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Prologue
 
Colorado Springs,
 
1901
 
Nikola Tesla picked his way down the steep hillside under a sky washed clean by the previous night's thunderstorms. The grass was still damp, and slick enough to make him watch his footing with even more care than usual, so that he was well into the clearing where he had left the receiver before he realized that someone was there before him.  He stiffened, ready to shout, and in the same instant saw that it was a child.  A girl, actually, a girl in dungarees and a faded blouse with a long blonde braid falling forward over her shoulder.  She had a walking stick in one hand, a heavy branch scavenged somewhere on the mountain, and Tesla braced himself to shout again, for fear she'd touch the device and hurt herself.  But, no, she was keeping well clear of it, just squatted beside it, staring at the blackened casing and the wires that trailed out of it.  Tesla caught his breath, relieved that she had at least that much sense.
"Young lady.  What are you doing here?"
She looked up, not startled but a little wary. "Oh.  Am I on your land?"
"Yes."
"I'm sorry."  She came to her feet, a tall girl, blue-eyed, maybe eleven or twelve years old.  Or perhaps younger:  usually girls lost that direct gaze by the time they were ten, and he was no real judge of such matters. "I didn't see it posted."
Tesla couldn't remember if the property was marked on this side, and looked down at the damaged device instead. It was blackened and broken, a few wires melted to bright puddles, and the girl cleared her throat.
"I think it got hit by lightning," she said. "I'm pretty sure one of the bolts hit around here last night."
Tesla blinked. "You were watching the storm?"
She nodded.
"And you weren't afraid."  He made it a statement, not a question, seeing the answer in her eyes, but she responded anyway.
"Not particularly.  It was mostly up here, and we have a lightning rod, all the base houses do.  So I figured I was safe as long as I didn't go out."
An Army brat, Tesla thought.  That explained why she seemed older than her years, though not what she was doing this high on his mountain on what was surely a school day.  "And why are you here now?"
"I'm looking for thunderstones," she said.
Tesla blinked. "There's no such thing."
"Are you sure?" she asked.  "I mean, yes, I know that's what the books say, but Maria Consuela has one, and she swears on all the saints that her Aunt Pilar found it in the pit where the lightning struck.  So after last night, I thought — I'd never have a better chance to find out for myself."
"Which is why you're not in school," Tesla said.
She looked contrite.  "We already did this reader at Papa's last posting, I'm not missing anything important."  She scuffed one toe in the grass beside the device, clearly searching for a change of subject.  "Was this — did you put this out to catch the lightning?"
Tesla blinked again, unable to suppress a smile.  It wasn't often that someone guessed correctly about his work.  "Very good," he said.  "Though attracting it to the receiver wasn't the intent of the experiment."
"It really burned it up," she said.
"Yes."  Tesla knelt on the damp grass, carefully parting the broken casing.  "A small problem I'll have to solve, if there's to be any serious transmission of electricity over long distances."
"Papa says — and Miss Hoffmann, too, she says that electricity attracts lightning," the girl said. "Because it is lightning, or maybe because lightning is electricity…."  Her voice trailed off doubtfully, and Tesla gave her an encouraging nod.
"Yes, she's quite right, they're the same thing. It's merely that one has been harnessed for use and the other hasn't."
"Like a mustang and a saddle horse."
Tesla couldn't help smiling at the very western metaphor, imagining himself putting saddle and bridle on the streamers of electricity produced in his lab.  "A bit, yes.  May I borrow your stick?"
She handed it over without question, and Tesla used it to lever the remains of the device out of the rain-softened ground.  There was more damage than he had expected, and he couldn't control a sigh as he tucked it into the pack he had carried down from the lab.
"Maria Consuela says that ghosts are electricity, too," the girl said, frowning.  "That's why they glow."
Tesla considered. "Human beings certainly have an electrical charge, but once they're dead — though I suppose the soul could be electrical in nature." He smiled again, amused by the notion, but the girl's expression remained serious.
"Ghost lights could be electricity.  At least that's what Papa says."
"They could."  St. Elmo's fire was certainly electricity.
"I bet that's what's up at the Silver Bullet."
Tesla turned sharply. "And what do you know about that?"
She hunched her shoulders just a little, but managed to meet his eyes.  "Just what people say. There are lights at the minehead, when there haven't been miners there for ten years.  They're supposed to be the lights of miners killed in cave-ins, or something.  Papa says that's not true, though."
"There are… things in the Silver Bullet," Tesla said.  "I've done some work there myself, and it's a haunted place."  He paused, seeing the flash of fear cross her face, and gave an apologetic shrug.  "Look, since you're here, how about you make yourself useful?  There are three more of these.  Help me collect them, and I'll show you how the experiment was supposed to work."
The girl grinned, all fear forgotten. "Really?"
Tesla nodded.  "Really."
"And can we look for thunderstones on the way?"
"You can keep any thunderstones you find," Tesla said.
 



