtesy, Paul thought. Must be something mighty important. “What' s going on?’

“| sent acouple of divers down. Only one of them came back, and he died kicking and screaming on the
deck before he could tell usathing.”

“Sounds like abad case of the bends.” Must have shot straight to the surface without a decompression
stop. What could spook adiver enough to do that? Paul winced at the thought of nitrogen bubblesfizzing
through his bloodstream, ending in an air embolism to the brain. “No sign of the other?”’

Frik shot him alook. “1 told you. Only one came back. And the other’ s tank would have run out long

Paul alwaysfet an uncomfortable sense of obligation around Frikkie, to whom he owed agreet ded of
money, borrowed for his daughter’ slong years of schooling. The debt forced him to stick around, but it
didn’t change the fact that he neither liked nor trusted his boss. What's more, Frik always made Paul,
younger by adecade, fed like the older of the two. Somehow the older man had maintained the toned
body of a man twenty years younger. Piercing blue eyes and even white teeth gleaming from a perpetudly
tanned face, dark hair just beginning to gray at the temples. Paul was shorter, darker, heavier, and, inthe
looks department, somewhat further down the evolutionary tree. All the way back to Amphibiaclass, he
thought. A newt—no, afrog...waiting in vain for the princess skiss that would turn him into a Frik.
Tough. Single-minded. An expert manipulator.

Like now.

Paul was sorry about the men, but that was hardly areason for Frik to demand hisimmediate presence.
“Y ou brought me down here because of the missing diver?’

“Not exactly. | need your help with these lazy bastards who are refusing to go on working.”
“WI,]y?l

“You readamn Trini. Y ou tell me. They were bringing up a core sample and found some strange
fragments,” Frik said. “ That seemsto be what spooked the hell out of them. Blaine here thinksthe men
may believe they are fetishes—Obeah—and that if we messwith them the Obeshman will hurt us.”

“What isit you think | can do?

“Get someone to dive down and seeif he can find Abdul.” Frik pointed at four objectslying atop apile
of dlt. “Then take those back to thelab and examine them.”

Paul walked over to the objects and hunkered down to take acloser look. Though he was far more
educated than his average countryman, he was born and bred a Trini. He knew the power of local
superdtitions. There was nothing he could do about the workers or about Abdul. Asa scientist, a
chemist, he dealt in atoms and molecules and exchanges of electrons—an unseen realm, but vastly
predictable.

Mogt of thetime.
But not thistime.

There was something different about the objects. He wouldn’t go so far asto say “wrong,” because that
wasamord or ethica judgment, and in hisworld, morasor ethicsdidn’t apply to lumps of matter. But



he had to admit, if lumps of matter could be “wrong,” these four were pretty damn close. In the eyes of
many of the Trinidadiansworking for Frikkie, these trinkets would be a sure sign of wrongness. The
Trinis—whose heritage embraced both Africaand India—were an innately superstitious group.

He, on the other hand, was not. Asfar as he was concerned, what he sawwas...what he saw.

To him, the pieces|ooked like the stones he’ d seen embedded in Native American jewdry inthe
States...asymmetrica matchbox-size lumps of bicolored turquoise from the Kingman Minein Arizona, or
something very much likeit.

He picked one up. It didn’t fed like turquoise or any other kind of stone. Morelike arather strange form
of plastic. There was no specific design to the lumps, but they were definitely not naturally occurring
shapes. These were fashioned objects, products of intelligence, though he could not guesswhat kind of
intelligence could have made them.

That, Paul decided, was what had spooked the workers. No one had ever seen shapes like these before,
s0 they automaticdly shied avay from them. Asfar as he was concerned, it was atypical idanders
response to the new and different.

Hedidn't consder himself atypica idander, however, and while he couldn’t help Frik with hisdivers, he
wanted very badly to take a closer look at these trinkets.
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Where the hell is he? Paul wondered as he paced back and forth in front of Oilstar’ slabs.

Frik was late, but what €l se was new? The man got a charge out of keeping people on hold. He was
probably having another cup of coffee and taking his own sweet time getting here just to be annoying.
Evenif he'd stopped in at his San Fernando corporate office building on the way from his house, he
should have been here by now.

If he was certain of nothing else, Paul was sure of one thing: once he had shown his discovery to Frik, the
man would wish he hadn’t played games this particular morning.

Not that afew minutes, even afew hours, could make adifference. It was just that Paul couldn’t wait to
share his conclusons. Those “trinkets’ Frik’ sdrillers had raised from beneath the ocean bed just might
change the whole damn world.

He gazed at the morning sky, aflawless pae blue, promising another perfect day. Hislab was a squat
one-story white stucco square which lay near the town of La Brea—a short way south of San Fernando
on Trinidad’ swest coast, with agood view of the Gulf of Paria. The sun had yet to crest the lush hills
behind him, but it had reached the drilling platforms that studded the still water liketickson adog' s belly.

Trinidad...Paul loved the big, bold idand. It anchored the Lesser Antillesto the continental shelf of South
America. Nestled into alarge depression on the northeastern coas, it played footse with Venezudawith
the extended toe of its southern tip, Puntadel Arenal. He was born here and, except for college and
postgrad years when he was earning his Ph.D. from Harvard, had spent hislife here, lost awife and
raised his daughter, Selene, here. He planned to die here—Dbut not for some time yet, thank you.

Heinhaled the morning air. When the wind was wrong, you could smell Pitch Lake, but not today. This
morning the air filtered from the northwest, clean, with abriny tang from itsjourney acrossthe Gulf of
Paria. Early morning was hisfavorite time of the day.



Early? He rubbed his burning eyes. Early for Frik, maybe, he thought, but late for me.

He' d been up dl night, feverishly testing and retesting. The key to atrue breakthrough in science was
reproducibility of results. He had that now. Oh, Lord, he had that indeed. And he was dying to show
someone.

But not just anyone. He had to keep this under wraps until Frik saw it—then they could tell the world.

To that end, Paul had given the staff the day off—with pay. Frik would squawk at that. If he wasn't
dready abillionaire, he was knocking on the ten-figure door with champagne and flowersin hand. Y et
how he pissed and moaned about the dightest overrun.

Will, once he saw what Paul had, he wouldn't bitch about an extra paid vacation day for the small, bright
crew of Triniswho staffed the lab. He d forget al about it, the way he' d forgotten about the cost of the
mainframe and el ectronic testing equipment Paul had asked for after it became clear that the apparatus
had increased the efficiency of Oilstar’ srefineries more than ahundred percent.

There...the rumble of abig engine down the dope. Seconds later, Frik’s Humvee hoveinto view. The
roads around here could barely handle acouple of passing Nissans, and heimportsaHummer. Typicd.

Paul waved as Frik skidded to ahat and hopped out. His boss didn’t wave back.

“This d better be good, Paul,” he said. “I’ ve got a sweet young dancer visiting from Mumbai deeping it
off in my bed. She knowstricks neither of us has ever dreamed of, and I’ m looking forward to another
demonstration when she wakes up.”

“This || make you forget al about the angle of your dangle,” Paul said, turning and leading theway to the
lab entrance.

“| serioudy doubt that.”

Paul smiled. He was tempted to trap Frik into abig bet, but decided that wouldn’t be fair. His boss was
short-tempered, high-handed, and vain, and brilliant, funny, and loya aswell. Paul aternately loved and
loathed him. Right now, heloved him.

Paul led Frik through what he thought of as hislab, though of courseit wasn't redly his. The Oilgtar
insgniagraced the glass entry doors, the sationery, and just about everything else. Since Frik was
Qilstar, he owned the [ab. But Paul ran it, and hefelt that madeit his, too, in away. Thelab wasasmall
cog inthe giant Oilstar whed, but an indispensable one. Thiswas where the crude from Oilstar’ swells
was andyzed before and after itsjourney through the refinery.

“My patienceiswearing thin, Trujold. Let’sget thisover with.”

“Y our wishismy command.” Paul led his boss into astoreroom he' d converted for his persona
experiments—the odds of his creating anew petroleum-based polymer with industria applications were
dim, but he could dream, couldn’t he?

“What' sthat amdl?’

Paul sniffed and turned on the lights. Damn, he thought. He knew the odor: ether. He d been testing that
and some other solvents on the trinkets. He spotted the open jar on his workbench. The al-nighter had
made him cardess.

“I'Il get rid of it”



He recapped thejar and started the exhaust fan in the ceiling. Asthe fumes were pulled away, he turned
on the two bench lamps and ignited both Bunsen burners. Then he pointed to the object sitting in the
center of the cleared area on his workbench.

“Thar she blows.”

Frik stared at it. “What the hdll isit?’

“It’ sthose trinkets your men found in that core sample.”

“I gaveyou four objects” Frik said, staring at the assembly.

When Paul had started analyzing the objects, the first thing he' d discovered was that they weren’t made
of turquoise or mother-of-pearl or anything e se he had ever seen. The second was that they were dl part
of awhole. “And there they are, dl four of them,” he said. “They click together like pieces of a
three-dimensiond jigsaw. I’ mtalking perfect fit.”

Frik bent and stared at the unified object from different angles. “They look even weirder together than
they did apart.”

Paul couldn’t argue with that. The assembly looked like something from an abstract painting. That was
what he found most disturbing: how could objects that fit together with such fine tolerances appear so
lacking in functiondity?

“Looksweird?" Paul said, repressing agrin. “You don't know weird until you see what it does. Watch
this”

Hetook along pair of plastic forceps and grasped the object at what he' d by now determined was its
center of gravity. Helifted it and began tilting it thisway and that, rotating it back and forth.

Now we fricassee Frikki€ smind.
“Paul,” Frik said when nothing happened. “ Haveyou logt it?’
“Just be patient. It never seemsto work the same way twice.”

Paul kept his eyes on the main piece—at least he cdled it the main piece. It wasthe largest and had a
vaguely figure-eight or M Gebius strip configuration. Telltale piece was probably a better name. He
watched its outer edge, waiting...waiting....

Hefdt the now-familiar chill run over hisskin. A heartbeat later the motor of the overhead exhaust fan
rosein pitch and the room brightened.

Gotit!

He moved the assembly again, and everything returned to normdl.
“What just happened?’ Frik asked.

“Watch that gooseneck lamp right in front of you.”

Paul rotated the assembly back, felt the chill again, and then the bulb flared, sixty watts climbing to one
hundred. All the lampsin the room seemed to have doubled their wattage. The overhead fan whined and
jittered, sounding asif it were about to take off. He d had to move his computer terminal out of the room
because he was afraid the power surge would damageit.



He heard Frik gasp. “What the hell?’

“Check out the Bunsens,” Paul said, keeping his eye on thetelltale piece.
“They' redmost out.”

Paul lowered the assembly, and the light dimmed, the Bunsen flames grew.
Frik stared at it. “ That’ sdoing it?’

Paul nodded.

“What isit? Some sort of rheostat?’

“Can't redly cdl it that—I've never seen it dim thelights, only brighten them. | don't have the equipment
to measure how much fagter the fan goes.”

“But the Bunsens—"

“The Bunsens burn sixty degrees cooler. And did you fed the air temperature drop? That wasafull ten
degrees. Y our skin temperature drops as well. Only the device doesn’t change temperature. It appears
to be imperviousto cold and heat.”

Frik looked shaken. He turned, found one of the stoals, and eased himsdlf ontoit.
“Chrig, Paul...what isit?’

Paul couldn’t maintain his scientist poker face any longer. Heburst into agrin. “1 don't know, but isn't it
great? He heard an edge of hysterical laughter creep into hisvoice. “Isn't it fantastic?’

“Thatitis, but—"

“Y ou think you' ve just seen weird?’” Paul was pleased with himsdf for having saved the best for last.
“Get behind me here and watch.”

Frik stood and positioned himself as directed, his hand on Paul’ s shoulder.
“Keep your eye on the big figure-eight piece while | movethisaround.”

He angled the assembly thisway and that, dowly, methodicdly, until...the outer edge of thetelltale piece
began to blur.

Hefdt Frik’ s hand tighten on his shoulder. “What—7?’
“Wat.”

Paul rotated it alittle further and half of the outer loop appeared to dissolve. The chill...theflaring
lights...Heraised hisfree hand and passed hisindex finger through the empty space where theloop had
been. Nothing there but air.

“Chrigt, Paul!” Frik’ sgrip was painful now.
Paul rotated it back and the loop became whole again. Thelights dimmed.

Frik released him and leaned back against the counter, staring at the assembly. His face was ashen under
the tan.



“D’you mind telling mewhat’ sgoing on?’

“I don't know.” Paul’ s excitement bubbled through him. He felt like a shaken champagne bottle, ready to
uncork. “The edge of that piece doesn’t just disgppear. It snot an opticd illuson—it’ s not there. It goes

away.
“Goeswhere?’

“I don’'t know. But it goes somewhere else, and when it reaches that somewhere else, the room gets cold
and anything using eectricity within adozen feet revsinto overdrive.”

“A dozen feet?’

“Give or take afew inches. | spent half the night testing itsrange, and adozen feet isabout itslimit. Do
you have any ideawhat thismeans, Frik? Thislittle artifact is going to rewrite the laws of physics. Not
only doesit promise free energy, I’'mwilling to bet it tapsinto another dimension!”

“Freeenergy?’ Frik said, till pale. “No such thing as free energy. No such thing as free anything. Asfor
other dimensons—’

“All right, maybe not another dimension, but it goes somewhere, and another dimensionisasgood a
hypothesis as any for now.”

“A dozen feet isapretty limited area.”

“Doesn’'t matter if it’ sthree feet, thisisawhole new energy source, utterly revolutionary. And there sone
more thing you should know.”

Frik looked a him bleakly. “1 don’t know if | can handle another revelation right now. But go ahead.”

Why isn't he excited? Paul wondered. He should be dancing around. Thisisthefind of the century—of
themillennium!

Paul held up the assembly. “I don’t think thisisal of it. It lookslike there sapiece missing.” He pointed
to apair of sockets opposite the figure-eight piece. “ Somewhere down in that area of ocean floor you
sampled isafifth piece that fits here.”

“What do you think it will do?’

“I don't know. Maybe act as an amplifier that will extend its range. Maybe something even more
mind-blowing.”

Frik looked away and said nothing. Paul |et the silence hang, waiting for his boss to announce the obvious
next step: a search for the missing piece.

“Question,” Frik said. “Where did that thing come from?’
The question flustered Paul. “From the core sample that you—"

“No. | mean, who madeit? That thing was buried in underwater shae. In pieces. Who buried it there?
When? And why?’

“l don’t know.”

Good questions. Paul had been so taken with the artifact’ s astounding properties, so focused on the



impact it would have on the world scientific community when it was made public—he' d gone so far asto
picture himsdf on adais, the focal point of athousand cameras, demongtrating the artifact—that he
hadn’t asked the next question.

“What about your Trini brothers belief that it's Obeah?’

Paul shook hishead. 1 don't think this was made by some primitive shaman. I’m not even sure it was
made on this planet.”

“Then where? By whom? Don't you think we ought to know?’ Frik said, eyeing him intensely.

“We can leave that up to others.” He waved away the concern like an errant mosquito. “When we go
public with this, ther€ |l be expertsfrom every discipline—"

“Public?’ Frik said, straightening away from the bench. “I don’t think so. Not till we know more.”

“We ve gone as far aswe can with our limited resources. The next step isa university setting, amajor
research center—"

“No,” Frik said, stedl in hisvoice. “Not yet. Not until we' ve found the fifth piece.”

4

“Thisisnot open to debate, Paul,” Frik said. “I want absolute secrecy. In fact, | don’t want that thing to
leave thisroom. And | want thisroom locked at dl times. Isthat clear? Thisistoo important afind to
rush into the public eye, especidly in an incomplete state. Who knows what that fifth piece will do? For
al we know it could transform the artifact into some sort of devastating wegpon. No...we ve got to
proceed cautioudy and weigh every move. Do you see what I’ m saying?’

Paul nodded. He saw what Frik was saying.
Exactly what he was saying.

“Good.” Frik thrust out hishand. “Then can | have your word that you will keep everything you've
discovered here secret until | decide thetimeisright to go public?’

“Very well,” Paul said, shaking hands reluctantly. He didn’t see that he had any other option, but in his
raging heart he held back from atrue promise.

He' slyingto me, oit' sonly fair that | lieto him.
“Good! After dl, Paul, my menfound it, so | fedl responsiblefor it.”
“Yes” Paul said. “A terrible burden.”

In his peripherd vision, reflected in the shiny surface of the stainless stedl door of astorage cabinet, Paul
glimpsed the angry set of hisown jaw. He was reminded of how his daughter had looked the day she'd
turned her Ph.D. in physicsinto a paper boat and floated it off the dock. She' d resembled her mother so
much that day, with the latté-colored skin of her mixed French-Arawak ancestry. As he’ d stood with her
and watched the breeze take away the piece of paper that had given him such pride, she' d announced
her intention to go to Caracas and join asmall group of like-minded people dedicated to the preservation
of the environment, by any means necessary.

Much as he' d tried to dissuade her, much as he'd tried to tell her she’ d be wasting her intdllect, apart of



him was proud of her. And wanted her to be proud of him.

“Keepworking with it,” Frik said, clapping Paul on the shoulder. “Write up your notes, but do it
yoursalf—no secretariesinvolved. We Il talk tomorrow and decide our next step.”

“Yes” Paul was afraid hisanger would explode if he dared to say more than the absolute minimum. He
clenched hisfists a his sdes; resisting the urge to throw something hard at the back of Frik’ s head, he
ettled for tossing out the word “ Tomorrow.”

When he heard the Hummer start up and drive away, Paul pulled out aplaster cast. He had madeit to
support earlier reasonably successful attemptsto duplicate at least the [ook, if not the fed, of the artifact,
which he' d wanted to study without always risking the origind. Separating the deviceinto its origina four
pieces, he used the largest of the authentic pieces as his base and constructed a polyurethane model of
the artifact. Then he locked the two smallest redl piecestogether, put them in a padded envelope, and
addressed it to himsdif.

Thethird, the one with the figure eight a one end, he packaged separately, dong with aletter of
explanation to the only person he could fully trus—the only person who, as aphysicist, would
understand what he was saying—nhis daughter, Selene. He wrote her name on the package. Nothing else.
Since she' d joined that ecoterrorist group, Green Impact, she had given up on conventiona addresses.
Hisonly route to her was through Manny Sheppard. The diminutive boat captain had been afriend of
Paul’ swife. When she' d been killed, Manny had helped raise Selene, teaching her the joys of the ocean,
and how to be true to hersdlf.

Turning back to the modd, Paul checked that it was solid and placed it in the middie of the lab table, asif
it were no more important than the beakers and tongs. That little bit of “carelessness’ should drive Frik
crazy, he thought.

He put the packages in the wide pockets of hislab coat, draped the coat over hisarm, and glanced a his
watch. It was after four. Manny should be arriving down at the dock, if he wasn’t there aready. Bone
weary, Paul left the lab, making sure he heard the click as he pulled the door shut and it locked behind
him.

Once outside the building, he walked to his Nissan, got in, and drove out of the parking lot. He followed
the potholed, semipaved road for afew hundred yards, out of view of the labs, then turned onto aside
road which wound down to the smaller of Oilstar’ stwo docking aress. In quick glimpses between the
hills, fruit trees, and palms, he spotted the Assegal’ stall masts. As heturned the final bend in theroad, he
saw Manny’ ssmdll cargo boat and something that made his heart legp: Frik’s Hummer, parked at the
end of the dock.

Paul stcomped on his brakes and threw the car in reverse. Using his cell phone, he dialed Frik's
ship-to-shore number. What he didn’t need was Frik walking in on his conversation with Manny.

He let the phone ring adozen times. Thiswas an emergency number that Frik aways answered if hewas
on the boat. When Paul was convinced that his boss was not on board, he put the car back in gear and
drove down to the dock. He had set up the duplicate device in the conviction that Frik would go back to
thelab tonight tofind it.

It suddenly occurred to Paul that maybe Frik hadn't answered the phone because he was moving sooner
than Paul had anticipated. The Afrikaner could easily have walked the quarter mile from the dock to the
lab while Paul was making his preparations. He could have been hiding in the bushes when Paul |eft the
lab, waiting for the building to be empty.



He could bein the lab right now, which made it even more imperative that Paul find Manny and rid
himsdlf of the packagesin his pocket.

To hisenormous relief, as he parked he saw Manny sitting on apiling, acigarette loosely held between
two fingers of hisleft hand, which aso held a Carib. The diminutive seaman waved as Paul approached.

“Good to see you. Get you abeer?’

The chemist shook hishead. “I’ ve got something to tell you, Manny,” he said, “and afavor to ask. A
largefavor.”

Paul told Manny everything that had happened, beginning with the call from Frik and ending with the
Afrikaner’s own words: Who knowswhat that fifth piece will do? For al we know it could transform the
artifact into some sort of devagtating weapon.

“The man’ saruthless bastard, capable of anything.”

Paul nodded. “We both know why I’'m working with him, but you? Y ou have achoice—" He stopped
himsdf. “I’'m sorry,” hesad. “1t’ sreally none of my business”

“I work for Frik for two reasons,” Manny said, ignoring Paul’ slast comment. “ Thefirst is obvioudy

“ And the second?”’

“I’d rather be in aposition where | can kegp my eye on him, and stay in touch with the few good people
who work for him. Now, what' s that favor you wanted?’

Paul held out the two packages. “I don’'t know where Seleneis exactly, but I’ m sure you do.”
“I know how to find her,” Manny said.

“1 need you to get one of these to Selene and post the other to me. Wait afew daysfirst.” Paul paused.
“If anything happens to me, make sure Selene knows abouit it and get the other package from my place.
Don't risk keeping it yoursdf. Giveit to someone you' d trust with your life, theway I’ m trusting you with
mine”

Grinning, Manny replied, “I know just who the doctor ordered.”

5

Frik ducked deeper into the foliage as Paul Trujold stepped out the front door of Oilstar’ slabs. The
chemigt’slab coat was draped over hisarm, and his shoulders sagged. He looked exhausted.

About time he came out of there, Frik thought. He glanced at his Rolex. Four o’ clock. Thought he'd
never leave. What was he doing dl thistime?

From the cover of athick growth of hibiscus, he watched Paul lock the door and head for his car. Hefelt
ridiculous. Here he was, the owner of thiswhole complex, hiding from one of his employees so that he
could stedl apiece of property that dready belonged to him.

| should have demanded it from him, he thought. Should have stuck out my hand and said, Giveit to me,
Paul. It smine.

Much as he' d wanted to, he hadn’t been able to force the words past hislips. Had he done so, Paull



would have known; he' d have looked down on him from the mora high ground he occupied and seen
into Frik’ s heart. He wouldn't have uttered aword, but the look in his eyeswould have said it all.

| know what you' re thinking, Frikkie. | know your intentions. Y ou never want this artifact to see the light
of day. Y ou want to sail out past the edge of the continental shelf and hurl it into the ses, |et the Guyana
Current carry it into the abyss.

And he d have been right, damn him.

That was indeed what part of Frik wanted to do. But he wouldn’t. Couldn’t. HE d never forgive himsdlf
for destroying atechnological boon like that. If need be, he'd hideit, keep it to himsdlf. Not forever,
maybe, but for along, long time.

Hewas not aman of science, yet he knew as sure as he knew this morning’' s spot price on abarrel of
swest crude that the artifact operated comfortably on principles not even suspected by modern science.
Just as surely, he knew smply by looking at the thing that it wouldn't give up al of its secrets until it was
complete.

When that happened, he would need people he could trust, people like Paul, to help him decode it,
decipher itstechnology and break it down into patentable unitsto make it Oilstar’ stechnology. He'd cdll
the shots then.

Paul’ s car cruised out of the parking lot. Frik didn’'t move. Best to give the man afew minutes on the
road, in case he forgot something and decided to come back. He could think of worse placesto hide
than among these fragrant red blossoms. A little moretimein the busheswouldn’t kill him.

The sound of afamiliar motor drifted up from the boat dock just down the hill from the [ab. Manny had
arrived with some of Frik’ sfavorite supplies, the ones he didn’t want passing through the sticky fingers of
the customsinspectorsin Port of Spain. He had left the Hummer down there and walked back up,
knowing that anyone seeing it there would assume he was on his boat. When he went back down there
to pick up hiscar, he could also pick up hisloot.

The thought encouraged him to pull out his cigar case and remove along, fat Cohiba Esplendido. He
could have a cdlebratory cigar now without worrying about Paul seeing the smoke.

Ashelit up he thought again about that scene in the lab this morning. Christ, what amoment that had
been. He had imagined one of those gizmos attached to every car, truck, train, and plane engine, to every
furnace, to every freaking dynamo in every power plant across the world. Frik could see hislife swork
crumbling to smoke and ash if this device were reproduced and il became as old-fashioned as vinyl
records.

Paul had seemed somehow oblivious of the full implications of what he' d found. Y es, he was holding the
key to afuture free of dependence onfossl fuels. But that key, that odd little contraption he had
assembled in there, could make Oilstar obsolete. No...obsolete was a euphemism here,

Extinct was morelikeit.

Let’ snot forget you assembled that thing from pieces | gave you, he thought. It’s not about money, Paull.
Asitis, I'vegot to rack my brainsto begin to find ways to spend the interest on my holdings. Money
hasn't been the point for along time. It' sthe doing, Paul. Thisis my company.

Frik thought back to when he had |eft South Africa. Hisfamily’ sfortunesin land and gemstones could
have kept him in Cohibas and fine scotch for alifetime, but it would have meant being under hisfather's



thumb. He couldn’t stand that. He' d filled the Assegai with supplies and sailed done across the Atlantic
to make alife he could control.

| worked as a stinking charter captain for ayear to get together afew thousand bucks, he recalled.
Hocked my soul for start-up money, sank my first well dmost single-handed. Oilgtar isn't just a
company, it's not some soulless corporate entity. It'sme, damnit.

Hewas abull tyrannosaur now, but that little gizmo Paul had assembled in there was a dino-dooming
asteroid aimed straight at the heart of Frik’ s personal Cretaceous period.

Think what you will of me, Paul, he thought. I’'m not ready to become extinct.

Figuring he had waited long enough, Frik stepped out of the bushes. As he strolled down the dopeto the
lab, hefished a set of keysfrom his pocket.

Immediately after leaving Paul thismorning, he’ d returned to his office in San Fernando and put together
afull set of keysfor thelab building. Hejust prayed that Paul hadn’t at some time changed the lock on
his persond lab.

He unlocked the front door and hurried down the centra halway. The key fit into Paul’ sdoor....turned.
Hewasin.

He crossed to the workbench but stopped halfway there. The artifact sat done in the center of the black
surface.

Chrigt, Paul hadn’'t even bothered to stick it in adrawer. Thiswas not something to leave lying about,
evenin alocked room.

He approached it dowly, cautioudy, with the proper respect due athing of such wonder. He leaned
closeto the bench top and stared at it. No question—there was something unearthly about thisthing.
Reminded him of the science-fiction paperbacks he' d read when he was a teenager, the ones with the
abstract covers by someone named Powers who squiggled bizarre-looking shapes in the backgrounds of
his paintings. Thisthing would have been right at home on one of those covers.

“Where did you comefrom?’ Frik muttered.

He looked around and found the chopstick-length forceps Paul had used earlier. Turning on the bench
lamp, he grasped the artifact with the tips of the forceps and lifted. He twisted it, turned it, rotated it this
way and that, waiting for theloop of the figure-eight piece to fade away.

Nothing happened.

Hekept at it, remembering how it had taken Paul agood bit of triad and error thismorning before he'd
found the precise orientation that made it work, and he' d had awhole night of practice.

Sill nothing.

Frik fet himself starting to sweat. Why wouldn’t it work? Had Paul taken one of the pieces? No, al four
were there. Then what—?

“I thought I’ d find you here.”

Frik froze. The words had been spoken without inflection, with far more wesariness than hegt. And that
only sharpened their edge. Clamping his cigar between histeeth, he turned to face Paul Trujold's



withering sare.
“Oh. Hello, Paul.” Frik maintained his game face and drew deeply on the Cohiba.
“Oh. Hello, Paul,” Trujold mimicked. “Isthat the best you can do?’

The scientist’ s dark eyes blazed. Frik fought the urge to step back as Paul stopped two feet in front of
him.

“What were you going to do with it, Frik?’

“Put it in asecure place. Thisroom istoo vulnerable. I'll fed better if it' sin the safein my office.” Heheld
up the artifact, ill clagped within the forceps. “ Perhaps you' re forgetting, Paul. This belongsto Oildtar,
and Oilstar belongsto me.”

“Yes, Oilgtar’ syours Frik, but the artifact belongs to the world. One man can't be allowed to keep it
hidden.”

“Since when do you speek for the world?’
“Since now, you selfish son of abitch.”

Frik couldn’t say exactly what happened next, what it was insde that snapped. In hismind, the bizarre
object he was holding became ameteor, and Paul the inexorable laws of the universe that were
propelling it toward Frik’ sworld. He reacted the only way he knew. Sure that the scientist was about to
grab for the artifact, he dropped it and lunged at the smaller man. He grabbed Paul by the shirtfront and
twisted him toward thelab table.

Paul took aswipe at Frik, knocking the cigar from his mouth instead. The Afrikaner pushed Paul
backward into the workbench. It tilted under the force of the impact, and the very air seemed to explode,
sending Frikkie staggering in the opposite direction.

When he recovered his balance, he heard screaming. Paul was rolling on the floor, hisbody bathed in
flame.

“Paul! Oh, Chrigt!”

Frantically looking around for a blanket, alab coat, anything to best out the flames, Frik spied thered
canigter of afire extinguisher onthewal. Heranto it, ripped it free, and carried it over to thewailing bdll
of flameon thetiles.

Don't dieon me! he screamed inwardly. God, don’t dieon me. | didn’t want that.

It took him precious seconds to find the safety pin, yank it free, find the trigger, and start spraying. The
conica nozzle coughed white plumes of CO,, enveloping Paul and seeming to take forever to douse the
flames

Frik stared at what had been Paul Trujold. He could recognize the face. Though charred, it had
miraculoudly al but escaped the flames. The rest was nothing more than a twitching, man-shaped thing
with only patches of clothing remaining. He didn’t know whether to retch or sob. With the room ablaze,
therewastimefor neither.

“Jesus, Frik, get yourself out of here. I'll get Paul.”

Where Manny Sheppard had suddenly appeared from Frik did not know or, at that moment, care.



Ignoring Trujold’ smoans of pain, Manny lifted the man onto his back in afireman’scarry. Frik started
toward the door, but stopped when the artifact caught hiseye. It lay at the edge of the flames, and it was
burning.

He reached into the fire with hisfoot and kicked the object across the floor. The flames were doused by
itstumbling flight. Ashe bent and picked it up, it cozed againgt his pam, searing hisflesh. He cried out in
pain that was more than just physical. The device was mdting. Ruined. All but its base, which, amazingly,
had remained intact and cool to the touch.

Tucking that againgt his shirtfront, he lurched toward the door.

6

The phone rang two, threetimes. Frik could not recall ever having felt so frustrated at the hollow ringing
of an unanswered telephone.

“Comeon,” he begged. “Pick up. Bethere.” But at the end of the third ring, an answering-machine
message came on.

“You'vereached Dr. Arthur Marryshow. If thisis an emergency, please cal my service a
212-555-9239 or you may leave amessage at the beep.”

The number Frik had dialed was Arthur’ s persona one at the midtown Manhattan apartment where he' d
lived for the last few years—when he wasn't away on some mission or another. Had it been on voice
mail, which Arthur refused to use because hefdt it wastoo impersond, Frik might have left amessage.
But he didn’t want to go through the service—not unless he had to. The less anyone knew about thisthe
better.

There was, however, another number he could try, one Arthur had asked him not to use except in dire
circumstances.

Hediaded Arthur’ s cell phone number.
The phone clicked and rang.

“yYes”

“Arthur?’

“Who esewould it be, Frik? Y ou dided my number.” Arthur sounded annoyed at the interruption. Still,
Frik had never been so glad to hear someone pick up. “This had better be important.”

“Itis. | need help. | need it fast and discreet. There' s been an accident at the lab—and—"
“Frik, where are you?’
“Trinidad. Look, | need you to get herefast. Right away. Y ou can use the Oildter jet. It'sat Kennedy.”

Excdllent chess player that he was, Frik automatically considered multiple options before embarking on
any action, like the tone best used in this call. “Could you please” had been easy to discard becauseit left
Arthur with too much of a choice. Offering recompense was out. Arthur, aplastic surgeon who had
speciaized in burn medicine, years before had pioneered grafting and reconstruction techniques that gave
disfigured victims achance a anorma life. It had made him loved, amost worshiped. It had dso made
him wedthy.



Of the two aternatives|eft to him, Frik had chosen theimperative. If that failed, he would take the
|-scratched-your-back, you-scratch-mine menta leap which generdly got him what he wanted. Y ou owe
me, Marryshow, he thought, picturing the prison escape in Grenada and the half dozen times he had
saved hisfdlow Daredevil’ slifein the intervening seventeen years and conveniently dismissing the equa
number of timesthe roles had been reversed.

“What isthis about, Frikkie? What happened?’
Frik sghed with relief and outlined a carefully edited verson of the night’ s events.
“Y ou must get Paul and yourself to ahospitd. Y ou—"

“No.” Thiswasthe hardest part: telling Arthur only enough so that he' d come and help with their
wounds—especialy Paul’s. The scientist’ s skin was dotted with great blackened patches, asthough
someone had taken a brush laden with tar and swiped at it. “I can't.”

Frik could hear Arthur’ sfury. “Cal the hospitd, get an ambulance, and...I'll...”

Frik took adeep breath and chugged Lagavulin straight from the bottle. A friend had sent him the bottle
of hisfavorite sngle-mdt scotch from Argyll, Scotland, and he' d kept it for arainy day.

Asfar ashewas concerned, it was storming.

He couldn’t tell how bad his own burnswere, but he could see only hazy fog through hisleft eye, and the
left hand fdlt like it was being prickled by a hundred poisonous black sea urchins. Hiswhole body was an
archipelago of pain, thelittleidands only occasionaly blurring together. A flash here, aflash there.

The dcohol was keeping the ides from connecting into a continent of agony, but it was dso getting him
drunk. He had to stay clear enough to make Arthur understand.

“We found something, Arthur. And if Paul spoke about it, at the hospital, under drugs, it would be
IOaCI ”

“Y ou are one stubborn bastard. | should hang up. What have you done for him?’

Sadiim, Frik’ sassstant, anative of Honduras who wore a perpetudly thoughtful ook, stood by the
door, waiting to see what would happen. Frik relied on Sadliim for everything and anything. He was
about the only person in the world, other than the members of the Daredevils Club, that Frik fully trusted.

“I gave him morphine from one of the kits. He' s either adeep or unconscious, I’ m not sure which. | think
he'll be okay for the three, four hoursit would take you to get here.”

“Sooner. I'min Grenada. Y our call was transferred here”
Thank you, Lady Luck, Frick thought.

“If I cancel tomorrow’ s gppointments, if | drop everything and run to you, | could fly mysdlf over and be
therein an hour, maybeless,” Arthur continued.

Being the man of integrity that you are, you'll do exactly that, Frik thought. “ Thank you,” he said, without
waiting for Arthur’ sfull agreement. “Ther€ |l be acar waiting for you and Il be Stting at the window,
watching theroad.”

“Y ou expect meto work in your house?’



“I can get you anything you need.”
“Right. Like aburn center?’

“Mount Hope Medica Center has an HBO chamber but nothing for burns.” Frik had to make hisfriend
understand. “Y ou have to trust me, Arthur. What we found, it’ stoo important to risk having anyone learn
about. It could change the world.”

“And changing it could use. All right, Frik, I'll come. But I’m warning you, this had better be damn
gwj.’l

v

To Frik, the next hour seemed like alifetime. Arthur had called on hisway to the airport and issued
instructions for what would be needed. Frik jotted them down and repeated each one, adur cregping
into hisvoice. When he put down the phone, he handed the list to Sadliim and told him to go out and
collect everything Arthur wanted.

Sadliim was aso given asecond misson.

After showing Sadliim the piece of the artifact that he' d rescued from thefire, Frik ordered his assstant
to search the remains of the lab and Trujold’ s house and car for the three missing components of the
strange object.

Reuctant to leave Frik donefor long, Sadiim returned in less than an hour. He had gathered everything
Arthur needed, but he' d found nothing that in any way resembled the pieces of the artifact. Maybe he'd
made the wrong choice, not taking Paul directly to the hospital. Chances were, they would have ignored
his babblings there, but they could have done something to keep him aive—at least long enough for Frik
to extract from him the whereabouts of the missing pieces.

Then again, he' d learned to trust hisfirgt ingtinct, which in this case was to keep things under tight control.

Leaving the matter of the artifact to be dedlt with later, Frik settled down to wait for Arthur. Every car he
saw on theroad had to be his...until it was swallowed by the balmy night. He cursed himsdlf for not
arranging to have a hdlicopter waiting for Arthur at Piarco. The airport was only forty or fifty kilometers
from the house. Marryshow, an accomplished pilot, could have been here long ago. Christ, how he hated
inefficiency, especidly his own, he thought, as the pain came back and he gulped more scotch. He
couldn’t risk taking morphine and losing control of this Stuation. Have to make Arthur help me, he kept
tdling himsdf.

Car lights cut through the darkened room.

Paul, finaly knocked out by the drugs, didn’t stir. Frik turned on alight. Seconds later, Arthur cameinto
the house.

“Frikkie, I've just sent Sadiim to get some more things. | need you to tell me exactly what happened. By
theway, you look like hell.”

Frik redlized that he hadn’t done anything to clean himself up. “Like | told you, therewas afire. |—"

Arthur was aready standing beside Paul. He pulled back the sheet exposing the black splotcheswhere
fire had seared the skin. “My God. If you're up to it, hand me my bag.”

Frik handed him amedica bag that looked more like an oversized ataché. “We haveto talk,” he said.



“Let me check himfirst. I'll listen to what you haveto say later.”
Arthur checked Paul’ svitds. “His pulseisthready. His breathing’ sragged a best.”

Frik ventured closer. To hisastonishment, Trujold had opened his eyes. Clearly, he was struggling to say
something, but what emerged from his scorched lips was little more than a series of croaks. He seemed
to besaying “Anny.”

“He strying to say Manny,” Frik said. “Manny carried him out of the flaming building.”

“Easy, Paul,” Arthur said. “Don’t try to speak.” He motioned Frik to follow him out of Paul’ s earshot.
“He'samess. Chances are he’ snot going to makeit. His only hope isto be moved out now.”

“No.”
“Excuse me? Paul needsthings| can’t do for him here”

Frik glanced over at Paul. He had closed his eyes and seemed to have fallen unconscious again. “Listen
to me, Arthur,” he said. “We re talking about the man’slife.” Arthur’s harsh whisper held both contempt
and anger.

“Y ou have to know there' sareason | didn't take him straight to Mount Hope,” Frik said. “Not only a
reason, but one that’s more important than Paul or you or me.”

“I must move him to the hospital right away, Frik,” Arthur said. “And | should take alook &t you, too.”

Frik shook his head. “We found something, Arthur. In the deep test drilling area. | wanted to hideiit, but
Paul had already—"

Arthur looked over at Paul. “Found something?’

Frik nodded. He described—as best he could—the indescribable, and watched Arthur’ s eyes narrow.
This had to be astrange night for him. Flying here, seeing both of them burned, now this. Frik anticipated
abarrage of questions, but when he d finished, Arthur only asked, “Whereisit?’

Frik shook hishead. “That’ sthe point. | thought | had it. | thought | was bringing the device out of the
lab. When it started melting in the heat, | knew most of it was only a goddamn replica Paul had made.
Only one piece of theredl thing was|eft. It'sright over there.” Frik nodded in the direction of aside
table. Onit, under alamp, sat the one piece of the artifact Frik had. It reflected the artificid light with an
unnatura eeriness. From the confused look on Arthur’ sface Frik concluded that he sensed it too.

Saaliim came into the room with someice and glasses and asmall pitcher of water. Arthur grabbed the
bottle of Lagavulin and poured himself afew fingers worth.

“Tell me...what did you plan on doing with the...whatever it was?’

Frik moistened hislips and looked over at Paul. Best-case scenario, the man regained consciousness
long enough to disclose the whereabouts of the fragments to Frik—and then died. If helived, the truth
would come out. Or at least Paul’ sfantasies of the truth.

“What were you going to do with thisincredible device?” Arthur asked again.

“If I couldn’t figure out how to replicateit. . .control it? | was going to hideit. For aslong as| could,”
Frik said.



Asif he had heard Frik’ swords, Paul groaned dightly. Anintake of air. Arthur walked over to him,
looked at Paul, then at Frik. “I must move Paul now. There s nothing more | can do for him here. Have
Sadiim call for an ambulance”

At that moment, Frik’ s assistant returned to the room. “I took the liberty, Dr. Marryshow, of ordering
Oilstar’ s medevac chopper. It should be here shortly.” Hiswords were punctuated by the thump thump
thump of the emergency helicopter gpproaching.

Frik said, “Mogt efficient of you. Thank you, Saaliim,” but hiswords lacked true conviction, and the
younger man averted hiseyes.

Arthur turned back to Paul and rechecked the burned man'’ svitds. The thumping outside became a
torrent againgt the sde of the house, and then quieted.

Two EM Stechsran into the room pushing agurney. Frik watched them gently shift Paul from the small
daybed.

“Careful,” Arthur said.
The techslooked from Arthur to Frik. One asked, in accented English, “You’kay, Mr. Van Alman?’
Frik nodded.

“Get him on the chopper.” Arthur indicated Paul. “1’ [l be right out.” The tech nodded, and they whedled
Paul out.

“Frikkie, you need medical attention too. Y ou need to come with usto the hospita.”
Frik poured another scotch. “ Arthur—I want our club to find those pieces. The Daredevils.”

Heturned toward his old friend. Arthur’ s face showed consternation, even anger. “I have a patient to
ded with, Frik. W€ |l haveto have this discussion another time.”

“ But—”

Arthur cut off Frik’ s response by turning on his hed and walking through the door. Over his shoulder he
caled out, “If Paul has any relatives, | suggest you contact them.”

Frikkie downed the scotch and reached for the bottle. As he sank back into the cushions of hisleather
sofa, the torrent of noise outside returned. Small twigs and |leaves battered the windows and walls of the
house as the medevac chopper took off.

Frikkie snapped awake at the sound of the telephone. Hisfirst sensation was pain, searing, aching pain.
He reached for the bottle of Lagavulin and knocked it over, but nothing poured out. Empty.

“Master Frik, you're awake.” Sadliim’ svoice was soft and full of concern. “Dr. Marryshow ison the
line”

“What timeisit?’
“Hdf-four. Should I bring you the phone?’

Frik waggled hishead to try to cleer it. It took afew momentsfor all of the previous day’ s eventsto



returnto him. “Yes” hesaid at last. “ Also some coffee and anything you can find for this pain, short of
morphine”

As Sadiim left, Frik tried to stand. A wave of nausea passed over him and he dropped back onto the
leather sofahe’ d been deeping on. Hisleft hand was amass of pain. His mouth tasted asif he' d washed
down the embers of a campfire with a bottle of whiskey, which he supposed wasn't far from the truth.

Suddenly the receiver of atelephone appeared in front of him. He picked it up and croaked, “Hello,
Arthur?’

“Y ou don’t sound good, Frik.”

“I'm fineif you discount the pain, and the aftereffects of a bottle of scotch. Theimportant question is,
how’ s Paul ?’

Therewas a pause on the line, and Frik knew the answer to his question.
“Hedied twenty minutes ago.”

“Damn it. Wasn't there anything you could do?’ As soon as he' d asked the question, Frikkie knew it
was amistake.

“Had he been brought straight to a hospita instead of your house, maybe. But—"

That line of discussion wouldn't get them anywhere, so Frik cut in, saying, “Hiswife died years ago, as
did hisparents. Saaliim istrying to locate Paul’ s daughter.” The smdll of fresh coffee wafted into the
study.

“I think I’ ve got that taken care of,” Arthur said. “Manny stopped by to see how Paul was doing. He just
left. He said he can get amessageto... Selene, right?’

Frik inhaled deeply of the comforting coffee aroma. “Y es. Selene. She' snot particularly fond of me.
She' sone of those environmentdists.” Sadiim returned with acup of coffee and aVicodin. Frikkie
washed down the pain pill with aswig of theliquid, which his assstant had cooled just enough with the
addition of milk.

“I'm sorry to bring it up at atimelikethis, but...” Frik paused and took a deep bresth. “ The Daredevils
Club meeting islessthan two weeks away. Tdl methat you' Il support meinthis, Arthur. We haveto find
thet device”

“We'll talk about it tomorrow.”

Frik took another swallow of coffee. He couldn’t wait. The sense of dread that had seized him in the lab
was edting a him, trying to get another grip. “ Tdl meyou'll help, damnit. Y ou' remy friend.”

Arthur would haveto back him inthis. Y ou owe me, he thought again, but asthey had done right after
the accident, the words remained unspoken. There was silence on the line. Were it not for the
background murmur of the nurses at the station from which Arthur was making the cal, Frikkie would
have thought that hisfriend had hung up.

“Your answver?’

“No, Frik. I don’t think so. The club has never been for the aggrandizement of any individual member.
Besides, there' s something unsavory about al this—”



“Y ou don’t understand. Y ou could be throwing away the key to the universe.”

That made Arthur laugh. “ Some lids are meant to remain locked, Frikkie. I'm not willing to be Pandora,
rHe_”

“Damnit, Arthur—"

“Over my dead body, Frik. The whole thing smellswrong to me. | suppose you can bring it up &t the
meseting New Year’ sEve, but I'll fight you onit.”

Thistime, the slence on the line was absolute.

Frikkie put the receiver inits cradle and lay back on the sofa. The dcohol he had consumed had not fully
left his system and the narcotic was beginning to numb his extremities. He tried to focus on the events of
the day, and on how to proceed, but things quickly got hazy. One digphanous plan melted into another,
until he passed out cold.

At around midmorning, Frik awoke again, stiff and groggy and in his own bed. He assumed he' d been
carried there by Sadiim. Wouldn't be the first time, he thought. He didn’t know which wasworse, the
painin hishand, the tightnessin his chest from the smoke-filled |ab, or his pounding hangover headache.

“Sadliim!”

Hiscal ingtantly brought his assstant into the room.

“Coffee, my man. And something for thispain.”

“Dr. Marryshow, he sent you some medicinds,” Sadliim said. “Right there on your nightstand.”

The younger man left the room and Frik picked up the white paper bag with anotein Arthur’'s
handwriting stapled to it. Insde the bag there was antibacterid ointment for the burns and asmall bottle
of painkillers. The note contained cursory instructions about how often to take them and awarning not to
drink acohol while he did so. At the end of the ingtructions, Arthur had added!:

I’'m leaving theidand. Take it dowly for afew days, Frikkie, and don’'t overdo the medicetion. By then
you'll have cometo your senses. Arthur

Or maybe you' |l have changed your mind, Frik thought, and promptly swallowed twicethe
recommended dose of pills. By the time Saaliim returned with coffee, he was faling back into blackness.

For three days, Frik remembered little except pills, coffee, pain, and Sadiim’ s quiet presencefloating in
and out of the room. By the fourth morning, he was up and trying to dress when Saaliim knocked on the
door.

“Telephone, Master Frik.”

“Whoisit?’

Arthur, hetold himsdlf asthe events of the past few days returned to him. He' s changed his mind.
“Missy Sdene. Yesterday | told her you can't talk. Today she don’t sound too good.”

“I'll talk to her.” Frik sat down on the Side of the bed. Saaliim plugged in the extension phone, which



he' d apparently kept unplugged for the last few days.

“Hello? Sdene?’

“Frik.” Sdlene svoice waslike an ice cube.

He shivered, despite the heat of the morning. “I’m sorry about your father, Selene. He was agood man.”

“Sorry? I’ ll bet you are. Y ou lost amgor workhorse, not to mention his discovery. Y ou' ve never given a
damn for anyone' s safety but your own, you bastard.”

“Sdene—"

“Y ou and your fucking ail drilling,” Seleneydled. “ By the time we re finished with you, Oilstar will be
nothing but amemory.”

The phone went dead in Frik’ shand.

He pieced together what he knew about Selene. It wasn't much. She was bright, attractive, and had a
Ph.D. in physicsfor which he had paid.

The penny dropped.
Green Impact had to be the “we” to which she had referred.
That was when the second penny dropped.

She knows, Frik thought. Her father must have sent her the pieces of the artifact. But how? There was no
way she could have received them yet unlessthey’ d been hand ddlivered. But by whom? Manny?

No. That was laughable. Manny was too smart to bite the hand that fed him.

How then? Maybe she hadn’t received them yet. Maybe her father had told her he was sending them
but—

It doesn't matter, Frik told himsdlf. All that mattersisthat she knows. If Paul had told her about the
artifact, then even if he hadn’t sent them to her, he might have told her where he’ d hidden the missing
pieces. In order to find out, he' d have to capture Selene, and for that, he’' d need some help.

The Daredevils Club remained his only choice. He d have to convince them, whether Arthur objected or
not. Whatever it took, Frik needed the club. He wasn't going to go into extinction quietly, damnit. He
was no dumb tyrannosaur, he was Frikkie Van Alman, head of Oilgtar, man of adventure. Nothing would
gand in hisway.

Nothing.
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NEw Y ork CiTY, DECEMBER 31, 1999

Shivering from the cold, Peta pulled open the door to Danny’ s Seafood Grotto. She had made eighteen
vigtsto New Y ork, trips punctuated by high school and college graduation, the beginning and end of
medica school, and taking over Arthur’s Grenada practice during hislong visitsto Manhattan and his
absences when he sojourned to destinations unknown. By now she should have expected it to be cold,
but she was never quite prepared for itsredlity.



“Petal Welcome back.” Danny’ smaitred’ took her coat. “ Stunning as ever.” He hugged her like an old
friend. “Lucky man, Arthur. He swaiting for you over a the piano. I'll take care of your coat.”

It didn't surprise Petathat George greeted her by name, not after this many visitsto the West Forty-sixth
Street restaurant. On the one hand, she thought, it was boring to be that predictable; on the other, to be
welcomed s0 effusively in acity like thismade her fed rather like acelebrity.

Arthur sat at the piano bar, his back to her. To her surprise, he was engaged in earnest discussion with
his buddy, Raymond Arno. Shefet aspark of annoyance. Thiswas her time, her part of the evening.
Bad enough that she was excluded from their damn Daredevils Club meseting that started at midnight
every New Year'sEve.

Shefdt hersdf pouting and stopped. With Arthur, there was no use making afuss. Ever. He did what he
did, and generdly for what he believed was good reason.

At that moment, the piano player looked up and saw her. Grinning happily, he switched gearsinto
“Happy Birthday to You,” played afew bars of “Hot, Hot, Hot,” then segued into alively rendition of
“Dallar Wine”

Peta broke into the sensual steps of the Caribbean soca. There was around of applause. Arthur looked
up and waved. Even at adistance, his expression softened. If only he looked that way more often, she
thought. She moved to the rhythm for amoment longer before pushing her way through to the piano.

“Y ou two look asif you're plotting aworld takeover,” she said.
“You'reearly.” Arthur kissed her. “And beautiful.”
“I'll second that,” Ray added. “Y ou’ re alucky man, Marryshow.” He pecked her on the cheek.

Ray and Arthur exchanged a quick glance, then Ray gestured in the direction of the men’sroom. “Too
many beers” he said, though histough, firm body belied the statement. “Think I'll leave you two to
conduct your annua birthday meeting and dip out the back way when I’ m done. Happy New Y ear,
Peta. Nice to see you again. Quick, take my seat before someone el se does. Happy birthday—to both
of you. Seeyou later, Arthur.”

Arthur patted the seat. “Don’t be angry with me, Peta. Ray and | had some things we had to discuss.
Seemed likeasgood atimeasany todoit.”

Petawatched Ray disappear into the dimly lit passage that |ed to the rest rooms and the storeroom in the
back. She knew the layout well: aright into the acove with the two rest-room doors,; adoor straight
back to the “family” exit through the storeroom and into the back aley. Turning to Arthur she said, “ Get
meadrink and you' reforgiven. | was surprised, that’sall. | didn't think he' d be here at dl thisyear. Isn't
he supposed to be opening anew casino in Vegas about now?” She snuggled up to her mentor and
friend. “In case you don’t know it, it’s cold as awitch’ stit out there.”

Though he was more than hdf again her age and alittle craggy, Arthur was a handsome man, very tal
and, like her, dlegantly dressed. They blended seamlesdly into the crowd as Danny’ s grew dense with
New Y ear’s Eve partygoers. The bodies around the piano bar were two and three deep and it took
influence, bribery, or avery loud voice to so much as order acouple of drinks.

“I seeyouworeit,” he said, fingering the exotic pendant he' d given her earlier inthe day. Sheworeit
around her neck, asmooth and somehow oily-looking irregular blue-green disk, bezel set and hung upon
atwenty-four-carat gold chain.



Peta placed her hand over hisand pressed it against her. She could fed the pendant againgt her skin. It
was asif it were sucking the heat from her body, and yet it didn’t fed uncomfortable. “What the devil is
it, Arthur?’

“That’smy secret. Just take good care of it.”
“You and your secrets.”

Hesamiled. “Cal it alucky piece. That'swhat | call mine.” He opened his hand and showed her his stone.
“I useit likearubbing stone.”

An hour passed with Arthur and Peta sometimes silent, often animated, ways affectionate. Y et despite
her best efforts, something was making Peta uncomfortable. Searching to find areason for her
discomfort, she noticed that Arthur was playing the time-conscious physician’ sgame of glancing alittle
too frequently at hiswatch. When he did so twice within two minutes, Peta covered the face of the watch
with her hand.

“Youjust looked,” shesad. “You'll have plenty of timeto get to your meeting a midnight. Thisisour
celebration. | get you for another hour.”

While Arthur had many mysterious missonsin hislife about which he said little to her, the Daredevils
Club bothered her more than the others. She resented the fact that he would say nothing about the club’s
activities and that she was not welcome there. After dl, she had been the ingtigator of the adventure that
created the club. Her exclusion seemed persond. Was persond, al the more so since at least one
woman had been admitted. And died.

“Y ou're abunch of nagty little misogynigts,” she said, knowing he would understand the reference.

“I’vetold you over and over that | sworeto your father | would not ever knowingly encourage you to
endanger your life. Not whilel was dive. So stop thinking about it, darlin’,” Arthur said. “Themeeting is
something | do and you don’t. It sthat Smple.” Y et one moretime, he glanced at hiswatch.

Petasipped her wine. “If it’ sthat smple, what are you so nervous about?’

Asif he'd made a sudden and difficult decison, Arthur said, “I’m going to tell you something, but you
have to promise methat you'll keep it to yoursdf.”

She nodded. It seemed odd for him to be telling her secretsin public, but she knew that sometimes an
anonymous crowd made for more privacy.

“There' snew trouble brewing in the Middle East,” Arthur continued. “Big trouble. After the meeting, I'm
goingto Isradl. I'll be teaching medics about frontline emergency burn trestment. God knows I’ ve had
enough experience. Ther€ || be danger.” He leaned toward her and stroked her cheek. “I’' m getting tired,
Peta,” he confessed. “Tired isbad in my business.”

Petawas thrown by Arthur’ s serious tone and flattered that he would risk the implicit danger of taking

her into his confidence. She' d known for some time that he occasionally worked with some secret branch
of the American government, but he’ d never so much aswhispered any of the details until well after the
fact.

Not wanting to trivialize what he' d told her, yet knowing he would not want her to be melodramatic, she
said, “Make sure you' re back here next year, Doctor—if we don't cross paths again before that.”

“I promise.” Hissmilereturned playfully. “Infact, I ve dready made reservations for dinner, instead of



just drinks. Five o' clock won't be too early for you, will it?

“Areyou sure you can spare seven whole hours? Or does that mean you' Il be leaving early for your
meeting?’ Shetried to match his humoroudy sarcastic tone, but the words came out sounding petulant.

Immediately the smile faded from hislips. “I won't have to be there until midnight. Promise.” He downed
the rest of hisrum and stood up. “My turn for the men’sroom.” Hetook out hiswallet and handed it to
her. “Do meafavor, sdtlethebill.”

To Peta' s surprise, he kissed her hard on the mouth. He was a private man, and such overt displays of
affection were not his norm. She watched him turn on his hed and head in the same direction as Ray had
gone earlier. Fighting jealousy about his anxiety to get to his“meeting” on time, she counted out the
money and handed it to the waiter. She stuffed afifty-dollar bill in the piano man’ sglass, blew him akiss,
and wished him ahappy New Y ear. Having retrieved her coat from the coatroom, she put it on and
stood near the exit door, people-watching while she waited for Arthur.

He should have come out of the rest room by now, she thought. It occurred to her how much smpler it
was to check on an escort in Grenada, where most bathrooms were unisex. She was serioudy
considering asking George to check on Arthur’ swelfare, when there was aflash in the bathroom hallway
and a concussive blast shook the restaurant.

In an ingtant that seemed to last an hour, aman who had been walking toward the bathrooms staggered
out, agash on hisforehead pouring blood. Thefire sprinklers burst to life, like a sudden tropical storm
trapped ingde the restaurant.

Immediately everyone wasin motion. Men and women dike screamed as they rushed for the exit.

Panicked bodies pressed Peta out of the door into the smal foyer. She fought againgt the current, findly
Sdestepping into an eddy created by aVariety dispenser. “I’m adoctor,” she called out. “Let me
through!”

By the time the flow of people eased enough for her to get back into the bar, she could hear Srens
approaching. Even under the circumstances, the thought flashed through her mind that the police and fire
department were responding astonishingly fast.

Inside, she stumbled around the overturned furniture. As she made her way toward the hall to the rest
rooms, George blocked her way. “Y ou don't want to go in there, Miss Peta.”

Stomach clenched with apainful sense of knowing, she moved past him into the cramped passage.
Chunks of the bathroom door lay in the small dcove, covered with gore. Within the bathroom itself, she
saw aportrait of blood and mashed body parts. One thing told her irrefutably that the victim was Arthur
Marryshow: lying in the midst of the gridy evidence was the stone matching the one around her neck.

Her kneesfailed her and she sagged to the floor. Seemingly with awill of its own, her hand reached for
what Arthur had caled hislucky piece.

“Hey, lady. What do you think you' re doing?’ A policeman took her by the arm. Y ou have something
to do with this?’

“I’madoctor.” Petaused dl of her courage to stem her emotions. “ The...victim...isafriend of mine. Dr.
Arthur Marryshow.”

“I"'m sorry about your loss, ma am, but there' s nothing much you can do for him now.” The cop took her
arm and helped her to her feet. “Come on.”



Thetorrent from the sprinklers had been shut off. The police officer led Peta across the wet floor to a
chair at the far sde of the bar. “1 hate to intrude, ma am, but | need to ask you afew questions.” He took
out his notebook. “Wheat did you say your name was?’

“Whyte” Automaticdly, she spdledit.
Hewroteit down. “Dr. Whyte. And you said the deceased was named Marryshow?’

“Yes. |...” Her voicetrailed off into silence. George appeared at her side with aglass of scotch, which
shedowned in asingle motion.

“No offense, Officer, but | redly don’t think she’ sin any condition to answer your questions right now.”
“Yeah,” hesad. “ Sorry. Isthere somewhere we can get in touch with you, Doctor?’

Mechanicaly, she pulled acard out of her purse and handed it to the officer. 1’ d like the piece that
matchesthis.” She held up the pendant she waswearing. “It’sin there with...with—"

“If it swith the...it' sevidence, ma am. When we re done with the investigation we' |l get in touch.” He
glanced at the card. “ Grenada,” he said, mispronouncing it Gre-nah-da.

“Hey, John,” afelow policeman cdled out. “We need you over here.”

“WE |l beintouch, Doctor.” The cop named John turned to the maitre d’. “ Get her out of here. Now.”
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Numb with shock, Petafound herself relegated to the Street outside the restaurant. She stood there
unmoving. Rooted to the concrete.

“Petal Peta, areyou okay?’ Thefamiliar face of Ray Arno forced itself through her stupor. “I was on my
way to the gpartment. What happened in there?” He stared at the flood of gawkers and the half dozen
camera crews that had been drawn away from the New Y ear’ s Eve action in Times Square. “Where' s
Arthur?’

“Ray!” Petaleaned against the man she' d known for seventeen years, since together they’ d saved
Arthur’slife. “Therewas an exploson. Arthur’s...he' sdead, Ray.”

Ray looked stunned. “What the hdll are you talking about?’
Petaat last let go. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she described what she had seen.
Ray gripped her shoulder. “I'll find out who did thisto him. | swear | will.”

“Did thisto him?’ Petarepested. “Y ou think someone was out to murder Arthur?” Somewhere at the
back of her presently fuzzy mind she remembered Arthur telling her about his mission to the Middle East.
Weasthisadirected act, connected to the trouble in Israel he had mentioned, rather than arandom act of
violence?

“Hewasinto alot of dangerous stuff. Y ou know that.” Ray paused. “I’ll misshim too,” he said, more
gently. “Hewas one of my oldest and dearest friends, Peta” His eyesfilled with tears, and for thefirgt
time since she’ d known him, he looked middle-aged.

“Look, | don’'t mean to sound calous but there’ s nothing we can do for Arthur. Not right now. It' s not
going to be easy to get through the crowds, but | have to be at the meeting by midnight. So do you.” He



put hisarm around her. “ Arthur said he wanted you to take his place if something... permanent...ever
happened to him. There has to be avote and it has to be unanimous, but—"

Peta shook off hisarm. She was stunned. Angry that Ray could even consder such athing right after
Arthur’ sdeeth. “Y ou're dill going to have the meeting? After this?’

“Yes.” He buttoned up her coat, took off his scarf and wrapped it around her neck. Then he put hisarm
back around her. “Ligten,” he said. “ Before we go, there' s something | should warn you about. No
matter how much we loved Arthur, you won't see us mourning his death, not in any conventional way.
It’'s an agreement we made after our first member died. The meetings go on and we grieve privately, each
inour own way.”

Petafelt her temper rise, but pragmatism and emotiond exhaustion won out. There was nothing else she
could do right now. She alowed Ray to lead her through the drunk and rowdy New Y ear’ sEve
celebrantsto Arthur’s Manhattan penthouse, a one-bedroom apartment that sat squarely in the middle of
theflat roof of the Time Hotdl.

The prewar hotel was on West Forty-ninth, half ablock from Broadway in the heart of the theater
district. At the Ambassador Theater next door, a performance wasjust letting out. Petadidn’'t seethe
people, didn’t notice anything but her sorrow. She couldn’t think beyond Arthur: his mentoring and
friendship; their first vidit to New Y ork; their first lovemaking, on her twenty-second birthday, and the
evolution of that night into an abiding, al-encompassing love.

She was obliviousto the greetings of the doorman, who knew her from her annud visits and waved them
insgde, seeing in her mind' s eye the pieces of Arthur’ stortured and scarred body. She followed Ray into
asmall, antiquated elevator. On the ride up to the Sixteenth floor, she remembered thefirgt time she'd
used thiselevator, the first time she d stayed overnight with Arthur, their pillow talk about his dangerous
work as an undercover plastic surgeon for asmall outcropping of the CIA that sent its people on
Mission: Impossible jauntsinto the firing line—including surgeries on the famous and the infamous.

The eevator opened into Arthur’ s gpartment. Frik stood on the rooftop, his back to her, staring down at
the city. Three more men waited inside. She recognized them as acquaintances of Arthur’s.

Stone-faced, Ray poured brandy into two glasses and handed one of them to her. “Drink it,” he said. He
downed mogt of the contents of his own glass. Then he turned toward the others and told them that
Arthur would not be at the mesting that night, or ever again.

Each of the men reacted in his own way. One stood up and began to pace. Another, whom she' d known
for sometime, had tearsin hiseyes. He put hisface in hishands, asif he did not want the othersto see
his weakness. The third man yelled out “No!” His cry brought Frik to the doorway.

“What' s happened?’ he asked, standing in the half shadows.
“It' sArthur,” Ray said quietly. “He sdead.”

Frik stared at Ray. “Here,” he said, reverting to his native Afrikaans. “God.” After amoment he asked,
“How did it happen?’

As Ray began his recounting, Petafelt on the edge of hysteria. In emotiona sdf-defense, shefel into the
habit born of years of training. She looked at the members of the Daredevils Club and cataloged what
she knew about them and their activities.

While he' d kept the details asecret, Arthur had told her smdl things, nonspecific things. She knew that



they gathered every New Y ear’ s Eve to exchange tales of the past year’ s most daring and desth-defying
adventures, that they were al people who, by inclination or profession, risked their lives on aregular
basis. They sought out trouble, took on jobs that nobody fully sanewould do, and put their lives on the
line a every opportunity. The playground for their adventures was the world—beit in military
installations, deep undersea trenches, or just on the mean streets of New Y ork. They risked their livesfor
thethrill, the glory, or the money, and they came together to share their adventures because hdf thefun
wastdlingthetae.

Petatried to remember what specifics she could about the three men stting in Arthur’ s living room.

The one she knew best, outside of Frik and Ray, was the man who had cried and called out. He was
Simon Brousseau, a Miami-based inventor of scuba-diving gear, awomanizer, and an underwater junkie.
Judging by his pdlor, he had abad heart condition. Were she his physician, she' d be warning him to take

it easy.

The other two men she' d met only briefly, over dinner during one of her tripsto New Y ork. The burly
onewas TerrisMcKendry, afregance security specidist. She remembered him as athorough, stoic, and
patient man—the type who could probably sit unmoving for hours when concentrating on something, a
man who aways had a Plan B thought out in advance. He wastrained asacivil engineer but had spent
many years working for alarge persona-security firm that hired him out as a persona bodyguard.
According to Arthur, Terris had received a huge bonus when he’ d saved one of hisclients, aforeign
diplomat, from an assassination attempt. With hisreward in hand, he'd set off on hisown.

The last man, the pacer, was Joshua Keene, McKendry’ s“ partner in insanity,” according to Arthur.
Keene was McKendry’ s opposite, awild man who placed great stock in hisingtincts and hisintuition. He
had a quick and winning smile and was the guy who aways bought the next round of drinks. He' d
dropped out of college after asuccession of mgors and was mostly self-taught, avoracious reader and
learner who bounced from one fascination to the next and lived in and for the moment. He seemed to
have succeeded in life by aways doing the unexpected.

Peta had not found M cKendry’ s gruff manner particularly appeding. Keene, however, she'd found to be
gregarious and likable,

“That'sdl | know,” Ray said & last. In the ensuing silence, he added, “Y ou're dl aware that Arthur
wanted Petato be his successor if something happened to him.”

Frik, who had stayed in the doorway listening to the details of his old friend’ s degth, stepped into the
light. Petaimmediately noticed burn scars on hisface. He was wearing gloves, but she could seethe
traceries of more severe scars on hisleft hand in the gap between the deeve and the glove.

“Peta sentry fee for membership will have to bethe same asit isfor any man,” Frik said. *“ Proof of
participation in anew adventure that makes her worthy of incluson inthe club.”

“Damn dl of you.” Petahurled her brandy glassin Frik’ sdirection. It hit the wall closest to him and
gplintered, leaving behind agolden brown trickle. “Y our friend is dead. Dead. And why? For al | know,
it's because of some stunt he pulled to impressyou.”

She pushed past Frik and went out onto the rooftop. In the distance, she could see the lights of avessel
making its way up the Hudson. Closer and down below, people streamed around the corner toward
Times Square to wait for the bal to drop and for the new year to be upon them.

Asif it mattered what year it was, she thought. The days and months—and years—would march on.
Gradudly the pain would leave her. For now, tending her idand patients and Arthur’ swas all she could



think of doing to get hersdf through.

She looked up into the cloudy sky. “Happy New Y ear, Arthur,” she whispered as her tears once again
rolled fredy, “wherever you are.”

In the heat of her fury at the callousness of the men inside the apartment and despite the depth of her
sorrow, she considered Arthur’ slast wish—her inclusion in the club. Shewasn't willing to go out looking
for life-threatening stunts so that she could prove hersdlf to the Daredevils. Her own line of work brought
her into more than enough danger al of thetime. Life-and-death decisions were her stock-in-trade. Then
again, if the original members hadn’t considered the rescue of Arthur from prison dangerous enough to
overcomethe fact that she wasfemae, theseidiots certainly wouldn’t agree that what she accomplished
daily was suitably perilous.

Behind her, insde the gpartment, someone turned on the loca news, apparently to seeif the aftermath of
the explosion was being televised. Peta moved close enough to see the screen.

Her timing was impeccable, athough whether impeccably good or bad was, she thought briefly, up for
grabs. Though she' d been unaware of it at the time, it seemed a cameraman had picked her out of the
crowd. There shewas, afull shot first, then her facefilling the screen.

She waked into and across the living room and entered the small bedroom she’ d so often shared with
Arthur. She stared at hersdlf in the small mirror she' d used to put on her makeup, took off the coat she
was gill wearing, and fingered the pendant Arthur had given her. Taking it off, she placed it lovingly in her
handbag, and began to pack her things.
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In the living room, Frik leaned forward, staring intently &t the television screen. The announcer said that a
lone Mudim extremist had claimed responsibility for the blast, and the camera closed once again on Peta.
Encircled by agold bezd, suspended from agold chain, was afragment of the artifact.

Filing away the certainty that she knew everything Arthur had known, he turned his attention to the
peoplein theroom. “Meeting’ sin order,” hesaid. “You gofirst, Ray.”

With visible reluctance, Ray pulled a videotape out of his coat pocket and dipped it into the VCR. It
began with Channel 8 hype about the preopening advertising for hishotd.

“Ray Arno, owner of the new Daredevil Casino, is much more than awedthy investor in abusiness suit,”
Paula Francis of Eyewitness News began. “ He' sawel-known Hollywood stuntman, an Evel Knieve, if
you will. Y ou' re about to see him perform a spectacular, death-defying stunt to highlight his new
adventure hotdl, with itstheme park full of thrill rides and its high-stakes casno.”

“Behold one of those stupid macho stunts Petawas talking about,” Ray said. “Y ou will notice that there
isno safety net.”

Followed by cameras and reporters, Ray could be seen climbing to the top of LasVegas s Stratosphere
Tower—the tallest observation tower west of the Mississippi. He smiled, took adeep breath, and leaped
into space. The cameratracked his shrinking figure until arectangular skydiver’ s parachute unfurled
behind him.

The camera angle changed to a shot of awedge-shaped building with what |ooked like a space shuttle
jutting from one sde. A large neon sign in front of the structure proclaimed THE DAREDEVIL. Theimage
panned up to show Ray in his bright jumpsuit, expertly gliding toward the roof of the casino.



The report switched to a cameraman on the Daredevil’ srooftop helipad. As Ray stuttered to astop and
removed his parachute, he said into the camera, “ Follow me to the Daredevil. Y ou may use the front
door.”

The screen filled with snow asthe tape ended. “That' |l do,” Frik said. No one disagreed. “Who' s next.”

Briefly, asif they werereading Cliff’ s Notes, each of them, including Frik, added atale of derring-do.
Frik summarized an African man-faces-rhino ecoadventure that sounded like an outtake from
Hemingway’ s Green Hills of Africa; Keene and McKendry gave a précis about having infiltrated a
white-supremacist group to rescue a black professor who had been taken hostage; and Simon described
ashark attack during the exploration of awreck near the Bermuda Triangle.

“Ligten, everyone,” Ray said after Simon had finished. “Why not talk about next year and cdll it anight?
We obvioudy won't be able to meet here from now on, so how about my placein Vegas?”

“Your place?” Joshua K eene looked amused.

“My new hotel. Look, | redize this gpartment was Damon Runyan’ s home, which madeit perfect for us,
and the Strip isn’'t Times Square—"’

“But it sthe next best thing to being here.” Keenelifted his glassin amock toast.
McKendry chuckled, appreciative as aways of hisfriend’ s sense of humor.

“Someday I’m going to buy thisplace and turnit into acasino,” Ray said. “ But that’ s not happening quite
yet. Meanwhile, why not some desert R and R away from the...um”—he glanced at Arthur’s
bedroom—*the memories?’

The venue was readily agreed upon. Glasses wererefilled, and afew people munched on pretzelsand
nuts.

“About next year.” Frik got ready for what needed to be a convincing performance. “| have something to
propose. Something urgent that | cleared with Arthur, on condition the rest of you agreed.”

He too glanced toward the bedroom where Peta had gone, then sat back and put forth his proposal. He
went over what information he wished to divulge: the discovery of the artifacts; the fire that had killed
Paul Trujold; adescription of how he had sustained third-degree burns on hisface and left hand.

Having gained the group’ s attention, he went on to talk about his suspicion that Selene Trujold had at
least one piece of the device, sent by her father, and he recounted her threats to destroy Oilstar. Of
course, he said nothing about histrue purpose, making it easy for everyone to agree upon atreasure hunt
for the missing pieces of the artifact.

“I don’'t mean to minimize what you' re suggesting, Frik,” Keene said grimly, “but shouldn’t we be putting
our energiesinto finding out who killed Arthur?’

“You'reright, Josh,” Ray said quickly. “Given the rdlative skills of the rest of you, you' || have no difficulty
divvying up Frik’ ssearch. I'll handle Arthur’ s desth on my own. | can awayscal on therest of you if |
need help. Sound reasonable?’

Frik held his bresth.

There was slence while the others thought everything through. “ Sounds more than reasonableto me. I’ll
divefor the piece that was | eft behind,” Brousseau said, not mentioning what Frik aready knew—that his



doctor had warned him that his heart condition made deep-sea dives not just dangerous, but potentially
suicidd.
Frik said nothing about it. Simon’ s reaction was perfect, imperative to his plan. The only risk was that

Simon could messthings up by dying underwater before retrieving the piece, but that was a chance he
waswilling to take. “Y ou can fly back with me,” he said.

Simon shook his head. “I haveto take care of somethingsin Miami first. Tdl you what. Bring the
Assegal to Grenada I'll fly in therein a couple of weeks and you can sail meto Trinidad. | could usea
good sail, alittle time on top of the ocean.”

Keene and McKendry volunteered to track Selene Trujold and her gang of ecoterrorists. From her
father’ s notes and earlier comments, Frik knew that she had tended to focus her Green Impact activities
inthe main Venezudan oil fields, near Maracaibo. If he wasright, that was about to change. Now
Oilgar'slarge new Vahalarig, just beginning production in the Orinoco Delta, would become her prime
target.

“Thereis something else you can do,” Frik said to Ray. “Correct meif I’'mwrong, but | seem to
remember that you told me you were building a state-of -the-art |aboratory adjacent to your penthouse.”

“Y eah. In my guilty moments| tell mysdlf that | built it to develop anew means of detecting and
neutraizing land minesand live shellsin war zones. Redlly, though, I'm just akid with afour-million-dollar
chemidlry set,” Ray said, grinning.

“A useful one. If you don't mind, I'll have Trujold’s computer models and results transmitted from our
mainframein Trinidad to your computer in Las Vegas. | need you to study them and determineif his
findings were correct.”

“Okay with me,” Ray said. “Now if you'll al excuse me, | have to check on preparations my people are
making for an important guest a the Daredevil.”

He left the room to use the phone in Arthur’ skitchenette. By the time he returned, Peta had reentered the
room. Frik could see her closed suitcase standing upright on the floor near the open doorway .

“Fly back with meinthe Oilgtar jet,” he said to her. “I'll divert and take you to Grenada before going on
to Trinidad. Sure you won't come with us, Smon?’

Simon shook his head. “ Agde from anything e se, there' s some diving gear | want to pick up in Miami.”
“Diving gear?’ Peta sounded shocked. “Areyou trying to kill yoursalf?”

“What are you talking about?’ Ray asked. “He sbeen diving forever.”

“I’m adoctor, remember,” Petasaid. “1 don't need to do an EKG to see that he has a heart problem.”
“Isthat true?’ Ray looked a& Simon asif he hadn’t really seen him before,

“Leave him done, both of you,” Frik said, more brusquely than he had intended. “ He s over
twenty-one.”

“Yes. Stop fussing over me. I'm going to do this.” Simon crossed hisfingers, put his hand behind his
back, and grinned like alittle boy. “ Tell you what, though. | promise you, thiswill be my last dive.”
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“WEe re hanging out in thewrong places, Terris. Let’sgo get dirty.”

McKendry grunted in agreement. He didn’t need to comment further; he and Keene had been working
together long enough that they often seemed to read each other’ smind. For that reason, they had hardly
spoken about Arthur’ s desth. Each knew how much the other would miss him, but since no amount of
talk would bring their friend back, they mourned him in sllence. Having lost friends before, McKendry
understood his own process. For him, acceptance would come dowly, but comeit would, ultimately
turning the open wound of lossinto one more scar on the body of hislife.

“The sooner we get out of Caracas, the better.” Keene durped the last of his michelada, a concoction of
limejuice, beer, ice cubes, and sdt. He had taken a grest liking to the drink, which he compared to a
cervezamargarita. “We need to start sniffing around the oil operations. I'm betting Selene’s moved from
Maracaibo and is headed east to focus on Frikkie' s operations near the Orinoco Delta.”

McKendry knew that at any other time, Joshua K eene would have enjoyed hanging out in nightclub after
nightclub, where the dancers were topless and the salsamusic too loud. Not now. “Y ou just want to get
intothejungle,” McKendry said.

“And you don't?’

McKendry gave asmdl, unintelligible response which seemed to satisfy his partner. In any event, Keene
was right about Caracas. Someone like Selene was unlikely to be here by choice. Besides, at this
moment in their lives, the city wasfar too civilized a place for the two of them. Y es, it was magnificent,
thejewd of Venezuda, but a postcard would have sufficed. Shining buildings and upscae restaurants,
sidewak caféswith bright yellow awnings, lavish marble-and-brass hotels and wild nightlife never had
been hisidea of agood time.

Stll, McKendry thought, the search for Paul Trujold’ s daughter needed to start somewhere. This had
seemed to be as good a place as any. He hadn’t actually expected to find her here—Frikkie's
information said that Green Impact worked primarily in the western ail fields of the Maracaibo
Basn—but thiswas where he had contactsin Venezuda. He knew people who could potentialy lead
them to Green Impact, or lead them to someone who could lead them to someone....

People like Rodolfo. The Spanish action-film star, one of McKendry’ sformer employers, was very
popular in South and Centra America, though his career had gone nowherein the United States. He had
hired McKendry as abodyguard and tough guy, abrawny piece of furniture to hover behind him every
time he went out, even when they went where nobody knew who Rodolfo was.

The work had been a profitable and not unpleasant contract job. The star was |ess obnoxious than
severd full-of-themsalves celebrities McKendry had guarded in the past. But when the Sx-month
contract came up for renewa, he politely declined further service and moved on to another fredance
assgnment. He preferred to provide real protection rather than testosterone-filled eye candy.

When the two Daredevils were arranging to fly down to Venezudla and begin their search for Sdene,
McKendry had called the action star and asked what connections he might have, what help he could
offer.

Rodolfo seemed delighted to hear from him and offered to do what he could. At Smén Bolivar
Internationd Airport, in glistening tropical sunshine, the star had welcomed them both with dl the
enthusasm of along-logt Italian uncle. During their first few nightsin Caracas, the grinning and too-tanned
film star showered them with free champagne and front-row ticketsto al the hottest nightclub shows. He
took them to dinner at Tambo, 11 Cielo, and other jet-set favorites, and provided them with a spacious
suitein the Eurobuilding Hotdl, far from the outlying shanties and dums and the lush jungle-covered



mountains that rode high on the horizon; they were further yet from the political, economic, and natura
disastersthat inevitably piled one upon the other in various parts of the South American continent.

McKendry played dong for five days, asking questions and enduring the pampered treatment. Five long
days, five noisy nightsin nightclubs. They had been seen by dl theloca cdebrities, by important politica
peoplein Caracas, by hotel managers and casino owners. Rodolfo was doing his best and glorying in the
doing of it.

For adifferent assignment, perhaps, McKendry might have been able to use these new connections he
had made, to pull strings and apply leverage. But not thistime. No salf-respecting member of Green
Impact would ever hobnob with such people.

“WE re getting nowhere,” Keene shouted across at McKendry. He pounded on the table, signding the
nearest waitressfor another michelada; so far, they had experienced no difficulty meeting the nightclub’s
expensive minimum-consumption requirement.

The music picked up tempo. Severd topless showgirlsjiggled coffee brown breasts as they danced past
the table en route to the small central area cleared for occasiona performances. “Nice,” McKendry said.
“Very nice”

Keeneran hisfingersthrough his curly hair. He smiled appreciatively but said nothing. When hisfresh
michdadaarrived, he durped salt from the edge, tasted it with an extravagant flourish, and handed the
waitressalargetip.

The dance number finished with a brassy fina e followed by a shower of gpplause from well-dressed
Venezuelan businessmen and their various foreign guests.

“If Sdene Trujold isan ecoterrorist, self-proclaimed or otherwise, she wouldn’t be caught dead in
Caracas,” Keenesaid. “ Shewouldn’t let any of these bozos so much asbuy her adrink.”

McKendry drained histoo-sweet drink and stood up. “ Get agood night’s deep. We'll check out
tomorrow.”

“Not quiteyet.” Keene made amotion with his hand and forearm, parrying with it asif it were asword.
“Zorro the Gay Blade approaches.”

McKendry turned toward the door. He redlly does |ook like George Hamilton playing Zorro, he thought,
watching Rodolfo weave hisway through the crowd.

“So soon you leave me?” The star arrived with hislatest accessory. “But | have just found awonderful
man for you to meet. Quite a coincidence. | have brought him over hereto you.”

A stranger accompanied Rodolfo, asmall, wiry man with quick eyes and aferd smile. His mode of
dress, not glamorous but prosperous, madeit clear that he wasin the Venezuelan government, and well
placed at that. More important, asfar as McKendry was concerned, the man’ s furtive glances and
cdculating stare showed him to bein a security field—ypolice, military, or something even more useful.

“Don't think of it asleaving you, Rodolfo.” Keenerolled ther and lengthened the vowels. “Think of usas
lost sheep and know we' Il find our way home.”

McKendry stifled alaugh and thought, not for thefirst time, that his partner should have been in movies.

Keenewent on, “But who is your friend here? We haven't had the pleasure.” He thrust his hand toward
theofficid.



Rodolfo responded as the perfect host. “Ah, my manners. Terris, Joshua, thisis Juan OrtegadelaVega
Bruzua, ministro de laseguridad. Juan, these are my friendswhom | told you about.”

Sefior Bruzud'’slipstwisted up on one side of hisface. “My pleasure,” he said, shaking first Keene's
hand, then McKendry’s.

Music blared from the sound system as more scantily clad dancers rushed onto the stage behind them.
Keeneleaned in and shouted, “We can't hear ourselvesthink here. Why don’t you join usin our suite for
anightcap?

McKendry considered that avery good idea, now that Rodolfo had finaly brought in someone who
might have information for them, or at least suggestions on how to proceed. He noticed that Rodolfo
seemed very pleased at Keen€e' s offer and motioned his muscle man to clear them a path out of the
nightclub, but Juan Ortegatouched the star’ s arm and gestured back toward the table where he had been
stting. “But my own guests, Rodolfo. | can’t smply desert them.” The minister looked genuindy stricken,
then brightened. “Perhaps...| hate to impose, my friend, but could you entertain them until | return?’

Well maneuvered, McKendry thought, nodding good night to hisformer employer, who bravely went to
join Sefior Bruzud’ sguests.

The ride up in the glass-enclosed el evator was fast and filled with chitchat between Keene and Sefior
Bruzua. McKendry, lacking their obvious gift for inane chatter, kept silent.

When they reached the suite, one floor below the top of the towering hotel, the minister got right down to
business. While Joshua poured drinks, Bruzua said, “1 can tdll that you are not men of leisure, that you
would prefer to be direct. | have heard of your interest in Green Impact. Why do you seek thisterrorist
group?’

“We're actualy only interested in one of their members, Selene Trujold.” McKendry took a scotch and
water from Keene. No reason to beat around the bush. Bruzua had been apprised of their search.

“Well,” the Venezudan said, spping hisown drink, “ Sdene Trujold isnot just amember of Green
Impact, sheisthe leader.”

McKendry didn’t want to get Sidetracked. “ That complicates things abit. | suppose now you' re going to
tell usthat Green Impact isno longer operating from the Maracaibo Basin.”

Bruzud’slip twitched up into his crooked smile, but instead of answering, he asked, “Why do you seek
Sefiorita Trujold?” He sipped his own scotch, obvioudy savoring it. During the headiest days of the oil
boom, Venezuelans had consumed the highest per-capita amount of fine scotch in the world, and their
tagtefor it had not declined despite higher tariffs and import restrictions.

McKendry nodded to Keene, who said, “We re working with Oilstar. She may have information about a
sengtive. ..item solen from Oilgtar’ slabs. We re here to recover it.”

The security minister nodded. “I have had atask force keeping an eye on Green Impact’ s troublesome
activitiesfor many years. For the most part, their terrorism has amounted to nothing more than an
annoyance. However, two months ago their former leader was found shot dong with severa security
guards at the site of an attempted sabotage in Cabimas. None of the guards had fired their weapons.

“A week later, we received reports of sabotage campaignsin the east led by awoman. Our information
showsthat Green Impact has gone at least asfar as Maturin, and it is said they have an encampment in
the Delta Amacuro.”



Keenelooked at McKendry. “Just like Frik thought. Not far from Oilstar’ s operations between Trinidad
and the Venezudan coast.”

“Thatisdl | cangiveyou.” Bruzua downed his scotch and stood up. “1t’ s been a pleasure, gentlemen.”
McKendry stood and extended his right hand. “ Thank you, Sefior Bruzual. We will return the favor.”
“Just bring me Selene Trujold’ s head. One of those dead guards was my nephew.”

Asthe door closed behind the Venezudan, Keene grinned. “Y ou pack,” he said. “I’ [l see about getting
usaride. Should | bring an Enya CD for mood music? Orinoco Flow, maybe?’

“Very funny.” McKendry grimaced at Keene, pulled out his suitcase, and started to pack. Hisfriend was
well awarethat Terris had turned down alucrative assignment with the New Age star because he
couldn’'t stand to listen to her music.

Keene chuckled. “I didn’t think so,” he said, and picked up the phone.

12

Sitting directly behind the pilot of the Cessnathey’ d hired to fly them from Caracasto Maturin,
McKendry had aclear view of the gray ribbons of pipe forming stripes through the woven tapestry of
green and brown and tan that was the coastal range. The pipeines delivered crude from the rich Orinoco
oil belt in the south over the mountainsto refineriesin Puerto La Cruz and other citiesto the north, on the
Caribbean coast.

From his seet, he couldn’t see the vast central plains and forests of the Venezudan interior, but from
Keen€e s bored expression and congtant attempts to find something to talk about over the growl of the
engines, he knew there couldn’t be much excitement down there.

McKendry instead used the timeto review their plans. The pattern of Green Impact’ s movements made
it clear that Selene was attacking targets of opportunity astheterrorists relocated for their campaign
againg Frikkie and Qilstar. The obvious place for them to hide was the maze of the Orinoco Delta, which
lay due south of Trinidad on the east coast of Venezuda. The delta, avast fan of swampy streams and
dense junglesthat covered nearly eight thousand square miles, emptied into the ocean across more than a
hundred miles of coastline.

The northwestern curve of the deltafan flowed into the Gulf of Paria—where Frikkie had most of hisail
wells—and the nine-mile-wide channel known as the Boca de la Serpiente, or Serpent’s Mouth, which
separated the southern tip of Trinidad from the Venezuelan mainland. On the map, McKendry thought,
theidand’ s southern peninsulalooked like the head of an adder set to strike the giant body of South
America

The snake andogy was not appeding. For dl of his daredeviltry, there were two things McKendry
preferred not to face: snakes and sharks. There waslittle he could do about the latter except avoid them,
to which end he confined his swimming to lakes and pools. Asfar asthe former were concerned, he
habitually wore heavy boots and aways carried afresh snakebite kit in his backpack.

Pausing in hisreview, he checked to make sure the kit was there.

Deciding that the scenery held no further interest to him, he leaned back, closed his eyes, and napped for
the remainder of thetrip.



Upon landing, McKendry and Keene hired atruck and adriver to take them from Maturin acrossthe
Tonoro River to the Manamo, on the western edge of the delta.

They kept to the lowlands, to the less-inhabited villages, where they considered it most likely Selene
Trujold had gone to ground. They paid with worn bolivar notes to take guided boats up and down some
of the deltariverlets—cdled cafios by thelocds. In U.S. terms, the money they spent amounted to little,
but McKendry was aware that their frequent hiring of the poor boat pilots hel ped the local economy a
great dedl.

Everywhere they went, Keene and McKendry asked about Green Impact, trying to uncover secret
support for the environmental group. They moved in a*drunkard’ swalk” pattern across the coast, one
day heading up acafio into the interior, the next doubling back down another, tending in an easterly
direction, but occasondly circling around to seeif their earlier questions had raised any darms behind
them.

They met with no success. Oilstar’ swork was the salvation of the local economy. The local Warao
Indians did not seem to have much of agloba perspective, and it was clear they would not have joined
Green Impact’s cause. The samewas true of most of the villagerswho lived in thatched huts atop stiltsin
the muddy marshes. They cared little or nothing about protecting the ecology. In fact, many of thetaro
and yuccafarmers were in the process of hacking down rain forests and dashing and burning the land so
they could plant crops.

Timetrickled by like the water in the languid river, but just like the river, the current of dayswas
deceptive. McKendry, perhaps because he understood the people less, was growing impatient. It
annoyed him that his partner seemed perfectly content to go on sitting in dockside cantinas, looking out
toward the ocean, or sometimesjust under overhanging foliage beneath an awning on adock beside the
river, drinking michel adas and asking questions. While they both understood the language, McK endry
fredy admitted that his parther seemed far more comfortable with the culture.

Eventudly, they began to pick up word of agroup of radicals heedquartered in some unnamed village
farther south, agroup led by ayoung woman. Unfortunately, no one seemed to know exactly how to find
them.

Morelikely, nobody gave adamn.

“Damn bugs,” McKendry said asthey sat in yet one more cantina eating yet one more plateful of black
beans and spicy empanadas filled with an unknown meet from the jungle.

“To them, you're anecessary part of thefood chain,” Keene said, grinning.

Terris pushed the rest of his meal aside and reached for his beer. He was about to make some rude
comment when two newcomers entered the cantina.

The owner sat in achair behind the bar and paid no attention to the strangers, but instinct born of long
experience told McKendry to take note of the young white man and his companion. The man marched
into the restaurant asif he belonged there. He wore hishair in along ponytail, afloppy leather hat, and a
plaid shirt, and had aguitar in acase dung over his shoulder. Hisindiagirlfriend, ashort dark-haired
beauty, held atambourine, and spoke not aword.

The young man dipped hisguitar case off his shoulder, opened the case on the floor, and eyed
McKendry and Keene the way a con man eyes his marks.

McKendry did not change his expression, but Keene sat forward and stared with intense interest. With a



preliminary strum of the strings, the young man played and sang, though not particularly well, a Begtles
song followed by an old Bob Dylan tune.

“Hey,” Keene cdled out to him. “Why don’t you play one of those old activist songs, like how the ail
companies are wrecking the environment?’

Heraised his eyebrows and looked over at his partner. McKendry cleared histhroat and nodded.
“How "bout ‘ The Wreck of the Exxon Vadez,” sung to that old Gordon Lightfoot tune?’

The young man laughed and strummed his guitar. “Well, I’ d have to make up the words.”
“That'sdl right,” McKendry said.

Joshua K eene fidgeted, but could not contain hisimpatience. After the young man struggled through half
asong, Keene clapped loudly. He tossed a handful of coinsinto the guitar box. “ Say, you wouldn’t know
anything about Green Impact, would you?’

The young man tiffened. “That’ saterrorist group, and they’ re not terribly welcome around here. Why
would | know anything about them?’

“Not saying you do, amigo,” Keene said carefully. “It’ sjust that we' relooking for Selene Trujold. She's
supposedly one of their members, maybe even their leader.”

“I know of Sdene,” the young man said, equally carefully.
“Wewerefriends of her father's” McKendry said. “Hedied alittlewhile ago.”

“Didn’'t Selene sfather work for Oilgtar, the one with that big faulty rig off the coast between here and
Trinidad?’

“Thebigrig in the Serpent’s Mouth?” McKendry played dumb. * Oh, yeah, the Vahala. What’ swrong
withit?| heard that it' s at the top of itsform.”

“It—" The young man caught himsdlf. “Well, | hear Green Impact hasbeen claming therigisa
mongtrosity, unstable, a disaster waiting to happen.” He shrugged, flashing an embarrassed smile; his
indiagirlfriend ill said nothing.

“Sdene sfather waskilled by the oil company,” McKendry said. “Paul Trujold wasafriend of ours, so
we' renot big fans of Oilstar ether.”

“I can’t tdll you where you can find them in the jungle. Nobody knowsthat. Only officid members. Buit |
hear she’'scoming out of hiding real soon now. You'll seeit onthe news.” He adjusted hisguitar on his
knee. “That is, when we get news out here. Green Impact wants to strike back, hit that platform out in
the Serpent’ s Mouth or an ail tanker in the vicinity or something like that. Y ou know, make a spectacle.”
He seemed to catch himself, looked embarrassed. “But other than that, | couldn’t tell you how to find
her. Just keep your eyes open.”

“Wewill,” McKendry said gruffly.

Theindiagirl shook her tambourine in impatience, and the young man looked down meaningfully at the
few coinsin hisguitar case. “Now, do you guys have any other requests? | mean, for asong instead of
for information?’

K eene threw another hundred bolivarsinto the guitar case and requested “ Stairway to Heaven.”



McKendry looked at him over their warm cervezas.

Both men knew where they were going next.

“Looking good.” Keenetook stock of himsdlf in the bathroom mirror. He ran hisfingersaround his
clean-shaven chin. “Y ou could use a shave yoursdlf, buddy.”

McKendry grinned and elbowed hisfriend out of the way. He hadn’t shaved since leaving Caracas. His
beard, which had dways grown fast, was dready beginning to take shape.

“Tell meyou' re not thinking about growing it again. Remember |ast time? The good guys took one look
at you and thought we were the bad guys....”

Reluctantly, McKendry picked up arazor. It had taken them two daysto get back to Caracas. Amazing,
he thought, how it waysfedslikeit takes forever to get somewhere and no time flat to get back. Like
shaving abeard. Takes forever to grow and comes off in aminute.

When they looked fully presentable again, McKendry called Rodolfo. The actor willingly gave him what
he needed—away to contact Security Minister Bruzual. The minister in turn connected M cKendry with
the harbormaster in the mgjor refinery city of Puerto La Cruz, where Oilstar’ s largest tanker, the

Y ucatén, was currently moored.

Therig actudly produced more oil than Frikkie sfacilities on Trinidad could handle, and the refineries at
Puerto La Cruz were the closest place he could use to turn a profit from the excess. The complex had
been built to take crude from the long pipeline that extended through the deep jungles from theinland
Orinoco ail belt. Oilstar had arranged with the V enezuelan government to use the refinery
facilities—which had been nationdized in 1976—in order to prepare the offshore crude and send it up to
the United States through the Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico.

K eene—the better linguist—called the captain and made an appointment for them to speak with him,
privately and in person.

“Perfect timing.” He put down the phone. “We see Captain Miguel Caisto tomorrow morning whilethe
Y ucatén offloads. By afternoon she'll be on her way to refill a Oilstar’ s offshorerig, Vahdla, in the
Serpent’sMouth.”

“Now dl we need isaway to hitch aride. Any suggestions?’ McKendry sounded dubious.
“Piece of cake” Keenesad. “I'll explain over breakfast.”

With no further explanation, Keene placed two cdls. Thefirst wasto Bruzud. All McKendry gleaned
from the conversation was that his partner had asked the security minister to send them afax care of their
hotd.

The second call wasto Frik on board the Assegai. Again, Keene asked that afax be sent to them at the
hotel, one that urged Captain Calisto to give them dl possble assstance.

“Frikkie'sin Grenada,” Keene said after he' d completed the cdll. “ Simon’ sflying in today.”

13

Petawas pleasantly surprised when Simon called her before leaving Miami to ask her to pick him up at



Grenada s Point Saline Airport and trangport him and his equipment to the Assegal. Given thefact that
she had made it so clear that she believed he wasrisking hislife to dive again, now or ever, she had
thought hewould dip quietly onto and off theidand.

Simon was one of the last people to debark. He looked pale and tired.

“How was your flight?’ Peta asked.

“Fine until we landed. The pilot must have had a hot date the way he stopped short on the runway.”

“I guess he didn’t want to taxi very far. Lord knows there’ s no lack of runway. The Cubans saw to that.”

Simon laughed. “Asl| recdl, they were building it long enough to handle bombers. That’ s one of thered
reasons why our forces took the revolution serioudy, no matter what the president said about the medical
sudents.”

Nodding, Petasaid, “Eventually they took it serioudy, but not before alot of good people were killed.
Arthur was almost one of them.” She stopped talking and waited for the sudden wave of nauseato pass.
Simon was respectful enough not to try to say anything more.

When his gear was |oaded and they were pulling out of the airport, Petasaid, “1’m going to keep trying
to talk you out of this madness, you know.”

“I' know, but I’m going to do it anyway, so you might aswell stop nagging me about it.”
“If that’ show you fed, Smon, why did you let me know that you were coming?’

“Tell you thetruth, | don’'t know. Maybe | redlly did want you to talk me out of this.” Helooked at her
and sghed. “ Or maybe | just wanted to have the most beautiful woman in Grenada chauffeur me around.
Not doing too much e se with women these days, not even the ugly ones.”

“That' shard to believe,” Petasaid, though in fact she did believe him.

Simon changed the subject. “I' d like to see the Rex Grenadian,” he said, referring to alarge resort near
the airport, one of the newest on theidand. “ Could we stop in for adrink?’

Peta hesitated. Simon’ s color was awful. Postively gray. “Y ou probably shouldn’t be drinking.”

“You're not my nursemaid,” he said. He sighed again, loudly. “L ook, I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to snap at
you.” He thankfully paused amoment while she negotiated one of the dangerous roundabouts along the
two-lane strip of concrete called the Maurice Bishop Highway, and headed down the side road that
would lead them to the nearby resort.

When they were safely driving through the small patch of palms and mahoganiesthat separated the
northern beaches of Point Saline from the airport, Smon said, “It’sabout Arthur. | didn’'t have achance
in New Y ork to tell you how sorry | was, not redly. We' re sailing tonight. I’d like to talk about him a
little. Have achance to—"

“You'll have Frik around. Y ou can do that with him.” Instantly she was angry with hersdf for her tone.
“Frik doesn’t believe in mourning the dead.”

“You'reright. I'm sorry. | guessit was my turn to get snippy.” Peta swerved to the left to avoid awater
truck heading back to the main road, and turned onto the Rex Grenadian’ s driveway.



The resort fronted on two beaches. One of them had no name that she could recall. The other was Parc
aBoeuf Beach. Where they had found such an ugly name for so magnificent a stretch of sand wasa
mystery to Petaand everyone else. The hotel was frequented mainly by rich Americans, the Europeans
preferred to be on Morne Rouge Bay or Grand Anse Beach. The Rex boasted a man-made, lushly
landscaped three-acre lake, complete with aesthetically placed idands and waterfals, aswell asthree
restaurants, and an attentive staff.

Allindl, it was an excdlent facility for the traveler who waslooking for aplace to enjoy the tropica
climate without having to interact with the people who actualy lived there. Because it was too expendve
to bealoca hangout, it was not so Grenadian that you couldn’t shut your eyes and imagine yoursdlf on
amog any tropicd idand.

Sitting at the resort’ s poolside bar, staring out over the Caribbean, Petalistened to Simon talk about his
memories of the man sheloved. She didn’t nag him again about the dive or the drinking. It was obvious
that he wasfeding hisown mortdity very acutdly.