Chapter One
 
Los Angeles,
 
November 11, 1932
 
Lewis crouched by the Terrier's open door, the thick harness cinched tight around his torso. Below him the chaparral was faded and dry, the end of autumn in the hills outside Los Angeles, a faint puff of cloud of smoke on the horizon. They'd been talking about fires in the hangar before they took the Terrier up for this latest test, the mechanics muttering in Spanish by the back door, the engineers talking quietly in English as they waited for the inventor to explain the mail hook, and Lewis hoped it was just cloud. The last thing they needed was a wildfire up in the hills, tightening nerves already stretched to the breaking point.
Not that the first few days' testing hadn't gone well. This new version of the Terrier was a honey, and Henry was showing them all sorts of new equipment that they could backfit onto the older Terrier they had at home — the Terrier that Henry Kershaw was still showing in his advertisements, the one that had won the Great Passenger Derby only eight months before — and if part of their job was to talk nicely to reporters and Henry's potential investors, well, they'd known that going in. It was just that today's job was going less well.
Lewis glanced at the winch bolted to the cabin floor behind him, the rubber-lined maw of the catch bin open above it, heavy-duty springs holding it in place. They were supposed to absorb the shock of the mail bag as it was catapulted up the wire, but neither he nor Mitch were convinced they were going to work as advertised. So far, however, they hadn't managed to get the wire onto the target at all.
The Terrier banked lazily back toward the field, and Lewis looked toward the cockpit. "Going in this time?" he shouted.
Mitch waved a hand. "Let's do it again."
Lewis waved back, and took a tighter grip on the straps beside the door.  He had had his doubts about the device from the beginning.  It was supposed to streamline mail delivery in small, out-of-the-way stations by making it possible for a plane to drop off and pick up the mail on the same pass.  Instead of dropping the mailbag, though, you had to steer it into a special box; once the mailbag hit, it would trigger a catapult that would fling the outgoing mailbag up and theoretically into the departing plane. He could see the field ahead of them, the target painted in bright black and white chevrons, swelling larger now as Mitch dropped lower, lining up on the mail device. The trick was to plant the heavy hook in the vee of those chevrons, where it would snap into a guide slot and be pulled forward to trigger the catapult that would fling the mailbag back into the air and hopefully keep the bag from snapping the cable. Or at least that was the theory. So far on three passes he hadn't managed to get the hook positioned correctly. This time, they were trying it with a half-weight mailbag, in the hope that the extra weight would make it easier to steer, but he wasn't particularly hopeful.
They were at a hundred feet and not much above stalling, Mitch holding the big plane steady as though it was the easiest thing in the world. Lewis pulled the winch lever and kicked the mailbag out the door.
"Bag's away!"
The plane lurched a little as the drag hit, and then they were dropping lower still, the mailbag riding at the end of seventy feet of cable. Mitch had them lined up perfectly, Lewis thought, holding his breath. Just keep her steady… The target flashed beneath them, and the winch squealed as the mailbag went into the opening at last. The Terrier rocked as the cable caught, and the mailbag tore loose; a second later, there was a bang and a puff of smoke below, and Lewis hastily reversed the winch. He could see the mailbag flying up at them as Mitch increased power, pulled up in a gentle climb, and then the bag reached the apogee of its flight ten feet below the plane and started to fall back.
"We missed it!" Lewis yelled, and tightened his grip on the straps. The Terrier rocked wildly for a moment, and then Mitch had it under control. Lewis increased the winch's speed again, but he could see the end flapping wildly, hook and bag torn away. "Hold her steady! We've lost the bag, there's twenty feet of cable loose out there —"