A couple of hours later, she delivered aconsiderably more mellow Simon into Frikki€' s hands.
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“Port of Spainisbusier every timel seeit,” Simon said, admiring how gracefully Frik eased the deek
120-foot Assegal into its berth at the private docks. Despite the residua effects of the lab accident to his
left hand—and with the help of twin screws which made maneuvering eas er—he operated the throttles
with surgica sKill.

Frik turned and grinned through the shade under the brim of his battered Panama hat. Barefoot, in white
dacks and white shirt, he looked every inch the patrician yachtsman. “ The busier the better,” he said.

“Do | takethat to mean you own a piece of the action?’
Anather grin. “A big piece”

Just what Frikkie needs, Simon thought, looking around at the tankers and container-laden freighters that
clogged the harbor and dwarfed the yacht. Another revenue stream.

In contrast to his host, Simon wore torn sneskers, raggedy cutoffs, and a profoundly ugly
red-and-orange Hawaiian shirt—the uglier the better was hisrule. With his bull frame and short slver
hair, he' d been mistaken all over the world for Brian Keith by people blithely unaware that the actor had
killed himsdlf back in 1997. Thanksin large part to satellite TV, old shows and old stars seemed to live
forever. He never disabused these folk of their mistaken notion, especidly if they were femade. Amazing
how free women became with their favorsin the presence of celebrity.

Simon tipped up the brim of his olive drab boonie cap, a concession to the skin of hisface and ears,
which was proving agold mine for the dermatologica profession, some of whose members were putting
their kids through school asaresult of dl thelittle cancersthey’ d carved from his hide. Well, what could
you expect after alifetimein thetropica sun?

That sun hung hot and bright in the immaculate morning sky; the water lay calm below; agentle briny
breeze kept them cool on the afterdeck: a day to savor. But then, every day was a day to be savored
when you' d been told time and again that you wouldn’t have too many |eft unless you changed your
ways. And what changes were those? Oh, not many, Smply eiminate everything that evated daily life
from mere existence to something worth looking forward to.



Simon caught the eye of Frik’s man Friday and held up hisglass, rattling the cubes. “ Another Bloody, if
you please, Sadiim. There sagood lad, and make this one light. . .onthe tomato juice, if you get my
arift.”

Saaliim grinned as he took the glass. “1 hear you clear, Mr. Brousseau.”
“How many isthat?’ Frik said, staring at Simon.

“I haven't been counting.”

“Aren’'t you supposed to be cutting down?’

“Where d you hear that?’

Frik pursed hislips. “1 have my sources.”

“Find new ones,” Simon grumbled. “Y oursarefull of shit.” He hid his annoyance by accepting the fresh
Bloody Mary from the silver tray Sadiim proffered. He Sipped, savoring the tang of the beef bouillon
Sadliim aways added to his pepper-laden tomato juice, and toasted the Honduran. “ My compliments to
the chef.”

Three doctors now, four if you counted Peta, had told him the same thing: Take your prescriptions, cut
the booze to two drinks aday, watch the saturated fats, drop thirty pounds, limit yourself to less
energetic sex, and subgtitute snorkeling—which Smon had away's thought of as snorekeling—for scuba.

In other words, live smal.

Simon didn’t know how, nor did hewish to learn. Unless medical science took severd giant legps, he
was going to die anyway, so why not go theway he had lived.

“Héll, Frikkie, just because I’ m fifty-eight doesn’'t mean I’'m ready for anursing home.”
“You're sxty-two, Simon, and | didn’t mean—"

“I'mfing” hesaid, taking another gulp of hisdrink. “Ft asafiddie—afrigging Stradivarius.”
Y eah. One that’ s been run over by atruck.

According to the docs, he might bein hisearly sixties, but he had the heart of amanin hisearly eighties,
and had to act accordingly—not run around like aguy in histhirties. He was suffering from a bad case of
the ups and downs, with everything going in the wrong direction: his cholesterol, blood sugar, and blood
pressure dl up, hiserectionsdown. If he took his nitroglycerin on schedule, he could get through most
activities, even sex, without chest pain; trouble was he couldn’t get it up for sex without adose of Viagra,
but mixing Viagraand nitro will kill you. So what he' d do was skip the nitro and pay for an orgasm with
the sensation of abull eephant camping on his chest.

Getting old sucked.
“At least you stopped smoking.”

Simon nodded. “Was't easy, but it got so every timel lit up it felt like the Marlboro cowboy’ s horse
wastaking adump in my lungs, so | tossed them.”

Frik laughed. “ Simon Brousseau, ever the epitome of earthy.”



“Yes, well, I've dways believed in caling a gpade ashit shovel,” Simon responded, though he wasn't
entirely sure how to take Frik’s comment. At times like this he wished he’ d had alittle more education.
Not that he regretted for an instant dropping out of Florida State, but when he was around people like
Frik and Arthur and even Peta, and they’ d mention thetitle of abook or recite aline from aplay or a
poem that he' d never read, he felt left out. He' d been boning up on Shakespeare—had abook of the
Bard' splaysin hisduffd, in fact—but he was along way from feding comfortable with the strange sound
of centuries-old English.

Maybe that was why he found the underwater world so dluring, and kept returning to it as often ashe
could. No subtextswith underseallife: if you' re not looking for amedl you' retrying to avoid becoming
one.

He guessed growing up in Key West was a contributing factor too. He d spent hisyouth living half a
dozen feet above sealeve, surrounded by reefs teeming with amind-boggling array of lifein adazzling
variety of shapesand colorsthat drew people from al over the world. Graduating from snorkeling to
scuba at age eight, he was guiding tourists on a dive boat by the time he wastwelve. Working asa
salvage diver between his frosh and sophomore year, he dong with a buddy found the wreck of the
Santa Clara. The long-forgotten galleon wasn't atreasure ship, but Simon’s share of the salvaged jewelry
and doubloons was enough to set him up in his own salvage business and make returning to college seem
likeawagte of time.

He' d kept going after deeper and deeper wrecks, and when the avail able equipment and gas mixes
weren't up to the job, he made his own modifications. Over the years the income from the patents on
those innovations had left him awealthy man. At agethirty he’ d sold his business to become a scuba
bum, hiring out for diving jobsthat chalenged his equipment and his nerve, and exploring the diving
meccas of theworld: off Y ap, in the South Pacific, he' d gazed up in wonder from the seafloor at the
schools of mantarays parading above; he’ d hitched rides on the wha e sharks of Ningaloo Bay; and, until
two years ago, he' d held the deep-sea depth and endurance records.

Along the years he d done anumber of extreme dives for Frik, which eventualy led to hisinduction into
the club.

“Okay, down to business,” Smon said, placing hisempty glass on Sadiim’ sslver tray. “What haven't
you told me about these doodads and the contraption they’ re part of 7’

“Not much. And | think you'll better appreciate them if | show you rather than smply tell you.”

AsFrik led the way down the dock toward the parking lot, Simon heard quick footsteps padding up
behind him.

“Excuse me?’
Heturned to find athirtyish brunette wearing awell-stuffed CCNY T-shirt and abikini bottom.

“Mr. Keth,” she said, amiling as she thrust her right hand forward; she held a pen and a cocktail ngpkin
in her left. “1I’m such abig fan of yours. Would it be too much to ask you for your autograph?’

Simon glanced around as he shook her hand. He leaned close and spokein ahaf whisper. “1'd
gppreciateit if you didn’t let thisget around. I’ m here scouting locations for a hush-hush project.”

Shelowered her voiceto hisleved. “ Redly?’

“And when Stevie gets here, he'll want alittle space.”



“Stevie Wonder?”’
“No.” Simon lowered hisvoicefurther. “ Spielberg.”
“Ohmygod!” Her pae blue eyeswidened as her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh! My! God!”

“Shhh!” he whispered, glancing around again and taking the pen and ngpkin from her. “Mum’ sthe
word.” He scribbled something that might pass for “Brian Keith” on the napkin and passed it back to her.
“Here. Write your name and number on the corner thereand I ll giveyou acall when | get back ina
couple of days.”

“Sure.” Her hand trembled as she wrote. She tore off the corner and handed it to him. “Redlly. Call me.”
He glanced at the scrap, then gave her alopsided grin. “Will do, Lori. Tak to you soon.”
At the end of the dock he found Frik waiting by an idling dark green Hummer. “Who was that?”’

“Just another of my many fans.” He feigned astonishment as Frik dipped behind thewhed. “What? No
driver?’

“Likewith my boats, | prefer to drive my own cars,” Frik said. “And besides, with no extra set of ears
around, we can talk.”

“Canit wait?1’m not in the mood for talk right now.” The potent Bloodies had relaxed himinto a
delicioudy dreamy haze,

The Afrikaner nodded, and Simon leaned back into his seat to watch Port of Spain’s squares, parks, and
surreal mix of Catholic churches, Mudim mosgues, and Hindu and Jewish temples dip past the window.
By the time they drove into the wooded uplands, he had tugged his cap down over his eyes and leaned
back in the segt for alittle Sesta

He awakened with a start as aloud thump was followed by Frik’ s shouted curses and the fedl of the seat
belt cinching across his chest. The Humvee jerked to astop.

“Goddamn bastards!”

Simon straightened himsdlf and looked around. They were on the outskirts of alittle village. The reason
for the sudden braking was splattered al over the hood and windshield. At first he thought they’d hit a
small animal, but he soon redlized what the yellow-orange pul p dotted with black BB-sized seedsredly
was. Someone had pelted them with an overripe papaya.

The Hummer' s heavy-duty wipers and windshield washers made quick work of the mess, and soon they
were on their way again. Asthey roared through the village, Simon noticed an occasiond raised fist and
more than afew angry looks.

“| takeit that piece of fruit didn’t drop from atree.”
“Superdtitious Trini clods,” Frik said, eyes straight ahead.
“May | dso assumeit’ s not Humveesthey’ re superstitious about?’

“It' sthedrill Ste. They' ve got somelocal legends about the Dragon’s Mouth. They think drilling into the
bottom there will offend the Obeahman and bring bad luck to theidand.”

Simon nodded. His yearsin the Caribbean had taught him alittle about Obeah, though it was amuch less



well-known superstition than voodoo or Santeria. An Obeahman was akind of sorcerer or shaman who
controlled spirits which he could put into objects, like fetishes, and make them do hiswill.

Simon’ s one memorable encounter with an Obeahman was on Jamaica, where abuddy had dmost hit
one of them walking aong the side of the road. The man threw something, which hit the car, and a
moment later the engine sputtered and died. No matter what hisfriend did, the car wouldn’t start. He had
amechanic tear the damn thing gpart and put it back together like new, but it fill wouldn’t work. Findly,
he tracked down the Obeahman and gave him two dozen chickens as penance. After that, the car never
S0 much as backfired.

“Did you know this beforehand?’
“Of course”
“But you went ahead and drilled anyway.”

“Thisisthe twenty-first century, Smon. About time they moved into &t |east the twentieth, don't you
think?’

“And you' re going to move them?’
“My civic duty.”

Simon smiled and shook hishead. Typica Frikkielogic. If he wanted something, he could waysfind a
rationale for why he should haveit. The rest of the picture was coming into focus.

“So that’ swhy you need me: the local boys say no way, Jose.”

“I could find somebody,” Frik said. “Haven't met asuperdtition yet that’ s proof againg the right amount
of cold hard cash. But | need someone comfortable in deep water. And most of all | need someone | can
trust implicitly.”

Simon appreciated the last remark, but he was more interested in the one beforeit.
“How deep?’

“Not sure. Thedrill broke into the cavern about seventy feet below the floor, and the floor is an average
of one hundred and twenty feet down.”

Simon nodded. That meant an operating depth of two hundred or more, at over eight atmospheres of
pressure—just the kind of dive the docs had warned him againgt. But what did they know? They weren't
divers. He d doneit before.

“I'll need mixed gases, atri-mix.”
Frik glanced a him. “What' sthat?’

“A deep-diving nitrox mix that lowers your oxygen for the bottom time, and rai ses the other gases. You
have to know what you' re doing, lowering one gas, raising the other. Y ou couldn’t breathe that mix at the
aurface.... Itwould kill you.”

“I'll have dl thetanksyou' Il ever need waiting on the platform.”

Frik turned off the road and stopped before a heavy wrought-iron gate with “ Oilstar” arching aboveit.
The guard waved from his narrow kiosk as the gates swung open, and they were on the move again. He



swerved the vehicle to astop before arow of low white stucco buildings, and led Simon into the first.

After rattling off astring of ordersto amale secretary—one of them arranging for tri-mix at the drill
ste—he motioned Simon around behind his large mahogany desk. A few taps on his keyboard popped
an array of thumbnail photos onto his computer screen.

“These are scans and three-D models of the artifacts,” Frik said, clicking on each to enlarge them.

Four objectsfilled the screen in succession, each more bizarre than the last. The final scan showed dl
four locked together into some weird-looking shape. Frik hit akey, and the shape began to rotate in
three dimensions. Simon didn’t know much about art, but thislooked like something Picasso might have
pieced together. Or Dali.

“Why scans? Where sthe red thing?’

“Theonepiecel haveof it isunder guard.”

“It' sthat valuable?’

Frik shrugged. “Not sureyet. | won't know until | have dl five pieces and fit them together.”

“And thefifth is somewhere in an undersea cavern.” He shook his head. “ Christ, why don't you fly meto
the Chesapeake and ask meto find one particular oyster.”

“Oh, come now,” Frik said, grinning. “1t’ s not that bad. Thiswill be apiece of cake for someonelike
you.”

Simon stared at the rotating assemblage. Something about each piece had bothered him, but the
aggregate was even worse. He had afedling that finding the find piece might not be such agood thing.
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Simon checked his depth gauge: the arrow lay just ahair to the far sde of the 130 mark. Even at this
depth he was comfortablein a1.5-mm dive skin.

Helooked around. Thelight level was decent, typica for this depth, though the true colors of the fish and
coral were washed out. Sunlight’ s spectrum got pretty well bleached out after struggling through 130 feet
of water.

He' d hoped he' d be diving the cavern through the bore hole, much like descending the limestone cenotes
in the waters of the Y ucatan, but the hole was too small and there was no hope of widening it any further.
So he went hunting for the naturd entrance to the cavern. He found it, adark, narrow, anemone-fringed
opening inthewal of arift in the continental shelf. Thewall was encrusted with sponges, guzzling the
fringe of the Guyana Current as it swept nutrients up from Venezudd s Orinoco River.

Simon adso found the missing diver, Abdul. A rock the size of a Porsche Boxster—Ioosened by the
drilling, perhaps?—had dipped from the wall above the opening and crushed him. The crabs and

yelowtails had been snacking on his exposed flesh, but his mask was till fastened around his head,
sparing hiswide-open, milky eyes. Their empty gaze brought back afew lineshe'd just reed in The

Tempest:
Full fathom fivethy father lies,

Of hisbones are coral made;



Those are pearlsthat were hiseyes....

Simon shuddered and looked away. A sight like that could make you believe in the Obeahman. Empty
sockets would have been better.

The stone had dso partidly blocked the mouth of the entrance. The opening that remained might admit a
child but never an adult, especidly one of Smon’sgirth.

Which meant the stone had to be moved. And since theloca labor pool consisted of himself and one
curious green seaturtle, that meant it was up to him.

After athorough inspection, he found a spot where he could wedge himself between the rock and therift
wall. It meant disturbing some sponges and didodging some of the smdler clinging sealife, something
Simon loathed doing. The Caribbean reefstook enough abuse without hisadding to it.

But he had no choice.

With knees bent dmost to his chest, hisflippers against the rock and his back against thewall, hetook a
deep breath and kicked out with everything he had. After half aminute of straining, he felt the rock move.
Heartened, he found alittle extra strength and increased his effort.

Sowly, moving afraction of aninch at atime, the rock began to tilt away from him. Simon squeezed shut
his eyes and, shouting into his regulator’ s mouthpiece, pushed even harder.

And then he stopped, gasping as a crushing weight dammed againgt his chest. He opened his eyes and
wouldn't have been surprised to find that the rock had fallen back on him, pinning him to thewall. But no,
the rock wasfalling away, tumbling end over end in dow motion toward the floor of therift. The pain was
coming from his heart. He could fed that battered old pump pounding out an irregular beet, thudding in
his ears as hisvison wavered.

He dowed hislungs, taking deep, measured breaths, hoping his heart would follow suit, and cursing
himsdlf for being so cardess asto have | eft behind his backup nitros, the fast-acting sublingua tabletsfor
when his angina broke through the extended-rel ease pills.

As he prayed for the pain to ease, proving thiswasn’t the Big One, motion to hisleft caught hiseye.

Abdul, free of the entrapping rock, was pulling away from the wal and gliding toward Simon. Hisface
came closer, hisdead wide eyes staring into Smon’ s asif to say, Joinme...Joinme....

With hisface close enough to kiss, Abdul turned away. His bloated body began adow ascent, belly first,
arms and legs dangling behind, returning at last to the world of air and light it had departed.

Just asdowly, the crushing weight lifted from Simon’s chest. His heart dowed. Just angina. A bad attack,
but the 40 percent oxygen in histanks had hel ped.

He pushed away from the wall and stared at the now wide-open passage into the cavern. No way. Not
today. He didn't have the strength. He' d make up an excuse for Frikkie, tell him about the stone, tell him
he d used up too much daylight moving it, tell him he’ d finish the job tomorrow under the high morning
sun, tdl him anything except the truth about his heart.

Not that his health would prompt Frik even to consider calling off the dive. A shark bit off your |eft leg?
So? Theright one still works. Get back down there and find me that fifth piece!

No, it was no one e e sbusiness.



Tomorrow. Tomorrow he d find Frik’ s damn doodad with no problems, no complications.
Right now what he needed was adrink.

Weak, tired, and perhaps even alittle depressed, Simon shot abolus of air into his vest and began a
controlled ascent.
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McKendry and Keene waked confidently along the docksin Puerto La Cruz, fostering the impression
that they knew where they were going. At the terminal, the giant tanker Y ucatén rested far enough
offshore that the long wa kway |ooked like atiny bridge that extended hundreds of yards out into the
muddy green water. Pipes pardleled the walkway, heading from the port and the tank farm, the
fractionating towers, and the smdlly refinery equipment that had turned what must have been a beautiful
jungle coadlineinto anindudtrid nightmare.

Bleed-off gas flames burned and hissed from the tops of derricks, and gasoline trucks drove around,
taking asmall fraction of the production to Venezuelan markets. Other tankers came into the port to fill
up and redigtribute the petroleum products, but the Y ucatan used the facilitiesin reverse. It brought fresh
crude from the offshorerig to the refineries, rather than hauling separated petroleum of different grades
away from the port and to other customers.

Passing a poorly guarded chain-link gate, McK endry strode behind K eene down the walkway, listening
to thewater lap againgt the pilings—a peaceful sound compared to the chaos of inland refineries.

“Let’sget this set up as soon aswe can,” Keene called out. “We ve got better thingsto do.”

McKendry marched forward with determined strides. He saw his partner ook back and cover asmile,
doubtless K eene' s response to the way he aways took everything so serioudly.

On the way out to the deck of the tanker, a bored-looking security guard stopped them, probably more
suspicious of the two because they were white-skinned Americans than for any other reason. Keene
invoked the only name that would matter to the man. “We have an appointment with Migud Caligto. El
capitéan? Comprende?’

The guard scowled, but waved them onward.

After they had walked across adeck as big as several footbd| fields and climbed six flights of rickety
metal stairsthat led up aongside the crew housing and habitation areas, McKendry and Keene stood on
the bridge deck.

Within moments, the first mate approached them. *'Y ou are not dlowed up here”

Keene said again that they had ameeting scheduled with the captain. Eventually, the mate conceded and
led them to the captain’ s quarters.

Migue Calisto was aruddy-skinned man whose long pointed chin was graced with ascouring pad of a
beard. A rim of dark hair surrounded the gleaming bald spot on the back of his head like acrown. He
listened to what the two men had to say, but exhibited no patience with them whatsoever.

“Y our request ismost audacious,” the tanker captain said, choosing to speak English. He narrowed his
gyesand sat down at hissmall desk in the cramped ready room off the bridge. “The Yucatanisnot a
passenger ship. Wedon't giveridesto curiosity seekers. My crew is not here to pamper Americans.”



“On the contrary,” McKendry said, remembering the too-soft beds and too-garish nightclubs they had
endured in Caracas. “We don’t want to be pampered.”

“Amen,” Keene muttered.

“In fact, we don’'t even want the rest of your crew to know we're aboard. We d rather find a corner
down in the pump room or the engine control room. Keep oursalves out of the way where no one can
see us. We'reinvestigating apotentid. . .threat.”

“Top secret,” Keene added.

“I’'m afraid that isnot possible,” the captain said. Hislips became thin and hard, like the dash of ascowl.
“Yes, indeed. Most impossible.”

McKendry looked at the man, trying to discern whether he was opening adoor to alarge bribe or if he
amply enjoyed playing hard to get. Cdisto seemed honestly indignant, with no interest in providing
passage for the two men, regardless of the circumstances.

K eene stepped in, speaking in the man’s own language. “We understand your position, Captain.
However, thisisa serious political matter. I’ m sure that you understand the delicacy of the arrangements
between QOilgtar and the VVenezuelan government. If anything should happen to interfere with
that....relationship, many people could be out of jobs.”

“Show him the faxes,” McKendry said.

Keenetook out |etters from Juan Ortega de laVegaBruzua for the Security Ministry, and Fredrick Van
Alman for Qilgtar, both of which firmly requested cooperation “in whatever these two gentlemen desire”

The captain Sghed. “Poalitics” He practically spat out the word.

“If you wish, wewill pass on your reuctance to Minister Bruzua”—McKendry could see by hisflinch
that Calisto recognized the security minister’ s name—"and arrange for you to discuss the matter with him.
However, he'sabusy man and may not take too kindly to being disturbed.”

“I’d prefer to know more about your...activities,” the captain said. “What are you trying to do?’

Keene snodtrilsflared. “1 will have Sefior Bruzual contact you. Y ou will be able to ask him as many
guestions asyou like, provided you till have ajob.”

The captain gave best. “What isit you want of me?’

McKendry saw his partner’ srdlief. “We need to go with you to the Vahadlaplatform and return here, if
necessay.”

((WI,N?l
“Yoursisnot to reason why.”
McKendry shot Keene alook to tell himto let up alittle.

“After we load from the Vahdlaplatform, I’ m going up to the Caribbean next,” the captain said. “Not
back to Puerto La Cruz.”

“Wherever.” Keene shrugged his shoulders. “We Il manage.”



“There sautility closet down in the pump room. No one goes there except for maintenance, and we're
not due for any. Y ou' re welcometo stay there. Sleep if you can.” Calisto reached up to point at achart
onthewall, alarge and detailed map of the Venezuelan coast and the Caribbean.

“WE I head out of herein an hour and make our way around the Araya Peninsula between the coast and
laldaMargarita’—the captain’ sfinger traced aline aong the northeastern coast of Venezuela—"around
the Paria Peninsulathrough the Dragon’ s Mouth”—his finger passed through the narrow patch of blue
between the point of the Venezuelan coast and the northern edge of Trinidad—"down the Gulf of Paria
and into the Serpent’ s Mouth to the Vahdlaplatform.”

“Sounds reasonable to me,” Keene said.

The captain looked at him asif he believed hewas not dl there. “Remember the map well, because you
won't have aview. There are no windows in the pump room.”

“We renot tourists,” McKendry said.

The captain nodded. “Very well. There will be anew moon tonight. Wewill arrive a the pumping station
at approximately ten o’ clock. Most of my crew take aboat over to the Vahallafor their replacements.
Until then, you are to stay in your quarters. Around midnight they should al be out of the way and you
can safely come out on deck.”
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After countless hours hidden in the cramped metal-walled crawl space down in the Y ucatén’s pump
room, Keene'sidea of what was and wasn't reasonable had undergone a 180-degree change. The
passage so far had been long and dreary, with nothing to see, no creature comforts, and too much time
for reflection. He would have liked to play a card game or even do something as Smple-minded as
tic-tac-toe.

Anything to keep himsdf from thinking about Arthur. By now, after so many years and so many
adventuresin the Daredevils Club, it should have been easy to accept the death of amember—par for
the course. But it was never easy. Wereit not for this confinement, theloss of Arthur would have comein
sharp stabs of pain, engendered not so much by memories as by sights and sounds that reminded him of
hisfriend. Out of deferenceto his partner, who was perfectly content to spend thetimein sillent
contemplation, he did not suggest any trivid amusements.

The droning engines stopped alittle after eleven-thirty asthe tanker pulled up to the Vahalla' s secondary
pumping pier. Keene glanced at the luminous did of hiswatch. “Nearly two hourslate. Our Captain
Cdisio seemsto be atrue Venezudan. Mafiana, maiana. ..\What do you say we give them half an hour
to anchor themsalves and get the crew off before we wander up and take alook around?’

McKendry didn’t answer.
“Hey, Seeping Beauty,” Keene sad.
Thistime, McKendry’ sanswer was alight snore.

AsKeenefidgeted impatiently, an idea began to take form. By midnight, it had become aplan. Hetorea
page out of the smal notebook he carried in his pocket. Using ared felt pen he' d found on the floor, he
wrote midnight at the top of the page. Then he wrote a brief note to McKendry, who would be
awakened soon enough by the silence of the engines:



Always wanted to pissinto the wind from agreat height so I’'m swimming over to therig to play King of
the Hill. If you can’t see me swimming back by 2 am., start worrying.

He threw the pen aside, placed the note where McKendry was sure to see it upon waking, and, groping
hisway up the metal Saircase, Ieft their quarters. Practiced in moving stedlthily without losing time, he
made hisway up the seven decksto the bulkhead door that opened onto the sprawling main deck of the
tanker.

Once outside, hetook awel come breath of fresh, dbeit humid, air and looked around.

The empty supertanker Y ucatén was anchored under quicksilver starlight in acalm black sea, about a
quarter of amile from the monoalithic offshore oil-production platform. Therig itsdf stood likea
skyscraper on the ocean, raised up out of the water on four enormous concrete pierslike stilts. The
platform’stall derrick, numerous cranes, hdlipad, and flare boom rode severa hundred feet above the
water. The long shaft through its center plunged down into the sea bottom like the proboscis of a
voracious mosguito.

Keene had once invested asmall amount of money in offshore drilling. Theinvestment had led to a
sgnificant amount of reading for which, he thought, he was presently grateful. Without thet, he would not
have had the vaguest understanding of what was going on. Because of it, he knew that the Vahdlarig
pumped crude oil from strata deep benegth the sea, but did not bring it up into the big platform itsdlf;
instead, the fresh crude was shunted to a pipeline laid across the ocean floor toward a separate derrick, a
stand-al one pumping station to which the oil tanker was secured.

On acrane high above the secondary platform, heavy nozzles dangled downward. With the cargo holds
of the Y ucatan open beneath them like the gaping mouths of hungry birds, the crude oil from the Vahala
rig gushed out of the nozzles, filling the numerous interconnected but compartmentalized chambers that
made up the bulk of the tanker.

The Y ucatan had adouble hull, an outer shell to avoid punctures of the inner compartments—extremely
consarvative efforts designed to prevent disastrous oil spills. The crude petroleum poured out from the
pumping platform at an enormous flow rate, but even so it would take many hoursto fill the supertanker.
The respite gave plenty of timefor most of the Y ucatan’s crew membersto shuttle over to the rdlative
metropolis of the Vahdlarig.

Keenewas struck by how much the tanker’ s deck looked like the Greet Plains, only uglier. The expanse
was dirty and stained, along series of riveted metal plates studded with hatches and vent chimneys. Lines
of different colors—red, blue, and yellow—were painted in patterns across the deck, zone demarcations
of some sort. The hieroglyphics were too large for anyone to make out at thislevel. He figured that they
were something like the lines and roads Incas had made in the South American plains, depicting giant
shapesvisble only from high-flying aircraft.

The crane holding the hoses from the pumping substation extended down into the prow’ s main hatch,
pouring into the primary tank holds. Behind them, the tall nine-deck structure of the bridge housing and
habitation levelslooked the Sze of an office complex. Lights blazed from the windows, gleaming up on
the Y ucatan’ sradar mast and the long cable of the radio antenna.

Keenefixed his gaze on the huge structure of the Vahalaplatform aquarter mile away. Holding the
tanker’ sdeck rail, he stared at the rig—adazzling cluster of lights riding high above the gentle Caribbean
waves. A torch of natural gas blasted from the end of the flare tip which extended on along derrick far
from the rest of the structure. A tal derrick stood like the Eiffel Tower in the center of the airport-sized
deck.



When he saw achallenge like that, he had to go for it. The central derrick was the highest thing around.
He wanted to touch it, the way akid reaches for the star on the top of the Christmas tree. McKendry
would say he was thinking crazy—uwhich was true. On the other hand, that was what he was good at.

Keene gtripped to his shorts. He climbed down the metal ladder on the outer hull of the Y ucatén and
plunged into the tropica waters. The water was cam and warm, and the tanker and the production rig
were huge landmarks even under the palid moonlight. A powerful svimmer, he estimated that he could
relax and cross the distance in less than twenty minutes.

Just enough to work up alittle swest, he thought, interrupting his steedy, gentle strokes to tread water so
that he could look up at the star-studded night sky. Neither the weather nor the distance concerned him.
Unlike McKendry, he didn’'t have a problem with whatever crittersinhabited the depths of these
Caribbean waters.

Herecalled onetime on Lake Tahoe. A couple of dancers had taken the two of them on one of those
boat tours around the lake. About halfway around, one of the women took it into her head to moveto
therall and ydl, “ Shark!”

To give him hisdue, McKendry hadn’t been the only one to go on automatic and suspend disbelief.
However, while the others moved to the rail on ashark watch, McKendry paled and moved farther
away fromit.

Timeto get over it, buddy, Keene thought, laughing out loud. Asfar as he was concerned, if he couldn’t
outswim ashark for amere quarter of amile, then he was't much of aswimmer.

Stroke after stroke after stroke.

Doing nicdly, Keene thought, alittle surprised despite himself. He was fedling the effort in his muscles, but
that was to be expected. It had been some time since he or McKendry had done any serious exercise.
His partner would fed the strain every bit as much.

Closing in on the Vahala platform, thinking about his partner, K eene became aware of the deek death of
sharks swimming below. The idea, he admitted to himsalf, was not exactly pleasant. He wanted to
believe that the noise and chemicd |eakage and higher temperatures from the offshore structure would
drive away such predators, but he knew differently. Part of his education as a short-term investor had
taught him that the environment around oil platforms was aboon for fish, and with the increased schools
living among the concrete support pillars, he supposed that sharks might also hang out in the better
feeding grounds.

He increased his speed, and was happy to reach the shadow of the platform and pull himsdlf up to the
meta rungs alongside the fat € ephant leg of the pier. Better not rest here, he told himsdlf. Y ou look like
somebody’ s midnight snack. He grasped the rungs and scrambled up, not stopping until he was ten feet
out of the water.

Access ladders led up the concrete support legsto the main platform. Helooked at the long line of rungs
waiting for him. It was quite away to climb, especidly if he wanted to makeit to the top of the centra
derrick in good time.

He climbed higher, to the underpart of the main platform. It hung like abroad airplane hangar above him.
Lifeboats dangled under the deck; in an emergency, they could drop ahundred feet down to the sea.
Keenerecdled having read somewhere that more people were killed during oil rig safety drillstesting out
the hazardous systems than had ever been hurt in other kinds of accidentson ail rigs.



He listened to the waves echoing in the superstructure, looked at the immense core of the Vahalla, and
found himsdf awed that something this huge could be built in aharbor and towed out to seato be
anchored elsawhere.

“Moving on up,” hesaidinto thewind.

He began to climb again. Once he reached the undercarriage of the main platform, he followed catwalks,
ascended metal steps, ducked through hatches until he stood on the main deck.

A helipad covered alarge, flat circle atop the main platform. Next to that was an oil-processing area
filled with huge tanks and a nightmare maze of piping. Radio masts and cranes protruded like spinesfrom
therig.

At any moment, K eene expected to be stopped by a security patrol, but the platform supervisors were
ridiculoudy complacent in their security. The pumps and generators hummed and clanked, making loud
sounds in the night, but he met no one. Most of the blazing lights he had seen from a distance seemed to
be for decorative purposes only, except for the natural blowtorch off to the Sde; theflaretip hissed and
blasted its perpetud flame, removing excess naturd gas from the operations.

Keene sprinted across the platform deck toward the central derrick, which stood like a skyscraper in the
middle of the Vahalla. He could have taken an devator, of course, but that would have been too easy.
And too noisy. Even deeping security guards could be awakened if the noise was loud enough. Instead,
he took the winding ribbon of metal stairs around and around the iron latticework of the structure,
heading toward the narrow tip that supported therig’s central production shaft and pipe.

Panting heavily, dripping with swest, he reached the top platform. The sultry breeze brushed his sweaty
chest. Between breaths, he could hear the whispers and clatter of therig’ s superstructure, the thrumming
guide wires and anchor cables holding the various portionsin place. A searchlight beacon flashed around
and around in adow drobe, sgnding low-flying arcraft of the danger.

He stood in silence, grinning at the night and gripping therails. Under ssormy sees, he thought, this place
must dance like a hiccuping marionette. He looked around the top level. Like acrow’snest onan old
sailing ship, it was adorned with the spikes of lightning rods and radio towers.

Heraised hisfigt inthear and gave ashort yep of triumph. “I’'m King of the Hill.”

Good asthat felt, it was not enough to gratify Keene. Still needing completion, he went to the edge,
pulled down his shorts, and urinated. Then, grinning and satisfied, he sat down, leaned againgt theralls,
and fell adeep.

The sound of an insomniac seagull woke him from hisngp. Not until the third successive squawk did it
occur to him that the gull was McKendry, at the bottom of the derrick.

Keene swatch read one-thirty. Unableto believe that hislighthearted infiltration had gone so smoothly,
he descended dowly and carefully into the shadows.

“Y ou dumb son of abitch!”

McKendry’ swords and fist hit Keene smultaneoudly. Keene regled and swiped at his nosebleed. “Are
you crazy, McKendry?Y ou’ ve probably broken my nose.”

“Y ou have about as much sense as a centipede,” McKendry said, clinging fast to the iron rung Keene
had used to descend the derrick.



“At least now we' Il have agtory to tell next New Year’ sEve.”

“You'll have astory totell. | probably won't makeit.” McKendry let go of the rung and sank to the
deck. He held one hand over hisleft ribs. With the other, he pointed at hisfoot. “ Shark,” he said, his
voice reduced now to the dightest whisper.

“Ohmy God!” Keeneféll to hisknees. In the dim light, he could see huge, red blotches, leaking around
the protection of his partner’s hand and running across his ankle. “McKendry, I'm so sorry. Oh my
God!”

“Could you...could you kissit better,” McKendry whispered.

Keene looked up and into his partner’ s eyes.

“And whileyou'reat it, Joshua, could you...”

McKendry’ s voice was so close to being inaudible that Keene had to lean into it. “ Anything, buddy.”

“Good,” McKendry said, whimpering. “ Then you can kissmy ass.” He wiped one of the red blotches
vigoroudy. It paled asit left astain on hisfingers.

“Thered pen,” Keene said.

“The red pen, buddy.”

“Y ou scared the shit out of me,” Keene said.
“I meant to.”

“I'msorry |...um...pulled your leg.”

“WEe re supposed to belooking for Sdene Trujold, not running around at two in the morning playing
King of the Hill. Aslong aswefind her, we'll call it even.” He paused. “ Since we' re here, I'd like to take
another ook around. Buit firgt, would you mind telling me what possessed you to pull off this dumb stunt
and jeopardize thewhole misson?’

“I pissed on the world from up there,” Keene said halfheartedly.
“Wasit worth it?’

For amoment Keenewas quiet. “Yes, it was.” He decided to give an honest answer, though he didn’t
expect McKendry to fully understand. “ Listen, we' re out here and we' re ready for whatever happens.
Right now, everything's quiet. We ve already spent weeks Sitting around in Caracas, taking canoe trips
through the Orinoco Déelta, drinking beer in dockside cantinas. | had to do something, Terris.”

He raised his eyebrows and spread out his hands innocently, indiceating the ghost town of the oil platform.

“Had to find mysdlf agtory totell. Just in case”
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Two black Zodiac raftsfilled with commandos sped across the channel of the Serpent’s Mouth. They
had eased out of one of the many mouths of the Orinoco Deltaat midnight; after two hours Sdlene
Trujold could just now make out the shape of the Y ucatén near the gleaming beacon that wasthe
Vahallaplatform. There was haf an hour’ sworth of water still to cross, the last of it with engines off,



movingin Slence

Around her in the rafts, the commandos wore dark suits and carried a stash of black-market weapons,
rifles, hand grenades, and explosives. They had night-vision goggles to enable them to direct night
operations, but she knew that the Caribbean starswould give them dl the illumination they needed.

Her Green Impact fighterswere well trained and high-strung, keyed up for this assault, which had been a
full month in the planning. Their information had proved correct: the tanker Y ucatan was lashed to the
Vahalla s separate pumping platform during the darkest hours of the night. Though the normal
complement of crew members aboard the tanker outnumbered them, Green Impact had both weapons
and determination.

And they had a plan, not the least component of which was the element of surprise.

Sdlene narrowed her eyes and looked around. “We have to time this properly,” she said. “We know
their routine. During the day, the Vahdlaneedsal of itstwo hundred crew members aboard. That’ swhy
the company givesthem timefor R and R a night. When the tanker pulls up and beginsfilling, most of the
crew will go over to the Vahallato party with the other workers. During the dead of night, there sonly a
skeleton crew aboard the tanker. That’swhen we strike.”

Quiet and intent, the members of her force nodded and listened, though they had heard this briefing
severd timesaready.

“We are going to hijack the Y ucatén, get rid of the remaining few aboard. We'll take them prisoner if
possible, but don’t waste any precious time. Then we disengage the pump and head out. Theload should
be mostly full by the time we' re ready to go. Enough to cause the kind of disaster that nobody will be
abletoignore. If you have any questions, ask them now.”

Sdenefingered the relic that hung from her neck, wondering yet one moretime what it was. Nothing in
her knowledge of physics or the related sciences provided any inkling astoitsorigins. She' d had it
embedded in bark and suspended from a strip of |leather soon after Manny Sheppard had ddlivered it
and told her of her father’ s death. The pendant’ s smooth, irregular edges bit into the joints of her fingers.
She rubbed the fragment’ sdick, strangely greasy surface. It seemed to have a unique combination of
heat and ice deep insdeit.

Manny’ s ddlivery had aso contained a note from her father, telling her of the importance of the contents
of the package—and of how Frikkie VVan Alman meant to abuse his connections and the resources of
Oilgtar to exploit the secretsit held. Her father’ swords had |eft her under no illusion asto who had been
respong ble for his death: he had dared to defy Van Alman, and had paid for that defiance with hislife.

While this assault fit well within the parameters of Green Impact’ s agenda, she was doing thisfor him.
Shewas about to cause afinancid disaster, apublic relations disaster, and an ecological disaster. And it
would al be blamed on Frikkie Van Alman. The mediawould need a scapegoat, and the pompous CEO
would be led to the daughterhouse.

In comparison, the Exxon Vadez spill would become a merefootnotein history. And her father would
rest moreeegly.

The Zodiacs roared forward, plowing through the open waters of the Serpent’s Mouth. The charcoa
black sides of the raftswere large inflated tubes, big enough that even her largest man would have trouble
getting hisarms al the way around. The tubes angled up and together in the front, forming a point.
Between the tubes, a hard fiberglass hull gave the riders aplace to sit, and at the rear, the outboard
motor was mounted to the squared-off aft of the hull.



Reinquishing her hold on the pendant, Selene balanced againgt the rubber eyelets of the black raft.
Through the hum of the powerful outboard motor and the whisper of the waves, she could hear her
father’ sghogt laughing.

She hersdlf wouldn't laugh until the bloodshed and the horror of the next few hours were done.

Soon enough, the bulwark of the Oilgtar Y ucatén loomed up out of the water, surrounded by starlight.
Selene and her assault team switched off the motors of their dark Zodiac rafts. From that point on, they
approached cautioudy and in silence.

The garish digplay of the monstrous production platform sparkled like the contents of a treasure chest.
Sdlene wished they could do something againgt that target—the real target—but her smal group had no
chance againgt something as big asthe Vdhalla. There were two hundred people on board. Her group
could cause some damage, but they’d dl bekilled.

On the other hand, if her information was correct and the timing worked out properly, Green Impact
could get aboard the tanker and dedl with the skeleton crew. Her group would have a chance of
surviva—and the dil-laden Y ucatén would certainly make asufficient statement for their cause.

With whispered commands and information communicated through gestures, the two Zodiacs
approached the tanker from the rear. The Y ucatén sat far from the towering offshore platform, drinking
deeply of the crude petroleum that poured down into its holds from the pumping station.

They coasted closer to the stained hull of the ship. Next to her, one of the men stifled an outcry and
lunged away from the side of the Zodiac. The large inflatable raft jerked and bumped as something struck
it from beneath and svam away, a shadow disappearing into darkness.

“Great white,” theman said.
“Fortunately, we' re not going swvimming,” Selene said. “Our businessis aboard the tanker.”
A couple of men chuckled quietly.

The commandos lashed their two raftsto the lower rungs of the metal ladder on the tanker’ s hull. Moving
like shadows, they climbed to the deck, al but one man, whose task it was to tie the rafts together and
move them around to the bow in readiness for the planned escape.

If nothing untoward happened, they could al make it back to the encampment.

In deciding which Green Impact membersto take with her from their primary jungle compound, Selene
had sel ected the most dedicated ones, those most ready to follow orders and do what had to be done.
These people would be called upon to kill. In an operation like this, she couldn’t risk someone flinching
or hesitating at the wrong moment.

The Green Impact commandos had studied detailed blueprints of the Oilstar Y ucatan, memorizing every
cranny, every deck plate. They had afairly good idea of where the tanker’ s remaining crew members
would be. Most would be snoozing in their cabins, perhaps grumbling that they couldn’t go to the
Vahdlaplatform like the others. Captain Caisto would dmost certainly bein his private stateroom taking
care of small details and reveling in the peace and quiet. He loved his ship and would not be the least bit
interested in leaving her for Rand R.

The assault team carried their packs of wegpons, ammunition, and explosives. Upon reaching the deck,
they stashed the more fragile items they wouldn't need until after they’ d dealt with the crew. Then they
gplit up, moving in small groups with separate, well-rehearsed objectives.



Sdlene and three companions marched up to the officers quarters while the others entered the lower
levels of crew cabins, rec rooms, and mess hall. The first muffled gunshots rang out as she reached the
captain’ s private stateroom. The door was partialy gar, so she could see his expression as hewhirled
around, astonished to hear the wegpons fire from bel ow.

Her three companions held out their assault rifles and Selene took a step forward. “I’ m sorry about the
disturbance, Captain Cdisto.” Her voice was quiet; commanding. “We need to have aword with you.”
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“At least you didn’'t suggest climbing out there to roast marshmalows.” McKendry pointed at the jet of
flame coming from a pipe extended away from therig, burning off the waste gases before they could
build up and become a danger.

K eene managed a soft chortle. It blended into the murmur of music and laughter that came from the
complex of living quarters. “They seem to be having a party down there,” he said.

“ Another egregious security lgpse. Oilstar could certainly use our services as security consultants,”
McKendry sad.

“I'll consder making the offer to Frik.” Keene touched his nose, which had begun to ache from
McKendry’s punch.

From what he could tell, so many people worked on therig that it was like acondominium complex. He
imagined what it must beliketo livein asmal cabin, to share common rooms. “Not thelifefor me,” he
said. “Hard work, long hours, boredom—"

“None of which excuses the lack of security. Nobody tried to stop you?’

Keene shook hishead. “1 didn’t see asingle human being. This place is wide open to an attack.” They
grolled around the platform, looking in dl directions. “1 can't believe Frik Van Almanisso blind. If
Selene Trujold meansto drike thisrig, she won't have much trouble.”

“Especidly if she showsup tonight.” McKendry glanced at hiswatch. *1t' samost two-thirty. We should
get back to the tanker before the replacement crew decides to do its job and head over there. We can
talk to Calisto in the morning and maybe get him to call Frikkie and set up some better security here.”

“I’'mall for thet, buddy. Let'sgo.”

They climbed back down the leg of the platform as quickly as possible, not pausing to admire the view of
the tanker aquarter mile away. Asthey swam across the placid water toward the Y ucatén, Keene
thought he sensed movement below him. Despite his professed lack of fear, he got set to defy the laws of
motion if he encountered any contact with an undersea cresture.

“Hey, McKendry,” he called out. “Did you ever read any of those Peter Benchley books? Y ou know,
Jaws, The Beast, White Shark?’

“Idiot,” McKendry yelled back, but he put on some speed. Keene was impressed by how little fear there
wasin his partner’ s response. See, he said to himsdlf, it wasfor your own good, Terris.

“I hope the replacement crew hasn’t come back yet,” McKendry said, climbing out of the water and
scding the tanker’ shull ladder.

Keenewasright behind him. “If they have, we might have a harder time sneaking back to our presidential



suite down in the pump room. Let’ s seeif the captain’s awake. Maybe we can talk oursalvesinto a
decent med.”

They had reached the deck. Keene could see agroup of people at the far end of the tanker, disengaging
the long hose that had been filling the Y ucatén’ s hold for hours. The shadowy workers made no noise,
quietly going through the motions with al the finesse of a Green Beret squadron insteed of acrowd of
roughnecks.

“A med soundsfineto me. I’'m so hungry | could eat ashark.” McKendry grinned.

“Better than the other way around,” Keene responded. He yawned. “It’ s after three in the morning.
Adeep or awake, Cdigto'slikely to bein his stateroom.”

They entered the crew quarters, climbed up another level, and reached the larger rooms where the crew
and officers dept. McKendry sniffed and frowned. “ Do you smell that? Gunpowder. Cordite. . .blood.”

“Looking for trouble, McKendry?' Keene said. They had reached the captain’ s stateroom. The door
was not entirely shut and light spilled out. “ Captain?’

Keene tapped lightly on the door. McKendry pushed it wide open. Both men froze.

Captain Migud Cdigto lay dead in hischair, shot three timesin the chest. Pools of blood seeped dong
thefloor.

Keenelooked at McKendry. 1 get thefedling,” he said, “that we just found Selene.”

Before McKendry could respond, the powerful engines of the Oilstar Y ucatén roared to life. With a
lurch, the supertanker began to move. The deck vibrated as the tanker crawled away, detaching itself
from the pumping station and heading out into the Caribbean.

“Okay, genius. What now?’ McKendry raised hisvoice above the noise of the engines.

“We arm ourselves.” Keene swiped his knuckles across the swesat on hisforehead. “He sgot to have a
gun here somewhere.”

He was talking as much to Captain Caisto, dumped in hiswooden desk chair, as he wasto McKendry.
The captain’s corpse was il cooling. An occasiona drop of blood oozed from his gunshot wounds,
playing counterpoint to the groan of the tanker engines that shuddered through the walls of the bridge
superstructure and the crew housing.

“I’d settlefor abaseball bat,” McKendry said. Keene knew that his partner was too intent on the
imminent crisisto waste words. He moved from cabinet to cabinet, methodicaly opening cupboard
doors, diding the front pandl on an old meta credenza.

Though he could smell the sour blood and the bitter residue of gunfirein theair, Keene, like McKendry,
ignored the carnage and ransacked the captain’ s office. Unlike his methodica partner, his mode wasto
rifle the captain’ s desk with dl the organization of asqudl at sea. He found nothing useful: two
well-watched Spanish-language porn videotapes, three battered paperback novels, some paperwork, a
stack of photosthat varioudy showed a grinning Calisto with what seemed to be six different women.
The wide middle drawer held pencils, office pargpherndia. A few thin ledgers contained uninspired

captain’slogs.
The bottom |eft desk drawer was locked.



“Thismusgt beit.” Keenetugged on the metal handle and pried into the crack without success, making a
loud rattling noise that he knew would put McKendry on edge. When the drawer didn’t open, he
reached into the central desk drawer and withdrew aletter opener. Though he snapped the blade off in
the hasp of the drawer lock, he finally succeeded in jarring it open. “Now we re getting somewhere.”

He did open the drawer and rummaged inside. “Nothing but crap!”

McKendry came forward, looked down, and frowned. He pulled out a haf-empty bottle of cheap
scotch whiskey. “1 guess the captain was more worried about someone stealing his booze than his—”

He melted back behind the metal cabin door as footsteps resounded in the corridor outside. A man
entered, clearly one of the terrorists. He had high cheekbones, dark hair dicked back with seawater, and
agray jumpsuit with plenty of bulging pockets. Hiswide black belt was studded with the handles of
severa wegpons or tools.

“Damn,” he said. He stared at Joshua Keene. “Looks like we missed one.”
Keenetried to grin disarmingly. “1’m looking for the gents' room. Can you direct me, please?’
Theterrorist grabbed for aweapon at his belt.

“I don’'t think s0.” Terris McKendry sprang out from behind the cabin door. Holding the heavy bottle of
scotch, he siwung it down with the force of adedgehammer. With asolid crunch of impact between skulll
and booze bottle, the stranger’ s cranium lost the duel. The golden brown liquid doshed in the bottle as,
head bloodied, the terrorist crumpled to the deck.

Keene dragged the man deeper into the cabin and closed the door with akick of hished. Thefalen
terrorist did not let out so much as agroan, and Keene didn’t bother to check whether or not he was
dive

McKendry nudged the motionless form with the toe of his shoe. “Green Impact.” Therewas no question
in hisvoice. He wiped off the scotch bottle and set it next to the man, asif to offer him agood stiff drink
to send him to the underworld.

Raising an eyebrow at hisfriend, Keene said, “You didn’t spill adrop.” He looked down at the body. “I
don't see abadge or anything, but | believe you' re correct. We can make the assumption that Selene
Trujold and her goons decided to hit thistanker instead of the VVahalla platform, like Frik thought.”

“Frik isn't dwaysright.”
“Maybe she consdered thisjust awarm-up exercise.”

McKendry reached down and pried the dead man’ s hand away from his weapon. Instead of a handgun,
theterrorist had been trying to draw alarge knife, well sharpened, good for throwing or filleting.
McKendry took it, examined the wide blade, and shook his head. “ Damn macho South Americans.
Can't they carry aregular firearm like everyone dse?’ He did the knifeinto hisbdlt just ashis partner
found the ship-to-shore phone behind the captain’s desk.

“Who do we call? Rescue? Venezudan military? Trinidad’ s coast guard?’

“It'sgottabe Frik,” McKendry said. “He s not gonnawant this to be handled by anybody but his own
people.”

Keene punched in the numbersfor Frikkie Van Alman’s private phone on board the Assegai. He listened



to it ring until arecording kicked in. “1t' safriggin’ answering machine,” hesaid. “Pick it up, Frik! We' ve
got acriss here!”

With aclunk and aburst of gtatic, the answering machine cut off and the phone picked up, carrying
Frikkie Van Alman’ sfamiliar voice and familiar impatience. “I'm here. Who isthis? What kind of criss?’

Keenerapidly summarized what they knew so far. He heard the Afrikaner curse and what must have
been him punching severa buttons on akeyboard or darm-control pand. “1’m sending in reinforcements
to help you mop up. The Y ucatan won't get far.” In aclipped voice, loud enough to be heard by both of
the men, he reminded them of their primary goal. “While Sdene Trujold is on board, you have one
mission that takes precedence over dl others. Acquire that artifact she got from her father.”

“Instead of stomping terrorists? Y ou’ ve got weird priorities, Frik,” Keene said. “Y our tanker’ s been
hijacked and the crew’ sbeen killed, and al you can think about isahunk of jewelry?’

“I’'m sending help,” Frik said. “Y ou two just stay on top of it there.”

Keene shrugged. “It’ syour problem, Frik. Call up whatever cavary you want.”
“Who do you think he'll send?’” he asked his partner, setting down the receiver.
“Frik?’

“No. Theavenging angel. Of course | meant Frik.” Helooked around the cabin. “Maybe we should have
told himto call in acleaning crew whilehe' sat it.”

McKendry shook his head. “I think you’ ve been sniffing blood long enough, Joshua. Let’ sget someair.”

K eene opened the cabin door. Bowing dightly, he waved his partner into the passageway and followed
him until they reached the footba |-stadium-sized deck of the oil tanker.

Working slently againgt the thrum of the tanker’ s equipment, they circled around the Y ucatan’s
white-painted bridge. Behind the bridge house loomed the radar mast with swiveling radar antennas and
satdlite dishes. The superdtructure bristled with navigation and communication arrays. Foam monitors
and fire-fighting stations stood unmanned. A third of the way forward from the bridge house,
hose-handling derricks protruded skyward like stripped trees, and numerous pressure and vacuum-relief
valves studded the deck like dark warts.

White metd railsran like a spine down the center of the wide deck, flanking the catwalk connecting the
fore and aft gantries. The two Daredevils avoided the catwal k and kept to the shadows of bulkheads,
vent pipes, and clusters of fifty-galon drumsthat held lubricants and waste alil, dirty rags, and powdered
absorbents for deck spills.

Beneath the square tank hatches, the tanker deck throbbed as the big engines pushed the Y ucatan
through the calm water, heading into the open straits. Far in the distance to the west, Keene could make
out the Venezud an mainland—adark line with few marks of civilization. Even without amoon overhead,
the billions of starswerelike pinprick spotlights; the sparkling wire-caged bulbs scattered around the
expanse of the giant ship shone down like guard posts around a prison, and the tall and bright Vahalla
production platform was like alighthouse towering over the weter.

Looking &t the receding platform, Keenefigured that by now the disembarked members of the tanker
crew, the lucky oneswho had drawn R and R time aboard the Vahalla, would have noticed that the ship
hed pulled away from the loading derrick and lurched silently out to sea



High up, in the center of the top deck, fore and aft wals of windows glowed with yellow light, showing
the ship’smain control rooms. Keene looked up and saw shadows moving in the otherwise quiet bridge,
two silhouettes insde the control deck, backlit by the fluorescents. One was the trim and compact figure
of awoman, directing the show.

The woman leaned forward. Her voice came out of the 1950s-era public address system, old
bell-shaped metd loudspesakers stationed along the deck. “ Everything is secure. The crew has been
eliminated. Dump al the bodies overboard. When Qilgtar finally catches up with thisship, | want it to
look like the Marie Celeste. They’ll never know how many of their crew members were part of our
operations, and they’ | waste time and effort looking for traitors among their own employees.”

“That must be Selene,” Keene said. He had expected her to have a French accent, but what came
through the speakers was aflattened version of Peta s Caribbean lilt with afew hints of Spanish.

Lucky for Green Impact that the production rig’ s efficiency stopped short of security, he thought. She
didn’t know that they had called Frik and that Oilstar had its security response on the way, but she must
know that her group didn’'t have much time. “ She' sgottaact fast. It s not like you can hide an ail tanker,
and these things don’t get up alot of speed.”

Hunched in the shadows of one of the derrick brackets, McKendry nodded again, which was the usual
extent of his conversation during an operation.

“| am afraid the oil load is not what we expected,” Selene continued. “ Apparently, the Y ucatan docked
a the platform two hours late, so there wasn't enough time to fill the storage chambersto the level we
had hoped.”

From his vantage point, Keene saw severad members of Green Impact pausein their furtive duties by the
equipment bunkersto look up at her. Before groans could ring out from her team members, she raised
her voice. “ There' s enough to send amessage around the world. Oilstar will never get this stain off its
shoed!”
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Following McKendry’ slead—which was mostly to remain flexible and mobile until something better
came up—Keene worked hisway into the shelter of the thick deck manifold tubing. There, safely hidden,
they watched in angry horror asthe terrorists emerged from the bridge housing and crew cabins, dragging
limp bodies toward therailing asif they were out-of-fashion mannequins.

“Cleaning up their mess. The sharkswill take care of therest,” Keene muttered as Sdene Trujold's
followers went to the white deck rails and, one at atime, wrestled the bloody forms overboard into the
sea

McKendry looked even more concerned. “ They’ re going to get the captain, too. When they enter his
cabin, they’ll find the guy we left onthefloor.”

“Crap! They’ll know we' re aboard. Let’'sgo.”

McKendry put on aburst of speed, sprinting forward to where one lone man had wrestled the
uncooperative body of athin dark-haired crewman to the side. The terrorist used his shoulder to push the
victim up and over and waited for the splash. He turned just in time to see McKendry and Keene closing
in on him from both Sdes.

Asif they had coordinated it ahead of time, Keene punched the terrorist in the jaw while McKendry



smashed apile-driver fist into his gut, making the man retch. Then the two men picked him up and
dumped him over the tanker railing to join the dead bodies he had dropped into the calm water.

Keenelooked at his partner. “Pity he didn’t have achance to take off those bloody clothes. With so
many hungry sharks around tonight, I’ m sure he' |l be quite the dining attraction.”

Moving at itstop speed, the tanker soon |&ft the floating bodies behind.

They heard the bass chatter of helicopter blades, fast dark aircraft coming in from the main Oilstar
complex on Trinidad. They saw lightsin the sky drowning out the stars above the dark and quiet channd.

“Party’ sover. Good old Frikkie to the rescue,” Keene said.

On the bridge, Sdene s silhouetted form stood straight, like an empress surveying newly conquered
territory. “Timeto go. Set the detonators for twenty minutes.”

With aclick, she switched off the loudspeaker system. She and her companion on the bridge
disappeared from the lit windows and came around the bridge housing, running down the outer sairsto
the main deck levd.

Once again hidden from sight, Keene and McKendry watched Green Impact troops drop packaged,
blinking explosives through the flung-open hatches for the bel ow-deck storage chambers. Top hatches
led down into the crude-oil storage chambers, a honeycomb of tanks that comprised the Y ucatén’s cargo
gpace. Keene and McKendry saw theterrorists link the timers and detonation cables, rigging everything
together on asmall cluster of timers outside the top hatches.

“I thought the point of Green Impact was to protect the environment.” Keene shook his head in disgust.
“Some consarvationists.”

The Green Impact members began to scramble toward the bow of the tanker. Selene gestured urgently
for her team to hurry. Apparently the terrorists had boats tied up to the hijacked oil carrier. As each man
finished, she signaled him to go over the side and climb down ropestied to the anchor windlass. When
only one of her group remained, she waved to him and grabbed the rope hersdf. He gathered the wires
from the explosives by the petroleum cargo hatches and ran back to the detonator.

That’ s some piece of work, Keene thought, watching Selene go over the side, moving with the deek
grace of an otter. At that distance, he could make out cinnamon-colored hair, cut short and practical, and
skin the color of burnt senna. He couldn’t redly see her face, but judging by her narrow frame hewould
guess that she had delicate features. Dangerous, beautiful, tough; doubtless achalenge for any man.
“There goes our chanceto get Frik’s Cracker Jack prize.”

“I’'m moreinterested in saving this tanker,” McKendry said. “No matter what Frik telsus.”

“Lookslike now or never, Terris.” Keene scanned the tanker deck franticaly for ameansto get to the
linked detonators before dl the bombs went off.

“Any idess?’

“Got it.” Keene pointed to two old company bicyclesleaning againg the fifty-galon drums, the bikes
were used for traversing the long deck on regular inspection runs. “ There' s our mode of transportation.”
He grabbed one, holding the handlebars as he swung himself over and began to pound the pedals.
McKendry mounted abicycle of hisown. The dented wire basket rattled between the handlebars as they
closed the distance.



Keene s sense of the absurd made him wish he had allittle bicycle bell to ring. “Not exactly James Bond
syle,” he said, hunched over and gripping the handlebars. “More like Encyclopedia Brown.”

McKendry grinned. “I vote for Harry Potter.”
“We could sure use ahit of magic right now.”

Thethin tires hummed across the oil-stained plates of the deck, ignoring the painted boundary linesthat
made the Y ucatan ook like some child's board game.

“Here comes Evel Knie—.” The chain dipped on Keen€e sbike. He skinned his ankle on the peda but
kept pumping until the bicycle got moving again. McKendry passed him, saving hisbreath and using his
stronger legsto push the bike for dl it was worth.

They both picked up speed.

Theloneterrorist at the front hatches heard the buzz of tires and looked up. He dropped the detonator
box and dung therifle off of his shoulder. Like an experienced professond, the man didn’t call out, but
smply aimed the wespon.

Keene ducked and swerved the bicycle, but the terrorist shot twice, coolly confident. The sharp crack of
the high-powered rifle sounded s multaneoudy with Terris McKendry flying backward, asif someone
had hit him with two sucker punches. Blood spurted from his back as he flipped off of the padded sest.
The bicycle coasted forward another five feet and crashed into a set of fifty-gallon drums.

McKendry’ s body bounced once on the deck and lay till.

K eene shouted his friend’ s name and skidded on the bike, wiping out asthe terrorist fired one more shot
and missed. The bullet punctured one of the big metal drums and spilled a harsh-smelling solvent.

Though he had seen his partner tumble to abloody hat on the deck, Keene didn’t watch to seeif he
moved or not. Though theterrorist had arifle, he had no choice except to charge forward recklesdy,
yowling like amadman.

The chattering helicopters came closer, searchlights shining onto the tanker in the water. Theterroris,
fixed on completing his mission, glanced upward, then a K eene, measuring the distance between them.
Scuttling backward toward the bow and his escape, the man grabbed a grenade from his belt, yanked
the pin, and chucked it like an inexperienced baseball player down into one of the open hatches of the
small forward oil-storage chambers. He was reaching for his gun when Keene barreled into him.

The man’shandstangled in therifle s shoulder strap.

Moving in ablur, Keene wrapped a powerful forearm around histhroat and yanked backward as he
leaped up, pressing with hisknee. He pulled back with al the sirength in his shoulders until he heard the
man’ s neck snap.

Keene grinned aferd snarl that wasn't at dl alook of triumph. “ There—"
The grenade went off insde the oil chamber.

Sealed by bulkheads, the explosion wasn't enough to rip through the double walls of the tanker. But the
fire and the pressure wave vomited upward, apowerful geyser damming like ahot avalanche and hurling
K eene and the broken marionette of the aready-dead terrorist off into oblivion.



Asheflew into the black void over the sea, he wondered if he would be meeting Satan or Saint Peter.
Whichever way he went, he hoped that Arthur and M cKendry and the other departed Daredevils would
be there.

The afterlife would be way too dull without them.

The Oilstar security helicopters came closer, but McKendry knew they would arrive much too late.
Sdlene Trujold and Green Impact had aready gotten away.

He dragged himself forward on his elbows. He couldn’t breathe. Redhot bands of pain tightened around
his chest like amedieva torture instrument, and he could fed the gaping wet gunshot holein his ches, the
raw crater of the exit wound in his back. His right side seared where the other shot had grazed hisribs.
Shock had diminished most of the pain—that would come later, if he survived long enough—but he could
hear the gurgling when he breathed that told him his lung had probably collapsed. He couldn’t tell how
much he was bleeding, only that it was too much.

The curtain of fire from the grenade exploding in the storage tanks had nearly blinded him, but he had
seen it throw hisfriend and the last terrorist overboard.

Therewasno timeto grieve.

The most important job right now was to save the tanker. He might die in afew moments from the
gunshots, but that would be better than becoming part of the funera pyre of an exploding oil tanker.

With his eyesght focused more by sheer determination than because of the quality of light, McKendry
crawled forward. Theterrorists had |eft the detonators behind. He had seen the man adjust the timers. At
any moment, the explosonswould go off, engulfing the Y ucatén in flame.

Every movement was the greatest effort he had ever madein hislife. Leaving along trail of blood, likethe
markings of a scarlet garden dug, he reached the open fuel hatches and the hastily rigged box of
detonators and timers that connected al the explosives dropped into the storage tanks. He felt dead
aready. Hoping to hang on for just afew more seconds, he made one last, impossible effort.

His outstretched hand touched the connected detonator boxes, and he saw the last few seconds ticking
down: fifteen...fourteen...thirteen. ..

He worked with the big knife he had taken from the terrorist in the captain’ s cabin. The wide macho
blade severed the first couple of wires. So wesk he could bardly lift the knife, he brought it down asif he
were chopping onions, again and again.

Another wire cut, and ancther.

In his gtate, he could not tell how many connections there were, how many remained, but he couldn’t
bother with details. His vison wasfailing, and the blood did not seem to stop pouring out of hiswounds.
The bright orange glare from the explosion at the bow continued to blind him.

Joshua K eene was gone, blasted far out into darkness.

Hoping he had done enough, McKendry raised the big dagger, point downward, and stabbed the central
detonator box, skewering it like abug on the end of apin. A few sparks erupted, then died.

It was absolutely the last he could manage. Seeing the hdlicopters circle for alanding, he collgpsed on a



deck that smelled of oil and blood as the unmanned Y ucatén continued to drift into the Caribbean night.
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January crawled toward February, and suddenly, unaccountably, Peta had been back in Grenada for
three weeks.

Thefirst week was spent informing Arthur’ sfriends and relatives, and her own, about the explosion that
had taken hislife. Theidand buzzed with the news. Cried over it. Then, sSince the Marryshows were
townies, they organized amass at the cathedrd in . George's.

The second and third week, Peta kept to herself in her housein St. George' s. She ate sparingly, dept
little, and spent much time on her balcony staring down at the town and the shalow waters of the
U-shaped inlet known asthe Carenage. The small bay was filled with the movement of fishing boats,
small yachts, water taxis, and the occasiona ferry. Periodicaly, a cruise ship or schooner anchored in the
deeper waters or sailed the edge of the horizon beyond. When she did go out to buy food or go to the
bank or smply to take awalk, she found herself annoyed thet lifein Grenada continued as usual.
Preparationsfor February’ s annual Independence Day celebrationswere in full swing. People loved and
laughed, and fought and died, asif nothing had changed.

And for them it hadn’t. At least not much. They had lost ahero. Some of them had lost afriend. She had
lost so much more than that. Arthur had been her best friend, her mentor, afather figure after her own
father’ s degth; her lover. He had taught her to drive acar and fly a plane, to perform surgery, to live with
losing apatient, and to fed humble when she saved one.

By the end of the fourth week, Petawas able to pull hersaf together enough to reopen her roomsand
reassume the work of caring for her patients and Arthur’ s a the smdl clinic they’ d shared. She asked the
locum they had |€eft in charge to consider a permanent position—something to which he readily agreed,
provided a possible partnership wasin the offing—and buried hersdf in work.

Now, standing at the end of Quarantine Point, she watched the sunrise brighten the rocks and the sea,
and wondered if her life would ever return to asemblance of normalcy.

She remembered the day her family’ s house had caught fire when shewas agirl of twelve. Her father had
come back into the house and saved her, but his own clothes had turned into wicks that burned him likea
giant candle.

That'swhen she' d first met Arthur Marryshow. He fought so hard to save her papa, but there was
nothing anyone could do except promise that he would take care of Peta and see that no harm cameto
her.

What of your promise now? she thought. How can you protect me when you' re dead?

Every week since her return, she' d checked in with the Manhattan precinct which was holding Arthur's
few remains while—so she was told—they investigated the accident. Y esterday, they’ d told her the
investigation was officialy closed.

Her fury knew no bounds. Arthur was gone and she’ d never know why or by whose hand.

Below her, the Rastawho lived behind Bronze House tucked his dreadlocksinto histurban and strode
into the Caribbean for his morning bath. He must have felt her presence and turned to ook upward and
wave.
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“Raphie.” Shewaved back at her old friend. He was alittle older than she, but not much. An
Oxford-educated geologist and son of aformer deputy prime minister, Ralph Levine chosetoliveasa
Rasta. He dept in acave, ran arudely built hut that he called his geologica museum, and carved black
cord into jewdry to el to the tourigs.

Beyond Ralphie, Peta could see the luxury of the Spice Idand Hotel, and beyond that the medical schooal,
which occupied the choicest piece of oceanfront property in Grenada. In another week or two the
American sudentswould return, and she’ d resume teaching there. Those kids had better watch out, she
thought. This semester she would brook no unruliness from those spoiled brats.

Holding her sandalsin her hand, Petafooted it back to where the red road came up from Morne Rouge
Bay. Shewalked past Mahogany Run and the Grandview Hotdl, crested the ridge, and continued toward
her rooms, which lay amile or two down the road. Along the road she passed severa paw paw
trees—papaya, asthe Americans called them. Thefruit on the plantswas still small and green, but it
reminded her that she was hungry.

She passed Tabanca on her |eft and thought about going there for breskfast. Tabanca. Unrequited love.
Great view and excdllent coffee, but the owner was a perpetualy sullen German woman whose lover had
sailed away and never returned. She lived there aone, growling at everyone except her large German
shepherd. She was adowner, which God knew Petadidn’t need in her life. Not today.

Reaching the Flamboyant, she made aleft turn into the grounds, descended the few stepsthat led to the
Beachside Terrace, their patio restaurant, and breakfasted on papaya and fresh bread and honey. She
sweetened her coffee with condensed milk and drank it dowly, watching asmall bird enjoy the crumbs at
thefar edge of the table. The Flamboyant was named after the scarlet treesthat dotted theidand. It
provided its guests with amagnificent view of the three-mile horseshoe of Grand Anse Beach, with its
white sand that extended dmost haf the distance from where she sat to St. George's.

This being aMonday, the manager came out to greet her and invite her to cometo hisregularly
scheduled rum punch party. She did not answer him but merely shook her head, so asto discourage
communication. After that, for afew minutes, perhaps even an hour, she felt more at peace than she had
since New Year's Eve. Rductantly, she walked the rest of the way up Camerhogne Park Road to her
rooms at the Marquis Complex, put on her shoes and lab coat, and saw her firgt patient of the day.

Within minutes, she was absorbed in the work.
The telephone rang as she was leaving.
“Peta? Frik.”

For one misguided moment, Peta thought Frik might have called to see how she was doing. He soon
disllusoned her. Wasting no time on pleasantries, hetold her that Terris McKendry had been severdly
injured in abattle to save one of Oilgar’ stankers.

“Hewas shot and burned. He' sin bad shape.”
“Whereishe?’

“Hewas medevac' d here, to Mount Hope Medica Center. Unless Arthur’ s planeisfueled and ready,
I’ll send my jet to get you and have a car waiting for you at thisend.”

My plane now, Peta thought, since the reading of hiswill.



Because shewas Arthur’ s student in his lifesaving burn techniques, it stood to reason that Frik would turn
to her for help, Petathought. Still, a“Would you mind coming?’ might have been nice.

“Mount Hope sagood place,” shesaid. “I'll call and let them know I’ m on my way.”

Pleased with hersdf for having made the arrangements she had with the locum, Petacalled him in from his
day off. She had left her Honda at the clinic, so getting home to pack asmall bag would be no problem.
Nor would getting to the airport be a problem, even with astop first at the closest Barclays Bank for
some cash to see her through.

Standing in line at the bank, she fiddled with the pendant around her neck. When she reached the
counter, on awhim, shetook off the necklace, sealed it in an envelope, and asked to be escorted to her
safe-deposit box.

Frik’sjet beat her to the airport; his car waswaiting for her upon her arrival at Piarco International. She
was pleased to see Saaliim behind the wheedl and not Frik. He got out and opened the back door.

“Y ou're not my chauffeur, Sadiim. I'll St in the front with you, if that’sal right.”

He grinned and she smiled back. She had dways liked the Honduran, and the feding was clearly mutud.
“Mr. McKendry in bad shape,” he said when she was settled beside him.

“I assume Frik’ swith him.”

Sadliim shook hishead. “Hewith Mr. Brousseau out at Dragon’s Mouth.”
“Simon?He snot diving, ishe?’

“Yes. Aswe speak.”

“Assholes” Petamuttered. Simon had no business diving in his condition, and Frik had less business
encouraging him. She’ d have afew thingsto say to the two of them later. Right now, her focus had to be
TerrisMcKendry.

Twenty minutes later, Sadliim swerved off the Uriah Butler Highway and into Mount Hope Medica
Center’ s parking lot. “Y ou want me to come indgde, Miss Peta? Or maybe wait outsde?’

Peta thought for amoment. In dl likelihood she' d be fully occupied with McKendry for the rest of the
day and, by the sound of it, for severd days beyond that.

“Y ou go to come back,” she said, using the Grenadian colloquidism. “I know my way around this
hospital dl toowdl. Tl Frik I'll call him later with areport.”

The charge nurse, to whom she had spoken severa times en route, ushered Petainto McKendry's
private room in the hospita’ s small intensive-care section. The last time she' d seen him, not that long ago
a Arthur’ s gpartment, he' d looked fit and well. Now he looked asif he probably wouldn’'t make it
through the night. He was barely conscious. According to his chart, he had presented in shock, amess of
mud and oil and blood. Her initia cursory examination confirmed that he had been hit by two rifle bullets
and that he had sustained some surface burns.

The burns might |eave some scarring but were not enough to be life-threstening. The bullet wounds were
amore complex problem. Where ahollow point or frangible round would have pureed the contents of his
chest cavity, he had every chance of surviving these wounds.



Theflesh wound dong theright flank would hedl, even without medical attention. The second shot was
lesssmple: afull-metd-jacketed dug had made a through-and-through penetration of hislower right
chest. Fortunately for McKendry, the bullet had not hit amajor artery on the way through or arib on the
way out. The former would have exsanguinated him in minutes: the latter would have deflected the bullet,
causing mgor, possibly catastrophic, collaterd damage. The through-and-through FIMJ chest wound had
collapsed the lung, but some bright medic or ED doc aong the way had inserted a chest tube and
hooked it up to suction; that no doubt had saved McKendry’slife until theloca thoracic surgeon got to
him and closed the entry and exit wounds.

Peta discovered further evidence of McKendry's dumb luck when she examined the exit wound and
found it just low enough to missripping up his posterior shoulder girdie. Aninch higher and he'd be
looking at permanent disability. Tak about charmed lives.

Telling the nurse to set up abed for her in one of the little rooms adjacent to intensive care, she washed
up and put inacdl to Frik.

“It'Il be awhile before his next escapade, but with good care and exquigite attention to antisepsis, he'll
makeit. Hislung snot reinflating asquickly as|’d like, so I'm going to stay here with him for afew

days”

Frik sounded relieved. “Thanks, Peta. I’ll beinto seeyou later thisevening. | can't leave the officeright

“I heard about Simon. Ishedl right?’
“Why wouldn't he be?’
“I warned you both that he shouldn’t be diving, Frik.”

“Wadl for your information, he' sfine. He had to come up because he used up most of histank clearing
debrisfrom hisentry point. | wish | had haf hisenergy. He' sdown in Port of Spain now, pretending to
be some TV dar, but he's going back to San Gabrid tomorrow to complete the dive.”

“Alone? No dive buddy?’
“He seemsto prefer it that way.”

Idiot! Petathought. Shewasfed up with al this macho bullshit. When she had stabilized McKendry, she
would hitch arideto San Gabriel. If Manny wasin the area, he would take her there; if not, she'd use
one of Frik’s speedboats. Not that she particularly wanted to delay her return to Grenada, but in al good
conscience she had to take one more shot at warning Simon that his heart probably couldn’t take another
dive. If she couldn’t convince him to stop, shewould insist on going along. Barring unforeseen setbacks,
she should be able to leave McKendry in the hands of the hospital staff in three days, four tops. She
would mention it to Frik when he came to see McKendry.

If he cameto see him.
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Thusfar, Frik had called several times, but he had not yet made an appearance. Petawas hardly
impressed by hislack of compassion and admitted to hersdlf yet one more time that the Oilstar chief was
not among her favorite people.



Two days ater, by which time McKendry’ s condition had been stabilized, Frikkie showed up &t the
hospitd. He was not a pretty sight. His one eye hadn't yet fully hedled from the explosion that had killed
Paul Trujold, and his hand looked asif it had along way to go before it was good for more than gross
manipulation. Hisvist was short, their conversation brief and more about Simon than Terris; in neither
case were hisemotionsinvolved.

“Simon’sin San Gabriel. He hasn't gone down—in the water—again yet. The weather’ snot been
conducive. Too much rain, too many currents stirring things around.”

“Youshouldn't let him—"
“Let him? May | remind you again that he' s an adult. What he choosesto do is his own business.”

Therewas obvioudy no point in arguing with theman. None at dl. “I’d liketo seehim,” Petasaid. “I
think I'll head out to San Gabrid for aday or two. | could usetherest.”

“What about McKendry?’

“Terrisisalong way from full recovery, but he’sdoing well. Barring unforeseen complications, the
hospital can manage fine without me. When they think he’ sready, they’ Il send him on to rehab. Hewon't
need mefor that, ether. If they have to reach me, they can call mein San Gabrid.”

Something in Frik’ s expression told her that thiswas the last thing he wanted her to do. For whatever
reason, Simon’ s dive was of enormous importance to him. Well, that’ sjust too bad, she thought. It was
not only aman who had to do what a man had to do.

Leaving Frik at McKendry’ s bedside, she went outsde for asmoke. It was the [ast American cigarette
she had brought from New Y ork. From now on, it was back to the local 555s, which were milder and
chegper anyway. I'll give up again soon, shetold hersdlf, lighting up. After having given them up for three
years, she had fdlen into old habit the night Arthur waskilled.

“Got another one?’ Sadliim asked.
Petajumped. “ Didn’t know you were here, and no, thisismy last one.”
She handed it to him and they shared it the way they would have shared ajoint.

“I’d like to go to San Gabrid this afternoon.” She waved away the end of the smoke. “ Think you can
take me there?’

He drew on the butt, then crunched it underfoot. “1 have to take Mr. Frik to the Assegai,” he said. “ After
that we maybe go to the site. Mr. Frik say maybe Mr. Brousseau come dive today. Maybe not.” He
looked up at the sky. “Maybe later it storm.”

“Could be.” Eighty-four degrees. Humid. Sultry. Not a cloud to be seen. A tourist would have laughed,
shethought. “IsManny onidand?’

“l think 0.”

“Good.” Peta glanced at the Hummer beyond them in the physician’ s parking lot, unsurprised that Frik
would fed it hisright to park there. “1I'll get my things and make arrangements with the charge nurse,
Don't leave without me.”

When she was ready to leave the hospital, Saaliim was half adeep behind the whed of the car. Frik



paced impatiently back and forth next to it.
“One more minute and we' d have been out of here” he said.

Petadidn’'t answer; in fact, she said little en route to Frikkie' s dock, and only waved a passing good-bye
as Sadliim turned the Hummer around.

To her delight, thefirst person Peta saw at the dock was Manny Sheppard, inevitable Carib in hand. He
was clearly happy to see her.

“Hey, beautiful. What' sup?’

She hugged him. “ Y ou firgt, Manny. What' s up with you? Which way you headed?’
“Which way you want meto head?”’

“I need to get to San Gabrid.”

He motioned toward his small sted-hulled freighter. “Come. I'll take you there. | got aload of supplies
headed for Grenada. San Gabby’ s a quick stop on the way.”

She had known Manny since childhood, as well as anyone could ever know him. He was the sort of
person with whom you could never quite tell what was red and what he was making up on the spot.

He' d been running boats up and down the Caribbean since he left the OECS Security Forces. What was
in the boats he sailed around was aways an open question, though no customs officias had ever found
any evidence to back up their suspicions.

“So what you want in San Gabby?’

“I"'m looking for Simon Brousseau.” Shefdt a sudden stab of anxiety. “He hasn't gone diving today, has
I,E?!

“Not so far as| know. Simon be probably resting up in San Gabriel, making the lovely ladies happy,” he
sad.

Peta had no ideahow many lovely ladies might be hiding in the small fishing village closeto the drill Site,
nor did she care. If the choice was diving or diddling, sex was certainly the lesslife-threatening option for
Smon.

They sailed through a seascape dotted with rock outcroppings and headed toward the Dragon’s
Mouth—the narrow channd separating Trinidad from the Venezuelan mainland. San Gabrid was actudly
asmdl idand off the coast of the Chaguara Peninsula, the northern spit of land pointing from Trinidad
toward the body of South America. It was one of ahaf dozen towns that made most of their living from
not-so-rich Americans and Europeans who wanted to experience diving and sport fishing, but couldn’t
afford the big resorts and charters.

As many times as Peta had made the journey through the Dragon’s Mouth by sea before, she was ill
taken by its jagged beauty. Digtracted, wanting some escape from the endless worries about Simon and
Terristhat ran through her mind, at first she only half listened to what Manny was saying.

“...So Paul Trujold, he...You listening to me, Peta?’
“I’'m sorry, Manny. | didn’t mean to be rude.”

“It' sdl right,” he said. “But you need to hear this”



Manny repeated what he had been saying. When he had finished telling her about Paul Trujold, about the
real purpose of Simon’s dive—to retrieve a piece of the artifact that was wedged in an underwater
cave—she thought of the pendant that Arthur had given her and started to put the facts together. If there
was any red basis for what Manny had told her, she could come to only one possible conclusion.

“My God, Manny. Are you sure? Because if you are, chances are Frik isresponsible for Arthur’ s death.”
“How 07’

“Arthur had apiece of the artifact. He dways kept it on him. Frik could have seenit and put out a
contract—"

“Y es, but you told me you saw the piece with Arthur’s bodly.”
“| did. It was covered with blood and—"
“So you say maybethekiller—”

“Missed it. Yes. It's possible, what with the police and so many people.” She stopped. “ God, Manny. If
it strueand | don't get to Smon—"

Manny pointed at a speedboat. “That's one of Frik’ s boats, the one Smon’sbeen using.” He
maneuvered between asmall fishing boat and the powerboat tied up to the village' s makeshift pier. When
he was up againgt the dock, he asked, “Want meto stay here with you?’

“I can handlethings”

Without arguing, Manny tossed her duffel and medical bag onto the wooden dock, helped her out of the
boat, and blew her akiss. She watched him reverse into the channel, and waved him onward. Turning to
face whatever awaited her in the village of San Gabrid, she trekked to the top of aminor incline.

In the only bar in town, which was aso itsonly hotel of sorts, Peta met the owner—a handsome,
charming Venezuelan who introduced himself as Eduardo Blaine and kissed her hand with far too much
enthusiasm and spittlefor arank stranger.

“l amafriend of your Mr. Van Alman. He caled to tell me you were on your way and told meto take
care of you.” He held on to her hand for more than amoment too long. “1 am proud to welcome you to
my establishment. Y our room isready for you. It has aspectacular view.”

“If | could havethat back.” Petawithdrew her hand. Shewould like to have said that Frik wasfar from
being her friend, but instead she asked after Simon.

“Heisin hisroom,” Blaine sad.
“Pleasetdl him | wishto seehim. I'll wait at the bar.”

“He, um, heis—how shdl | say it—not quite done.” Blaine winked blatantly, asif at a co-conspirator.
“Hedid not wish to be disturbed.”

Petachose not to argue. “I’'m told hewill be going out early tomorrow morning. | must see him before
then.”

“If you will do methe honor of dining with me, | will promiseto wake you before he leaves.”

And then we arm-wrestle, Petathought wryly. “Dinner soundsfine,” shesaid. “But first I'd liketo take a



shower.”

“Allow meto show you to your room.” Blaine picked up her duffel.
“How many rooms do you have?’

“Four.”

“In that cass’ —shetook her duffel from him—*the key will do.”

“I' will bring the key to you inthe bar,” he said. “It isin the office. Please order what you wish,
compliments of Eduardo Blaine.”

Petabarely kept herself from laughing out loud. She went over to the bar, which proved not to bein
Blaine s office, seated hersalf on astool, and ordered and received a Carib and a pack of 555s. The
pretty young barmaid in afloral dress and bare feet looked asif she was Blaine' s daughter.

For some reason, the thought of the V enezuelan having a daughter intrigued her. With amixture of
amusement and guilt, she redlized that she was fedling horny about the man. His Antonio Banderas|ooks
and overly florid South American manners were not usually the sorts of thingsthat attracted her. She
remembered the sight of Arthur splattered across the bathroom at Danny’ s, and her guilt won out.

Deciding that thiswould be agood time to check on McKendry, Petaretrieved her cell phone from her
handbag and diaed the hospital. She could hear afaint voice at the other end, but static on the line made
itimpossibleto converse.

“Isthere atelephone around here? I'll use acredit card.” Petalit her first 555 in three years, savored the
familiar flavor, made hersdlf the same old promise.

The girl took an old-fashioned rotary dia phone from under the counter and pushed it shyly toward Peta,
who lifted the receiver.

“...careof her.” Frik’svoice.
“That won't beachore” Blaine. “Sheis most beautiful .”

Peta covered the mouthpiece with her hand and blessed the inefficiencies of atelephone system which so
consstently crossed wiresthat the idea of privacy was ajoke. Even if the two men had heard
background noises, they would take no notice of them.

“I have given you my word that | will take care of her,” the Venezudlan continued.
“Youdothat, Mr. Blaine,” Frik said. “Or | will beforced to take care of you.”
Astheline went dead, Peta softly replaced the receiver inits cradle.

Two possibilities raced through her mind: either Frik wanted her protected, or Frik wanted her
eliminated. All she had to do was make sure that she stayed dive until she could figure out which oneit
was.

23

The night air was humid and till. The only thing moving in the room was Peta. She dtirred, vaguely
awake. From somewhere she heard voices.



Sheturned over, kicking off the clinging sheet. The voices kept up a steady racket, and she realized they
must be coming up from the street below her window. She wished she had earplugs. Somehow she
needed to get back to deep, get somerest. God only knew what tomorrow would bring.

The voices outsde weren't al that was keeping her awake, though. Since Arthur’ s degth, Peta had
sublimated any thoughts of men; none could ever take his place. When her mentor and lover had been
aive, she'd had ahedthy libido and often found hersalf aroused by some passng man'sfirm ass, or long
fingers, or broad shoulders. Now those fedlings brought only guilt.

She dso consdered hersdlf pretty immune to charm, especialy when she knew intellectudly that it wasa
con. But Blaine seyes, hisready smile, his—for lack of abetter word—charisma, had burned a net little
picturein her mind. It made her squirm with competing emotions of desire and embarrassment.

She turned onto the other side.
Seep, damnit, she thought. Stop thinking.
The unseen strangers below her window laughed as a bottle shattered.

She flipped onto her stomach, tucked her head more firmly into the pillow, and stretched out on the
sagging mattress. The air was close, the voices echoing eerily. Not very patiently she waited for degp to
return....

A grinding noise broke through thefog in her brain. A buzzing. Can't they stop with that racket? she
thought deepily.

Sherolled over and opened her eyes. It was morning, bright morning; the type of brilliant sunlight that
said dawn had passed hours ago. While her eyes adjusted, her mind identified the sound she’ d been
hearing: an inboard motor.

She swung her legs off the bed and rushed to the window, trying her best to ignore the rough, splintery
fed of the wood floor. Pushing aside the sheer curtain, shelooked out to see a boat emblazoned with the
Oilstar logo moving at top speed toward the mouth of the harbor, out to the open sea. Simon’ s boat.

“Shit.” As Peta stepped away from the window, a splinter penetrated the soft skin of her arch. On her
other foot, she hopped to one of the chairs and yanked out the splinter. She grabbed her jeans from the
other chair and pulled them on. The fading watery growl of the engine reminded her that with every
passing second Simon moved farther out to seaand, she thought, to adive that waslikdy to kill him.

Hurrying, she picked up her T-shirt from thefloor. Aninch-long roach tumbled out of it, another resident
of thisfleabag hotel having his early-morning deep disturbed.

She was tempted to step on it, bare feet or no. After dl, she thought wryly, she was paying to have the
room to hersdf. Instead she pulled on the T-shirt without checking for any more residents, and looked
around the floor for her sandals.

As she put them on she wondered why Blaine hadn’t kept his promise to awaken her.

She remembered her thoughts during the evening. What the hell was wrong with her? Trust wasn't
something she gave out that often—now the right pairing of eyes and smile and she acted like alovesick
lamb.

She opened her door and amost tripped over someone who lay snoring, dumped over only afew feet
from her room. It was asif he had falen adeegp on guard duty, she thought. Frikkie' swords echoed in



her head: Take care of her, or—

Another roach to squash, she thought. When she had time. Right now what she had to do was catch up
with Simon. For that, she’ d need aboat. Diving gear.

She charged downgtairs to the front desk, where adeepy-eyed Trini woman in asimple dress stretched
toitssizelimitslooked at her asthough she were crazy.

“Eduardo Blaine. Which ishisroom?’
Thewoman looked confused.
“Sefior Blaine?’ Peta repeated.

“Ah, s.” The woman nodded and pointed with her thumb aong the hdlway beside the stairs. “Room
two. End of the hall ontheleft.” She smiled conspiratorialy, asif she thought Petawas going to snesk
into Blaine sroom and give him an early-morning quickie.

“Gracias,” Petacdled out as she ran down the hallway to the door marked with a gold-plated number 2
hung a adrunken angle. Banging loudly, sheydled, “Blaine?Y ou there? Blaine, wake up!”

She stood there, waiting, the time dipping away. Simon’ s boat was now well out of the bay for sure,
bouncing over the water.

The bolt clicked open.
“You said you'd wake me. Y ou said that you' d be up, and wake me before Simon could leave.”

Blaine—in white Jockeys, no shirt, and looking more ad egp than awake—held the door open wide and
backed up to let her in. Heraised hisleft arm asif to check awatch that wasn't there.

“What timeis—God, my darm. | must have...Maybe Simon hasn't left—"
“I just saw his boat heading out of the harbor. Thanks for the help.”
“Okay, okay! Relax. Let me get dressed. | got aboat. We Il catch him.”
“He sdready got closeto ten minuteson us.”

Blaine amiled, but the charm that had worked so well the night before had lost its apped. “No problem, |
have avery fast boat.”

“Hopeit works better than your larm clock.”

He grinned boyishly. Peta guarded hersdf againgt any impulseto forgive him.
“Okay, wait inthelobby. I’ll get dressed and be out in aminute.”
“Pleasehurry.”

Asshewaited, feding each second tick by, she thought through the possibilities. Could Blaine s boat
beat Simon’ s? If not, what would happen if she had to dive after him? It had been awhile since she had
done atech dive. Mixed gases—nitrogen, oxygen, helium. She knew it was not something to rush into.
Rushing could get you killed.

“Let'sgo,” Blainesaid, running out of the hotel. She followed him to the town’s small wooden dock. At



the last boat in theline, he stopped. “Jumpiin.”
Petadtared. “Thisisfast?”

The boat looked like afisherman’ strawler, built for steadiness, perhaps, but surely not for speed. It did,
however, have everything in it she would need for the dive, like the severd pairs of tri-mix tankswhich
lay amid the more usud tourist dive gear.

“Don’'t knock my boat.” Blaine untied the stern line. “ Unless you want to swim after Simon.”
“That might be fagter.”
“Jugt gart her up,” he said, running to untie the bow line. “Hit the silver button.”

Peta pushed the button, and the inboard started with asubstantia roar that immediately garnered her
respect.

Blainefinished untying the lines and, jumping onto the deck, clambered back to thewhedl. “Okay,” he
said. “Now hold on.”

He opened the throttle and the squat boat reared up like Trigger at the end of aLone Ranger movie. Peta
flew back into her seat and tasted salty spray on her face.

“I’'mimpressed,” she shouted over the roar.
“Y ou should remember . .. appearances can deceive you.”

Blaine turned the whed and curled around the bigger boats, the fishing vesselstaking the day off, the
moored dinghies waiting for the leisure sailors to return, baked nut-brown and three sheetsto the wind
with multiple Caribs and Red Stripes. The boat maneuvered wonderfully, its stern Sitting deep in the
water while the rest of the hull nearly hydroplaned.

“That one should fit you,” he said, pointing to ablack wet suit. With itsfrayed collar and wrigtsit looked
asthough it had been through one too many dives aready.

“Y ou sure you don't have something alittle more colorful ? 1 would have preferred astylish neon orange
flareonthesde”

Blainegrinned. “I’ll remember that for next time. The rest of the dive gear’ s back there.”

Peta nodded and turned to the piles of equipment. The masks, fins, and regulators looked like standard
Caribbean tourist issue. Not top-of-the-line, but with the right gas mix, she'd befine.

She moved to the rows of tanks. Thefirst few cylinders were battered and air-filled, at least if the rubber
capsover thar firs stageswere true indications of their state. The smaler double tanks stood beside
them. Tri-mix tanks—a nitrogen-helium mix and oxygen—which could be adjusted up or down based on
depth or bottom time. Unfortunately, only one set of the tanks appeared to be filled.

“Y ou only have oneworking set of the tri-mix back here,” sheyelled. “Lookslikel’ll be going it done.”
Shedidn’t relish theidea of diving without abuddy, especidly since that was one of the reasons she was
o mad & Simon.

“If only one of uscan go, it should be me,” Blaine caled back to her. She wasn't sureif hisreaction was
chivary or South American machismo, but it didn’'t matter to her which it was. There was no way she
would hang out on the surface.



“No chance. Simon’smy responsibility.”

Thankfully, Blaine quit arguing. She shucked her land clothes and pulled on the wet suit. When she was
suited up, she moved forward to stand beside him so that she could see where they were headed. “Isit
fa?

Blaine shook his head. “ About ten minutes for this boat. We should be able to seetherig as soon aswe
curve around that spit of land there.” He pointed at alarge rock outcropping that sheltered San Gabridl’s
harbor. “Then we head straight on. If Simon isn't down, he/ll probably be ableto seeus.”

And what then? she thought. If he saw her would that make him stop and wait?

Not Simon. He' d hurry up and dive. If shewas going to stop him, she' d have to follow him down and get
him to surface.

Piece of cake.

Underwater communication was S0 very easy, she thought sarcagticaly, especialy with the paltry array of
hand signals used by divers. A big O made with the thumb and index finger for “I’m okay.” A dashing
palm over the neck for “Out of air.” Thumbs-up for “Let’ssurface.” Crawling fingersfor “ Critter

around.” Or her favorite, avertica open pam cutting the water to indicate areally big critter around. As
in, “Watch your butt or you'll be some prehistoric creature’ s bregkfast.”

Blaine cut the boat hard, steering around a coral reef she saw only in the boat’ s wake, then moved back
on course for the point of the small peninsulaahead. It was obviousthat he knew these waters extremely
well. After afew more seconds, the boat was out far enough that Peta could seethe smal drilling rig and
make out the shape of aboat tied up toit.

“l seehisboat.”
“Yes,” Blaine said. He looked back at her. “One person topside. Simon must be down aready.”
“Shit”

The closer they got to Oilstar’ s exploration platform, the more ominous it looked. No one moved on the
skeletal Structure, and the small main cabin’ swindows were shattered, smashed—Peta guessed—by
locds cruising by and taking potshots for their momentary amusement.

She looked at the boat they were chasing. Simon’ s pilot, probably some locd he'd hired for the day,
stood up and camly watched their progress.

Peta checked her watch. Simon could have been down five minutes, maybe ten. Depending on depth, he
was good for another fifteen or twenty minutes. Add one screwup—something to make him breathe too
hard, not shift his mixture right, get snagged on arock—and it could al go wrong fast.

She pulled on her finsand strapped arusty old dive knifeto her leg. It looked like ardic that hadn't cut
anything other than stray fishing tackle since the American invasion of Grenada. Grabbing aface mask,
she spat into the lens and smeared the dick liquid around before dangling the mask in the water. Funny,
she thought. Who knew why spit defogged a mask?

She dug out aweight belt and dipped on twelve pounds. It was more than she’ d use normaly, but with
120 feet to the seabed and who knew how much deeper into the cave, she had to be sure of getting
down fast and staying there.



The boat bumped. Peta bounced out of her seet.

“Sorry. Getting choppy. The seacan turn nasty quickly out here.” Blaine didn’t look particularly
perturbed.

Peta clamped the belt tight and |ooked up to see him pull dongside the other boat.
“How long has he been down?’ the Venezue an shouted.

TheTrini in Simon’ s boat shrugged, exposing the bottle of Red Stripe he' d been hiding behind hisleg.
“Dunno,” he said deepily in athick accent. “Five minutes, maybe. Maybe more.”

Peta stood up. It made little difference. However long he’ d been down there was too long, and
discussing it wouldn't make it any shorter. She double-checked her gear and assured hersdlf she was
good to go. Pulling on the buoyancy vest with the double tanks, she strapped it tightly to her back with
twin wide Ve cro straps. The tanks were heavy; she cinched them alittle tighter, and gave the vest ashot
of air. Then she pulled the mask down, popped in the regulator mouthpiece, and made abig O with her
right index finger and thumb.

“Good luck!” Blaine shouted.

Without missing a beat, she sat on the edge of the boat, facing into it before she dowly tilted backward,
flying head over hedsinto the weter.

After the amusement-park fal into the water, Petaquickly oriented herself, dumped the air out of her
vest, and turned facedown, away from the light and the path of her ascending bubbles. She kicked
smoothly, straight toward the bottom. With the press of a button she started the timer function of her dive
watch, then looked at it to make sure the seconds were ticking down.

While she was traveling to the bottom, she kept her air mix heavier on oxygen than she would haveit
when she entered the cave. She' d have to check depth and cut back the oxygen to something around a
15 or 16 percent mixture—quickly. If shetook too long to do that, the excess oxygen would turn toxic in
her bloodstream.

To get her mind off the dangers of the dive itself, she focused on how to find Brousseaw. It occurred to
her that the oil rig team had probably planted markers when they got to the bottom, showing the direction
to the cave. A rip current could play havoc with marking poles, but if they were ill there, she could
follow them straight to the degp hole...and Simon.

The light began to fade, and with it the colors. Everything settled into amurky gloom. She took aquick
glance a her depth gauge. Sixty feet. It would soon be time to turn on the headlight. She checked her
time. ..passing three minutesinto the dive. She was tempted to push it, kick abit harder, but she ressted.
It wasn't just aquestion of speed. She knew she could swim faster than Simon. The problem was, if she
did push hersdlf, the exertion might make her bresthe too fadt. If she did that, the oxygen-nitrogen mix
would be wrong no matter how shetried to balance it, which would make her the one in need of saving.

That was another danger she didn’t need to focus on.

Her depth gauge was nearing one hundred feet, the edge of the recreationd dive limit, when she saw
something dark ahead of her.

She reminded hersdlf that thiswas no rec dive.

Thinking, hoping, that the dark shape wasthefirst outcropping of the seafloor, sheturned on her light. Its



pae glow caught the floating soup of “snow” in the water, making thetiny faling debris shine around her
likefireflies

Ahead of her, the shape moved, closer than she' d thought. The blackish grayness changed, and she saw
her light reflected againgt white teeth. She thought of the hand symbol: making afin with your hand to
warn other divers.

Except there were no other divers down here. Nothing aive here at al except for her—and the shark
seemed to have noticed that fact.

24

The few things Peta knew about sharks rushed into her mind, like life preservers bobbing to the surface
after awreck. The most relevant thing she remembered was that most sharks didn’t want to have
anything to do with mankind—or womankind. Even the supposed man-eaters, the great whites, the
tigers, and worst of al arogue hammerhead separated from its pack, dined infrequently on humans.

Eyeslocked on the shadowy form of the shark asit grew larger, Peta kicked back. She knew she was
sucking her air mixture too heavily. Nitrogen would start building up. That’s not agood thing, shetold
hersdlf, but there was this bigger problem....

The shark that was coming right at her. A blue shark, she guessed, acting completely out of character.

She had two choices. stay perfectly still and hope the shark did aflyby, or do something to make it
reconsder its current course. Preferring the | atter, she reached down to her thigh and pulled out the rusty
diveknife.

The shark was only meters away, resolutein itsintent.

Petaheld the knife with the handle facing away from her, blade pointing toward her. She pulled her arm
close, holding the knifein tight.

There was atheory among diversthat hitting a shark on the nose sharply madeit back up. Especidly, so
the theory went, if it redlly didn’t have you in mind for dinner. If it did, the theory was probably usdess,

A meter away the shark, agray bullet now, rocketed right at her chest, its eyes expressionless black
dots.

For amoment she thought her arm was moving too dowly to catch it, but the handle miraculoudy hit the
shark directly onits piglike nogtrils. If she survived, she'd be sureto tell the expertswhat they could do
with their shark theories.

The creature didn’t stop. If anything, the handle acted like ajolt of energy. The blue shark rammed her
hard, the force of it shoving her to the side and knocking her regulator from between her teeth. A giant
bubble of air exploded from her mouth.

She did asidearm recovery of her regulator, popped it in her mouth, and sucked in the mixture. When
shelooked up to find the shark, she saw it trailing away, asif itseyeshadn’t seen her at dl. A crazy
underseadriver, ahit-and-run expert sailing on to hisnext victim.

Peta hung in the water for amoment to take stock of the damage. Her buoyancy control vest looked asiif
it had been shredded by the abrasive skin of the shark, but she redlized that it had looked the same way
when she' d put it on. Undoubtedly, the result of azillion tourist dives. Otherwise, she wasfine, and she



waswadting time shedidn’t have.
She continued her dive down to the hole. To Simon.
Just past 120 feet, she found the bottom.

She was very closeto where the drill had entered the seabed. Swimming by, she noticed that the test well
itself had been sealed with concrete. The entrance to the cave couldn’t be more than eighty feet away.
Nitrogen narcosiswould normdly kick inif shelingered at this depth, but this dive was not about
lingering. She had to find the cave and take an expresstrain as deep as it went. Once there she’ d have to
quickly cut back her oxygen in timeto prevent problems. That way at least she wouldn’t go crazy with
the rapture of the deep. Although, she thought, she could probably do with alittle rapture about now.

Right about then, she spotted atal marking poleleft by the drilling team at the edge of an undersearift.
The markers were usualy used to track where samples were taken, or placesto test for underground oil.
Inthis case, it was apointer to Simon’ s destination, the underwater cavern.

Shedidn't like cave dives, not at norma depth, and certainly not at a tech-dive depth. Once you were
ingde, your options closed. Y ou lost both light and maneuvering room. One of her best friends once did
adeep underwater cavein the Y ucatan. They fished him out dead the next day.

She looked at the narrow entrance. Tight, but roomy enough to swimin.

Damn you, Simon, she thought. Y ou should have known better. Y ou shouldn’t bein there. Y ou’ re too
old; it' stoo dangerous.

Timeto cut the oxygen—and fast. She reached behind and lowered the oxygen to below 20 percent,
while bringing the nitrogen and helium mix up an equa amount. Shetook abreeth. Thear tasted alittle
metallic but otherwisefine.

Finding no further reason for delay, she kicked into the mouth of the cave. Her smdll light barely caught
thewalls, and she heard the clank as her tanks scraped the top. The cave twisted and turned, and she
tried to check her depth gauge, but there was no room to reach behind and grab it.

Shefdt thefamiliar pull of adeep dive: stress, anxiety. It’'s okay, she thought. Cam down. Focus. No
problems here. I'll just hope | have agood air cocktail going for this depth, becauseif itisn't good, it
could betoo late for metotell. Disorientation will hit, confusion, and it’ [l be underwater mouse-in-amaze
time. And the maze dwayswins.

Stopit, Petal Focus! she screamed inside her head.

She cameto afork in the tunnel and looked around. No Simon, no bubbles. Which way to go? One hole
narrowed. No way he could have made it through that one. She looked at the other; the walls were
smooth, almost polished. That seemed strange. They should have been rough, with cord fingers reaching
out like the ones behind her. Instead they |ooked shiny. She wondered if it could be something volcanic.

She checked her watch as she swam down the strange channel. Ten minutes. That meant Simon had
been down what? Fifteen or twenty minutes? He should be on hisway back.

Ahead of her, the cave widened into darkness. She kicked dowly, tentatively, up to the mouth of the
opening. When she was practicaly in the opening she became aware of adistant glow.

Using her headlamp to pick up what it could, she saw an enormous chamber, an underwater grotto. A
cathedrd, but unlike any she’ d seen on her own dives or in pictures. It was asif someone had carved a



giant, smooth bubble seventy or eighty feet below the seabed.
She shone her light on the glow—much closer now—and picked up another diver.
Simon floated near the far wall. Not moving. Suspended like alifelesstoy in achild’ sfish tank.

Peta stayed at the entrance to the cavern, looking at the body of the man she'd cometo save. Damniit,
Simon, she thought. Why didn’t you let metak you out of this?

When she knew she couldn’t put it off any longer, shetilted her body and gave afew small fin kicksto
sall nearer to him. His lamp pointed down, dully, at the same meaningless spot, but the reflected glow
bounced onto the walls. Petalet hersalf ook up for just a moment to see the strange markings on the
smooth surface.

They were...she searched for aword. Incomparable. There was nothing she had ever seen that even
came close to them. She thought of the markings she' d seen on Mayan tombs, but they were like cave
drawings. These weren't primitive. They were stylized, with odd shapes that could have been metdlic
devicesand—

She stopped. There was no time for sight-seeing. She reached out and turned Simon around. His eyes
were wide open and had bulged, probably as he struggled to breathe, getting the mix wrong. She
checked histanks. They had plenty of air and looked like they were set to agood ratio of oxygen to
nitrogen-hdium blend. That meant it must have been hisheart. It could easily have given out on him. The
tension, the pressure.

Looking down, she saw that he had something clutched in hishand. A sharp chill ran through her. The
materia looked similar to the pendant that Arthur had given her. She reached out and tried to pry
Simon’ sgloved hand from the object, but his fingers were locked tightly around it. For one gridy
moment, she wondered whether she' d have to use her knifeto pry off hisfingers, but one by onethey
snapped back like catches on a sunken treasure chest. The object tumbled free, spinning; Peta reached
out and caught it.

As her fingers closed around it, she had the same sense of the heat being drawn from her skinasshe’'d
had when she held the piece Arthur had given her. Stranger yet was the fact that the shape looked asiif
her piece could fit right into it...whatever it was. And she could see placesfor other piecesto fit, aswell.

If McKendry survived and could find Selene and her piece of the artifact, that plus Peta sand Arthur’s
and the one Frikkie still had could be put together to make—what?

There was no timeto think about that now.

Shelooked to see whether Simon had carried a specimen bag and spotted a mesh bag floating empty
around hisdive belt. Reaching out, she dowly untied it, taking care not to expend too much energy. That
could change her breathing rate and—worse—make Simon’ s buoyant body spin toward her.

Suddenly, she didn’t want to stay in this bizarre cave for another minute. The place gave her the creeps,
especialy with Smon’ sbody hanging there under the strange wall paintings. Briefly, she debated taking
Simon'’ s body with her. According to her dive watch, she had amore than adequate window of time for
her return—uwith or without Simon. Assuming, of course, that she missed the shark on the way.

She stuck the artifact into the bag, thinking, I'm going to leave you here, Smon. | wish | could have made
it hereintimeto stop you, to save you, but you knew therisks. My guessisthat thisis how you choseto
die



Her contemplation was cut short by the sensation that there was something elsein the cavern, and it was
coming closer.

Eduardo Blaine watched carefully while Peta’ s deek form disgppeared into the clear water. He followed
her progress until the only sign of her that remained was the scattered trail of bubbles streaming to the
surface.

When he was sure she was far enough down not to notice what happened topside, he moved to the front
of the boat, peeled off his clothes, and dipped on awet suit. Helooked over at the man on the other
boat watching him.

“Youcango.”
“No, man. Mr. Brousseau told me—"

“I'll' bring him back. Don’t worry. Of coursg, if you' d rather wait for the Obeahman to send you an
invitation....”

Blaine looked the man right in the eyes. The Trini blinked. He understood the message: Move or die. He
quickly turned away and started his boat’ sengine.

Satisfied, Blaine looked back down at the telltale bubbles on the surface. Assuming the currents weren’t
pushing them around too much, they told him that Petawas angling away from the support leg and
moving toward the center, where the test well would be.

He grabbed aweight belt and dipped on an extra three pounds of metal. He wanted to drop like astone.
If he needed to, he could shed the extraweight on the bottom.

Won't pretty Miss Peta be surprised, he thought, lifting a chest near the front of the boat to pull out his
BCV, fins, and an extrapair of tanks.

In minutes, ready to dive, he sat on therailing, rolled backward, and splashed into the water.

He had no trouble finding the cave opening; it had been clearly marked by Charles and Abdul when
they’ d discovered it. He assumed that Peta was deep inside by now, perhaps all the way into the cavern.
Soon, she and Simon would be coming back.

If Smonwas4ill dive.

He reached over his shoulder and adjusted hisair mixture, cutting back the oxygen. When he was
satisfied with the new mix, he pulled hisknife from its sheath and—holding it in front of him like the bill of
aswordfish—started into the cave.

Having done more than enough cave diving to know what to expect, he moved smoothly through the
twists and turns. He could dmost anticipate the bony stone fingersthat lurched out from the top and the
sdes. He swam deekly, knife held in front of him, dodging the rocky outcroppings.

How long, he wondered, before he’ d be in the cave, face to face with Petaand Simon? The two of them
would betotdly obliviousto hisarriva.

Surprise, surprise.

At afork inthe cave, he chose the wider passage. No diver could make it into the narrower one. The



walls of this new tunnel were smooth, looking amost preformed, man-made even. Probably created by
the flow of water in and out of the main cave.

He saw the dull glow of alight ahead. Ingtinctively, he kicked harder.

The rocky tube widened suddenly and he shot into the cave. He could only dimly see what was
happening. Simon was suspended near the far wall, which was covered by amural that looked like
something from an dien theme park.

Peta floated partidly behind Simon’ s body.

Blaine watched as she took a specimen bag from the dead man’ s belt and stuffed something into it.
Good, Blaine thought. All the hard work has been done.

He kicked once, twice.

Shewasturning in hisdirection. Heimagined her shock at seeing someone elsein the cave, her relief
when she recognized him, and finaly her horror when sherealized his purpose.

Horror was abad thing. It was no fun to know that something really bad was about to happen. Better to
just go quietly, unaware that—oops, you' re dead. Blaine took no pleasure in the horror. Work like this
was meant to be done well, but not necessarily savored.

He came at her hard, pushing Simon’ s body ahead of himsdf like a battering ram. The panic wasrisng in
her face, and he could see her gulping air as she hit the wall. Not good, he thought. Y ou must breathe
evenly when you' re diving this deep.

He noticed that his own breathing mixture fdlt thin and that he was gasping a bit from too much exertion.
Unavoidable under the circumstances, he thought. He would check it later.

Keeping Peta pressed to the wall with Simon’ slifeless body, he moved hisknifein abroad, sweeping arc
and expertly cut the main hose from her regulator. Immediately the air mixture rocketed out. He shifted
hisgrip to her BC to steady her as he cut her secondary hose.

She kicked a him. That was another downside of the subject of the work being aware of what was
happening. Nothing divewantsto die.

Fortunately the water and the dead weight between them made her dow, inaccurate. It wastoo late for
her asthe twin jets of free air shot from her tanks and wedged her tighter between the dead body and the
wal.

Blaine sheathed his knife, scooped up the specimen bag, and kicked hisway back to the cave opening.
He held the bag tightly in his hand, the prize for Frikkie.

A nice prize, with the added bonus that the witnesses would never see the surface again.

Death wouldn't come all that quickly for Peta, but it would come. It was sad, redlly. She was a beautiful
woman with alot of fire.

Hewould have liked to have bedded her at least once.
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Blaine moved dowly to the surface, taking histime. He didn’t let himself dwell on Peta’ s struggle below.



It wouldn’t have been pretty, but—by now—it was over. Time to be forgotten. She was quite beautiful,
he thought again, and quite brave. Altogether rather remarkable.

Pity how things turned out sometimes.

At fifteen feet from the surface he dowed to a stop. Breathing atrimix made rest stops absolutely
necessary to ensure that no bubbles brewed in his bloodstream as he changed pressure. It was always
good to vent some interna gases at low depth. Like arace-car driver making a pit stop. If life had been
different, that’s what he would have done: raced cars a high speed. He certainly had the ballsfor it.

Looking down, he saw a shape moving through the water. It circled coyly under him. Hiswatch indicated
that he had been at fifteen feet for only aminute—he should stay at this depth for another two minutes at
leas.

Benesth him, the shark described another circle, spiraling up hisway.
Wouldn't that be ironic? he thought. Get the artifact, kill Peta, and have ashark rip meto pieces.
Helooked up at the hull of hisboat. Enough of arest stop, he thought, kicking toward it.

In moments, he broke the surface. The water had turned choppy and he could fed a breeze building up
from the southeast. Little whitecaps dapped him one way and the other as he treaded water. He swam to
the edge of the boat and latched on. Removing hisvest and tanks in the water, he climbed on board and
pulled up hisgear behind him. In short order, with hiswet suit unzipped to the waist, he had the engine
going and had cast off from therig.

He stuffed the specimen bag into his shorts. Thiswas one prize he would keep very closeto himsdf. He
toweled the water from his hair, sat on the edge, and looked down, hoping to see the shark. Keep
coming up for me, he thought, and I’ ll put adamn bullet in your primeva head.

For asplit second, he believed he could see it in the deep water below him, but then it faded and he
guessed it had given up the chase.

He tossed away the towel, then eased back the throttle, prepared for anice, leisurely cruise back to the
shore. The boat belly-whapped on the choppy water, sending a cool spray shooting back at him. Feeling
relaxed and satisfied, he brought out a silver metal box from under the foredeck hold, popped open the
latches, and removed his sat phone. After turning it on, he said, “Frikkie.”

The phone diaded automatically. He could hear the whirring ring: once, twice. Come on, he thought. Y ou
have to bethere. Thisiswhat you' ve been waiting for.

[13 YS?I
“| gotit.”
“Good. Correct that. Great. Take carewith it.”

Blaineamiled. “It'sas safe asmy family jewds, Frik. | tdl you, though, it isastrange-looking thing. | do
hope it was worth that beautiful woman'slife”

“Wait! What did you just say?’

“Peta. | thought it might betidier if shedidn’t surface to ask questions. Seemed like anice placeto leave
someone buried. She and Simon kind of disagp—"



“Gol Thehdl! Back! Now!”
“What?’

Even as Blaine spoke, he started cutting the whedl of the boat, turning around. It rocked asits own wake
hit it from behind, and for amoment the propellers cut a ar. Then he gunned the throttle.

“Areyou going back?’

“On my way. Now tel me—"

“Youidiot. Did | tdl youtokill her?’

“No, Frikkie, but it seemed like a...how you say...no-brainer. Why would you—"
“Because she till has a piece of the artifact, you fool!”

The Venezudan let that sink in. Thiswas not good. People rarely screwed up on Frikkie more than once.
They didn't livethat long.

“Y ou’ d better hope to God she' s till dive down there, Blaine. And if sheisn't, you' d be better off not
coming up again yoursdf.”

Hedidn’'t respond. He could only think that it had been along time since he' d left her in the cave. The
best chance that she was dlive wasif she was somehow able to bresthe the free-flowing gases from her
tanks. Sim possibility of that, but a possibility nonetheless.

“Areyou at therig yet?’

“Inthirty seconds, Frikkie. I'll go down. I'll see”
“She’d better be dive, Blaine. Y ou hear me?’

“I hear you.”

Blaine shut off the call and, one hand holding the whed, grabbed hisfins and suited up again.

Peta saw the precious mixture gushing out of the cut hoses like streams of water from the mouth of a
crazed snake.

If something like this happened during arec dive, she could just hold the free-flowing hose up to her
mouth and breathe while she ascended. This deep, though, that wouldn’t work. With the air shooting out
so fagt, there was no way it would last long enough for her to get out of the cave, even if she could sip the
ar likethat.

Her second option was drowning. Already, she wasfeding alittle glow in her chest, the beginning of that
amazing reflex that would eventually demand that she open her mouth and bresthe, no matter what was
touching her lips. She would suck in the water, putting an end to that crazed demand.

In minutes she' d be dead.

Then sheredized that the answer wasright in front of her: Smon. Histanks were intact and still had
plenty of air in them. If she could hold her breath alittle longer, she might be able to get to them.



Trying to avoid looking at the bulging eyes and the rubbery, puffed-out lips, she reached for the regulator.
Y ou're saving my life, Simon, she thought as she took a breath. For amoment she wondered if it had
been aregulator failure that had killed him, but the mechanism worked fine. She took afew even bresths
before she did off her own BC vest and tanks, and watched them float to the top of the cave. With
Simon’ s mouthpiece locked between her teeth, she reached around him and undid the buckle and the
Velcro of hisBC. Asshe pulled it open, shetried to dide it down, but his armswouldn’t cooperate.

Takeyour time, shetold hersdlf. Y ou have to be patient. Don’t expend too much energy.

Asgently as she could, she pushed hisright arm out of the vest. It wasn't easy. The arm fdlt tiff, too long
for the armhole. She had to wedge Simon’ s body against thewal and use al her srength to forceit

through.
With one arm out, the other became much smpler.

Once she had the tanks free, she turned away from her friend’ s body and ended up facing the wall murd.
Something in the shapes drew her attention, asif there were asecret there that she would understand if
shejust stared at it long enough. Was that shape a head? No, not a head. More like something from a
microbiology class—asif the mura were some grotesque enlargement of adide.

Severd sharp begps drew her attention away from the images. She looked around, afraid that someone
else might be attacking, and realized that the sound was coming from Simon’ s dive watch.

Timeto get out of here, she thought. She had to let the regulator dip from her mouth as she did her arms
into Simon’ s congderably larger vest. Putting the mechanism back in her mouth, she took another dow,
steady breath. She had to stay cam, not breathe too fast.

It occurred to her that shewas't entirely sure what she' d find when she did escape this cave. Would
Blaine be waiting in hisboat to seeif she made it out? What about Simon’ s pilot? What would she do if
there was no boat up there waiting for her?

None of those questions had answers now. She had to keep her focus. Thefirst task was to get out of
this cavern and back to the surface.

She looked ahead to the cave opening, then around at the other walls, their surfaces as smooth as glass.
What this place was, she had no idea. She did know that if she stayed here much longer looking for the
answer, shewouldn't liveto tell anyone,

Shetook onelast ook around the domelike cave. About to turn away, she spotted something she hadn’t
noticed earlier: ahole, low to the ground on the other side of the cave. Another way out, perhaps. A
good thing, given that she didn’t know what Blaine might have |eft for her on the path they’ d used to
comein.

Swimming over to the second passage, she got her head down low to shoot her light insde. The dim light
didn’'t reveal much. She hesitated for amoment, and went in.

This channd was much narrower, barely large enough for her body and tanks. The walls were even
smoother than in thefirgt cavern, glassine and iridescent, silky to the touch.

Half adozen feet in, the tube opened into asmall chamber, acircular passageway with three other thin
tubes shooting off in different directions. The chamber was big enough for her to kneel and look around.

Onthewall behind her, she saw what looked like a shape. While she watched, it seemed to move—a
dark blue-black shimmer. Tiny plankton floating in the water gave the shape ahazy, blurry outline, and



she guessed that the gpparent motion was aresult of the light reflecting on the strange surface, likethe
ingde of the shell of an oyster. Theimage of an oyster reminded her of the Strangest aspect of this cavern:
there should have been fish and crustaceans making this nice deep-water pocket home, but she saw
nothing dive. Nothing at dl.

She heard a series of high-pitched beeps. Her own dive watch thistime. She looked at the maze of other
channdls ahead leading to other chambers, other secrets. They might lead to another way out, but she
didn’'t havetimefor errors. She would have to leave the way she'd comein.

Swimming as quickly as she could without straining, she passed through the big cavern and into the
channd. Not until she had exited the hole into open water did she pause to check her watch and her
gauges. She was doing fine. There was plenty of timefor a safe ascent if nothing € se went wrong.

Following one of the giant Erector-set legs of the platform, she ascended dowly. As she looked up, she
noticed something moving on the surface. When the object came to a stop, she managed to focuson it
until she made out the shape of aboat. It looked like Blaine' s boat, but why would he have come back?

After another few feet of ascent, she saw the churning foamy bloom of a diver entering the water. She
realized that not only was Blaine back, but he was coming down to make sure she was dead. What other
reason could there be?

Shereached down ingtinctively for her knife, but thiswasn't the placeto fight.

She checked her compass. Tired as she was, the best thing would have been to go straight up, but with a
killer coming down to the scene of the crime, that option was blocked. So instead, she started kicking,
turning her ascent into along angle, heading west. If she could makeit to one of the other legs before
Blaine noticed her, she could useit as cover.

With luck, he would swim by and never know she was around.

Hanging twenty feet below the surface to rest and let her blood gases even out, she wondered if there
might be another reason why he had come back.

Not that it mattered. She wasjust glad he had been courteous enough to bring her afast boat. Any other
concern would have to be | eft for later, when there was time to think about what had happened and why
thisartifact was worth the lives of so many people.

Arthur, Keene, Simon, Paul Trujold, al dead. It samiracle that McKendry and | aren’t d'so among the
deceased, she thought as, with afew gentle kicks, she propelled hersdlf to the surface.
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Blainerolled into the water and started a quick plummet back to the cave opening. He didn't take the
time to consult atech dive table, but he was sure that two quick ups and downs at such depth had to be
bad.

Besides, thiswas probably a pointless dive. Unless he could find the object Frik wanted so badly—on
Simon, or Peta, or ill wedged somewhere in the underwater cavern—the dive would only confirm that
Petawas dead. And that Simon was dead. After overstepping his authority so badly, he was sureto join
the dead soon himsdlf, if the dive didn't kill him firgt.

Thismust be the way an American death row prisoner fedls, he thought, hoping against hope for the
governor’s eleventh-hour pardon.



His stomach in knots, he approached the cave opening.

A school of annoying yelowfins hovered there, asif they were thinking about going insdeto nibble on
something tasty. They dispersed like seeds blown from an aguatic dandelion as Blaine gpproached, only
to reform into aloose school adozen feet away.

Ready to enter, he adjusted hisair mixture. If he kept the oxygen as lean as possible, he might avoid
getting bent. One of histanks scraped aong arocky outcrop with anoise far worse than fingernailson a
chakboard.

He kicked onward, passing into the channel where the walls became smooth and finaly widened ashe
neared the main cavern. As he reached that opening, diver’ sintuition told him that something was wrong.

He flashed on the shark.

Had it beeat the ydlowfinsin here? he wondered. Wasthat why the fish had hesitated? If so, the shark
wouldn't take too kindly to being disturbed while dining.

Entering the cavern, herealized that it was not the shark that had given him pause. It was Simon, who,
freed from the weight of his BC vest, bobbed near the top of the cavern above the crazed squiggles.

Shewasaclever girl, that Peta, usng Smon’ s equipment to save hersdf. Frikkie would be
happy—overjoyed, even—when he heard that she was dlive and that he would have ashot at getting the
other piece of the artifact.

That might even get Frik off hisback, Blaine thought. He turned dowly and kicked hisway out of the
cave. Sooner or later he would think about whether it was necessary to dedl with the fact that Peta knew
he had tried to kill her. Not yet. Not unless she was somewhere up there waiting for him. Shewasa
tough cookie, quite capable, he suspected, of exacting her own justice.

When he had ascended far enough to see clearly where the leg of the ail rig broke through the waterline,
now only forty feet above him, he discovered her payback. She was not waiting on the surface to kill him
after al. Instead, she had taken his boat and left him with no transportation back to shore. It would be
one hdl of asurface swim back to San Gabrid.

Resting at fifteen feet for another safety stop, he considered his options.

He could get lucky and flag down a passing fishing boat. That was unlikely, though. The few boats that
passed the rig would be piloted by superdtitious Trinis who would think he was the Obeahman.

Another option was to pop enough air into his BC to ride the choppy wake of the sea, turn on his back,
and kick hisway to shore. That would take three hours, maybe more. He would be baked crisp by the
sun and easy bait for any passing sharks, but it was not impossible.

Whatever option he attempted to exercise, the real problem wasthat he would get very thirsty with the
hot sun bearing down on him. What wasthat cliché line from “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” that they
had taught him in English classback homein Venezuda? Water, water, every where. ..

Like hooking abillfish, hismind latched onto the answer. Therig would have an emergency radio. He
could smply climb out of the water and cal Frikkie. He dmost laughed into his regulator. Shewas not so
clever after dl, little Miss Peta

Hiswatch told him that it was time to get to the surface. Once there, he shed histanks, fins, and BCV,
and dragged them to therig’ sdocking platform.



On thelong climb, he thought he could see his boat heading north through the Dragon’s Mouith. It looked
like Peta had decided to go al the way home to Grenada, rather than take a chance of running into Frik
in Port of Spain.

Reaching the main deck of therig, he was happy to discover that while vandals had thrown rocks and
fired guns at the windows, they had lacked the courage to board the platform for robbery. The
emergency radio was intact, and he soon contacted Oilstar’ s main dispatcher, who agreed to send a
helicopter for him.

Having done that, he called Frik to let him know that Petawasfine. Then, satisfied that he had handled
the crissaswdl as he could, he reached into his shorts, pulled out the specimen bag, and examined the
bizarre object that Frik apparently considered to be worth the life of Simon Brousseau and Abdul, and
heaven knew how many others.

The boat rode the choppy sea giddily, achild’ stoy bouncing in agiant bathtub. Peta glanced over her
shoulder at therock spires piercing the water behind her.

As so0n as she' d passed through the Dragon’ s Mouth and moved away from the sheltering effects of
Trinidad, the sea had turned rough. She had ridden tramp freighters between Grenada and its southern
neighbor many timesasagirl, and she recalled how rough the journey could be, even in those rdatively
large boats. The passage would last more than three hours, evenin Blaine sfast little craft. If she spent
the time focused on the ups and downs of the sea, she would soon be leaning over therail like some
land-loving tourist on her first voyage.

To take her mind off of the bumpy ride, shetried to understand what she had just been through and to
guess at what made the pieces of that weirdly shaped object so precious that people had to be killed.

She thought of the artifact she had hidden away in the bank vault. It was a match to the one she believed
was the reason Arthur had been blown up, and to the one Simon had died to recover. All of the pieces
had come from that undersea cavern with its Ddiesque wal mural.

What the hell was that place? What made the artifact important enough to Frikkie that he would send his
supposed friends to their deaths so that he could get the pieces?

Why?Wheat did he know?

All Manny had been ableto tell her wasthat Paul had said it would change the nature of energy
production around the world. Perhapsiit could put not just Frikkie but al of OPEC out of business,
changing the balance of power around the world practicaly overnight.

Was that important enough to have her killed?

Obvioudly, Frik thought so. She had to remember that: he wanted her dead. When he found out she had
survived, he' d try again. Which also meant she would have to be prepared to kill to protect hersdlf.

The sunlight disappeared. Looking up, she saw alone gray cloud, but when she looked east, shesaw a
dark linefollowing thefirgt, like an army arrayed behind a single scout. How long, she wondered, before
the whole battalion reached her? Open ocean in atiny boat was not agood place to be with astorm
coming on.

Behind her, theidand of Trinidad was just amemory. If she headed for Tobago, she' d be steering
sraight into the oncoming storm, but Grenada was along way away.



A childhood recollection bubbled into her brain. She had been six, spending aweek with her
grandparentsin Carriacou. Her grandfather decided to take her fishing in hislittle Gouyave doop, atiny
sngle-masted sailboat hand-built in Grenada sfamed fishing village.

The day started out sunny and bright. They sailed easily out of Tyrrel Bay and around the southern tip of
the idand, heading west into the deeper waters on the Atlantic Sde. Asthey cruised dong, shetrailed her
fingersin the beautiful blue water. It had fdt like magic to her.

Passing the big rock called Sdline Idand, her grandfather told her to check the gear and bait the hooks on
the two fishing rods he' d brought aong—abig one for him, asmal onefor her. She remembered it
because it wasthe first time he had let her ready the lines. From the bucket of small slver fish called
jacks she pulled one out, and hooked it just ahead of its dorsal fin, then repeated the process with the
other pole.

After her grandfather had brought down the sail, the boat rocked in the current. They cast their lines and,
asif God had been smiling on them, were soon catching fish. She remembered that she hadn’'t wanted to
stop, not even after they had ahdf dozen in the boat.

“Thisbe plenty,” her grandfather said, chuckling.

She had been so fascinated by the process of casting and regling and pulling the fish into the boat that she
hadn’t noticed how much the little craft had begun to rock. What she recalled most clearly was the feding
when the sun had vanished. It wasn't like the times when the thin skittering clouds would cut the glare.
That time the sun had disappeared and she' d felt the chill of astrong wind on her neck.

“We done with fishing now, little one,” her grandfather had said. She remembered asif theimage had
been burned into her mind: the way his face |ooked; the twinkle gone, the fun vanished. “We been too
long a seaand Mother getting mad.”

Standing a the whed of Blaine s boat, she could remember with her whole body the fed of that little
doop asthe growing waves tossed it around.

Her grandfather had struggled with the sail, having to keep it partly furled in the strong wind that had
arrived with the clouds. She had wanted to say “ Can we go home, Grandpa?’ but she sat silently. He
obvioudy wished to get home too.

When thefirst drop of rain hit her arm, she thought that she had never seen such alarge drop of water. It
was soon followed by another and another.

Astheir tiny craft rounded Mushroom Idand and her grandfather eased them into aturn toward
Southwest Point, they were hit by one large wave that nearly knocked her into the sea. Hislarge hands
grabbed her and shoved her into the growing puddle at the bottom of the boat.

She remembered that he' d smiled again. “We be home soon.” His eyes narrowed as another wave broke
over therailing, drenching both of their faces. “'Y ou not gotta swim for it. Y ou know everything gonnabe
fine, Peta”

She had nodded, though she hadn’t known that at all.
“Grandpa—I!’m scared.”

Thelittle boat had passed Southwest Point and the rocking eased alittle. Her grandfather hugged the
coadtlineto stay inthelee of theidand. “I know, little one,” he/ d said, leaning forward. “But | tdll you,
when you not aone, you not ever be afraid, okay?’



In that moment, it hadn’t mattered that the sun was gone, or that their faces were wet with the streaming
rainwater, or that the ocean wanted to come into the boat. They were together, and there was nothing to
be afraid of .

Alonein Blaine s boat, Petalooked to the east and saw the line of rain gpproaching. A bright silver flash
in the sky ahead of her herdded the arrival of an airplane at Point Sdine Airport.

Today, she would stay ahead of the storm.
Shewould make it back to St. George' s and watch the storm from the safety of her own home.

Theimage of the strange mural on thewall of the cavern rose in her mind and she knew there was amuch
bigger sorm brewing than the little squal that was blowing in from the Atlantic.

Who am | kidding? she thought.

Her grandfather had been dead for over twenty years and she still missed him; would dways misshim,
the way shewould aways miss her father and Arthur.

No matter how much she missed them, though, they were gone and they weren't coming back. Shewas
alone now. And shewas afraid.
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Joshua K eene sat up gingerly, asif hisbody might be rigged to explode. Sowly, he captured afew
memories. He recaled flashes: fighting the terrorists onboard the Y ucatén; seeing Terris McKendry shot
in the chest two, maybe three times, impacts that knocked the big man backward, asif missles had been
launched into hisbody’ s core. He saw battered bicycles, heard them clattering to the il tanker’ s deck,
felt as much as heard the bamboo snap of aterrorist’s neck under hisown grip.

After that, the explosion, fire, hisbody flung backward asif he had been kicked in the chest by Bruce
Lee. He remembered the night and the smoke and the long, long fall to the dark water that cushioned him
about as softly as aconcrete parking lot. He recalled the water closing over his head, avison of sharks,
and then....nothing.

Hetried to focus his eyesto see where he was, but al he could see was the foggy image of abeautiful
tanned woman with a haze of red-brown hair that looked like ahalo.

Anangd, hethought. I'm dead. And passed back into semiconsciousness.

The next time he awoke, hisvison was clear. The same woman stood beside him. “I’'m Sdlene Tryjold,”
she said. She poured afinger of scotch into awhite enamel cup and inhaed itsaroma. “Here. Drink this
and thenwe'll talk.”

Hetook the cup from her, remembering the brief glimpse he had caught of her before dl hell broke loose.
“How long have | been out? Hours? Days?’

“Y ou’ ve been herefor acouple of days. | had you fished out of the water after the explosion on the
tanker.”

“Why?

“There were helicopters coming, alot of chaos. | couldn’t be sure you weren't one of us.”



“Y ou could have tossed me back to the sharks when you found out that | wasn't.”
“You'reright. | could have donethat. | ill can, if you don’t prove useful to us.”

Sheisapiece of work, Keene thought, remembering his assessment of her when he' d first spotted her on
the Yucatén. “1 had afriend with me,” he said. “He was fighting one of your people. Somebody shot
him—one of your goons.”

“None of usare goons, Mr. Rip Van Winkle or whoever you are.” Her tone, acrid at first, softened. “But
| am sorry about your friend.” To Keene' s surprise, she sounded sincere. He sipped at the scotch, then
drained the glass. Thewhiskey burned in his chest.

“More?” Shetook the cup from him.
“Not yet. | want to keep my head clear.”

She amiled. “That'll be aswitch. Y ou haven't been conscious, not to mention compos mentis, Since we
hauled you into the Zodiac and cruised away from the tanker.”

“Did you achieve your objective?’

“We thought so—at thetime. | expected amuch larger explosion, but I'll accept any victory. If nothing
ese, I'm surewe cdled some attention to Oilstar’ s activities.”

“And your own,” Keene said.

She shrugged. “For better or for worse.” She poured some of the scotch into the same cup for hersdif.
“Scotch and coffee, two of the grestest amenities of Venezudan civilization.” She looked contemplatively
into the honey brown liquid and raised the cup. “Even out herein thejungle, | wouldn’t do without them.”

Antagonism crawled down Keene' s spine. Helooked at her angrily, started to say something, and
passed out. He woke up with a pounding head and a throbbing body hinting a more wounds than he
wanted to know about. His skin fdlt oily with perspiration, but he could not determine whether the sesat
was from jungle humidity or aseverefever.

He' d been having the most bizarre dreams he' d ever remembered. First he was making love to awoman
with velvet skin, short cinnamon hair, a coffee-with-too-much-milk complexion, large intent eyes, asmall
nose, and adelicate chin. In the midst of their lovemaking, sheripped off her face asif it were amask
and he was catapulted into fiery nightmaresfilled with terrible visonsthat pounded insde his skull.

He pressed hisfingertips to his chest and found bandages and pain. He touched the patchwork of
injuries, pressing down hard because the pain reminded him that he was il dive. Hismind was full of
questions. Where was he?

He heard jungle crickets, the belching music of smdl frogsand of trickling water, the crackle and whisper
of dried leaveswoven into afragrant roof over his head.

“Y ou awake now?’
Keeneturned his head and groaned as even the smal movement set aseries of painsin motion.

Sdlene sat on the ground, her back against the inner wall of the hut. She gave him an odd smile, an
expression that surprised him more than the amazing fact of finding himsdlf dive. Hetried to talk, but his
voice came out in asguesk that embarrassed him. “What. .. happened?’



“Y ou've been dried, fed, and nursed back to life. Now it stime for some payback.”
“ Payback?’

She laughed. “Nothing too strenuous, | promise you. First you tell me who you are.”
“JoshuaKeene”

“| assume that since you and your friend were on the Y ucatan, you work for Frik Van Alman. Isthat
correct?’

“Not precisdly.”
“Then what, precisely, were you doing on the tanker?’

Keene hesitated, confused by his pain and wondering how the beautiful woman questioning him could be
theenemy. “It'scomplicated. Terrisand | are...werein agroup with Frik. He asked usto look for you,”
hesaid at las.

“What sort of group? Why would you just blindly follow Frik’s orders?’

Keenefdt the fuzz returning to his brain. Hetried to shakeit off. “It’s caled the Daredevils Club. It' s like
abrotherhood of adventurers. Frik asked for our help, and we saw the opportunity for some action. He
wanted something he said your father stole from him and sent to you.”

“Frikkie Van Alman isasorry excuse for ahuman being. | know the things Van Alman says about Green
Impact. He' saliar. A killer. A megaomaniac.” Her whole demeanor hardened. “My father isdead. Van
Alman killed him because he knew too much about Oilstar’ s operations and their intent.”

“I had nothing to do with that. Neither did Terris, and he’' s dead too.”

Sdlene turned to walk back to asmall camp stove where she was heating some water. Thetail of her
shirt rode up and he saw smooth skin.

“Y ou need to listen, Joshua. Green Impact is not abunch of wild dogstrying to cause senseless
destruction. Not my people, and not me. We're doing thisto stop Frik from destroying our future.”

“Areyou sureyou're not as deluded as heis?’ Joshua sthroat was dry, his voice hoarse. She moved
toward the doorway. “I’ ve got some things to take care of.” She tucked her shirt back into her khaki
ghorts. “We' Il talk morewhen | get back.”

Y et one moretime, Keene drifted off into arestless deep. He awoke in pain and filled with sadness, but
less confused. Thistime he knew where he was and what he was doing there, though there were il
plenty of gapsin the past...what wasit? A week? Two? He had heard about temporary traumarinduced
amnesiaand knew that it wasn't likely to last. The memories would return in bits and pieces, like
misrouted mail.

He struggled off the mildewed canvas cot where he' d been lying and made it outside onto asmdll
verandah. Sitting down on one of two handmade chairs, he surveyed his surroundings.

The verandah overlooked atiny tributary in the lush [abyrinth of the Orinoco Delta. He could see some of
the remaining members of Green Impact gathering food, preparing supplies, practicing skills. One man,
probably aguard who had remained awake through the previous night’ s shift, dept in amesh hammock.
Tdl treesfilled with colorful tropica birds flanked the stream. Dwellings clustered together in what



appeared to be an encampment, raised on poles above the marshy ground and constructed of thin
stripped logs with roofs thatched with heavy dried palm fronds.

“I'mglad to seeyou up,” Selene said, gppearing from behind and taking the chair next to him. Shewas
holding the same white enamd mug, only thistime he could smell coffee.

“Here.” She handed him the cup. “I1t' sstrong.”

Keenetook it from her and placed it on arickety little table that separated the chairs. “Do you know for
surethat TerrisMcKendry isdead?’

“There were many casudtiesthat night,” Selene said, looking away. “Five of my people, the skeleton
crew on the tanker, and, yes, | suppose your friend, too.”

Her expression serious, she reached into her shirt pocket and pulled out a strangely shaped object. She
tapped it on the table with adull-sounding click.

“That' swhat Frik’s so hot to have? That’ sthe reason Terrisdied?’ Keene could hear therising fury in
hisown voice.

“Yes. It may not look like much, but this one piece could change the world. Frik doesn’t understand
much about it, but he wants to possessit badly enough that when my father tried to keep it from him, Frik
killed him.”

“How do you know?” Keene asked her. “We weretold it was alab accident.”

“Right! Funny that it happened the day after he and Frik had a confrontation about thisvery thing. Frik
shouted at him, threatened him.” She held up the odd fragment, turning it so that thejungle light was
reflected in skewed patterns. “My father wrote me aletter explaining where thisthing came from. Hewas
so frightened of what Frik would do that he separated the pieces of the artifact, sent this one to me for
safekeeping, and sent another to himsdlf. I'm not sure what happened to the rest. | think Arthur
Marryshow might have another one.”

“Arthur’ s dead too. Killed in an explosion on New Y ear’ s Eve not long after your father died.”
Sdlene looked astonished, then even angrier. “ See what | mean?”’

K eene contemplated his own doubts. Arthur Marryshow and Paul Trujold, dead within days of each
other. Both men concerned about Frik Van Alman’s peculiar artifact. He didn’t believe in coincidences.
“What else do you know about. ..that?” He pointed at the fragment.

“All I know isthat it was dredged up by Oilstar’ stest drilling rig, the one just off the coast of Trinidad,”
shesaid. “According to my father, the composition islike nothing ever found before, nothing that any
human made.”

“Arewetaking little green men here?” Joshuadlowed himsdf asmdl amile.

“Youtdl me” Sdenethrust the fragment at him. “My father believed it has amazing properties. Hewas
sure that when all the pieces were back together, this artifact—device, whatever you want to call
it—could be the key to an energy source that would make filthy petroleum companies as obsolete as
woodcutters from the Middle Ages.”

“Frik runsan oil company. Why would he want it so badly?’



“Because he wants to make sure nobody el se getsit.”
“Now that soundslike Frik.”

The coffee tasted hitter in Keene's mouth. He added even more sugar than the Venezuelan norm. He
didn’'t like Frik; never had. The Afrikaner was pushy and saf-centered, with an abrasive persondity. But
acold-blooded killer...?*So what do we do now?" he asked Selene.

“We?’

Keenethought of what Frikkie Van Alman had told them—the lies and the innuendos. If Selenewas
telling him the truth, then Frik aready had plenty of blood on his hands, and he didn’t seem worried in the
least about consequences. “Yes,” hesaid. “We.”

“Wadll, to begin with, the Vahallais an abomination,” Sdene sad.

He pictured the huge Structure of the rig’ s production platform. Thefirst time he had seen the monolith, it
had looked to him like an elephantine Skyscraper of concrete and sted, bristling with tall derricks, piping,
and tubes, belching flames and smoke. Little had he known that the pair of bright pilot flares burning at
the edge of the extended derricks would become afuneral pyrefor hisfriend TerrisMcKendry.

Sdenelooked a him, her eyesbright and intense. “ Even before | found out from my father what that
bastard was trying to do, | knew that it was screwing up the ecosystem herein the Serpent’s
Mouth—spilled oil and solvents, natura leakage, * acceptable losses' of toxic chemicals and lubricants. It
rases the temperature of the water, killing somefish, attracting others, messing with the entire balance.”

She leaned closer to him. “ And the sharks. The population hasincreased three- or fourfold. That's not
neturd.”

The mention of sharks brought anew flood of memories, beginning with his game, astunt, preparation for
the confrontation to come later that night. He envisoned four concrete legs thrust downward dl the way
to the sea bottom, where ahoneycomb of holding tanks were filled with the fresh crude oil, and
remembered his fears during the swim from the tanker over to the production platform.

Green Impact had proven far more deadly than any aquatic predator.
“What do you think will happen asthe drilling continues?’ Keene asked.

“I can only guess,” Sdlene said, “Who can say for sure what sort of global chaos might follow? Oildtar is
producing from one of the bore-holes now, draining out alot of crude oil, but other crews are ill
exploring. Frikkie wantsto find the rest of that artifact. He needsto seeif there' sanything €l se down
below at the Dragon’s Mouth site. There have to be checks and balances.”

“And Green Impact is one of those checks?” Anger and uncertainty replaced Keene' susua good humor.
“Yesweare” Seene got up and motioned him to follow. “ Come on. Let me show you around.”

At Green Impact’ s hideout in the jungle, the group had its supply cache, canned food and propane gas
tanks brought in by flatboat, and what remained of its stockpile of wesapons.

Automaticaly, hismind started catal oging the remnants and planning what would be needed to make a
red atack againg Oilgtar. By Keen€' s estimates, there was barely enough ammunition |eft after the
assault on the Y ucatén to defend the compound if it was discovered. It would take monthsto pull
together enough explosives and ammunition to have ared chance at another assault, even if Frikkie did



little to improve security on therig.

Sdlene explained to him that they traded with the Warao Indians, who went to trading posts and small
villages on the larger waterways to surreptitioudy pick up items the ecocrusaders needed. No one
noticed the Indians, who came and went as they pleased, like jungle shadows, but the trading post
ownerswould certainly pay attention to agroup of white strangers. Once or twice, Selene explained, she
and her friends could pass themsalves off as German bird-watchers or Canadian eco-tourigts, but astime
went by, suspicionswould grow. They would have to move on.

Three days later, Selene took Keene out in one of Green Impact’ s small motorized boats. Asthey
moved through narrow cafios into broader streams, following the tributaries of adiffused Orinoco to the
seq, they passed half-naked Warao fishermen standing at the riverbanks, in search of birdsor fish or
eggs, the day’ s catch. Keene looked a some of the dark-skinned Indio children who hid beside their
bare-breasted mothers. He smiled at them, but they didn’t wave back.

When they reached the end of the jungle and the open waters of the Gulf of Paria, Selene brought the
boat to a halt, |etting the outboard putter into alow purr asif catching its breath. Keene looked up to
watch aflock of scarlet ibises take wing from the muddy shallows.

“Amazing, aren't they?’

Keene nodded, watching the ibises fly off to find other feeding grounds, like matadors waving their capes
inthehumid arr.

Sdlene turned the boat around and headed back upriver, winding in the direction of the Green Impact
encampment. Asthey approached, she shut off the Zodiac' s motor and drifted, turning into asmall cafio,
brushing past reeds. She startled a cluster of small yellow frogs, which plopped and splashed into the
brownish water.

“Thisisn't theway back,” Keene sad.
She smiled a him. *Y ou have agood memory. Thisisaspecid sidetrip just for you and me.”

Shetook the black rubber raft asfar asthelittle stream would alow, then beached it in the mud. When
she climbed out, the soft ground squished under her boots. “We're just a ston€' sthrow from the camp.
Thisismy retreat. No one else knows about it.”

She reached back to take Joshua s hand. After he climbed out of the boat, she didn’t releaseit, but led
him through the grassesto alittle dry patch, ahummock raised above the water level and filled with
flowers and sweet grasses. Small birds fluttered and twittered, asif incensed at the human intrusion into
what appeared to be a perfect, cozy meadow in the middle of the Orinoco Delta

Selenetook his other hand. Keene found himself helpless, asif hisgrip had turned to water. Her faded,
loose shirt hung partialy open. Sheraised hishand and did it between the opening in her shirt, cupping it
againg her left breast. Keenetried to reclam his hand. She pressed it tighter and he felt her nipple stiffen.

“Don't pull away,” Sdlene said. “Fed my skin, fee my heart pumping, the blood benesth my flesh. I'm
real, Joshua Keene, just as everything | havetold youisred.”

“Why me?’ he asked.
“I’'mnot sure,” shesaid. “Maybeit’sjust that I’ ve been in thejungle for too long.”

“What about the men in your group?’



“I’'mther leader,” she sad. “It’ stough enough for them to obey awoman without any
other...complications”

“I’'ve wanted you since the moment | saw you,” Keene said. “Even when | thought you were the enemy.”

Shetook hisfacein her hands and kissed him, gently at first, then with increasing passion. “I have wanted
you too, JoshuaKeene,” shesaid. “I could loveyou, | think.”

They undressed each other dowly, taking turns, one article a atime. Then they made love in the soft
grass under the open tropica sky, laughing as the bugs flew around and the grasstickled and scratched
their naked skin.

Keene sbody il felt tired and alittle shaky, but enough of hiswounds had healed. Helay beside
Sdene, watching the glow of the sun asit filtered through the overhanging branches, dipping toward
afternoon and the western horizon. He wanted to stay thisway, without cares, ignoring the future, but he
could not remain in an endless present. He knew he had other obligationsto face, and decisionsto make.

Looking up into the knitted tree branches that formed a canopy overhead, fedling Selene warm beside
him but not looking into her captivating eyes, Joshuasad, “I meant it.”

She propped hersalf up on one elbow, looking at him, but he continued to stare upward. She stroked his
chest. “What wasit you meant?’

He sat up and faced her inthe rapidly diminishing light. “I’ [l help you shut down the Vahala platform.”
28

Paul Trujold, Arthur, Joshua Keene. Dead of unnatural causes. And now Simon. All but Trujold
members of the Daredevils Club.

Something smdllsrotten, McKendry thought for the umpteenth time. But what. . .besides his own body,
which could use some heavy bathing after weeks of hospital sponge baths? Chances were, boredom had
led to hisfeding that something was awry. He had little else to do but follow rehab instructions and
concoct plots where there probably were none.

After Peta sinitid hands-on care and during the subsequent weeks of hisrecovery, he had grown tired of
hearing about the “miracle of hissurvival.” Being transferred to rehab was awe come change, until he
found out that he would be staying there through Easter. Fed up with the time-consuming process of
recuperation, he became obsessive about obeying instructions. He did whatever he wastold to do, and
then did it again for good measure, figuring that he had no choice if he wanted to get back on hisfeet and
pick up where he and Keene had | ft off.

“They tdl meyou'll bewel enough to leave soon,” Frik said, entering the room without knocking. “If
that’ strue, you re well enough to answer afew questions.”

Asbossof Oilgtar, Frik had made severd perfunctory vigitsto the hospita. Each time, within five
minutes, he was there and gone. McKendry had no illusions about this being asimple courtesy cal to
wish him better or to express his continued grief at the loss of Joshua K eene.

Seeing Frik, he felt more than his usua annoyance at the man’ slack of sengtivity. He had recovered from
gunshot wounds before, more often than he wanted to count. He could deal with theresdud pain using
sdvesor painkillers, even thistime when the flash burns from the explosion were an added annoyance.
But nothing seemed able to drive away the ache of hisfriend' s desath. A few genuine words of



condolence from Frik might have gone along way.

Taking McKendry’s sllence to mean assent, Frik said, “I’ ve been wanting to ask if you got any
information about the artifact.”

McKendry held hisanger in check. “1 was alittle too busy to ask Ms. Trujold about her jewelry.”

“Of course.” Frik’s paterna smile and pat on the shoulder were dmost more than McKendry could
tolerate. “| tend to get focused on my own goals sometimes. As|’ve said before, I'm very sorry about
Joshua. | think the choice of his replacement for the club should be at your discretion.”

McKendry clenched his hands under histhin blanket. “ At thismoment, | don't redlly care about the
Daredevils Club, Frik. What | want isto fed Selene Trujold’ sthroat inside my grip.” He hesitated, but
only briefly. “Y ou know, you wouldn't need to worry so much about Green Impact terroristsif you had
anybody aboard your tankers or your production platform who gave adamn about security. Joshuaand |
swam over from the Y ucatan. We climbed aboard the Vahalla platform, ran around for over an hour,
and swam back. He even scrambled to the top of the highest derrick. Not asoul saw us. Everybody was
busy partying and ignoring standard procedures.”

Frik gave ashrug. “Thisis South America. What can you do?’

“Y ou can be professiond, damn it!” McKendry said. “Put mein charge of security on that rig. | need an
excuseto stay around and find Selene anyway.”

Frik grinned asif he couldn’t have been more pleased. Apparently, getting McKendry to work on therig
was precisely the motivation behind hisvigt. * Y ou’' ve got thejob,” he said, “ starting as soon asyou're
ready. Complete carte blanche. Do what you need to do, with one proviso. When you find her, | want
thet artifact.”

A few dayslater, McKendry stood on the broad deck of the VVahalla production platform in dark blue
jeans so new that they were not yet stained with enough oil and grease for him to fit in with the rig crew.
This high off the water, he had acommanding view of the lowlands al around, the broad channd of the
Serpent’ s Mouth with theidand of Trinidad to the east and the wide and uncharted swamps of the Delta
Amacuro on the Venezudian mainland to the west.

Standing there, washed by humid breezes that reminded him he was dive, he grieved for Joshua Keene.
The medicines he was taking were doing wondersfor hisresdua physical pain, but they did nothing to
soften the grief.

He kept remembering the flash of fire.

The explosion on the tanker deck seemed to be tattooed onto his retinas, so that when he shut his eyes
he saw the slhouette of Keene' sbody, black againgt the flame front, flying into the night. Again and
again, hefet the bullets strike hisrib cage, like railroad spikes driven in with adedgehammer. Barely
conscious, he' d sensed the Y ucatan moving on like alost, lumbering juggernaut through shark-infested
water.

Even as he was sure that he was dying, he' d prayed that hisfriend was ill dive.

Almost in sdif-defense, McKendry turned his thoughts from Keeneto hisnew job. The crew had
accepted his presence as security chief, following strict orders from Frik Van Alman. They were clearly
intimidated by hissize, his brooding nature, and the fact that he had survived what should have been
morta wounds. Asfar asthey were concerned, he was a hero for having prevented ared disaster on the



tanker. They agpproached him with equa measures of admiration and fear.

That waswell and good. But what he redlly required from them was respect, and obedience to anew
work ethic.

AsQilgar’ s newly appointed—self-gppointed, red ly—security chief, McKendry was nothing if not
serious about hiswork. He spoke with al of the levels of management, twenty-five people at atime.
Though he hated to talk in public, he gave lecture after lecture.

It took him two days, ten talks, until he had spoken to every single person aboard the Vdhalla. Asthey
met in the mess hall—where cooks were busy preparing spaghetti and fried fish, big pots of black beans,
fried bananas, and heavily spiced rice—he saw their admiration turn to resentment with each of his
pronouncements. Seeing the resistance, he caled in reinforcements from the mainland, twenty private
Security troops who helped him go through the crew’ s persona lockers one at atime, rounding up
shopping carts full of rum, scotch, whiskey. The galey even kept astock of Carib, aflagrant breach of
regulations.

During aceremony reminiscent of afuneral at sea, McKendry made the crew stand and watch as he
opened the bottles and poured the alcohol over the side, down into the sea. The quantity of liquor was
certainly enough to be detectable even in the warm tropical water; he wondered if sharks could get
drunk.

All personnd were required to have valid passports. Even prescription drugs had to be documented with
therig medica gtaff. Smoking was forbidden anywhere outside the living quarters and the coffee shop,
and the workers squawked about not being able to carry lighters outside into the rig machinery and
gas-separation towers. He had to crack afew heads together just to enforce commonsense
housekeeping procedures. Even then, he was forced to send a boatl oad of twenty-three disgruntled and
intractable rig workers back home with minima severance pay and no future prospect for a paycheck
from Oildar.

After that, when he looked the remaining crew membersin the eyes, he saw achangein their former
laughing, carefree attitude. He had their attention, for now. Asfor what would happen after he achieved
hisgoal and |eft them to their own devices, that was a different matter. If Frikkie Van Alman didn’t keep
watch, they could revert, and Oilstar could go down the tubes.

Frankly, McKendry didn't care. He was neither their father nor their baby-gitter.

Having lived in Venezuda, he was familiar with the generd mafiana gpproach. It had driven him nuts then,
and it did so now, even though he understood its origins. Venezudlawas one of the prime moversin the
formation of OPEC in 1960, and though ail prices had dipped in the 1980s—he could remember the
resultant economic and palitica turmoil—the nation il lived with too much spending money and too little
personal productivity, not to speak of enduring and overthrowing asuccession of dictators. He figured
that Frik’ stolerance for the Venezud an attitude was possible only because so much of hisworkforce
was Trinidadian.

Not that they were so eager to lift that bale or tote that barge either.

The sooner he could get on with hisred reason for being here, the better, he thought, as he raised apair
of binoculars and examined the topography around him: marshy idands, drunkenly balanced treesladen
with greenery, the labyrinth of cafios, the low swamps.

Scattered, disorganized villages dotted the seashore where the Orinoco petered out into the gulf. Looking
at the landscape, he saw endless hiding places for the ecoterrorists. Grim and angry, standing alone under



the whistling girders of the north derrick, the one Joshua had foolishly climbed, McKendry swore anew
that he would find Selene Trujold and her murderous companions—uwith or without the law and the
Venezudan military, with or without the help of Oildtar.

For him, tracking down Green Impact had become persondl.

To help speed the recovery from hisinjuries, McKendry used the exercise facilities onboard the Va hdla
platform, ahealth club that could have commanded high pricesin the States. Most of thetime, hefdlt asif
it were his private domain. The potbellied rig workers never seemed interested in using their off-duty
hoursto exercise. They didn’t bother to keep themsalves in shape, and instead grew thick in the gut and
spent their downtime smoking cigarettes, playing card games, and watching videotgpes which, to his
amusement, included a complete library of hisformer boss, the Spanish action star Rodolfo.

McKendry didn’'t need to build his muscles, just keep them from atrophying; the recuperation-forced
lethargy had aready done enough damage. In less than amonth, he was up to fifty push-upsand haf an
hour on the exercise bike &t its highest tension setting. Satisfied, he put himsalf on amaintenance program
and gave himsdlf until May 31—Joshua K eene' s birthday—to compl ete the detail s of his security job and
begin the second part of hismission: finding Selene and recovering the piece of Frik’s coveted artifact.

Hewould keep hisword to himself and to Frik, even though, to the Oilstar exec, losing Keene seemed to
be nothing more than “the cost of doing business.”

What he needed, M cKendry thought, was a plan, preferably one that was proactive rather than
defendve. Instead of waiting for Green Impact to rally itsforces, to pull together the survivors of its
terrorist team and find another way to strike againgt Oilstar, he would take the initiative.

Firgt, hewould find out where Selene and her terrorists had gone to ground. The Orinoco jungles were
wide and complex, but they were not impenetrable. He had no doubt that he could track her down, given
time, and alittle help from the Daredevils Club.

Those who were | eft.
Those he could trust.

He diminated Peta, to whom he aready owed a debt of gratitude, and Frik, whom he neither liked nor
trusted. That left Ray Arno. Last New Y ear's Eve, when Frik had challenged al members of the
Daredevils Club to take on thisjoint mission, the stuntman and explosives expert had offered his
assistance. Now McKendry needed him to put together ateam to find Selene Trujold’ s encampment and
strike Green Impact.

Onthelast day of May, McKendry put through hiscall to Las Vegas.

A day and ahdf later the thump, thump of chopper blades herdlded Ray’ sarrival. McKendry looked up
at the dark bumblebee shape of the helicopter flying in from Port of Spain, and climbed to the top of the
helipad, using the ladders and steep metd stairsinstead of the elevator.

The helicopter circled around, wavering asit hovered in the air, and settled askew on the painted circles
of the landing pad. As the chopper’ srotors gradually dowed, the passenger door popped open and Ray
Arno climbed out, dl energy and muscles. McKendry came forward to meet him, extending alarge hand
whose grip was maiched by Ray’s.

“Thank you for coming.” Terris had to shout to be heard over the throbbing vibration of the helicopter

“No problem, Terr.” The stuntman looked him up and down. “Y ou look awful, if you don’'t mind my



sying 0.
“I logt alot of weight and—"
“And your best friend. | was really sorry to hear about Josh.”

McKendry nodded histhanks and led Ray to the lift. They took it down past convoluted pipes, exhaust
torches, and fractionating tubes, where the production rig could perform preliminary refining of the
petroleum they brought up.

“Tell meabout this,” Ray said.

“The crude ail is piped out to tankers like the Y ucatdn and taken to Venezueld s mgjor refineries on the
northern coast at Puerto La Cruz and other places.”

“And Frik getsricher every minute.”

“Not just Frik. Venezudd s oil boom began in the 1920s. The surge of unexpected money rocked the
South American economy. Even with the extraordinary tax breaks and tariff exclusons granted to
business developers from the States, Venezud ans suddenly found themselves the most affluent people on
the entire continent.”

“Tough jobif you can getit,” Ray said. “Bet it took them no time to pick up European and North
American vices”

The two men climbed past teams of workers wearing gloves and helmets, boots, and colorful jumpsuits
smeared with crude oil. The Vahallarig workers stood around talking, halfheartedly monitoring the
production equipment. They glanced at their tough new security chief as he passed, then went back to
their tasks with grester fervor.

When the two men reached the habitation decks, alarge module that seemed to be hafway between a
military barracks and a run-down resort, McKendry went on talking.

“If you help mefinishthisup,” hesad, “it'll be astory you cantdll for ten New Year’ sEvesinarow. It'll
finish up what Frik asked usto do and—"

“If you want my help, Terris, you haveit, but al | need isa story for one year. Not that | mean to go out
of action anytime soon.”

They waked through apoal hdl, withits billiards tables and pinbal machines and garish video games.
Therewas aso asmall bowling dley, aLaundromat, even amovie theater—amenitiesthat Oilstar used,
aong with large pay, to tempt crewsinto remaining offshore for months at atime. McKendry was
pleased to see that no one was Sitting around killing time during duty hours.

“Somejoint,” Ray said, stopping to look back at the path they had taken. “Maybe my next Strip hotel
should bean ail rig. Listen, | redlly could useadrink. A cup of coffeewill do.”

McKendry led him to atablein the extensive cafeteriawhere chefs were working with large hot pans,
filling and preparing alunch of spiced rice, black beans, chicken, fish, diced mangoes, papayas, and
bananas.

Ray had heard some news about the attempted hijacking of the Y ucatan and the potentia disaster that
had been averted. Over alarge pot of coffee, McKendry gave him the full details. He described Green
Impact’ s agenda, talked about Sdlene Trujold, and detailed how it had all resulted in his own near fatal



shooting, and the death of Joshua Keene.

“Sdlene escaped,” he said. “ Green Impact must have their camp out in the deltajungles. | think we' Il be
ableto find them.” He scowled. “1 want to disable those bastards for what they did to Joshua.”

Ray perked up. “We can aso get the piece of the artifact from Selene.”

“True enough,” McKendry said. “But that’ snot my primary objective.”
“Explainthat to Frik,” Ray said.

“I don't think | owe Frik an explanation for anything.”

“Okay, okay. God you're jumpy.” Ray took asip of coffee. “ So what’ s the plan?’

“Joshua and | made the acquaintance of the Venezuelan minister of security, a Sefior Juan Ortegadela
VegaBruzuad. We had anice chat with him in Caracas. He wants to keep himsdlf out of the news,
especidly with al the recent politica turmoail, but Sefior Bruzua would be very happy to bag these
terrorists, put their heads on stakes asit were, and show them off to the world news media. He thinksiit
would demongtrate that the country is getting back on itsfeet after al the attempted coups and the
economic disasters”

Ray Arno pursed hislips. “Ishe going to help?’

“Off therecord, yes. Wetalked again after | called you.” Not an easy task without Joshua s language
kills, hethought. “He told me he’ d provide a handful of mercenariesto join any attack squadron we put
together. He said he' Il supply us with whatever we need. Wegpons, matérie—"

“Good enough. But | want no killing except in self-defense. We could use two or three men who know
the territory and speak the language. | want as few people as possible on the team, people | can trust and
train.” Heran hisfingersthrough his curly hair. McKendry wondered why he hadn’t noticed the gray
before. “I think we should aso track down Manny Sheppard. That old buzzard knows this end of the
Caribbean like the back of hishand. He' s probably been up and down the Orinoco Delta, in and out of
those tiny streams, more often than you' ve had a beer.”

McKendry grunted his assent. Manny’ s name had popped up more than once in Arthur’ sNew Year's
tales, and in Ray’s, too. “ Does he know hisway around thiskind of an operation?’

“Manny was in OECS security. He' strained with the U.S. Special Forces. I'd say he could help out.”
“Soundslike he'll beamagjor asset. The next question is, do you know where to find him?”

“I know he doesn’t carry aphone or have alisted number. I'll start by contacting Petaand go from there.
Better yet, I'll take aquick trip to Grenada.” Ray smiled. “ Fortunately, | have friendsin high and low
places. Giventime, | can find anybody.”

29

Peta had returned to Grenada with alot of thinking to do. Most of it was unplessant at worst and difficult
at best, so0 she was perfectly happy to find ready-made excusesto avoid it.

She got her wish. Independence Day fetivities, just over, had increased her patient load. The newly
arrived medicd students, unruly as the ones before them, demanded far more than their fair share of
attention. Not only did she have to help them in the classroom, but she was constantly needed to reassure



angry landlords who wanted to kill the kids or sue their parents, whichever turned out to be smplest.

Her life developed atedious rhythm. She worked. She dept. She ate. Now and then she had dinner with
an old friend, but knowing she was not good company, she soon gave up on that. She had heard nothing
from Manny and assumed that he was off-idand on one of the mysterious trips which often kept him
away for monthsat atime.

Now, suddenly, somehow, it was nearing the end of May.

Carnival was't until August, the students had settled down, and fewer tourists than usua demanded her
time. She even found hersalf with awhole weekend to spend sitting on her balcony. The postcard
perfection of St. George' s and the Carenage provided her with abackdrop for atoo-long-delayed
replay of the happeningsin her life snce December.

Mostly, her mind was not so much filled with questions, but rather with answers she was | oath to accept.
For one thing, she was sure now that Frikkie—who had not so much as called with atrumped-up
gpology for the events at San Gabrid—didn't careif therest of the Daredevilswerekilled. In fact,
though she had no proof, she suspected that he had been instrumental in killing Arthur.

Worse yet, thinking back to that night in New Y ork amost five months ago, she remembered that Ray
had gone to the restrooms allittle while before Arthur. Ray was a demoalitions expert. It would have been
easy for himto rigabomb in thetoilet, wait for Arthur to enter, and then detonate it by remote control.

That would place Ray Arno squarely in cahoots with Frik.

But why?
What she needed was someone to talk to about al of this, someone she could trust completely.

With Arthur dead, that |eft only Manny. She would have caled hishometo seeif he was back in town,
but he eschewed telephones and refused to have one in his house. His message center was Aboo's, a bar
owned by hisfather.

Since shewastired of her own company and her circular thoughts, around sundown on Sunday she left
her houseto find him.

Accompanied by the sound of church bells, she walked past the Parliament building and through the
marketplace, abandoned thislate in the day to idand dogs and stray humans picking through the wilted
leftovers of Saturday’ straffic. Rather than struggle over the hill on'Y oung Street, she cut through Sendall
Tunnel to the Carenage. Grenadian drivers weren’t known for their caution, and the narrow
hundred-year-old passage under the large hill provided little room for error. She walked at a brisk pace,
hugging the ssonewall. Then, safely through, she dowed to stroll dong the Carenage, enjoying the sounds
and smédlls of the compact waterfront.

When she passed the new Cable and Wireless building, she crossed the street to Aboo’ s Bar.

The small, run-down blue shack doubled as &. George' s Grand Central Station for a certain class of
people. Though Peta had chosen never to ask Manny about it or to exploreit hersalf, rumor had it that
there was a dark room behind the bar which had served—still served—as the meeting place for
everyone from murderers and ministersto government officias and their underage mistresses.

The bar itself was smdl and utilitarian. Manny was behind the counter, relieving hisfather of
Sunday-evening duty. He grinned broadly when she entered and instantly pulled out two cold bottles of
Carib from theice chest, onefor each of them.



“Looking good.” He kissed her on one cheek, then the other, and handed her a bottle.
Petasmiled. “I’m glad to see you too.”

“You comeal thisway for abeer or—"

“I need to talk to you.” Petadrank deeply, hot after her long trek.

“Sotalk.” Manny waved at the empty bar. “ Crowd won't hit till after church.”

Peta settled herself on aworn barstool and it acigarette. Manny took it from her. “Y ou gotta stop,” he
said, inhaing deeply. Petanodded and lit another.

“You're hopdess,” Manny sad.

“Probably.” She flicked into a piece of misshgpen aluminum that passed as an ashtray. “ Ther€ sso
much...I’m not sure where to begin.”

“Thelast time | saw you, you were headed up the hill in San Gabrid,” Manny said.
“Right. | was off to save Smon.”
“Didyou?’

Peta shook her head. Like someone who had lost her placein agood novel and found it again, Petawas
off and running. Shetold him about finding Simon and about the attempt on her life. “Blaine got the
artifact. If the sharks didn’t get him, | assume he made it to the exploration platform and, eventualy, back
to Frik,” shesad.

“So you think Frikkie hasit now?’ Manny asked.

“Absolutely.” She crushed her cigarette, reached for another, and thought better of it. Twirling the pack
around like atop, shefilled in Manny on her convictions about Frik and her suspicions about Ray.

Manny put his hand over hersto stop the nervous mannerism. 1 can't believe Ray would do anything to
hurt Arthur, o let’ stalk about Frik,” he said. “Correct meif I'm wrong here. Y ou' re saying Frikkie has
two pieces of the artifact, one that he had in the first place and the one Simon died to retrieve. The same
one Blainetook from you. And you' re saying that you think Arthur died because of the piece he
had—uwhich the police took to their evidence lockup. Have you tried to retrieve that one?’

“Yes. I'vecalled NYPD countlesstimes. They're not ready to let go of it. The good part isthat they’ve
assured methey won't releaseit to anyone e se”

In San Gabriel, Peta had told Manny that she had a piece of the artifact, yet neither one of them added
the obvious: if Frik knew she had it—and if her theories were correct—he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her for
it when he was good and ready to do so. Now, Manny verbalized hisfearsfor her safety. “We know

he’ sunscrupulous,” he added, after a short pause.

“Believe me, I’ ve thought about that alot,” Petasaid. “1 think that I’ m safe, for the moment.”
“WI,V?!

“Becauseit suits his purposes. We taked before about the possibility that Frik was the person who had
Arthur killed to get a the artifact. We know for afact that the killer didn’t get it. My guessisthat Frik
caled NYPD, said hewas Arthur’s closest friend, and asked them if they had it.”



“Inwhich case” Manny said, “they would have told him that they had guaranteed to hand it over to you
when they’ re done with the case.”

“Yes, s0 hisbest bet isto make nice to me and try to regain my confidence so that he can talk me into
giving him both my stoneand Arthur’'s”

“I haveto think about this.” Manny stared through the open doorway, asif smply looking at the sea
would provide answers. “Oh shi-yit,” he said. “ Trouble approaches from al sdes.”

Petafollowed hisline of vison. Out on the horizon, she saw the magts of the Assegal.
“Maybe he' scome to gpologize.” Manny’ s voice was heavy with sarcasm.
“Apologizefor what?’ Ray asked, filling the doorway with his muscular form.

“Here sthe other trouble | saw,” Manny said.

“I got here yesterday. Didn't your father tell you?’ Ray shook Manny’s hand and hugged Peta. She
froze, not knowing whether to shrink from his touch or hug him back, the way she had dways done. He
looked at her strangely, but said nothing.

“My father didn’t say aword.” Manny handed Ray abeer and Peta a second. “ Better get arefund on
your bribe. How much wasit?’

“Twenty dollars”
“American?’

Ray nodded. “He said he hadn’t seen you for weeks. | asked the other people in heretoo. A couple of
leathery old men and that layabouit fisherman whose wife dways comesin looking for him.”

Manny laughed. “How much did you tip them?’

“Not much.” Ray set down his beer among the many circular rings on the single Formicatabletop in the
corner of the bar. “Fedslikehome,” he said, cooling himsaf under the dow-moving celling fan.

“Towhat do we owethisvisit?' Petaasked.

“I’ve been with Terrisand—" He stopped short, clearly reluctant to continue whatever it was he had to
say infront of Peta. “L ook, thisis confidentia.”

“Don’t worry about it. Thelast thing | need isyour little-boy games.” Petadid off the stodl.

“I'msorry,” Ray said. “Arthur’ sdead, but you' re not yet officidly a member of the club. That doesn’t
mean you don’t have my respect.”

“No problem. I'm leaving.”
“Stay,” Manny said. “1’m not amember of the club either. Whatever | can hear, you can hear.”

Petawas torn between her firgt ingtinct, which wasto tell Ray to stick it, and her need to find out what
part—if any—he had played in Arthur’ s death.

“If you have doctor-type thingsto do, | can cdl you later,” Ray said hesitantly. “Y ou' rein my database.”

“Badidea,” Manny said. “Y ou know aswell aswe do what aproblem it is keeping things confidentia



when dedling with our telephone system.”

Petaknew that Ray couldn’t argue with him, not after being privy to many an argument with Grenadian
officias about the fact that line tapping waslegad on theidand. Any attempt at privacy here was more of
achdlengethan dl of the desth-defying feats Ray had accomplished in hislifetime.

Judging by thelook on the American’ sface, he was making atough decision. “I’ve been on the Vahdla
with Terris” hesaid findly. “Took ashort idand hop from therig to Trinidad, then aflight here.” He
looked around, asif searching for eavesdroppers, then lowered his voice and looked at Manny. “We
need your help.”

Without wasting words, hefilled them in on McKendry’ s plan to find Sdene. Even before he was
finished, Manny had admitted that he knew where to find the camp and agreed to participate on the
condition thet killing was minimized.

“I’m coming too,” Petasaid.
113 NO—”

“Yes. I’'m going to do what Arthur would have done. Firgt of dl, it’'ll savetimeif | fly you to Trinidad.
Second, you may need adoctor—"

“ NO—"

“Don’'t argue with her,” Manny said. “It' s both of us, or neither. I'll sail down so we have my boat. | can
leavein themorning.”

“I'll clear thingswith my locum tonight,” Peta added. She thought for amoment. “ Frik will probably cdl
me on the pretext of seeingif I'm al right after theincident in the cavern.”

Shewas about to ask what she should say to him when, right on cue, her cell phone jangled.
13 YS”

“Frik here. I'msailing in. | want to gpologize to you for the debacle in San Gabrid. Will you have dinner
withme?’

“I'm busy,” shesad.

“Tomorrow?’

“No. I'mflying out inthemorning.”

There was sllence at the other end. “I redly need to seeyou,” Frik said at last.
“It'l havetowait.”

“I won't be here again until Carniva.”

August will betoo lateto fed me out, too late to find out what | know, Petathought. Nevertheless,
deciding she needed some insurance should he become persistent, she said acursory farewd | to Frik and
awarm oneto Manny. To Ray she said merely, “Be at the airport at noon.”

Exiting Aboo’ s, she made her way past the awnings of the tourist shopstoward the cod pot where an
old woman was roasting corn on amakeshift grill over glowing coas. She bought several ears, wrapped



them in one of the sheets of newspaper piled next to thefire, and flagged down one of the few taxisthat
roamed the Carenage on a Sunday evening.

With darkness descending and the sound of alone steel drum in her ears, she directed the driver to take
her home. She called the airport to tell them to have her plane ready for departure at noon. Then she ate
her corn, bathed, and packed asmall overnight bag. Before midnight, she was fast adeep.

The next morning, carrying nothing but atote and her medical bag, she drove her Honda to the bank. She
took her pendant out of her safe-deposit box, pocketed it, and headed toward Morne Rouge and her
Rasta friend, Ralphie Levine. He was the only person on the idand who could be trusted to do what she
needed to have done: replicate the piecein her pendant and swap the two, putting hisfakein the bezel
whileheheld onto the origind.

Everything went so smoothly that Petawas at the airport thirty minutes early. She made onelast check on
her plane and headed upgtairs to the coffee shop. Ray was aready there, eating alunch of chicken roti.
He pulled asmdl bone out of his mouth.

“Have some,” he said, pushing theroti toward her. “It'sgood.”

“I know itis.” Though she never tired of thelightly curried chicken, cut into small pieces and wrapped,
bonesand dl, in athin East Indian flatbread, she scooted the dish back at him. “| don’t eat beforel fly.”

“What’ swrong, Peta? Have | done something to upset you?’ Ray looked genuinely distressed.
“I don’'t know, Ray. Have you?’
“I would never do anything to hurt you. Surely you know that.”

Ray took her hand. His touch was warm and reassuring. “1 do know that.” She smiled a him and
retrieved her hand. “Now let’s get out of here.”

It wasn't until the two of them stepped onto the tarmac that she saw Frik. He was dressed in long pants,
wore shoes, and carried a briefcase—formal attire for him. His eye remained partialy closed; hishand
was wrapped in pressure bandages in a continuing attempt to minimize scarring from the deep burnshe’'d
suffered.

“I know where you' re going and what you' re going to do,” he said. “McKendry told medl about it. I'm
coming aong.”

“Not achance,” Petasaid quietly. “It'smy plane and you' re not getting on it.”
He blocked her path. “Y ou' re telling me what to do?’

“Yup. Now get out of my way.”

Frik didn't move.

“You heard the lady, Van Alman,” Ray said.

“Even if we wanted you on board, you' re in no shape to come,” Peta added.

Frik stood his ground. Petaand Ray walked around him and headed for the plane. He followed them.
Peta dowed down almost imperceptibly. When he was so close that she could fed his breath on her
neck, she stopped in her tracks and turned around, forcing him to step aside.



“What part of ‘no’ do you not understand?’

Frik stared at her, eyesfilled with hatred. Waving his bandaged hand periloudy closeto her face, he said,
“You'll regret this, bitch. One hand—no hands—I’ m twice as good as any woman.”

30

In early June, standing at the head of Oilstar’s LaBrea dock, McKendry looked over his assault team.
Except for the fact that Manny Sheppard had been missing for two days and that they till had no
specifics about the whereabouts of the ecoterrorigts, they were asready as they would ever be.

The three men Bruzual had sent douched together againgt one of the pilings, smoking Peta s cigarettes
and polishing their weapons. The one caled José drew hisknife against a stone to sharpen the edge. As
he spun it, McKendry saw theinitias JR. etched into the pomme.

“Y ou're his buddies. Where the devil is Sheppard?” McKendry looked at Peta and Ray accusingly.

“Triple A to therescue,” Manny said, appearing out of nowhere. With a sdlf-satisfied grin, he handed
McKendry agrease-stained scrap of paper with asketch onit.

According to Manny, he had glided up to the shoreline of the junglein his small outboard boat and asked
an elderly Warao fisherman for information about Green Impact. Normdly, the indigenous jungle Indians
would not take part in any outsider activity, and they certainly wouldn't have betrayed Selene Trujold, so
Manny had expected no answer. But the old man had caught alarge and frightening catfish that
day—surely an omen, since the Warao considered catfish to be magica creatures. He had given Manny
al the detail sthe team could possbly want, including a sketch of the camp itsalf.

“So when do we leave?’ José sheathed hisknife and rested his hand on the butt of his pistol.

“When we ve dl memorized the sketch,” Ray answered. He looked none too happy with theman’s
apparent bloodlugt. “Meanwhile, let’ s go over what we know.”

“Again?’ Another of Bruzud’smen, Diego.
“Yes” Ray said. “Agan. Peta?’

“Asfar aswe know, Selene sgroup lost severa members during the raid on the Y ucatén. They probably
have between ten and twenty members|eft, hiding in the jungle, planning more atacks againgt Oildar.
Some Warao Indians are dso likely to be in the camp, but they’ re workers, not convertsto the
cause—paid with trinkets and supplies. It' sunlikely that they’ re motivated by political convictionsor

persond loyaty.”
“Wefigurethe Indianswill disappear as soon asthey seetrouble,” McKendry added.

“You'reright,” Manny said. “They’retoo smart to stick around waiting to be shot or"—he looked a
Jose—"knifed.”

Ray nodded. “I’'m going to say this one more time. No violence except in self-defense. We' rethere to
disable the camp and find Frik’ s piece of jewdry.”

“And Sdlene,” McKendry said. “1 hope | can kegp my hands off her neck long enough to hand her over
to Bruzud for trid.”

Petalooked at him with aworried expression, but Ray, who knew him better, just grinned.



Asday became night, with Manny at the helm of the fiberglass boat supplied by Bruzud, they |eft
Trinidad and headed toward the shores of the Orinoco Delta. The stars, bright during the team’ sjourney
acrossthe gulf, were soon obscured by the jungle. Only afew pinpricks of light were visble asthey
entered one of the narrow channel s between overhanging mangrove and pam trees. No one spoke, not
even when they reached the first of the palafitos, sturdy handmade huts that stood on pilings at the
water’ s edge.

In the lowlands of eastern Venezuda, the dick whisper of water in the cafios was like awet tongue
moving through the grasses, thick weeds, and leaf-heavy branches. The night songs of crickets and frogs
in the dense underbrush made a din that masked the sounds of the quiet movement of the oars. The
fiberglass boat prowled like a piranhathrough the narrow rivulets. Now, the low strumming of aguitar
was added to the nocturnal orchestra as Manny guided the boat up beside Green Impact’ sblack Zodiac
rafts.

Theterrorigts, falsdy securein their isolation, had not thought to have anyone keep watch.

With Manny leading the way, the assault team dipped through crackling weeds to the sturdy paafito
poles. He used worn bumps and notches asif they were aladder to scramble up the nearest pole to the
floor above. McKendry and the three men provided by Venezuelan security minister Bruzual stayed
close behind, with Petaand Ray in the rear.

McKendry heard arustle of pam fronds, small monkeys or rodents scampering across the thatched hut
roofs. Through the leaves of afern hewas using as cover, he saw the intense white lights of Coleman
lanterns set on tables and attracting swarms of jungle insects. Theair smelled of hot ail, fried fish and
bananas, and hitter tobacco smoke.

As he climbed the pole behind Manny, M cKendry could see along-legged man through the door
opening that led into the next hut over. The stranger’ s bare feet were propped up on awindowsi!l and he
was strumming aguitar. It was the young minstrel he and Keene had met in the delta cantinawhat
seemed like forever ago.

Other than that, the compound was quiet. McKendry wondered briefly what had happened to the
musician’ s girlfriend. Perhaps, he thought, she’ saready in bed, somewhere out of sight. He knew that in
the jungle, people bedded down once darkness fell, and rose with the dawn. He and histeam planned to
take advantage of the routine and the darkness.

Manny and McKendry stepped into thefirst paafito and looked around. 1t was empty, probably a
smple storage hut or one of the dwellings used by arecently killed member of Green Impact. Thelog
floor creaked underfoot.

McKendry motioned for Jos2to dip acrossto the next dwelling, where the guitarist was making enough

noise to muffle their stealthy approach. The mercenary moved like a shadow into the hut and behind the

guitar player. Therewas aflash of metd, ajangling chord, and the guiter fell sllent, leaving the jungle with
only the insects and amphibiansto provide music. Bruzua’s man eased the guitar player back in his chair
ashedied.

“No,” Ray sad, hisvoicelow and angry.

Jose looked up at him through the window and made an apol ogetic gesture, asif he'd had no choice but
to do what he had done.

“Thank God,” a Green Impact member grumbled from the next hut, unaware of why the music had
stopped but evidently pleased. “Now we can findly get some deep.”



Peta stifled a gasp and moved forward asif to help the guitar player. Ray stopped her and signaled José
to come back. They watched until the guitarist stopped twitching and simply bled onto the uneven floor.

Ray faced the Venezudan. “Now, get your ass back and disable every last one of their boats,” he
whispered angrily. “ And remember. If anyone ese dies, sowill you.”

As ascowling José crept through the mud toward the wider cafios, Ray motioned for Terrisand Manny
to move clockwise around the compound while he and Peta and the other two mercenaries headed
counterclockwise.

McKendry thought for amoment that Rodolfo would have believed this was exciting. He would have
wanted to come aong—and he would either have been killed, or have gone back to huddlein the boat,
making up stories he would tell later to the women in silvery miniskirtswho clung to himin Caracas's
discos and nightclubs.

“Let’sget moving,” he whispered to Manny. “Or we' |l end up like that poor son of abitchin there”
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Taking aroundabout route, Ray Arno circled the outer perimeter of the encampment, with Petaand the
mercenaries forming aragged line, twenty paces between each of them. As he moved through the mud
and underbrush, ignoring the insects and the wetness, he reminded himsdlf that he had been on movie sets
that had made him more miserable than this.

Following naturdly was the thought that those jobs had never been asimportant asthis. It wasn't
hyperbole to say that the fate of the world could depend on their success. And that success depended on
this assault team.

Manny and McKendry were good men. Petawas atrooper. The men provided by the Venezudan
minister of security were what gave him pause.

He had worked with mercenaries before, more than once. The whole point of using them wasthat they
did what they were paid to do. Problems arose only if they were serving two masters, in which case they
would do what they had been told to do by the highest bidder.

According to the plan, José should have incapacitated the guitari<t, tied him up so they could question
him to seeif he knew where Sdene was. Not kill him. There was nothing Ray could do about it now, but
there would be plenty he could do when it wastime to make the final payment to José.

Frowning, helooked at the encampment, mentally ticking off at least a dozen safety violations that some
OSHA representative on amovie lot would have written up. Here, it might even be an advantage. He
knew from Manny’ srough map of the camp where the terrorists kept most of their supplies. What
was't on the map was where Green Impact kept its munitions. Food was in sealed lockers, some of
which were suspended from trees, though the monkeys could till get at them. Therest of the casesand
cansremained in theindividua huts.

Two large propane tanks provided fuel for grillsin what passed for the camp’s mess. He was surprised
to note as he circled the building that the tanks also ran a heater and water pump attached to a shower at
the back of the mess.

He was examining the tanks when Diego, one of the Venezuelan mercenaries, found the weapons cache
inasmall, partialy camouflaged hut apart from the main encampment. After making whispered calsand
gestures, to which Ray, Peta, and the third V enezuelan soon responded, the mercenary used along knife



to pry open the first storage locker.

Both of Bruzua’ s other men dropped their old rifles and hauled out assault rifles and boxes of
ammunition, making far too much clatter in their excitement. Ray cautioned them to be quiet, but the
mercenaries seemed unduly greedy. He wondered if they would smply snatch the contraband rifles,
which they could sell a a handsome profit on the black market, and flee with them.

Most of al, Ray was concerned with keeping the resources out of the hands of Green Impact.

Hereached adecison. Glancing firgt at the luminous did on hiswristwatch, he nodded to himself and
rapidly opened the rest of the cases. With a shoestring attachment of wires and connected detonators, he
rigged up three armed grenades, stuffed them in among packages of C-4 and Semtex, and played out the
cord behind himsdif.

The Venezueanslooked at him, scowling with disappointment as they saw what he meant to do. Clearly,
they would have preferred to confiscate the explosives, not destroy them. Ray held the detonator string in
thefingers of one hand and urgently waved them away with the other.

One of the Green Impact men rustled through the bushes, caling out, “Hey, what’ sgoing on?’ Thevoice
held annoyance and curiosity, but not suspicion. Not yet.

Ray yanked the string, pulling the grenade detonator pins. The Green Impact guard, finaly doing hisduty,
switched on abig flashlight and shone it around the jungle. The beam of light, splashing like melted butter
across the branches, struck a scrambling Ray and his partners.

“Hey! | seeyou!” the Green Impact man called out.

Asif on cue, the grenades exploded. Thatch smoldered and burst into flame. Green Impact members
darted screaming.

“I seeyou too,” Ray muttered as the shock wave bowled him over into the muddy ground.
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By the time the grenades exploded, Manny and McKendry had reached the third hut. They saw two
blond men on separate cots scrambling awake, shouting, looking at each other. In an ingtant, both of
them had grabbed pistols from benegth their beds and lurched up, swinging the weaponsto point at the
door.

McKendry was determined to make an arrest, asif to prove to himsdlf that he wasin control. He even
shot thefirgt round, hitting one of the terrorists squarely in the right shoulder. The crack of hiswegpon fire
sounded loud but was rapidly overwhelmed by the racket in the encampment.

The second blond man pulled up his own pistol as Manny charged forward and threw apillow &t the
man’sarm. Theterrorist’s shot waswild; the bullet splintered one of the wooden poles beside Manny.
Even though there was no longer any need for silence, Manny chose to pull asap from hisbelt. He
pushed the terrorist’s gun arm away and swung the sand-filled pouch hard into the man’s skull. Hishead
snapped back and he collapsed onto the bed he had only partialy gotten up from.

McKendry bent over the first downed terrorist, pleased to see he was il dive and conscious, though
bardly.

“Sdene Trujold. Whereisshe?’



The man coughed and bled. His eyes sharpened with awareness enough to gasp, “ Fuck you!”
McKendry stood up, hisface grim. “Bleed to death, then.”

Outside he could hear more weapon fire accompanying the crackling flames from the explosion. He
didn’t mind that Ray had blown up the explosives depot, leaving Green Impact without its stockpile.
Now was the time for open action.

The flames from the explosion lit up the area, casting witches shadows and cresting more uncertainty
than illumination. He could see that the fire had spread to the centra mess hall.

A moment later, the propane tanks exploded in a cough of feathery blue fire that bowled over two of the
Green Impact terrorists and splintered the trees within fifteen feet into kindling.

At ground level, Ray and Peta and the two mercenaries were rounding up some of the Green Impact
terrorists; afew others hid in the underbrush and opened fire.

McKendry didn’t care about them. He was interested in only one person, and he was determined to get
her—for Keene, and for himsalf. He could save her alot of trouble if she capitulated. A wholelot.

Pushing hisway to the open deck of the pa afitos that overlooked the cam cafios, McKendry shoved
asde asmadl table where two unwashed coffee cups sat.

Below, he saw someone climbing into aboat. He could not tell for surein the darkness, but his every
ingtinct told him that it was Selene Trujold. Without calling for othersto join her, she did out into the
waterway, moving with spare motions.

Inablaze of anger at José for disobeying ingtructions, McKendry raised hisrifle, sghting in. Hewould
ded with the Venezudan later. The lazy dug was probably curled up in the bottom of one of the boats
he' d been sent to disable. Meanwhile, he could not let the woman get away, not after what she had done
to Joshua.

An expert marksman, he aimed, centering the crosshairs on Selene' s head as she entered a shaft of
garlight. Through his sight, he watched her head turn to theright, toward the fringe of thejungle. She
raised her arm, and he could see the pistal in her hand.

Allowing himsdlf no digtractions, he focused on her temple and squeezed the trigger—
“No!”

Manny Sheppard dapped the barrel of McKendry’ srifle aside as the gun went off. Looking
downstream, he saw Selene drop, facedown, into the bottom of the boat, which was drifting dowly
downriver.

Heturned to glare at Manny.

“We need her dive, remember,” Manny said. Hisvoice was very quiet. “ She hasto tel uswhere Frik’'s
atifactis”

McKendry remembered that Manny had been afriend of her father’s, and that he had known Selene
gnce shewasalittle girl. He remembered, too, that he was not akiller. Not like this. Shooting
someone—man or woman—in the back in cold blood.

He looked back at the boat, which continued to drift. As he watched it, he saw abloodied hand emerge



from theinsde and grasp the edge.

He shoved past Manny Sheppard. Ignoring the ladder, he legpt from the hut to the floor of the jungle and
wove hisway through the underbrush. He knocked branches away and splashed through shalow rivulets.

His headlong rush came to an abrupt halt when he tripped over Josg' s fill-warm body. The Venezudan
hed taken a bullet straight through the forehead. His knife, small protection against a pistol no matter how
accurately thrown, was nowhere to be seen.

Heluvamarksman, M cKendry thought, remembering Sdene’ sraised arm. He stood till and stared into
the impenetrable darkness, in the direction her boat had taken.

Behind him in the camp, afew scattered shots rang out before the gunfire ceased completely.

By dawn, after searching through the cafios and the idandsin the vicinity of the camp, Manny found the
bloodstained boat. It was till drifting downstream, but there was no sign of Selene Trujold, or her piece
of the artifact.
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For three months after hisidyllic afternoon with Selene, Joshua had worked with the members of Green
Impact to scrounge weapons, ammunition, and explosives. He and Selene went over and over the plans
of the Vahdlauntil they both knew them by heart. Findly, the day after hisbirthday, he took off with a
Warao guideto seeif he could get more information and suppliesin Pedernaes.

It was hisfird trip out of the jungle since the night on the Y ucatan.

They took aboat for some twenty winding miles from the junglesto Pedernales, where he had been told
he could safely gather additional information and equipment for the operation againgt the Vahala
platform.

Thetown lay a thetip of Punta Tolete, where a confluence of delta streams emptied into the gulf. While
gpparently the closest thing to atown within reasonable distance, it was redlly not much morethan a
supply stop. Any hope he had of finding more than basic surviva necessitieswas crushed upon his
ariva.

The hub of civilization in the Delta Amacuro, the settlement had grown from nothing half a century ago,
when oil exploitation on the adjacent Ida Cotorra had brought the petroleum business to the continent’s
edge. Enough traffic and business and people came to the area to set up atown and create a booming
local economy.

By the mid-1970s, however, the ail fields had been played out, and the operating firm had abandoned
thewells and pulled up stakes, leaving the locasto fend for themsalves. The town’s economy crashed,
most of the transplanted people departed, and only empty, dilapidated buildings remained. In recent

years, speculators had reopened the operations, squeezing hard until crude oil began to flow yet again.

Pedernaes was reborn, but it remained asickly child at best.

Since the locals had not seen Keene in the area before, he was able to move around without fear of being
recognized or asked inconvenient questions. For al the villagers knew, he was another one of the yuppie
ecotourists who came to the delta, traveling by motorboat up the cafiosto ook at the birds and the
wildlife before returning to their expensive homes and fancy restaurantsto talk about their  dangerous
jungle orded.”



Except for asidetrip to Ida Cotorra, Keene spent histime in Pederna es bartering for necessary supplies
and trying to gain the confidence of the locals. He did not come closeto finding what he wanted, but he
did discover that he would have to make do with whatever resources Green Impact could scrounge. On
the South American coast, he would have no accessto the truly high-tech materids he preferred.

Hewas not particularly perturbed.

Sometimesit was|ess efficient—and less satifying—to rely on fancy gizmos. The Misson: Impossible
routine, he thought, didn’t work nearly aswell in practice asit did in concept.

After dmost aweek away from the encampment, and Selene, Keene grew anxious to get back.

“Timeto say good-byeto the big city,” hetold his guide. Though sure that his sarcasm waslost on the
man, K eene offered to buy him amed and adrink in a seedy seaside cantina that appeared to be the
center of the town’s entertainment. They started out at the bar, where, with agrest stroke of luck, Keene
found severad disgruntled oil workers who had been fired from the Vahalarig.

Without the progpect of continuing paychecks, the rig workers were perfectly happy to talk with aman
who would buy them as many cervezas mas frias as they wished to imbibe,

Keene' s Spanish was good enough that he quickly put them at ease. He discovered that, after the

Y ucatén incident, Oilstar had hired one bastard of anew security chief who had overhauled dl therig
procedures, cracked down on booze and drugs and cigarettes, and enforced discipline with no
exceptions. A veritable military commander.

Sipping his beer, Keene nodded sympathetically. His commiseration was genuine. From what he had
seen while snesking aboard the Vahdlawith Terris, the previous procedures had been laughably lax, but
he wouldn't have gotten along well with such rigid rules himsdlf.

By the time the evening was over, the men had told Keene more than he had hoped to discover, and an
overdl plan gdlled in hismind. Given afew lucky bresks and alot of determination, he was quite
convinced, he could succeed in his plan to force Frik to Sit up and take notice. He had never trusted
Frikkie Van Alman, and now he understood why. The Oilstar man had much to answer for. Not that
Sdlene was an angel. She was an expert manipulator with plenty of blood and blame on her own hands,
but Paul Trujold's daughter was just aminor player compared with Frik.

Leaving a dawn in their inflatable boat, Keene rode back through the cafios with his guide, asilent man
who spoke enough Spanish to be understood, but chose not to speak much at al. Keenetalked for his
own benefit, but soon gave up expecting aresponse from the Indian. Painfully aware of how much he
missed McKendry, he made himself as comfortable as possible and began the kind of menta gyrations
that had proven useful in the past.

He had acquired some supplies, though not enough, and afew luxuries, including awell-wrapped
package of chocolates that the trade-post owner had sold him for an exorbitant amount of money.
Chocolate was common in Venezuea, but these were imported from Belgium. Why anybody would want
to do such athing baffled Keene, but what did he care aslong as they earned him extra Brownie points
from Sdene.

She gave him asense of purpose, which he needed more than ever. Since the fateful night on the ail
tanker, he had felt lost and empty without his partner and best friend. Life had seemed to be one
continuous string of adventures when they were together.

Not, he thought, that what he was doing now was dulll.



Thewhole truth was that he was the sort of man who needed to have adriving god, eveniif it drove him
over adliff. Still, if not for the minigtrations of Selene Trujold, he would have been unlikdly to pick this
particular obsession.

He thought back to the night on the Y ucatan. Again, in hismind' s eye, he watched McKendry get shot
twice and catapult backward off his bicycle onto the equi pment-strewn deck... . before he himself was
hurled overboard in the grenade explosion.

He sought to find something amusing in theimage of himsdlf hitting the water, but without McKendry as
his audience and straight man, nothing seemed funny. Perhaps someday his cocky good humor would
return. It sure had gone AWOL since hisrecovery and timein the jungle.

Around lunchtime, lulled by the boat’ s movement and the early-June heat, Keene dozed off. When he
awoke, in the midafternoon, he noticed a succession of Indians looking out at them from the sides of the
water. Without signaling to his Warao guide, they hauled up fishing baskets and nets and disappeared
into thejungle.

“Why arethey so ittish?" he asked, hoping for an answer.
His guide pointed at the sky ahead.
Tendrils of smoke stained the fluffy low thunderheads brewing deeper over the ddtajungle.

A hot dread and certainty told Keene that the source of the smoke was the Green Impact camp.
“Faster!” heyeled to the Indian, who urged the outboard motor to a quicker pace. But the guide was
cautious as he looked around, apparently searching for assassinsin the underbrush.

Asthe boat came up against the narrow streams that |ed to the palafitos, the Indian dipped over the side
and sprinted barefoot into the jungle avay from the camp. He didn’t wait to be paid, didn’'t help to
unload supplies, didn’t even glance at Keene' s stricken face.

Seiting aside his persond fear, Keene raced toward the camp. What he saw pumped him full of
adrendine. Carnage, bloodstains, and a handful of bodies|eft lying in and around the ruins of the huts.
Some of the wet green trees were smoldering, but most of the wood and thatch hutsin the encampment
had burned themselves out, leaving mounds of white ash and charcod poles. The dry palm fronds and
lashed twig wals must have gone up like tinder.

He stumbled around in adaze, calling out Selene' s name. The compound’ sweapons cachewasin
splinters. A crater sat where the lockersfull of explosives had been detonated. He found seven corpses.
Two looked like Venezuel ans, mercenaries he guessed from their nondescript fatigues, which lacked the
inggniaof any legd or military organization. The remaining bodies were Green Impact members, five of
the twelve robust men and one woman he had left behind.

There was no sign of the others. Thiswas no jungle raid by robbersintent on grabbing suppliesfor a
black-market sae; thiswas a planned operation, well executed, with no intent other than to wipe out
Green Impact.

Desperately he rechecked the dead, searching for the woman to whom he had become so attached. She
was not among the recognizable bodies. There was no skeleton in the charred shell of the pafito the two
of them had shared.

Praying that she had gotten away, knowing that to be as much afantasy as hoping Terris McKendry was
dtill dive, Keene vomited on the ground. Trembling, he sat up and spat at the unknown perpetrators of



thisnew crime. Thereis one place, he thought. Oneinfinitely smal possibility.

He jumped back into the small boat and motored it as quickly asit would go. In the ever-narrowing
canos, he repeatedly got caught up in mud banks and overhanging bushes. Relentlesdy, he pushed on
toward the place where he and Selene had made love that day, the little meadow surrounded by tall grass
and trees.

Thisismy retreat, she'd said. If she’'d madeit out of the camp, it was where she would have gone.

Keene found the sheltered jungle clearing, and in it he found Selene. She was propped againgt amound
of dry grasses. Scarlet and yellow birds fluttered around, but she didn’t move as he approached.

“Sdeng”
He thought he saw her shoulders twitch.

Reaching her side, he knelt down in the damp earth. He took her hand and stroked her cheek. Her skin
was gray and clammy, her lipsdry. He kissed them, but it did nothing to awaken her. She made small
sounds, and he heard arattle within her chest and throat. Blood was congealing on her shirt and
abdomen and on the ground around her. The blood was leaking from beneath her hands, which were
clutched under her right breast.

Besde her, hefound ablade: VVenezuelan military issue, with theinitials J.R. scratched into the rubber
orip.

K eene had enough experience with battlefield injuries that he didn’t try to think about how to save her;
not here, far from even so much as awell-stocked first-aid kit. He felt tears moisten his cheeks.

“Can you hear me, Sdlene?’

She seemed to know he was there beside her. Without opening her eyes, sheroused hersdlf enough to lift
her |eft hand, stretching it toward him. In her fingers, she gripped the artifact.

Keene could not have cared less about the mysterious piece of technology that had been scraped up by
Oilgtar’ stest drill in the Dragon’s Mouth. Asfar as he was concerned, it was the cause of al of the degth
around him. McKendry, the members of Green Impact, and now Selene.

She pushed harder. “ Takeit,” she said, and he did. “Up to you now,” she whispered. “ Oilstar’ sfaullt.
Stop—"

Then she did stop: breathing and living.

Keenefelt the sharp edges of the object in hisleft hand, felt the temperature of hispam drop asit sucked
the heat from his skin. He wanted to fling the damned piece of junk into the eamy jungle, whereit would
gnk into a cafio or be overgrown with weeds. But to Selene it had been worth dying for...and Frikkie
seemed to believe it was worth the price of murder.

With hisright hand, Keene picked up the knife that had killed the woman he had begun to love. “Rest in
peace, Sdene,” hesaid, testing itsweight in hishand. “I promise I'll take care of Oilgtar.”

A4
On her way to The Traffic Light, Peta’ s pager buzzed.



Sheignored it at fird.

The restaurant where she’ d been headed was so named because the owners had imported and erected
what had, until recently, been the only traffic light on theidand. Thetraffic light didn’t work, nor wasit
meant to do so. It was a curiosity, intended for no other purpose than to direct people to stop and
sample the food. Of course, the truth was that the place was aready so popular with the loca s that they
had al the cusomersthey could handle.

After months of eating only because it was mealtime, findly, tonight, Peta had been looking forward to
stopping in a The Traffic Light and eating Maggi€' s oildown. She had never been good at making the
Grenadian nationa stew of breadfruit cooked in coconut milk with salted meat and vegetables, mostly
calaoo, and lots of seasoning, but sheloved to eat it. Especidly now, in early August, when lobster
season was in full swing and Maggie could be persuaded to throw in the occasiond tail.

That wasthe way Arthur had liked it best too.

The two of them had shared oildown a The Traffic Light once amonth. The meal wasfollowed by a
monthly evening of poetry. Since Maggie would not accept payment from either of them, they submitted
to the poetry in exchange for the med. Arthur didn’t mind. In fact, he occasionaly read some of hisown
scribblesto an enthusiastic audience. Petaonly half listened, dreaming on afull somach about Captain
Bligh enduring amutiny because he had used essentid water for his breadfruit sgplingsinstead of giving it
to hiscrew.

The pager buzzed again inagently.

Peta pulled to the side of the road and checked the number. It was her service. Everyone s service,
redly, Snceit wasthe only hdfway efficient one ontheidand.

Hoping it was something that could be taken care of over the phone, she grabbed the cell phone from her
purseand cdled in.

“One of your patients caled. A girl. Patty Grant. She saysaman’s been knifed in her house. Something
to do with Carniva. Saysthe houseisin the bushes and hard to find, so she' |l send her brother out to the
road to flag you down.”

Though she didn’t recognize the name, Peta made a note of the address, apparently ashanty intherain
forest, on theroad to the Grand E” tang, theidand’ s dormant volcano.

She sghed heavily. So much for oildown.

The wholeidand was only twenty by twelve miles. Asthe crow flies, the house was probably no more
than six or eight miles away, but it would take her the better part of an hour to get there. The road
through the rain-forested mountain was far and away the best on theidand. The problem was getting to
it. Most of the secondary roads barely deserved the name. They were often unpaved, and those that
were had more potholes than pavement. They wound like coiled vipers through the countryside, dmost
asif to make up for the fact that there were no poisonous snakes on theidand.

Hungry, she reached into her pocket for aprotein bar and settled into the driving, marveling as she
awaysdid at the spectacular landscape and the variety of fruit there. Therain forest around her
contained an astonishing mixture of trees: breadfruit and banana, cinnamon and nutmeg—theidand’'s
most famous spice—clove, coconut palm, mango, cocoa, apple, soursop, cashew, avocado, plum. And
more. Papaya. Orange. Thelist of edibleswas endless.



For those whose taste ran to mest, there were al manner of animals, some of them unique to the region.
The forest hid the armadillo or tatoo, the manicou or opossum, not to speak of the Mona monkey—an
idand ddlicacy.

Through her open window, Peta could fed the increasing humidity and hear the song of exatic night birds.
For too long, she had claimed to be too busy to climb thetrails. Too busy trying not to think.

She passed a house where several young men and women were partialy dressed in brightly colored
satins. Carniva dancers preparing for the next day’ s parade.

Carniva season in Grenadawas joyous for some, anathemato others. There was dancing in the streets
and strange business afoot as gangs of young locals, faces painted with tar, created equa parts of music
and mayhem. They wore masks and devil costumes soaked in acombination of charcoa and engine ail
and jumped out at you, pulling you close to dance with them and leaving you smeared with greasy black
resdue.

Asachild, she had been terrified of them. They represented both the devil and the priesthood, warning in
both personas of hell and damnation, yet promising redemption, too, to those who did not thwart them.
Asan adult, she avoided them where possible and wore old clothes throughout Carnival in case sheran

into them anyway.
The Jab Jab Molass.

Ancther dl-male club, she thought, recalling Arthur’ stales of his years among them.

It took her a minute to remember the last time she had participated in the parade, or any of the revelry of
Grenada slate-summer festival. She had told herself that she didn’t have timefor that, elther. Intruth,
neither the activities nor the hedonism held any appedl, but at thistime of year, they were hard to avoid.
As July became August, the people of Grenada geared up for the days of revelry asif they were readying
for war.

Beginning with the Rainbow Festiva in St. Andrew’s, during the first weekend in August, big tents
mushroomed around the idand for the steel-band and calypso competitions. Because the calypsos were,
inthe main, politicaly based, the lyricsinevitably spawned more fights than were usua on theidand and,
under cover of Carnival’sloose attitude, more assaults on tourist.

Thisyear however, there were fewer political songs, and many more that stretched the moral boundaries
of theidand. Watching the frenzy mount and the competition grow ever fiercer, Peta could not but
wonder how many—or how few—Grenadians remembered that Carnival was supposed to be about
Lent. It had been easier to remember when it coincided with the Lenten season. Once the influx of
summer tourists induced a change to August, none but the most religious among the revelers gave much
thought to its origins.

She chuckled somewhat wryly a hersdif.

For thefirst time since she could remember, her Catholic roots were showing. Asan intelligent being and
as adoctor, she had an intense awareness of life' stransience, but she’ d never concerned herself with
what lay at the end of her tunndl.

Not so these days.
These days she thought alot about her own mortdlity.

Doubtless, thiswas rdated to Arthur’ s death. Thiswould be her first Carniva without him. Wherever he



was, that was where she wanted to go. Not right away, of course, but ultimately. When it was her time.
Meanwhile, the annua celebration had to be endured.

In the gloom of dusk among the trees of the mountain, alight flashed ahead of her. Glancing at the
odometer, she redlized that she was nearing the location of her house call. She had been averaging no
more than fifteen miles an hour. Even had she not recaled the location on her own, shewas hardly likely
to have missed the figure waving aflashlight at the Side of the road.

She stopped the car and stuck her head out of the open window.

The messenger directed the flashlight’ s beam into her eyes. She covered them with one hand and, with
the other, opened the car door.

“How’ sthe patient?’
“Patient be dead.”

The stranger, a masked ma e youth judging by the width of his shoulders, stepped into Peta sline of
vision. Hewas quickly joined by agroup, seven or eight strong, of Jab Jab Molass.

In the distance, she heard drumbeats, punctuated every now and again by the bleating of agoat. At the
Grand E

" tang Lake, Mama Glo, the goddess of the river, was worshiped, especidly during Saraka, the period of
honoring the dead and appeasing evil spirits. Animaswere sacrificed. The days of feasting and sSinging
and dancing attracted Shango worshipers, who believed that the African god of thunder and thunderbolts
punished troublemakers and rewarded hisworshipers.

Heart pounding, Petareached for her cell phone—and redized that she had l€ft it insde the car. Shefelt
for her belt and pushed the button on the left of her beeper. 1t went off with resounding clarity in the night
darkness.

A Jab Jab laughed and closed in on her. He removed the pager from her belt and tossed it into the trees.
“We have madjo,” hesaid, inamixture of patois and English. “We havethe evil eye.”

“Maldjo,” hisbuddies chanted. They were close enough that she could hear their breathing. Fedl it. The
smell of the chegp rum they’ d been drinking mixed with the stench of tar and engine oil smeared across
their bodies.

One of them touded her hair from behind.
“Y ou want my money?’ Petareached into her pocket, ready to give them whatever she had on her.
They laughed, quietly, and pressed closer.

One of them smacked hislips, asif anticipating atasty morsdl. “Thisone sdelicious. | gon’ egt her
aw-e-l up.”

Another stuck his head through the open car window. “Hey. Look-awhat | found.” He did hisbody into
the car and emerged with her medical bag. “Must be good stuff in here, met'ink.”

A hand tugged at her blouse, another at her skirt. She pulled away, into the arms of athird, who kissed
her resoundingly on the mouth. What an idiot she was coming out here done, at night, during Carnival.



She was heavily outnumbered. They were young and they were strong and, judging by the acohol on the
breath of the one who had kissed her, they were considerably more than a couple of sheetsto the wind.
If they decided to rape her, which seemed inevitable, there was nothing she could do. If she shouted,
who would hear her?

Stll, it couldn’t hurt to scream. Maybe kick afew gonads.

“Y ou want to use your maldjo on me?’ She turned to face the one who had kissed her. Immediately she
heard what she expected, the sound of one of the Jab Jab coming at her from behind.

Using al of the knowledge Ray had taught her, she kicked backward. Her foot found substance and one
of the boys screamed and doubled over.

“Youwan' it rough, bitch?” another youth said as he grabbed her by the hair.
She pummeled him with both fists and screamed at the top of her lungs.

A Moke rounded the corner and came to a screeching hat in front of them. Her would-be molesters
frozein the vehicle s headlights as, crossbow in hand, Frikkie Van Alman jumped out of the driver’s seat
of hislow four-whed-drive jeep.

Immediatdly, the Jab Jab Molass scattered, shouting, “ Sorry, man...mistake, man...sorry, man,” asthey
vanished into the surrounding forest.

Petatook in adeep breath. “ Great white hunter rescues damsd! in distress,” she said, trying to ow her
rapidly besting heart.

“I am delighted to be of service,” Frik said. “Perhaps you will dlow thisto make up in some small
measure for the recent unpleasantness between us.”

His casud air, combined with the gpparent miracle of histimely arrivd, told her ingtinctively that the
whole thing had been a setup. Asshole, she thought. Fucking immature asshole.

She feigned more trouble catching her breath while she got her emotions under control. He might be an
immature asshole, but he was a so dangerous and armed. “ Are you talking about Simon, or about your
performance at the airport?’ Or Blaine, she thought.

“Both.” He lowered the crossbow. “I’ ve apol ogized to you about the incident at San Gabrid. I'm afraid
Mr. Blaine got overzedlous. He won't be causing a problem for any women for awhile, | assureyou. As
for my little, um, tantrum at the airport. Blame that on my mae ego. Whatever thereason, I’'m over it.”

“Am | supposed to say thank you for that, too?’

Frik made aweak attempt at a chortle. Then, never one for subtleties, he offered her the protection of his
boat through the rest of Carnival.

Setup or no, Petaremained concerned for her own safety. For the moment, she decided, it was best to
pretend friendship. She had little doubt that the same ego that Frik had blamed for the incident on the
tarmac would persuade him that she was genuinely fooled by his attempt at charm.

Shefollowed him back through town to the marina, recently renamed Blue Lagoon, where the Assegai
was moored. The gate man let them in. They parked near the dl-but-deserted bar and made their way
down the narrow walkway to the boat.



Asdways, the dogs, Sheba and Maverick, greeted their master energeticaly. He settled them down,
then ushered Peta on board. She accepted adrink from his ample stock and they exchanged afew
pleasantries as they seated themselves at the big wooden table that stood on the afterdeck. The image of
Arthur faling adeep on thisvery table the night they’ d saved him from the Communists, seventeen years
earlier, entered her mind.

Drink in hand, Frik’ stone went from solicitous to confidentia. “1 know what you think, Peta. Y ou think
that | had something to do with Arthur’ s death.”

Hewaited for her to say something. Keep waiting, you bastard, she thought.

“Y ou couldn’t be further from the truth, you know. Arthur was my dearest friend. | would never have
done anything to harm him and | will dways miss him. Come, | have something to show you.”

Hetook her into the ship’s saloon and showed her the pieces he had of the artifact. They wereresting in
some sort of wire frame. She recognized the oddly shimmering surface of the pieces and marveled at how
perfectly the piece she recognized from the undersea cavern, the one Blaine had taken from her, fit into
what had to be the one Paul had left Frik. Intuitively, she could see where the little cups and nodules on
her piece would fit, and how Arthur’s, stuck in NY PD’ s Midtown North evidence lockup, would link
negtly to dl three.

“It may surprise—even shock you—to find out that | know you have apiece of the artifact,” Frik said. “I
saw it around your neck during the newscat, that god-awful night in New Y ork.”

What isyour game, Frik? Petathought. Why are you taking me into your confidence?“What do you
want meto say about that?’ she asked, mostly to buy hersdlf time.

“I don’t want you to say anything. | want you to give your fragment tome. ..forthe good of humanity.”

Frik held out hishand. She stared at it. He had delayed thislong to make his demand; why make it now?
Why not wait until New Y ear’ seve?

Clearly, the answer wasthat he had trusted her then and did not trust her now. She could think of at least
two obvious reasons for that, one at the bottom of the sea.and one up on the mountain.

“I don’'t haveit on me,” she said, and fingered her neck asif to demonstrate that the pendant was not
there.

“Bring it heretomorrow. I’m having my usud carniva party after the parade. It wouldn’t be complete
without your presence anyway.”

Thelast thing | need, Petathought, isone of Frik’ s drunken parties. Then again, if she didn’t accept, the
little mob scene on the Grand E tang road was likely to be repeated, sansthe arrival of the white knight.

Humoring him, praying that Ral phie had the replicaready for her, she amiled congenidly. “1 could usea
few laughs. I'll bring it with me tomorrow night.”
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Fedling for al the world like one of Siegfried and Roy’ s caged white tigers, Ray paced around hisLas
Vegas penthouse. Even after ayear of living in the gpartment, itstriangular shape, like that of the hotel
beneeth it, made him vaguely uncomfortable.

He stalked through what he thought of asthe great room, with its sixty-foot-long wall of tempered, tinted



glass, itstwelve-foot ceiling and comfortable groupings of chairs and sofas.
Trying to clear hismind, hetook in the view.

The windows and diding door at one end faced west across his private helipad to Palace Station Casino
and the mountain ranges beyond it. He could just make out the bloodred rock formations of Red Rock
Canyon at the corner. The main wall of windows faced southeast, giving him a perfect view of Circus
Circus and the rest of the Strip, with the Sahara across the Street at the easternmost corner. If he stepped
right up to the glass, he knew, he'd be able to look down &t the head of the fifty-foot-tall lizard that
appeared to be crashing out of the hotel’ s outer wall. The latest battle between his stuntmen-performers
and the animatronic beast should just have finished. Insde the casino, the creature stail would have
stopped its periodic waving just below the cealling.

He prowled down the back hall past the guest rooms, and ended up on the balcony off hisown
bedroom. From that vantage point, he could look northeast at Stratosphere Tower and downtown, and
he could see the glow of the spinning neon Daredevil Casino sign on the nose of areplicaof aspace
shuttle that jutted at a steep angle out of the side of his hotel’ s tenth floor, with the tail and cargo doors
angled away from the building. It looked asif the building were the shuttle' sexternd fud tank and the
craft was separating on its way toward the stars. The sides of the shuttle had dozens of viewing ports; the
nose cone was glass, alowing tourists to get a one-of-a-kind picture of themselves suspended against the
LasVegas skyline. In what would have been the cargo bay, Ray’ s high rollers could enjoy afive-gtar
meal served in amultitiered restaurant. Each table was set againgt the cargo doors, which were made of
specially tinted glass, cresting the perfect setup for patrons to see the Stratosphere and the lights of
downtown.

All very impressive, Ray thought, yet nothing in the spectacle of hishotd, or Las Vegasitsdf, held his
attention. The Daredevil Casino was dready showing ahuge profit, enough for him to serioudy
contemplate buying land to build the Rig, an ideathat had stayed with him snce hisvigt to the Vahala;
yet hefelt edgy. Restive.

What he redlly needed to cure his restlessness was a new stunt job.

No, hethought. The way hefdt wasonly partidly dueto hislack of afilmjobin the offing. Morelikdly it
was a symptom of withdrawa after the jungle battle against Green Impact. He had long since admitted to
himsdlf that hewas arisk addict, and this sitting around was making him itch for the rush of adrendine

he' d fdt asthe bullets flew and explosives roared through the Delta Amacuro swamps.

Perhaps, he thought, he should coin a syndrome for what ailed him: danger deprivation syndrome. DDS.
Sounded painful and impressve.

He passed through the dining room, where he could see northwest over his hotel’ sthrill rides, and
reentered the great room from the corner.

Walking through the gpartment’ s main room, past the recessed security screensthat allowed him to
watch the action downgtairs, he opened the door that led to his private [ab, awindowless,
environmentally stabilized room in the middle of his penthouse. It dways amazed him how cramped the
lab felt, though he knew it to be as big as his bedroom, which comfortably fit a Caiforniaking-sized bed,
aseparate Sitting areafor very private conversations, and an anteroom for his morning workout

equipment.

Hislab, on the other hand, was crammed with storage cabinets dong the wal on both sides of the door.
In the middle of the room stood a giant table covered with metal frames and cables and bits of equipment
he hadn’t put away. To hisright, aPeg-Board took up haf of thewall, with tools and safety equipment



hanging from seemingly random hooks. Below that, more storage cabinets held larger pieces of
equipment and supplies. Theleft-hand side of the room held his desk and file cabinets. Severa dry-erase
whiteboards hung above them, filled with reminders about appointments and notes about Frikkie' s
srange artifact. Theleft half of the back wall was taken up by agiant screen.

Ray sat down at his desk, tapped a key to wake up his computer, and swiveled around to Stare at the
computer modd on the wall screen. It was athree-dimensiond image of what the artifact would look like
when put together. After Frikkie had sent him the surface dimensions and other characteristics of the
piece Simon had died finding, Ray had updated the model. Now it looked alot like astrange geode,
roughly spherica but with odd bumps and depressions. The figure-eight section from the origina
assembly Paul Trujold had discovered stuck partway out on one end. He thought irreverently that it
looked like Mr. Potato Head with only his nose attached.

The telephone rang, startling him out of deep contemplation. He leaned back in hischair and
automatically picked up the receiver, without twisting to look at the caller ID. There were fewer than a
dozen people to whom he had given this number anyway, and severa of them were dead, so they no
longer counted.

On the phone, dogs barked in the background. He recognized them as Sheba and Maverick.
“Yeah, Frik.”
“We haveto be subtle. I'm calling from Grenada. I'm here for Carniva.”

“When you' reking of the universe, thefirgt thing you can do is change the Grenadian phone system.” Ray
was only hdf joking.

“Petajust left,” Frik said, gpparently unconcerned by Ray’ s biting comment. “I told her that | saw the
piece of the artifact around her neck during the newscast in New Y ork. She’ sbringing it to me
tomorrow.”

Ray was sllent for alittle too long. What on earth could have induced Petato agreeto that? he
wondered.

“Areyou there?’
“I'm here”

“Y ou sound surprised. | was sure you knew that she had one.” Frik sounded hugely pleased with himsdlf.
“McKendry isstill on the job searching for Selene to get the pieces Paul sent to her.”

“That leaves Arthur’'s” Ray said without thinking.

It was Frikki€' sturn to be surprised. “What do you mean, Arthur’ s? 1 didn’t know that he had a piece.
How do you know? Why didn’t you tell me before?’

Shit, Ray thought. He' d been so surprised by Frikkie s knowledge of Peta s piece that he' d assumed the
Afrikaner would also know about Arthur’s. He said as much over the phone. “I guessit’ strue what they
say about assumptions.”

Ray glanced across at hisdoor, asif he'd momentarily forgotten that he was adone in the penthouse.
Swiveling al the way around, he unlocked the top drawer of his desk and took out an odd-shaped
blue-green object.



“Damnit! | must havethat piece, Ray.”
“TheNYPD hasit, Frik. No way to get it out.”

“I'll pull strings. Y ou’ d be amazed at what alarge enough donation to the Policemen’ s Fund can buy.
They’ll be glad to help me.”

As Ray turned the piece over and over in hishands, it reflected the light from the wall screen. Playing
withit asif it were aworry stone, he watched as it seemed to warp the light such that its own image, and
not the rest of the modd, was vishle like an afterimage on theirregular surface.

“I tried that,” he said. “Remember, | have alot of friendsin that precinct. I’ ve done more than my share
of filming there. They won't releaseit to anyone other than Peta. She signed apriori for Arthur’ s effects.”

Petawould fed safe aslong as Frik thought she was the only one with accessto Arthur’ s fragment, Ray
thought. He needed her to be fearless.

“Peta said something about going to New Y ork on her birthday as akind of statement. Since she'sbeing
S0 cooperative, why not ask her to retrieve the piece from the precinct and bring it dong to Vegas at
New Year's?

The Afrikaner’ sfrustration seemed audible, even before he said, “I can’t wait that long.”

“What's so dmighty urgent?’ Ray was aware of the rush he was getting from the conversation and happy
to discard hisrecent ennui. “She'll bring Arthur’ sfragment hereon New Year’ sEve. You'll belucky to
have Sdlene s piece by then anyway.”

“I supposeyou'reright,” Frik said, though to Ray he didn’t sound entirely convinced. “By the way, have
you been able to work anything out with your computer models?”

“Not that | could say over an unsecured lineif | had, but no. | know its shape, and | know the reactions
from Paul’ s notes. Other than that, it's acomplete mystery.”

“Well keep working on it, would you.” If possible, Frikkie s voice seemed to hold more frustration than
before. “ Asfor the other matter, | suppose you'reright. | canwait for New Y ear’ s Eve to get the other
pieces. | want the whole Daredevils Club there when we put thistogether and find out what it really
does”

| bet, Ray thought, but al he said was “Good-bye.” He hung up the phone and held Arthur’ s piece
between thumb and forefinger. Angling it, hetried to line up the fragment with theimage on the wall
screen. Astheimages merged in hisvision, hefdt hishead swim, and awave of nausea overcame him.

Centering the piece on hisdesk, he stared at it, shook hishead asif to clear it, and closed his eyes. After
counting to five, he reopened them and refocused on the object.

Nothing had changed; his nauseaand theillusion of the artifact’ s curious reflection of itsdlf remained.
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Not much outside of restaurants and bars stayed open on the idand on Carnival Monday. The occasional
minibus driver picked up aload of passengers, the police and fire Sations stayed on dert, and the clinic
opened its doors, which was fine with Peta. She had no urge whatsoever to participate in Carnival,
particularly after her experience with the Jab Jab Molassi. She had no interest in watching the parade or
infollowing it to Grenada Nationa Stadium for the calypso finas and the crowning of the king and queen



of the Carnivd.

It waswell into the afternoon before she finished seeing her patients, which was perfect because Raphie
wasrarely around before then. His routine was absolute unless he wasiill or off-idand. He disappeared
after his morning sea bath, and appeared again on Morne Rouge Beach in the late afternoon with his
knapsack. Settling himsdlf againgt the fence in front of the house nearest to Gem Holiday Beach Resort,
he carved black coral, smoked the occasiona joint, and engaged in brief conversations with passers-by.
Mostly, he kept to himself.

Always, she knew whereto find him.

She had brought her party clothes from home, figuring she would use the bathroom at her clinic to dress.
If it weren't for carnival, she' d have gone home, then down to the Carenage and hailed awater taxi to
take her to Ralphie at Morne Rouge Bay and back to Blue Lagoon Marina. Today, however, was not
the day to do that—not with dl the drunks and tourists jockeying for space on the Carenage.

At about four-thirty, she made her last patient notes and dressed—or more precisely, undressed—to kill,
inaminiskirted black T-strap dress.

Praying that Ralphie would have her replicaready, shethrew apair of slver gtiletto-hedled sandals onto
the front seat of the car and, barefoot, drove her Honda down the hill to Gem. He was not yet at his
post, so she stopped in for abrief hello with the hotel manager, awoman whose string of children Peta
had delivered, picked up a Coke at the beach bar, and waked onto the sand. She could smell the aroma
of fresh seafood cooking in the perpetua pot that was kept going by the beach folk. One of them, il
dripping from his dive, cracked open a sea urchin and offered it to her. She could not resist the trest. He
wouldn’t take any money, so she tossed him a couple of cigarettes.

Attracted to the sight of the giveaway, ajailbird con artist whom she knew only as Coconut asked for a
smoke. Shetossed him one.

He grinned and stuck it between his lips before motioning with his hands asif he were striking amatch.
“Seen Raphie?’ she asked, pulling adisposable lighter from her purse.
Coconut shook his head. “Not for afew days. Maybe he go off-idand.”

Peta pointed at the small pile of green coconuts at his feet. He pulled his machete from the sand, picked
up one of the nuts, alittle smaller than an American footbal, and began the ritua hewould haveto
complete before she could ask him any more questions. Twirling the coconut in hisleft hand, he expertly
swung the machete across the end, trimming away the green husk and exposing the soft interior shell.
With afina whack helopped off the end and handed it to her.

She exchanged it for the lighter and drank down the liquid inside the coconut, relishing its cool sweetness.
When she' d finished, she handed it back to Coconut, who chopped it open and returned the two halves,
aong with a shaving from the husk. Using the shaving like a spoon, she scooped out the white, gelatinous
insdesthat off-idanders never saw in the old, dried-out nuts they bought at the supermarket.

“Raphie has to be around somewhere,” she said, throwing the empty shellsinto the nearby tin drum that
passed as atrash can.

Coconut grinned. “I find him for you—cost you a pack of smokes.”

Peta sat down on one of Gem'’ s beach chairs. “ Sure.” She brushed away afamily of no-see-ums that
were settling on her arm in anticipation of sundown. “Why not.”



She adjusted the chair, lay back, and fell adeep. The sted-drum sounds of the New Dimensions, aloca
reggae and soca group, awakened her an hour later. Their music came from the Rhum Runner, a
tourist-filled catamaran making astop onitsdaily sunset round. Two old ladies sat under apam tree near
the cat, trading baskets of T-shirts. A third had thrown arow of brightly colored towels over the fence.
She sat infront of them braiding atourist’ s hair with the help of her granddaughter, apretty girl of no
more than nine.

“Ra phie come soon.” Coconut plopped himsalf down on the sand next to her and held out one hand for
payment. “I find him wa-ary down Grand Anse.”

“l don't seehim,” Peta said.
“Hecomedong dow.”
“Why should | believeyou?’ Petaasked, amusing hersdlf.

Coconut lifted his machete and grinned. She took asmall purse out of her pocket and counted out $1.30
Grenadian, enough for a pack of 555s at the supermarket up the road or a haf pack at the bar.

“I’'mthirsty for beer,” Coconut said.
Peta shook her head. “Don’t push your luck.”

He shrugged congenidly, asif he had expected no different. “Y ou be at Fantazia tonight for Caypso
Night?" he asked, pointing at the building attached to the back of Gem’ s beachside restaurant, Sur La
Mer.

“Maybe,” Petasaid, though she had absolutely no intention of partying there or anywhere e se, with the
exception of her obligatory appearance on the Assegai.

“Good enough.” Hetook off for the bar just as Ralphie strode into view. “See,” he called out. “1 told
yw.”

“Hey, Raphie”
“Hey, Miss Peta”
“Youfinished thejob | gave you?’

“I finished it.” He moved off toward the fence. She stood up and followed him. He settled himself on the
sand, took out a piece of coral and asmall knife, and began to carve. She sat down next to him and
waited in companionable silence, knowing he would give her what she wanted in his own time and not
before.

After half an hour or so, he dug into hisbag and pulled out the replica, set in the origina gold bezdl, and
the loose red fragment. Shetook them from him and examined them closdly.

Therewas no way to tell visualy which one was the duplicate and which the red thing.

The only way she knew the difference was by fed. The original fragment seemed to draw the heet from
her hand, making it tinglelike pins and needles. The other felt like any piece of carved cord.

“Amazing job, Ralphie. | don’t know how to thank you. Y ou just might have saved my life.”
“Then| havedl thethanks| need,” he said gravely, and refused dl offers of payment.



“I have one more favor to ask.” She held out the origind toward him. “I don’t want to have thiswith me
tonight. Will you hold it for me until tomorrow?’

He nodded and took it from her.
“Aren’t you curious about this?’ Peta asked.
“I"m curious about how the universe works,” he answered.

Petasmiled a him. Hewasredly something, her friend Ralphie. He could have followed in hisfamily’s
political footsteps. He could have lived like arich man. Instead, he carved cord and sought the secrets of
the universe. She thought about Frik, about how his search for the same secrets was motivated by a
desrefor self-aggrandizement.

She leaned over and kissed Ralphie on the cheek. “If for somereason | don’t come back and get it from
you, find Manny Sheppard and giveit to him.”

“You go to come back,” he said, asif he knew.

As Peta neared Blue Lagoon, she heard again the sounds of the New Dimensons. They were doing well
for themselves, she thought, wondering if Frik had aso hired Bosco, as he usudly did. She had known
Grenada s one-man band dl of her life, and enjoyed seeing him. He was an event unto himsdlf, playing
bass and keyboard, percussion and drums, doing his own arrangements, and playing pan and singing.
Cute and fun, he was much in demand.

She parked her car outsde the marina so that, if necessary, she could leave in ahurry, and footed it the
rest of theway. The areawas adive with music and people. Rum punch was being poured liberadly and
everyone was having a high old time, drinking, toking, dancing to thelively sted drums of thelocal

musi cians who had apparently forgone their usual gig at the Grenada Grand Beach Resort to oblige Frik.

Shewaved at the musicians and made her way through the crowd. Hiking up her miniskirt, tilettos
dangling from her hand, she climbed onto the Assegal. The wooden table had been removed from the
deck to make room for a spotlit dance floor.

As one song ended and another began, acircle of partygoers gathered around Peta. Some of them began
to dance. She dipped into her sandal's and moved to theirresistible rhythm of her favorite local calypso,
MarshaMacDonad' s“Going Under.”

“Go, girl,” someone yelled. Someone dse turned the spotlight on her.
Frik.

She had noticed him among those who preferred to watch. Now she saw that his gaze wasriveted on the
pendant she was wearing around her neck.

At the end of the song, the musicians closed their set.

Frik moved toward her, took her arm, and guided her down into the cabin, where ahuge black form lay
growling.

“Quiet, Shebal”

The dog sent out one more test growl, objecting to the invasion of her territory, then stopped.



Petafollowed the Afrikaner through the boat’ s smdl gdley and forward to his private study. The cozy
wood-paneled cabin curved with the prow of the Assegai until it formed a point. Cushioned benches
lined both walls, broken only on the starboard side by alocked cabinet which she knew contained an
entertainment center and his communications equipment. Where the curving walls brought the benches
together, alow trapezoida wooden cabinet served asadisplay table. Standing in the middle of it wasthe
amall wire framewhich held the two pieces of the artifact that Frikkie had so far recovered.

“Thank you, again, for coming,” he said. “ And for bringing the piece.” Safely out of sight of the revelers,
he reached out toward the pendant.

“Not so fast,” Petasaid, enjoying thelook on hisface as she backed away. Smiling, she asked himto
give her the privilege of placing the fragment into the modd hersdf. “Just awhim,” she said. “Humor me.”

A trifleimpetiently, Frik agreed.

Heart pounding, praying that Ralphie’ swork was as perfect as she thought it was, she removed the
pendant from around her neck, pushed the fragment out of its bezel and into the space he indicated.

It did in and—Thank you, Ra phie—connected perfectly with the red pieces of the artifact.

“That just leaves Sdene sfragment,” Frik said. “And the onethat’sin New Y ork with Arthur’ s effects.”
“I’'m curious,” Petasaid, trying to sound casual. “How did you know about that one?’

“Ray told mejust recently,” Frik said. “Isthat a problem? It is mine, you know.”

“A problem?N-no. | don’t supposeitis.” She had never been completely sure that Frik knew about the
piecein New York or, if hedid know, just how he had learned about it. Her suspicions about the
Daredevil stuntman returned tenfold.

“Ray saysthe pieceisin New Y ork, with Arthur’ seffects. I'd like to go and get it,” Frik went on, his
voice carefully benign.

Damn it, Peta thought. How was she going to get out of thisone?*“ It can be released only to me,
persondly.”

“So | understand. Why don’t you let mefly you there. We can—"

Petaheld up her hand. “I have apractice. | have students at the medical school coming in thisweek to
begin the new semester and | need to prepare. There' sno way | can leave Grenadaright now.”

143 But_n

“Don't pressure me, Frik. I’m not one of your flunkies.” Her anger finally overrode her caution, adding
heet to her words. 1 give you my word Il retrieve the piecein timefor the New Year' sEve meeting in
Vegas. That'll have to be good enough.”

37

On the night of the August new moon, Terris McKendry stood on the Vahalla platform and wondered if
he would ever again be able to trust anight of such darkness. To him it seemed that the world was
holding its breath, waiting to unleash some hidden terror. His uneasiness had returned each month since
the night on the Y ucatédn when he and Joshua had first encountered Green Impact—the night that had
cost Keene hislife and made him into a cold-blooded murderer who would shoot awoman in the back.



Restless, he walked the metal decks at the wellhead level, high as a skyscraper above the placid water.
Levd after leve, he climbed from one yellow-painted staircase to another, pacing, working off his
nervous energy as he stared out into the night.

His heavy bootsrang loudly in hisears, even againgt the hiss and thrum of the ever-working mechanisms
of the production platform. The rig was a constant drone of machinery, effluents hissing through pipes,
waste-gas flames crackling at the long ends of boom derricks.

McKendry gripped the warm metal railings and peered a hundred feet down to the water. Vahala
produced too much background noise, too much light and sound. It cast abubble of restless civilization
around them, like acampfire driving off predatorsin the wilderness.

Pacing around to the western corner of the platform, he saw the two exhaust flares extended like spitting
dragonsinto the darkness, bleeding off belches of unwanted gases from the smmering oil well deep
under the waters. On the opposite Side, the living quarters rested under the helideck. At thistime of night
mogt of the workerswould be off shift, playing billiards, watching action movies, chesting each other at
cards. Separate from the habitation modules, the shack of the radio room waslit; undoubtedly Hercules,
the Trinidadian man on duty, was chatting with radio pen pas from across the world.

Ashis uneasiness built, he strode to one of the phones that alowed communication between the distant
parts of the rig and punched in the code for the small coffee room where his security men often took a
break. “ Gonzaes. Get everyone outsde. No more breaks this shift. Do your rounds every fifteen minutes
tonight, not every haf hour. | want dl of you to keep an eye out.”

“What' swrong, Sr?’ Gonzales said.

“Just do it. There s nothing wrong with being on your toes.” McKendry made sure his men did their jobs,
but never bothered to get cordia with any of them. He couldn’t imagine why the guards would rather St
in aconfined room on plastic chairs drinking sour coffee instead of walking around the rig decksin the
warm night and stretching their legs. In the Tropics he had found that some men just plain took pridein
their laziness.

On the other end of the line, Gonzales grumbled to the othersin the coffee shop, “It’sthe dark of the
moon. Makes him paranoid.”

McKendry scowled and said in agruff voice, “Y ou can complain to Mr. Van Alman if you don't like my
orders. I’'m sure he'll be happy to let you find another job.” Angrily, he hung up. Maybe he was being
overcautious, but it only took one mistake, as the captain of the Y ucatan had discovered.

Hewalked to the edge of the platform and again scanned the vast stretch of water between therig and
theinvisble mainland of Venezuda

Why did hereally care what happened to the Vahala? Because he' d promised Frikkie that he' d protect
therig? It wasn't asif Frik was much of afriend. After the assault on the Green Impact camp, the
billionaire had been concerned only with the recovery of his mysterious artifact. The dead mercenarieson
his sde and the half dozen dead terrorists on the other didn’t matter to the man. All he cared about was
that somehow Selene Trujold had gotten away, even though she had been shot.

After what the terrorists did to Joshua, McKendry thought, it mattersto me.

Drifting across the water like ablack fly on adark lily pad, Joshua K eene closed the distance to the



Vdhdlaplatform. He moved without lights, circling his motorized inflatable raft to the Trinidad Sde of the
rig so that he could comein opposite the additional glow of the exhaust flares at the ends of their
extended booms.

As he turned the Zodiac toward the rig, he cut the motor. In the ensuing silence he could hear the
indugtrid buzz, even from adistance of morethan amile.

Entering the rich, warm waters around the Vahalla, he trailed streamers of potent shark repellent. Though
sharksrarely attacked inflatable rafts, he wanted to avoid any commotion at all.

It took along time for him to paddle the raft up to the el ephantine concrete legs that held the huge
production rig high above the calm water, but he didn’t dare use the puttering outboard. If al went well,
he would be cdling enough attention to himself in alittle while. He tied up to the emergency ladder built
onto the closest concrete strut, the same one he and Terris had used the night hisfriend died. Before
climbing out of the Zodiac, he secured al of hisweapons around hislegs, chest, and back, fastening
packages of compact explosives, hisigniters, and grenades. He even had the knife that had killed Selene:
the most appropriate weapon to use while destroying Oilstar, he thought.

In his pocket he could fed theweirdly curved edges of the strange but unknowably precious piece of the
artifact. He kept it to remind himself that Selene had died for it.

Though it made his own movement more difficult, he wrapped adull black rain cloak around his
shoulders, which would keep him dl but invisiblein the shadows.

Rung after rung, he began to climb; it was eighty feet from the water to the lowest deck of the production
platform. It would have been so much easier to use one of thelift platforms, he thought, but he knew the
clanking and ratcheting noise would be sure to draw investigation by one of therig'snewly inspired
security guards. Now that he had heard so much about the draconian new security chief Oilstar had
hired, he expected he' d have to be much more cautious than on hisfirst vigt.

Keene reached the first deck, opened the small access gate, and pulled himsdlf up onto the platform.
Though he d thought he had recovered from hiswounds, he felt exhausted from the climb, especialy with
the extraweight he was carrying. Not for thefirst time, he wished that some of the other members of
Sdlene' steam had escaped Oilstar’ s assault on the jungle base. He would have liked some help in this
operation, commandoswilling to sacrifice their lives.

Wishing and hoping, though, weren't going to change the fact that those who hadn’t died had been
captured and turned over to the Venezue an government, which made them as good as dead, anyway.
Joshuaknew hewas all done, with only his anger, his need for revenge, and a half-baked plan.

Onarig like this, however, one person could cause alot of damage.

There were enough explosives strapped to his body to create a substantial disaster. Given good
placement and alucky break, he would be able to rig the explosives and get away from the Vahdla
before hisfireworks display turned the rig into a seaborne version of The Towering Inferno. Hewas
determined to accomplish hisgod at dl costs, but thiswas no ddliberate suicide mission. A lot had
happened in the last few months that he needed to mull over. Sdlene Trujold’ s death, theloss of Terris
McKendry, Frikkie sbetrayd.

After shucking hisdark rain cloak so that it would not hinder his movements, Keene stole acrossthe
metal decks. He moved toward the cluster of fractionation pipes. Ahead of him he could seethe
closeddown electrical and mechanica workshops, the crew change rooms, circuitry lockers, and
mudrooms that surrounded the smelly drill floor around the main wellhead. He looked up and saw



business offices; they looked like tiny cubicles on aspaceship.

During the two monthsit had taken him to gather the explosives he needed, Joshua had studied as much
as he could about production rigs and their numerous vulnerabilities. He ignored the optimistic and
reassuring press releases from Oilstar and other mgjor petroleum companies, instead paying particular
attention to the infamous Piper Alphadisaster of July 1988 in the North Seajust off Aberdeen, Scotland.

A smoldering firein one of the modules had built up until it set off asmdl explosion in an adjacent
chamber, which had then triggered another explosion, tearing apart half of the giant oil platform. Rig
workers had been trapped in the habitation module as fire and smoke spread. Emergency sprinkler
systems had falled. Radiomen had called “Mayday” repeatedly until finally they had to abandon the
communications offices as the fire and smoke advanced.

Some crewmen had been stranded by the advancing flame front while they raced to lifeboat stations;
others were trapped high above the turbulent and cold North Sea. Given no choice, some men had
leaped sixty-eight feet from one of the decksinto the water. A handful of desperate, doomed workers
had even jumped from the heliport, faced with either being burned to deeth in the advancing fire or dying
asthey plunged from skyscraper height to the sea. Severa crewmen had climbed down knotted ropes or
hoses to reach sealevel as explosion after explosion rocked Piper Alpha

Rescue crews had raced in boats and helicopters from nearby drilling platforms, but the fire was so bad
that few of them could even gpproach the burning rig to fish survivors out of the water. The debrisfrom
one explosion killed half the crew on an gpproaching rescue craft.

Indl, 165 people had died on Piper Alpha, making it one of theworst disastersin oil-drilling history.

Keenetried to imagine seeing the sameinferno on the Vahala In front of the vison in hismind he saw
Sdene sface, heard her last words as she died beside him in the clearing near the Green Impact
encampment. Thefiresgrew brighter in hisimagination.

Y es, he thought, that would just about do it.
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Oilstar’ s security squads grudgingly did what their boss had ordered, but McKendry noticed without
surprise that they walked their routestogether, sticking to the brightly lit decks, chatting with late-shift
crewmen—in other words, going out of their way to avoid anywhere that trouble might occur.

The big man patrolled the darker ways himsdlf, dipping through the claustrophobic and tangled pipe
forests and chemica-storage aress, |etting a sixth sense prickle his skin.

Hefdt uneasy.
Looking up into the dark and moonless sky, he was postive this uneasinesswasn't hisimagination.
Of course, he had been just as positive month after month, ever since the night Joshua Keene had died.

His doubts ended when he reached the fourth deck and stopped, fegling electricity go up his spine.
Someone—yperhaps a survivor from Green Impact—uwas here on the Vahalla platform.

Hisflashlight beam reveded no movement in the dark corners; not that he expected any. No professiona
would have waited around. Then he discovered that one of the access hatches leading up from the
support legs and the distant water was open. It was near the central wellhead and the shut-down



mechanical shops. When he examined it more closely, he saw that one of the naked yellow lightbul bs had
been smashed. Crumpled in the shadows, he found alightweight black cloak—the kind he himsdlf would
have chosen for camouflage.

Whoever had been here, or was il here, apparently thought that security on board was aslax asit had
been in the past.

He directed the beam of the flashlight al the way down to the water. Though the beam diffused, he saw
something dark tied up to the ladder attached to the wide concrete leg. Running to the nearest lift
platform, he descended to water level, where he studied the unobtrusive black boat tied to aladder rung.
The single rubber raft could have carried only afew of the terrorists, but even asmal group could cause
extreme damageto therig if they knew what they were doing.

McKendry took out aknife and, with aquick motion, dashed the rope holding the Zodiac in place. He
shoved with hisfoot so that the raft drifted into the water.

Whoever had cometo hisrig wouldn’t get avay now. He d have them cornered on the Vahdla
platform, where he could dedl with themin hisown way.

Creeping across the decks and ducking therig’ s il laughable security, Keene found a set of lockersthat
contained Oilstar work clothes. Diligent practices on the rig had been increased, and he thought he saw
more guards on patrol, but they didn’t appear to be doing a better job than before. They talked loudly
and walked in packs, making it easy for him to elude them.

From one of the lockers, he pulled on agreasy, thick jumpsuit that had the hand-lettered name Virata
written on the left breast in bold strokes with ablack Magic Marker. The jumpsuit smelled like grease
and piss, but he' d endured worse. He found a hard hat adorned with crudely placed racing decals and
snugged it againg hishair.

Walking away from the lockers he was less stedlthy, and instead walked asif he belonged on therig. The
explosive packs strapped to his chest and legs, as well as the packages he carried in one hand, made him
look bulky and cumbersome, but if dl went well, he wouldn’t have them for long.

Outside the mechanica rooms and shop offices, he found the centra pipes and controlsfor the
fire-suppresson systems and darms. He was relieved to see that the safety valves were split into two
systems, one of which went toward the habitation quarters to protect the crew complement. An
independent set dedlt with the production facility, the pipes and chambers and machinery of the
production rig itself.

He shut down, then permanently disabled the darms, sprinklers, and safety systemsin the production
portions of Vahdla Once the explosves went off, the darms and sprinklers would activate ingde the
habitation module, getting the snoozing off-duty teams out of bed. That would give the crew membersa
chanceto get away, but nothing would stop the flamesin the production area. These degpy South
American crewmen certainly wouldn't try to save therig. They’ d rush to the lifeboats, which would drop
like padded dedgehammersinto the water far below.

K eene supposed that kept him from being a cold-blooded murderer; now he qudified asjust a
warm-blooded one.

He worked for ten minutes setting up his explosives againg athirty-foot-high distillation tank connected
to three systems that led to the heavy-gases storage chambers and out to the flame boom. His



examination of design blueprints of the Vahallahad showed that even histoken amount of explosives
would ignite this one tank. Onceit blew, it would set off the second, which would set off the third, and so
on like red-hot dominoes until nothing wasft of the ail rig’s production facilities.

Given ahuge supply of Oilgtar funding, Van Alman might be ableto repair and eventualy restart
production on the Vahdla But the cost to him in damage to public relations would be insurmountable.

Keenetwigted the last wire onto the timer. He still had afew small grenades clipped to hisbdlt, just in
case he needed alittle help getting away. If he got out of here and climbed down to hisinflatable boat in
time, he could roar off in the Zodiac with the outboard cranked full. With the rig blazing behind him, he
could make hisway back to the Venezud an mainland and eventudly return to North America.

Thisyear he d have one hdll of agtory to tell the remaining members of the Daredevils Club on New
Year'sEve. Hewould take great pleasure in rubbing Frik’ snoseinit. First he had to finish hisjob and
oet off therig dive, though.

He stood up. Before he could turn, there was a click as the hammer of a pistol was drawn back.
“Don’'t move.”
Keene froze. Thoughts raced through his mind. He hadn’t even heard footsteps.

The background white noise of the drilling rig showered like snow around him. He rested ahand on one
of the small grenades at hiswai g, cradling it. He could easily yank the pin out, tossit next to the other
explosives. The grenade would blow up before the security guard behind him could stop it. The only
problem was that he would be gunned down in an ingtant, or the explosion would take him with it.

He considered trying to bluff hisway out, holding on to the grenade aslong as possible. If he could
redirect the guard' s attention, maybe he could toss the grenade far enough so that he could get away as
the explosions rippled through the rig. In the meantime, he would have to dodge bullets, too. It wasa
near-zero chance of survival.

But near-zero isn't zero.
“Turn around very dowly and show me your hands,” the security guard said.

Something in the voice tickled the back of Keene's memory, but hetried to ignore it and stay focused on
the mission. He turned, keeping his eyesfixed on the explosives and his hand covering the grenade.
Maybe he could fool the guard, act like aregular Joe.

He started to set a smile on hisface and looked up to make eye contact with the stranger. When he did,
he saw theimpossible: Terris McKendry, very much dive, aming apistol a hischest.

Keene blinked. McKendry’ sface |ooked like an astonished child' sas hisjaw fell open. “What the hell?’
Stupefied, Keene dmost dropped the grenade. The motion startled McK endry, who jerked the pistol.
Involuntarily, Keene ducked. “You're dead,” he muttered.

McKendry looked at hisfriend asif that were the stupidest thing he had ever heard, but he clamped his
lips shut. Keene knew that the same words had been about to come from the other man’s mouth.

“I watched you die,” the bigger man said. “Blown overboard. They never found your body. The sharks
gotit.”



“| saw the bullets hit. | saw you thrown off the bicycle”

For amoment the two men held their weapons, facing each other. Keene kept his hand on the grenade;
McKendry’ s pistol was till targeted at his partner. Findly Joshualaughed out loud, the braying chuckle
that had always annoyed hisfriend.

“What are you doing here?” McKendry lowered hisweapon afraction of aninch.

Keenetucked the grenade in his jumpsuit pocket. “What are you doing here, Terris? Helping out those
bastards at Oilstar?’ Heraised his handsto indicate the totdity of the Vahdlaplatform. “Don’t you
know what Frik did?’

“Why are you doing the dirty work of those Green Impact scum, Josh? Selene Trujold has the blood of
dozens on her hands. Probably more. Y ou saw yoursdlf what she did to the crew on the tanker.”

“Yes” Keenesad, uneasy. “But | dso saw what an Oilstar assassination squad did to her and dl the
other members of her team; daughtered most of them and sent the rest off to rot in some Venezuelan
jal”

McKendry turned gray. “Y ou were there?’

“I was off in Pedernales getting supplies. When | came back, | found the camp destroyed. Sdlenediedin
my ams.” He gritted histeeth. “Damnit, Terris! | loved her.”

“Shewould have killed you eventudly. Maybe | saved your ass.”
“Maybe you don't know what you' re talking about.”

“Shewasakiller, Joshua. A mad dog, willing to murder innocent people to make her point. | had to
shoot her.” McKendry sounded asif he were working as hard to convince himsdlf as he was to convince
Keene.

“You'refull of shit, Tarris,” Keene said. “ She wasn't shot, she was stabbed.”
“What do you mean she was stabbed?’

“I mean she was stabbed. With this.” He pulled the knife from hiswaist and held it pommel-out to his
partner. The etched initials JR. caught the light.

“Where did you get that?’

Keene couldn’t figure out his partner’ sreaction. “1 picked it up from the pool of Selene' sblood that she
dropped it in. Terris, what isyour problem?’

The big man’'s palor had improved. He shook his head and stood up straight, asif alarge weight had
been removed from his shoulders.

Keene knew better than to push the subject. He sheathed the knife and said, “Did you ever stop to
wonder about the red reason Frik wanted this artifact?’ He grabbed Selene’ s fragment out of his pocket
and held it up. At times, he had wanted to wipe the surfaces clean, to remove the discol orations, but
instead he had |et the bloodstains dry on it. Selene’ s blood.

McKendry stared at the object. Keene dangled it like acarrot in front of hisfriend’ seyes. “Yes, | got it,
Terris. | dso found out why Frik redly wantsit.”



He rapidly summarized what he had learned: Paul Trujold s discovery of the artifact’ s true power, and
the real purpose behind Frikkie' s Daredevil scheme—knowledge that had cost Selene sfather hislife.

K eene watched McKendry absorb the information, run it through hislogic filters. He knew McKendry’s
process, knew his partner would come to the same conclusions he himsalf had reached.

Findly, in alowered voice, McKendry said, “If it were anybody esetdling methis, | wouldn’t even
ligen.”

“Butitisme, Terris. Damnit, it' sthetruth.”

McKendry gestured with the pistol, not in athreatening manner, just as the most obvious meansto point.
“I think you’ d better disassemble those explosives. Y ou won't be needing them now.”

Keene hesitated, feding hisheart turnto lead in hischest. “1 promised Sdlene,” he said. “With her dying
breath she asked me to shut down Oilgtar, to get even with them. | can't ignore that.”

“And | gave my word to protect this platform. It may not be worth what | thought it was, but | won't let
you destroy the Vahadla” He paused. “ Ther€ s got to be some other way.”

The two men held their ground, each waiting for the other to speak or offer a suggestion. After aminute,
Keenesad, “Crap. Maybe | don’t have to blow up the Vahalato be true to my promise.”

A short timelater, the two men stood side by side at the edge of the heliport deck, high above the water.
McKendry’ s on-duty security men had encountered them and waved at their chief. They had not
bothered to question the identity of the man wearing Virata swork overdls. McKendry growled under
his breath; Keene snickered at their incompetence.

The smaller man held the odd artifact that had been excavated from deep beneath the sea. He stared at it
for thelast time.

“I surewish | understood what thisis,” hesaid. “But | know it'snot worth al the grief it'scaused.” He
held it high, dangling it more than ahundred feet over the waters of the Gulf of Paria, and thought of his
promiseto Selene. Frik Van Alman would be more upset about not regaining the artifact than he would
ever have been about losing the ail rig.

He smiled at the thought of hisrevenge, muttered something under his bresth, and let go.

Asthe artifact droped from hisfingers, it reflected the lights of therig oddly, asif the perspective were
wrong. The optica illuson madeit gppear to hang inthear.

McKendry’s big hand reached out in aflash and grabbed the object before it could fal to the water.

“No. That wouldn’t finishit, Joshua.” Keene glared at hisfriend, feding betrayed, but McKendry
continued. “ Frik would find it. Somehow.”

“That' sridiculous. He couldn’t know—"
“Anything is possible. He could have acameraon usright at this moment.”

Keenedidn't answer. McKendry grinned. “I’ ve reduced you to silence. That’sachange. Listen to me,
would you? Getting rid of thiswould not make Frik stop what he' sdoing. Y ou said yourself thisthing
could make internal combustion engines adistant memory. That would destroy Oilstar, destroy Frikkie.”



“What if he comes dfter it before then?’
“Hewon't,” McKendry said.
“Why not?’

“Because he trusts us to be good soldiers and do aswe weretold. On New Year' sEve, you and | will
goto Las Vegas and make Frik answer for himself. We'll seeto it that this discovery gets put to good
use for the whole world, not just for one greedy son of abitch.”

Keene sghed and stared out at the water and the nearby coast of Trinidad. The sky was lightening,
shifting from indigo to blues and grays and pinks asthe first rays of the sun refracted through the gathering
clouds. Red sky at morning, he thought. A storm was on the way.

“You adwaysdid hate loose ends,” he said, turning to face hisfriend.

McKendry didn’t so much as crack asmile. “ And you dways did talk too much.”
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No matter how hard shetried, Peta was unable to find closure on Arthur’ s death. Time, purportedly the
ultimate healer, passed, but the void he had left in her life kept growing.

After Carnival and the arrival of anew round of students at the medica school, the only distraction she
alowed hersdf was watching news reports of the American elections on television. She found the
debates entertaining. The rumpusin Florida kept her laughing, as had the Monica debacle. While morality
on theidand was purported to be of great sgnificanceto its populace, and in particular to thosein
government, the truth was that Grenadian politicians made Clinton’ s high jinks look like agood day at
Sunday schooal.

The difference was that here the persona lives of government officials were conducted behind closed
doors. Tdk at the Watering Hole never lacked its dose of rumors, whispers, and gossip, but it was laced
with rum, not with legd action.

With New Y ear’ s Eve only ten days away, Petawent to see her travel agent, whose office on the
Carenage dways seemed to be run with less efficiency than its well-decorated interior might have
indicated.

Her travel plan was smple—provided she could get the airline schedule to cooperate: fly to San Juan and
connect to New Y ork, if need be viaMiami. She had no wish to stay over in New Y ork. All she wanted
wastimeto go to the precinct, collect Arthur’ s fragment, and be at Danny’ s on Forty-sixth Street &t five
o'clock on New Y ear's Eve. Sentiment drove her to be there on her birthday—their birthday—even
though she would be there alone. That and the distant hope that by being there, by keeping their date, she
could findly find some degree of closure.

Theway she figured it, she could have acar pick her up a Danny’ s at seven—in timeto get her to the
arrport for anine o’ clock flight to Vegas. Traffic to the airport would be light on New Year' sEve. The
flight would get her to her destination by eleven, Vegastime.

Having taken care of her business at the travel agency, she went next door and upstairs to the Nutmeg
for apeanut punch and aroti. Sitting at atable next to the open area overlooking the fishing boats and
ferries, she made afew notes, reminders of the things she had to do before leaving: go to the bank for
money; collect thered artifact from Ralphie; cal Ray to let him know that she was coming to the meeting



viaNew Y ork and give him her arrival timein Vegas, and cdl themaitred’ a Danny’ sto tell him to
reserve aquiet corner table for her for five 0’ clock. The restaurant wouldn’t be crowded yet at that hour,
and evenif it was, George would find away to get her atable.

She thought about what to take dong and decided that one small roll-on suitcase, her medical bag, and a
handbag would be more than enough to hold the necessities. It wasn't asif she were planning to do the
town—New York or Las Vegas. Besdes, as Arthur had so often told her, she could dways buy what
she needed at the other end.

She wondered irreverently, without the usual accompanying stab of pain, if the same principle held true
for the journeysto heaven and hell. Maybe, she thought, she was beginning to hed after dl.

That evening, Peta made the necessary arrangements with her associate and put inacall to Danny’s.
George was ddighted to hear from her.

“Let melook at the reservation book,” he said. “Yes. Hereit is. | thought | hadn’t erased it. Five
o' clock. Dinner. Dr. Whyte and—"

He stopped abruptly. She thanked him and quickly hung up. Next, she called Ray in Las Vegas.

“I have adinner reservation at Danny’s at five 0’ clock. | called George. He said they hadn’t erased the
booking Arthur made before...”

“| was there when he made that reservation,” Ray reminded her, asif she could have forgotten. “You're
not even staying over for one night?’ He sounded almost irritated with her.

“Isthat aproblem?’

“I suppose not,” Ray said. “You're cutting it awfully close. | just hope there are no flight delays.”
“If there are, you can wait to start the meeting.”

“New Year’sEvewaitsfor no man.”

“Fine. I’'m not aman anyway, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

Ray chuckled. “One morething. The Stripisclosed on New Year's Eve. It'll be shut down by thetime
you get here. I'll have one of my limaos picks you up. The driver will know how to circumvent the
barriers. Better yet, I'll arrange for a helicopter out of McCarran and apilot. Easy enough to land on my
helipad and that' || take care of any time crunch.”

“Gresat ideg,” Petasaid, “But you should recdll that | won't need apilot. Just have your driver thereto get
me to the chopper and make sure dl of the authorizations have been cleared.”

For the sake of comfort rather than status, Peta had made reservationsin first class,; for the sake of a
show of authority once she got to the police gtation, she wore a suit—or more accurately, Liz Claiborne
wool crepe separates she' d picked up at Saks during her last visit to Manhattan. The black calf-length
wrap skirt and fitted fingertip-length black jacket were very New Y ork. A white crew-neck cashmere
sweater, opaque black tights, and apair of black leather knee-high boots completed the look. Hair upin
abun; thered fragment, back inits bezel and hidden beneath her swester in case someturn of fate
brought Frik to the airport; this year’ swhite gold button earrings, and she was good to go. Normaly, she
would have carried a coat, but since she was only going to be there for amatter of hours, and her jacket



would do finefor Vegas, she smply threw ashawl and apair of warm glovesinto her suitcase.

She felt hot and overdressed until she boarded the plane, but she was quickly grateful for having worn a
jacket. Asusud, Grenada sairport air-conditioning was on dowdown, but the plane was freezing. She
hated using the blanket and pillow the airline provided, so sherolled up her jacket asapillow, shuggled
under her shawl, which she pulled out of her bag before throwing it into the overhead compartment, and
dozed off.

San Juan’ sairport was hotter than Grenada s and more crowded. With alot of hoursto kill between
flights, she hailed a cab and went to the closest beach hotel. Once there, she changed into the swimsuit
she' d shoved into her handbag and grabbed a chaise under an umbrella. Even inthe middle of winter, it
was hot and humid. They were so damn lucky in Grenada, she thought. Eighty-four degrees, day in, day
out, and alway's an ocean breeze coming off the Atlantic Sde of theidand.

L ater, she walked aong the beach and watched the sunset. She stayed out there for awhilein
semidarkness, then walked back and ordered hersalf adrink. Her flight was dueto leave a two in the
morning. She glanced at her watch. It was one minute past midnight.

“Happy birthday, Peta,” she said. Shelooked up at the sars. “Happy birthday, my love.”

After switching planesin Miami and catching arestless ngp during the last leg of the flight to New Y ork,
she swore off red-eyesforever. Thanksto delaysin the air over JFK, the plane circled for what seemed
to be years before it landed. She occupied hersalf by applying some makeup, putting her jacket back on,
and wrapping the shawl around her shouldersin preparation for aNew Y ork December day.

By thetime the aircraft taxied up to the arrival gate, Petawas ready to scream. There were adozen
people ahead of her in the cordoned-off taxi line. She waited impatiently for the pompous uniformed
arport officia to whistle her up acab. When he did, she waved away the suggestion that she share it with
someonedseinline.

Thetraffic into Manhattan seemed endless. The cabbi€ s chattiness, in the past a source of amusement,
got on her nerves. By thetime he pulled up in front of the Midtown North police station, she felt so guilty
about her attitude, she overtipped.

Inside the precinct house, she took out her wallet and retrieved the receipt they’ d given her. It was dated
December 31, 1999, and signed by Sergeant John Lewis.

Trailing her suitcase behind her, she moved up to the counter. “I’ d like to see Sergeant Lewis.”
“Sowould I, lady. We could use him around here.”
“Whereishe?’

“Retired.” The policeman sighed heavily and turned away, but not before Peta got alook at the name on
his badge. Patrick O’ Shaunessy.

“Detective O Shaunessy.”
Heturned back to her. “I’m flattered, ma am, but it’s sergeant. Sergeant O’ Shaunessy.”

Asbest she could, Petastemmed her rising unease. “Well, Sergeant,” she said, 1’ ve cometo collect,
um, my friend’ s personal effects which were impounded as evidence amost ayear ago. | hope you can
hdpme”



He took the receipt from her and examined it closaly. “ Excuse me amoment, please. Il beright back.
Why don’t you take a seat over there.” He indicated a datted bench againgt the wall.

Peta watched the hands on the large clock over the desk. When he had been gone for twenty minutes,
she began to panic. Something waswrong. Very wrong.

“Miss? Dr. Whyte. I'm Captain Richards. Could | seeyou in here, please.”

Breething asigh of relief, Peta stood up and followed the plainclothes officer into asmdl office. The
captain, aman not much beyond middle age, pointed at a chair and she sat down.

“I’'m sorry, Dr. Whyte. I’'m afraid there' s been some kind of clerica error.” He waved the receipt.
“Thereis absolutely no record of thiscase.”
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“What are you saying?’ Peta stared at the police detective in disbdlief.

“I have no other way of saying it. Thereis absolutely no record of this case.”

“That'scrazy!” Sheredized that she was shouting, but made no effort to lower her voice. “I know the
case was closed, but you' d think somebody around here would remember abombing and desth on New
Year'sEve. Damnit, it was only ayear ago—"

“Look, lady, cdm down.” He walked to the door, which she had |eft dightly gar, and closed it.
Returning to his desk, he sat on the edge facing her. “I’'m sorry about this. Redly | am. But there's
nothing | can do.”

Peta sat back and stared at him. Fedling utterly defeated, she took out the pack of cigarettes she'd
bought in Miami, pedled off the cellophane wrapping, and took one out. A thousand disconnected
thoughts seemed to be chasing each other around her head.

“Y ou can’'t—ah, the hdl with it.”

Hetook alighter out of hispocket and lit her cigarette. Still leaning forward, he whispered, “I’m going to
tell you something, but if you repeet it, I’ [l deny | said aword.” She started to interrupt him, but he held
up hishand. “Listen carefully, *cause I’m only going to say thisonce. Early last August, some NSA suits
camein here and took away abunch of records. They erased everything about them in our computers
and told me that asfar as | was concerned, that explosion that killed thedoc....it never happened.”

“WI,.]y_?)
“Hey, the Feds comein here waving writs around, you don’t ask questions.”
She nodded, though her mind was more confused than before. “ So why are you telling me?”

The captain leaned back onto the desk and said, “Doc Marryshow, he saved my life way back when |
was arookie. | was burned real bad, y’ know. He lived a couple of blocks from here. Used to pop into
see how | was. Hewasredl interested in police work too. Always asking me questions...”

A few minutes later, Peta stood outside the precinct house. She had never felt more confused and angry.
Shdltering hersdlf againgt the old brick wall of the building, she pulled out her cell phone. Grateful that it
was amultisystem unit and that she didn’t have to search for a public phone, she dided Ray’ s private
number.



Asgheligened to it ring, she wondered what exactly it was that she was going to tell him—and why.
Therewasn't anything either of them could do at this stage.

She disconnected the phone.
Screw Frik. Screw the Daredevils, dl of them. Sheredly didn't give adamn about any of them.

All she cared about was going to Danny’ sto keep her promise to Arthur, and to hersalf. She pulled her
gloves out of her handbag and put them on, wrapped her shawl around her neck and over her head like a
hood, and dragged her case the eight city blocks from the Midtown North precinct station to Danny’s.

George spotted her as she entered the small foyer. Heran toward her, put hisarms around her, and held
her, gently, asif shewere fragile and might bresk.

Hetook the suitcase from her and led her inside. At the far end of the bar, the piano player recognized
Peta. Smiling broadly, he switched gearsinto “Happy Birthday to You,” played afew bars of “Hot, Hot,
Hot,” then segued, as he had done so many times before, into alively rendition of “ Dollar Wine.”

| should have told Georgeto tell him to cut that out, she thought, forcing herself to look across at the
piano. Sitting there, his back to her, was a café au lait man about the same size and build as Arthur.

Where are you when | need you, David Copperfied? Thereis no magic and thiswas aterrible idea, she
thought.

The man turned around to face her.

“Y ou son of abitch! How could you!” sheyelled as adrendine powered by amix of untrammeled fury
and profound joy propelled her across the room. She rushed at him, punched him full out, and knocked
him backward onto the piano. “ One whole year, you let me believe you were dead.”

For afew moments, Arthur let her rant. Then shefdt hisarms around her. He hed her so close she could
hardly breathe. When the tears came, he kissed them away.

When they stopped, he led her to the corner table marked Reserved.

“Would you give me achanceto gpologize? To explain,” he said, holding her hand across the whitelinen
tablecloth.

“Do | have achoice?’
“I hadtodoit,” Arthur said. “ Ray helped me. We faked the whole thing.”
Peta s mind flashed back to the bloody fragments on the men’ s-room floor. “If it wasn't you—"

“l assureyou it wasn't.” Arthur accompanied hisweak attempt at humor with akiss on her hand. “When
| went out there, | opened adoor near the bathrooms for Ray to bring in abody he'd *borrowed’ from
the morgue' s John Doe dab. We d figured any male would do, given that he was about to be blown to
bits”

“So you locked the corpse, with explosive attached, into the bathroom, and dlipped out the rear door?’
“Right.”

“But why, Arthur? And where have you been dl thistime?’



A part of their conversation ayear ago struggled into Peta s consciousness. There' s new trouble brewing
inthe Middle Eagt, big trouble. After the meeting, I’'m going to Isradl. Il be teaching medics about
frontline emergency burn trestment.

There had been trouble al right, and it wasn't over yet. “1t wasthe Isragl thing, wasn'tit?” she said.

He nodded. “ That was part of it. But also, there was no other way | could properly investigate Frik. He's
dangerous, Peta. It'snot just the artifact. | ill have to find proof, but | can tell you that he has his hands
inalot of other dirty business.”

“Seemsto be aproliferation of that around here,” Peta said.
“Of what?’

“Dirty business. My guessis, it's reached epidemic proportions.” She told him about her experience that
afternoon with New Y ork’ sfinest. “They knew it was a setup, didn’t they? The police.”

“Yes. But not until the people | work for squashed the investigation.”

“How long have you—7?’

“Been back? Long enough to have my contacts retrieve my piece of the artifact.”

She pulled her hand away from him. “Why didn’t you get in touch with me? 1’ ve been through hell—’
“Orders. There' s till too much going on. My silenceis part of the dedl. I’ ve dready said too much.”
“Will they ever let you tell me?’

“I’'mworking onit. That'sdl | can say—for now.”

“I can be trusted to keep my mouth shut. Y ou know that.”

“That' snot the point.”

Shelooked him straight in the eye. In amonotone which held no vestige of emotion shesaid, “Tdl me,
Arthur. What isthe point.”

Heleaned forward so far that his face was amost touching hers. “ The point, my darling Peta, isthat once
| tell you...ifl tel you...you'll beasinvolved as| am.”

Giveit up, girl, shethought. At least for now. Leave the recriminations alone and ddight in the gift of his
presence. “Have you seen Ray?’ she asked, making an enormous effort to appear normal.

“I waswith him when you caled to tell him you were coming to Danny’s. | booked a seat here right
away, and another back to VVegas on the flight with you. The plan now isto test the whole artifact’s
capabilities at the meeting, where we can keep Frik under wraps.” He glanced &t her neck. “1 heard
about the stunt he pulled in Grenada. And that you had to give him your pendant.”

1] %ly, y%.”

Saying nothing about the switch she had made with the pendant, Petaraised her glass. Y ou want
closemouthed. I’ll give you closemouthed. “ Happy birthday, Arthur Marryshow,” she said. “Happy
birthday to us.”
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“Josh.” Ray Arno shook Keene' s hand as he stepped off the private eevator into his penthouse.
McKendry followed on Keene shedls. “Terr. | tel you, | could hardly believeit when | heard the
message on my machine, saying that you’ d both be here. Good to see you both dive.”

“Good to be seen,” McKendry said.

Ray had to work to maintain his smile. Both men seemed to have aged a decade in the past year.
McKendry, especialy, must have shed another ten pounds since Ray had last seen him. Both men
carried grim, haunted looks, asif they’ d been through hell and had not quite made it al the way back.

Ray offered drinks and showed them around the penthouse. When he' d given them the insgde tour, he hit
aswitch that automatically drew dl of the curtains, revealing picture windows which overlooked the
panorama below.

“Behold. My own private playground,” he said, pointing out the various hotels aong the strip. Naming the
mountains. Taking what was dmaost an owner’ s pridein Red Rock Canyon and snowcapped Mount
Charleston.

Thevidgitorstook in dl the grandeur without much reaction. Keene s usud ebullience was conspicuoudy
absent. He had moved to awindow and stood gazing out &t the glittering panorama.

“IsVan Alman coming?’ hesaid findly.

Thetight voice and the use of the last nameinstead of “Frik” were not lost on Ray.
“He sdue any minute.”

“Lotsof good people are dead because of hislittle treasure hunt.”

“And because of us,” McKendry said. “We ve been over dl this, Josh—"

“I' know, | know, but | detest him and his goddamn device. If he'd Ietitbe...” Hetook a deep bresth and
turned from the window. “We got our piece, didn’'t we? Like good little errand boys we went and found
it, and we're here to ddliver it. But at what cost? If it had been up to me I’ d have tossed it into the
Cayman Trench and told Frik to go divefor it himsdlf.”

The Cayman Trench. . .hundreds of mileslong, five miles deep. Ray shook his head. No onewould ever
have found it there.

“Why didn’t you?’ he asked.

“Because | needed to know that the past year wasn't for nothing. And because | promised someone that
if this device could be put to good use, I'd seetoiit that it was. | dso promised that if it was going to be
used for wrong, I’d prevent it. By any means necessary. Otherwise thisisthelast place | want to be.”

“I'mglad you came,” Ray said softly, senang Keene' s pain. He d never imagined the man could be this
bitter. “We re dwindling in number.”

McKendry shook hishead. “Yeah, | keep trying to figure out what' s happening. Arthur last year. Now
Simon’sgone. Thisgoes on, there won't be anyone | eft.”

“Hnewith me” Keenesaid.



Ray stared a him. “Y ou' re kidding, right?’

“Not ahit. | picked up anew perspective on alot of thingsin the past year...what’ simportant, what's
not. And you know what’ slast on thelist? Thisidiotic club. How'd | ever get involved with such abunch
of arrested adolescents?” Keene made adisgusted sound. “What could | have been thinking?”

“Let meremind you. Y ou were thinking, Life' stoo short to play it safe,” said anew voice.
They dl turned. Frikkie stood in the doorway, ashiny titanium briefcase dangling from his good hand.
“Well, well,” Keene muttered. “If itisn't Mr. Teen Americahimsdf.”

Frik either didn’t hear the remark or choseto ignoreit. “ And you were thinking you didn’t want to miss
what could be an historic moment. Truly adefining moment in history. For al we know, A.D. may come
to mean ‘anno device' ingtead of anno Domini.”

Ray saw Keene set hisjaw and knew what he was thinking: no one could mix grandiosity and arrogance
like Fredrick Van Alman and, yes, sometimes you wanted to punch out hislights. But Keene only
dropped into achair and swiveled it toward the window; he went back to staring silently at the bedizened
desart, effectively removing himsdlf from the room.

“What' swith him?’ Frik said.

“Better you don’'t ask,” McKendry replied. Hefished in his pocket and pulled out asmall object.
“Here sour part of theded,” hetold Ray.

He held up the piece asif he were abouit to tossit across the room, apparently changed his mind, and
lowered it. He stepped closer and pressed it into Ray’ s hand.

Ray understood. People had shed their blood for thislittle piece of strangeness. No one should play
catch with it. He stared amoment at the object in his pam before he closed hisfingersaround it. It was
larger than Arthur’s. Bluer. With thelittle figure-eight piece at one end.

Like Arthur’s, the strangely textured surface seemed to suck the warmth and moisture from his skin.
“Where' s Peta?’ Frik asked, looking around.

“On her way.” Ray jerked the thumb of hisfree hand over his shoulder. “ Should be landing on the
helipad any minute.” And won't you be surprised to see who' swith her.

“Good. Because we can't do anything without Arthur’ s piece. In the meantime...”
He st his briefcase on the coffee table. Ray noticed for the first time that it was cuffed to hiswrigt.

Frik unlocked the cuff and the catches. Helifted the lid to reved agray, foam-lined interior. Nestled
among the egg-crate contours were three oddly shaped objects, smilar to the piecein Ray’ s hand, yet
digtinct—distant relaives, but unquestionably members of the same family. A wire-framestandlay ina
rectangular cutout.

“Voila” Frik looked around. “Now, where sthislab you told me you set up to assemble our treasures?’

“Right through that door back there,” Ray said without thinking. He' d been toying with Arthur’ s piece on
the workbench when the call announcing Keene and McKendry’ sarrival had come from downdtairs.

He' d been trying to run acurrent through it, but not only was it nonconductive, it absorbed whatever he
shot into it without atering its own temperature even afraction of adegree.



Had he put it away?
“We should wait for Peta,” he said quickly.

“Wewill,” Frik said. Herose and carried the briefcase like atray toward the rear of the penthouse' s
great room. “We have no choice. But why waste time once she arrives? We can assemble what we have
now and be dl sat to go. When Peta gets herewe' Il smply haveto plug in thefinad piece”

“I don't know, Frik,” Ray sad, trailing after him.

“I do. I'vewaited dl year for thismoment, and I’m not going to put it off a nanosecond longer than
absolutely necessary.”

Ray glanced over his shoulder. McKendry was close behind, but Keene remained douched in his seat by
the window. How was he going to steer thislittle procession away from the ladb—at least until he'd
checked it out to make sure that Arthur’ s piece wasn't visible?

Hetried to scoot around Frik. “ At least wait until | straighten up alittle.”

“Nonsense,” Frik said, not even dowing. “We ve known each other too long to worry about messy
desks and overflowing wastebaskets.”

He pulled the door open and stepped through, leaving just enough space for Ray to dip past him.

Ray made it to the workbench first and suppressed a groan—Y ou idiot!—when he spotted Arthur’s
piece lying out there dead center for al the world to see. Wouldn’t be the end of theworld if Frik
spotted it, but he'd promised Arthur and Peta not to assemble the device until they arrived, and he
wanted to keep hisword.

Pretending to clear aspace for the briefcase, he swept aforearm across the scarred surface, effectively
moving the piece to the sde. Picking it up might be too obvious, so he brushed a sheaf of notes over it.

Heturned to seeif Frik had spotted it and barely suppressed asigh of relief. The Afrikaner had stopped
ing de the door and was gazing at the equipment racked on the walls.

“What do you with dl of thisstuff?’ he said. “Looks like an electronics store.”

McKendry sniffed theair. “A temperature-controlled, electrogtaticfiltered eectronics store.” He glanced
a Ray. “Laminar flow?’

Ray nodded. “ Just a hobby. Trying to build a better mousetrap.”
“Forget mousetragps. Before the night isout you'll redlly have something to tinker with,” Frik said.

He removed the wire-frame stand from the briefcase, followed by the three pieces, one by one. He
handled them gently, asif they werefragile.

Ray knew that if these were related to the piece Arthur had given him, they were anything but fragile. He
didn’t know why, but his mouth began to dry as he watched Frik settle the largest of the three piecesinto
the base of the platform. After he’ d snapped another, dightly smaler pieceinto thefirst, he held out his
hand for Keene and McKendry’s.

“Y ours comes next.”

Ray handed it over, reluctantly, but he had to marvel at how perfectly it fit into the other two.



“Which oneis Smon’'s?” McKendry said. He stood behind Frik, watching over his shoulder. Hisvoice
was soft, dmost hoarse. “ The one he died diving for?’

“Thisone.” Frik lifted thefind, unassembled piece. Herolled it between histhumb and fingers. * Poor
Simon. | misshim. Hegave hislifefor this. | propose we name the device after him. The Brousseau
Device, so that we never forget him.”

“Asif we need that to remember him,” Keene said from the other room.

A grand gesture, Ray thought, but ultimately meaningless. What did Frik care who it was named &fter, as
long as he controlled it?

“What about Paul Trujold? And Arthur?’ Ray asked.

Frik glanced up, asardonic smile twisting hislips. “Paul was my employee. | assume Arthur acquired his
piece through the mail or viayour friend Manny, and he died inamen’sroom. | think the device deserves
abetter pedigree than that.”

Hefit Simon’s piece into the assembly, then jerked back hishand.
“What happened?’ Ray asked.

“It...” Frik rubbed hisfingers. “It fdt like ashock, likea—"
“Holy shit!” McKendry rasped.

Ray didn’t have to ask—he knew what the big man was talking about: the incomplete assembly was
moving. It spun around so the gap where the last piece would fit faced the pile of papers Ray had just
moved. Platform and dl, it began diding, inching itsway across the workbench.

“What do we do?’ Ray said. He fdt hisgut coiling into aknot. Objects didn’t move on their own, aforce
pushed or pulled them, energy was expended...unless it was magnetic and being drawn toward a
metalic—

Oh, hell! 1t was butting up againgt the papers covering Arthur’ s piece. Ray reached out to grab it, but
Frik stopped him.

“Wait!” Hegripped Ray’ swrist with hisgood hand. “Let’s seewhereit’ sgoing.”

Ray had a pretty good ideat it was moving toward the rest of itself.

Sure enough, it kept moving, bulldozing the papers aside, until it straddled Arthur’ s piece.
“Where did that come from?’ Frik frowned as he pointed. “That’s...that’s...”

“Arthur's” Ray said. No usetrying to deny it. By process of dimination, Frik certainly knew what it
looked like.

“It was supposed to bein New Y ork!”
“Supposed to be. But it'sbeen here all dong.”
“So Petalied about—"

“No, sheredlly thought it was there. By now she knows otherwise.”



“I don’'t understand,” McKendry said.

“It'salong story,” Ray muittered, thinking that it was one he didn’t want to tell. Not yet. Not until Peta
and Arthur arrived.

Hedidn't have to worry about stalling. Frik was off and running. He picked up Arthur’ s piece and
dragged the assembly and its frame back to the center of the workbench. “Right now it’ s show time.”

“We should wait for Peta.”
“What for? Petais coming in empty-handed. As| said before, I’ ve waited too long aready.”

He grabbed the pair of insulated gloveslying to hisright and dipped aglove over hisgood hand. Before
Ray could stop him, he had snapped the fifth and final pieceinto place.

A flash of brilliant blue-white light lit the room, knocking Frik backward. He would have falen if
McKendry hadn’t been standing there. Ray too was staggered by the brilliance. He blinked furioudy,
trying to focus through the floating afterimages, but he could make out only shadows. He heard footsteps
pounding in from the great room.

“Whét the hdl wasthat?’” Keene svoice.
“Look who decided to join the party,” McKendry quipped.
“What areyou jerkstrying to do?’ Keene said. “Wreck the thing?’

Findly Ray could see again. He focused on the workbench and saw the devicejittering around asif in an
earthquake, only the floor was ill. And one of the pieces—Simon’s, no Peta’s, he thought—was
smoking. The fumes stung Ray’ snodtrils.

“Something’ swrong!” Frik ydled.
“How about telling us something we don’t know,” Keene said.
The smoking piece twisted and took off, hurtling across the room to shatter againgt the far wall.

Frik and McKendry hurried over to check out the fragments. McKendry, who had been closest to them,
got therefirgt.

“Nicework, Van Alman,” Keene said, histone verging on asnarl. “Y ou must’ ve put it together wrong.”

“I couldn’t have,” Frik said. “The way they’ re shaped, there’ s only one way those pieces can interl ock.

“Faceit, man,” Keene said, keeping up the pressure. “Y ou blew it. Whatever you did triggered an gect
button.”

“Morelike aregect button,” McKendry said, picking up ahandful of fragments. “ This piece was bogus,
guys. The device spat it out.”

“Petal” Frik said, doing his best to bal hisgood fist within the heavy glove and pounding it on the table.
“Damn her! She gave me afake! When she gets here—"

“Watch out!” Ray’ s gaze had been fixed on the device. “It’ s up to something!”



They al watched as the device began to glow and abluelight enveloped it and its stand. The glow
brightened and seemed to thicken—not aterm Ray would normally apply to light, but the best he could
come up with at the moment—and obscure the device withiniit.

Suddenly abeam of bright blue shot out, thick asaman’swrist and laser focused. It barely missed
Keene shead asit lanced toward a spot on the wall just to the | eft of the door. Keene stared at it a
moment before stepping through into the great room. “Get in here, guys. Y ou' ve got to see this”

Ray led the way but stopped dead in the doorway when he saw what Keene was talking about.
McKendry plowed into his back, propdling him into the room.

The beam of light had pierced the wall without damaging it—no hole, no burn marks. Asfar the beam
was concerned, thewall didn’'t seemto exigt. It traveled with undiminished brightness across the greeat
room, through the outer wall, and into the night.

“Look,” McKendry said, pointing. “I1t'smoving, amogt asif it’ stracking something.”
At that moment Ray became aware of a pulsating thrum.
“Do you hear that?’ Frik said.

Ray nodded. He knew the sound. “That,” he said, “would be Peta s helicopter heading thisway.”
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“Thereitis,” Petasaid, pointing through the helicopter’ s bubble window.

Arthur grinned. “Y ou' re sure?” He sat to her left at the helm of the sprightly little Chief-8, hisright hand
firm on the stick. He winked at her. “It' s so hard to tell Ray’ s casino from the others.”

Thewink said it dl. Even among the galimaufry of brightly lit, high-concept, high-rise casinoslining the
LasVegas Strip, ferro-concrete behemoths in drag watching the endless parade of tourists, Ray’s
wedged-shaped Daredevil Casino stood out. Maybe it was its shape, apex aimed like a spearhead at the
sdewalk. Or maybe it was the space shuttle that appeared to be launching from theright side. Or
perhapsit wasthe redistic Godzilla-like cresture, with animatronic head and arms, bursting through the
left wall.

She noticed a crowd beginning to gather around the monster and glanced at her watch; dmost haf past
eleven. Ray’ s suntmen-cum-actors must be about to begin their assault on the giant fire-breathing lizard.

“Anything wrong?’ The flight had been glide smooth until amoment ago, when she d noticed alittle pitch
androll.

“ Some strange updrafts around the casino.”

The Daredevil’ s rooftop helipad loomed before them. Peta dug into her shoulder bag. She found what
shewas looking for but didn’t removeit. “1 want you to see something beforeweland,” shesaid. “I
didn’t want to be the only one in on the secret.”

“Maybeit should wait till after weland.” Arthur kept his eyes straight ahead.
“I redly think you'll want to see thisnow.”

She opened her hand and held the piece up where he wouldn’t have to turn his head too far to seeit.



After aquick first glance he stiffened and took another 1ook.

“What in theworld?’

“It'smy piece, the one you gave me.”

“But | thought—"

“I had Ral phie make a phony—and he did amasterful job. That'swhat | gave Frik.”
“So he thinks he' s got three but he'sonly got two. | loveit! Doesn’'t Ray know—?"’

“Uh-uh. At thetime| wasn't quite sure about Ray. | mean, whether or not he had something to do with
your, um, deeth, or if he and Frikkie werein cahoots. So | didn’'t tell him. I’ ve learned the truth, but |
haven't exactly had timeto cdl him.”

“Soyou and | will be the only oneswho know.” He grinned. “How do you want to work it? We can let
them assemble it with the fake, and when nothing happens, pull out the redl thingsand say, ‘ Seeif this
works better.” Or we can—"

Theinterior of the cabin filled with abright blue light. The helicopter dipped. Arthur fought the stick.

“Oh, God!” Petacried. Thelight had centered on the piece in her hand, but it was coming from outside.
When she looked through the window, she could follow atightly focused beam straight back to Ray’s
penthouse atop the casino. “What are they trying to do to us?’

She saw four figures rush out onto the helipad. The one she recogni zed as Ray began waving a her. Was
hewarning her off or telling her to hurry in?

The chopper was bucking like awild stalion. Arthur forced it into a stuttering descent toward the
helipad. “It’ sthat thing, that piece you' ve got there. Somehow it’ s set off something below that’ s affecting
the controls.”

“Should | tossit out?’ Petasaid.

“Hell no! We renot out of control, just having some difficulty isal.”

“How much difficulty?’

A tight grin. “Oh, I’ d say something akin to flying through a Midwest supercell.”
“With or without tornadoes?’

“Without. But that could change any moment.” He glanced at her. “Look. An actua touchdown might be
too dicey with these controlsthe way they are. But | can get low enough so that you can tossthe piece
onto the pad.”

“And thenwhat?’

“Then we see what happens. If | get the helm back, we' ll land. If not, we' ll fly off and look for aplacein
the desert to put down. Either way, we' | know the piece will be safe with Ray until we makeit back to
the casino.”

“Bring her down aslow asyou can,” Petasaid. “ These pieces seem to beindestructible, but let’ s not
take any chances.”



Arthur fought the Chief-8 downward. When the landing runners wobbled between eight and ten feet
above the hdlipad, Peta pushed her door open. Noise and wind swirled through the cabin. Looking
below, she saw Ray, Keene, and McKendry backed against the wall of the penthouse.

Frik stood at the edge of the landing circle, where the tornadic downwash whipped his hair and clothing.
Petasaw hisface, histight, angry posture. He knows, she thought. He must have tried to assemble the
device with the fake piece.

Wasthat why the chopper was acting crazy?

She cataloged her options. Fast. The way she did during emergency surgery. She could toss out the real
fragment, surrendering it to Frik, or keep it in the chopper and risk acrash. Or—

“Hold her steady!” She unclasped her seat harness.
“What are you doing?’

Shetucked her piece of the device into her bra. The beam followed it, making her chest glow with the
same egrie blue light. “ See you below,” she said.

Swiveling onto her belly, she dipped her legs through the door.
“Petal” Arthur shouted, panic wild in hisface. “ Get back in here! You'll break your neck!”

Fedling nothing except the need to take action, Peta continued her outward dide. The vortex from the
whirling blades tore at her skirt, whipping it above her knees. She wished she’ d worn jeans—she' d have
abetter view of her feet. Inching down, she kicked back and forth until her boots found the landing
runner. She hooked her hedls on the stedl tubing, reached down and grabbed it with her left hand, then
her right. Findly she kicked her feet free and swung down to hang with her boot soles only three or four
feet above the helipad. She was about to release her grip when the chopper suddenly veered up and
away from theroof.

The beam of blue light followed her, targeted like alaser on her chest. She repressed ascream as she
looked down through hundreds of feet of empty air a the top of the giant lizard monster’ s head. On the
ground below, people in the gathering crowd began to look up and point. She wanted to shout, I’ m not
part of the damn Daredevil show! Thisisthered thing!

Shefdt her fingers dipping and tightened her grip, envisoning herself splattered on the pavement below
while the onlookers applauded the redlistic gore effects. The little chopper began to angle back down
toward the roof. The parapet hove within reach, the chopper dipped, and Peta saw the upper edge of the
wall rushing a her.

She cried out and nearly lost her grip as her right hip and thigh dammed againgt the concrete.

The chopper wobbled away and back again, ramming the small of her back against the edge of the
parapet, twisting her body and tearing her right hand free of the runner. Clinging by one hand, she felt
wind catch her skirt and wrench her back and forth.

With her free hand, Peta tore open the skirt’s hook and loop closure, and the skirt dropped away.
Arthur must have regained amodicum of control because the chopper lifted and angled back over the
helipad, bringing her shoesto within ayard or so of the surface.

That was more than good enough for Peta. She released her grip and dropped onto the hard concrete
surface.



Therdief of feding something solid benesth her gave way to ablast of pain as her right ankle buckled.
Ingtinctively sherolled as shefell, and felt the piece dip from her braand tumble away ...

...toland at Frik’sfeet...dmos asif it wanted to be there.

He snatched it up and raised it above his head. The beam of light focused on the piece, making it look
like he held ablue sun againgt the night sky.

“Y ou gave me a bad moment there, Petal” Frik said, shouting over the noise of the chopper. “1 thought
wewere going to lose thig”

He ran toward the penthouse, brushing past Ray, McKendry, and Keene, who were hurrying forward to
help Peta. She struggled to her feet. Her ankle blazed with gut-wrenching agony. She glanced up and
saw that Arthur had full control of the chopper now. Removing the piece had worked. She gave him a
thumbs-up. He nodded gravely through the bubble.

She turned back to the other men and pointed toward Frik’ sretreating back. “ Stop him!”

Her shout was|ost in the wind and the engine noise, and she doubted M cKendry and Keene would have
been much use anyway. They stood frozen on the helipad, eyesfixed on the chopper, gaping at Arthur.
She saw Keene grab Ray by his shirt and point to the chopper, shouting something she couldn’t hear,
doubtless something about adead man piloting an aircraft.

No help there. Ignoring the stab of pain each step sent up her leg, she hobbled after Frik on her own. He
had al of the pieces now. If she didn’'t do something right away, he would assembl e the artifact and take
possession of it. Too many people had died because of his obsession. She couldn’t let him have control
of it.

She stepped through the diding glass door into the great room and stopped. Frik was nowhereto be
seen. He had what he wanted. Could he aready have gone?

A bright blue glow from the rear doorway answered her. She reached the lab and found Frik hovering
over the four assembled pieces, guiding hers—thefifth and last—toward its position.

Her piece clicked into place. Immediately, the glow disappeared. The device sat cold and dark and
gpparently inert on the workbench, looking for al the world like nothing more than an oddly mottled
Eagter egg with an extranodule on one side.

It wasasif Frik had turned off alight.

Heturned to face her. “What isthis, Peta? Another goddamn fake?’ He pulled over ametdlic briefcase
that sat open onthelab table. “I’ll just haveto take this back to my own labs and figureit out.” He
extended his scarred |eft hand toward the object.

She lunged, reaching for it with both hands. Though she did not yet fully understand why she felt so
passionately about it, every ingtinct told her to stop Frik from removing the device. He grabbed her arms.
She struggled to release hersdf from his grasp.

Suddenly, time seemed to dow down. Shewatched asif through a heat mirage as aripple ran over the
surface of the spheroid, followed by another and another, blurring the edges of the separate pieces.
Fusing them into asingle object.

At its center, atiny spot of bright white began to glow, and then light was everywhere, blasting through
Petalike astorm wind through ascreen door, engulfing her in heat like the heart of the sun. Consuming



her and everything around her.
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When the white light faded and she began to recover her senses, Peta thought for amoment that the
world had been turned on end. But the problem wasn't the world. She was the one who was upside
down, lying on thefloor of Ray’ s penthouse |ab, staring up &t the underside of the main table and the
solid gray line of the ceiling beyond it.

Reoriented, she jumped to her feet. Her body responded at once, but she felt weightless, asif she had
floated to astanding pogition in aflying dream.

Onthetable, the artifact had returned to a state she could only think of as dormant. It looked like nothing
more than a chunk of rutilated quartz from somewherein Arizona, or apretty colored rock that some
collector had picked up on Montserrat to remind himsdlf that adeeping volcano could ook like any other
mountain until it erupted.

“What the fuck?”

Frikkie s left hand appeared on the far Sde of the table as he pulled himself up off the floor. Staring &t it,
Peta flashed on what it had |ooked like minutes ago as he' d reached for the artifact: severely scarred
from the fire that had killed Paul Trujold. Now, it wasn't scarred at dl. The skin looked smooth and
hedthy.

No amount of plastic surgery or expert grafting could have achieved that result in so short atime, she
thought, as Frik’ s head came into view.

Immediately, she noticed that the scarring on his face was gone too, as was the damage to hiseydlid,
which had given him the permanent deepy-eyed look of amyasthenic in the throes of crisis.

That waswhen it occurred to her that she was standing with her full weight on her twisted ankle, but
there was no pain. Her side and back, which should have been covered with cuts, bruises, and abrasions
from her ride on the runner of the hdlicopter, fdt fine. If anything, shefdt asif she had just come from an
hour with amasseur. She reminded hersdlf that she was a physician, ascientist. Perfect curesdidn’t
happen thisway, in asplit second. Miracles, asthey said, took alittle longer.

Reuctantly, she acknowledged the certainty that had been taking shape in her mind. It had to be the
artifact. There smply was no other answer. They had both touched it; they were both made whole.

She shook her head at hersdlf and her ridiculous willingnessto believe in magic. Fact: Antibioticsand
aspirin were miracles. Fact: People couldn’t walk on water without webbed feet.

Fact: That thing over there was not God any more than Frik was the devil.

In the throes of intellectudizing, Petaamost missed seeing Frik reach out to grab the device. Using a
reserve of strength she didn’t know she had, she shoved him away from it. Taken by surprise, he
staggered backward. His carotid pumped.

“Out of my way, bitch!”
Frik’ srage at Peta s continued attempts to thwart him was palpable. She braced herself for his assaullt.

“| suggest you move away from the artifact, Frikkie.” Arthur stood framed in the doorway into the lab.



Frik stopped in histracks. Very dowly, like someonein an Abbott and Costello movie, he swiveled
around. It occurred to Petathat the Afrikaner had been so busy grabbing for the piece of the artifact she
had dropped that he hadn’t taken the time to notice who was piloting the helicopter.

“I wish everyone would stop looking at me asif | wereaghost.” Arthur stepped into thelab. “If you
want to find out how dive | am, why don’t you try to touch that device.”

“Why don’t you try to stop me.”

Frik took astep toward the table. Arthur moved to intercept him. The Afrikaner spun on hished and
charged at hisold friend.

Caught off-guard by Frik’s changein direction, Arthur didn’t have timeto brace himsdlf. The two men
tumbled, ass over elbows, through the door and back into the great room.

Recovering hisfeet, Frik grabbed Arthur by the jacket and lifted him into the air. Asherose, Arthur
thrust out hisleg, catching Frik inthe groin just as Ray and McKendry and Keene charged in from the

helipad.
Arthur bounced lightly to hisfeet. “ Stay out of this. HE smine.”
“Don’'t beso sure” Frikkie said in astage whisper.

It had become obviousto Petathat an al-out physicd battle between Arthur and Frik was inevitable.
Arthur wastdler, Frik broader. They weighed about the same, and since the miraculous actions of the
artifact, both were fit and hugely strong. Without intervention, it would be anybody’ s victory.

Asif to prove her right, Frik rushed toward Arthur, who prepared to block the Afrikaner’s charge. Too
late, Petanoticed that Frik had grabbed a vase filled with roses and baby’ s bresth and flung it ahead of
himsdlf. Arthur’ s blocking punch shattered the crystal, sending water and flowers and splinters of glass
flying everywhere. And blood. Arthur’ s blood. Spurting from his knuckles.

That was enough for Peta. She wasn't about to let Arthur be annihilated. The others could stand by out
of respect for hiswish to dea with Frik on his own terms; she couldn’t. There was no way that she could
endure it—or live with hersdf—if he died again. Thistimefor red. She dashed forward, ready to attack
Frik.

And stopped.

The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Shefdt asif something had hit her at the base of her neck and a
jolting shiver ran down her spine and up again.

Disoriented, she turned around.

The lab was bathed in an eerie glow, the way light looks from twenty feet underwater. Shetried to cal
out to the men. No sound emerged. She faced them and tried again. Thistime her voice rang out loud
and dlear, but the fight claimed their full attention.

Pressing his advantage, Frik grabbed Arthur by the shoulders and spun, hurling hisformer friend over a
plush leather chair and into an antique coffee table. He threw the chair out of the way and dove. Arthur
was ready. Catching Frik with hisfeet, he propelled him through the air, to land with athud by the diding
glass doorsto the hdlipad.

With ahandspring, Arthur was back on hisfeet, running toward his opponent. As Frik struggled to stand,



Arthur kicked him in the chest, sending him crashing through the closed half of the glassdoor.
“That one sfor Simon,” Arthur yelled.

Cheering, Keene and Ray and McKendry moved toward the helipad. Spurred on by their support,
Arthur started forward. Through the commotion and the shattered glass, Peta could see Frikkierall to his
knees and come up throwing something. The Grenadian shielded himsalf from a shower of pebble-sized
chunksof glass.

Frik, backing up onto the wide roof, motioned for Arthur to come and get him.

Hoping that the other three men would have the sense to make sure the right man won, Peta Sarted after
them. Their attention was focused on Arthur and Frikkie, rolling near the low parapet at the edge of the
roof, first one on top, then the other.

Shelooked back into the lab.

The artifact had transformed into asingle brilliant, shapeless white mass. She saw what might be the
outline of afacein the glow asthe object |eft the table and began to float, infinitely dowly, toward the tall
ceiling. Theimage of the strange mura in the undersea cave rose in her mind. Was thiswhat the painter
had been drawing?

Midway between the table and the ceiling, the device ceased its motion and hovered.

Thelightsin the suite flickered and went out, leaving only the green glow of emergency fluorescents. In
the moment before their screens popped like balloons pricked by a dozen pins, she saw on the security
monitors that downgtairs in the casino, machineswere wildly spewing out money.

Glancing to the sde through Ray’ swall of glass, Petawatched the city lights of Las Vegasblink out. A
wave of black washed over the neon city, leaving Las Vegas Boulevard in darkness. An ingtant later,
amog asif it had been timed, fountains of sparkling red and orange and yellow shot from the roofs of the
other casinos, starting from the southern end of the strip at Mandaay Bay, rushing toward the Daredevil
Casino and beyond.

In homage to the midnight hour and the start of 2001—the true millennium—the nine minutes of planned
fireworks crackled and flashed and boomed from the Strip’s megahotels.

Firework mines thundered in quick white bursts that deafened her and drowned out the sound of her
shouts. Rockets rose into the sky, burgting into sparkling blue and red and gold and white star-flowers.

Shelooked up at the artifact.

Asif it had waited for her attention, the glowing orb started to move again, thistime toward her. Likea
living thing, it floated inches from her face and, impossibly, passed right through the vast wall of windows.
She turned to follow its progress and spotted it, one smdl, unblinking light againgt the backdrop of
flaming, sparkling fireworksthat showered LasVegas. Traveling southeast, dowly at first but gaining
peed, it left atrail like aminiature comet drifting through the desert sky.

Petastood transfixed until she could no longer differentiate between the orb and the stars. When it was
out of sght, she turned toward the door that led to the helipad. The Daredevils, their battle abandoned,
stood in awed contemplation of what they had witnessed.

Characteridticdly, Keenewasthe first to break the silence. “I wish Selene could have seen that.”



And Simon, Petathought.
“Maybe she did seeit, Josh,” McKendry said. “ Anybody want to take aguess at what it was?’
“It was mine, that’ swhat it was,” Frik said.

“By dl meansgo and get it.” Arthur’ svoice held no antagonism. His body language indicated that his
desireto fight had left with the vanishing object.

“Do you think, maybe, this proves we aren’t donein the universe?’ Ray asked, a surprising note of
longingin hisvoice

We had it in our hands—the cure for theills of the world—and we let go of it, Petathought asthelights
came back on in the suite. She knew without looking that the monitors were back in operation, and that
downgtairsin the casno and out on the Strip, it was business as usud. “ And so the world goeson,” she
sad.

“Timefor our meeting?’ Frik was apparently trying to resume command of the Stuation.
“We'll mest, dl right, but without you.” Arthur took a step toward him. “Y ou're out of here.”
The others chorused their agreement.

Frik didn't move. Almost in pantomime, Ray walked over to Arthur’ sside. Frik backed up to the exit.
“You'll be sorry, you bastards.”

“Oh, I don't think s0,” Arthur said. “What do you think, guys?’ His glance included Peta.

Reserving judgment on the issue of whether or not she wanted to be one of the boys, she joined the
Daredevils asthey walked Frikkie out of the penthouse.

Epilogue
GULFOF PARIA, JANUARY 1, 2001

At the base of the abandoned ail rig in the Dragon’s Mouth, off the coast of Trinidad, Manny Sheppard
cut hisengine. In the absolute quiet of the Caribbean night, he watched a strange glow hovering over the
water.

Beneath it, arippling began, like waves from a dropped stone. Once, twice, and again, asif ina
three-gun sd ute to Obeah, and to the dead and findly buried, the glow faded and returned. Then it began
adow ascent into the heavens.
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