"Got it!" Mitch held the Terrier solid as a rock, her wings never wavering, and Lewis worked the winch controls. All they needed was for some of that cable to fly forward, foul any one of the three engines, and they'd be just one more crumpled wreck among the sagebrush. But, no, there it was, the broken end reeled safely aboard, and Lewis locked the winch again.
"All aboard!"
"Great!" Mitch showed thumbs-up from the cockpit. "Shut her down, we're taking her home."
"Might as well," Lewis answered. He wrestled the cabin door closed again, then released his harness and came forward to take the co-pilot's seat.
"We lose it all?" Mitch hung up the radio, banked the Terrier back toward the field.
"Just the bag and the hook. Probably some line, but I can't tell how much."
"Well, we can't do anything more without the hook," Mitch answered, and brought the Terrier around again, lining up for the landing.
Mitch brought the Terrier into the hangar without stopping on the tarmac, and Lewis gave him a sidelong glance as they shut down the big engines.
"I've had enough for today," Mitch said, with a crooked smile. "I didn't think this was a smart idea to start with, and I haven't changed my mind."
Lewis nodded, and hauled himself out of the cabin. He clambered around the winch array and opened the cabin door, letting in a swirl of warm, dry air — nothing like Colorado Springs, smelling instead of his childhood, dry brush and dust and resin from the stunted pines behind the hangar. Sunlight was pouring in the big main door, and Henry's shadow stretched across the concrete as he hurried toward them.
"What's the problem? I thought you were going to make a couple more passes."
"Like I told your radio guy," Mitch said, over Lewis's shoulder. "We broke the hook. And we weren't having much luck anyway. I'd like to give it a little more thought before we try it again."
"Just the hook isn't solid enough to catch in the target slot," Lewis said. "But when we tried it with a half-weight bag, the rope snapped."
"What went wrong?" That was the catapult's inventor, a shaggy man named Marlborough, bustling up to join them. "Surely there's plenty of daylight to make a few more runs."
"The rope snapped," Lewis said. 
"There's a spare hook," Marlborough said. "Really, you should have been more careful."
"It's not working," Mitch said, to Henry. "I think Lewis is right, we need more weight to hold the rope steady for the target, but then we either need heavier rope or a better toss from the catapult, I don't know which. And we were getting low on fuel anyway."
"Nonsense," Marlborough said.
Henry put a hand on his shoulder. "Sorley's right, we should call it a day. Jim, why don't you and I take a look at the mechanism, see if we can spot anything? Boys, you might as well head on back to the hotel. But don't forget, I promised you dinner at the Legion tonight."
"We wouldn't forget that," Mitch said, with an easy smile. "Not today. Come on, Lewis."
Lewis nodded, unzipping his heavy jacket. Behind him, he heard Marlborough grumbling, and Henry saying something soothing, and then Marlborough's voice rose again.
"Maybe get somebody beside that Mexican to work the winch, that might fix it —"
Lewis stiffened, unable to stop himself from glancing back, and saw Henry lift his head. 
"You're forgetting who he is, Jim. Lewis is one-third of the reason Gilchrist won the Great Passenger Derby, and I trust his judgment implicitly —"
"Lewis?" Mitch looked over his shoulder, far enough away that he clearly hadn't heard, and Lewis shook himself. It wasn't his business, wasn't his problem; they were here on contract, and they'd get paid — well-paid — for their week's work no matter what Marlborough thought.
"Coming." He followed Mitch out to their borrowed Ford. It was strange to remember that this was Armistice Day, here in California, in the autumn dust and the smells of his childhood. In 1918, he'd been at a secondary field, his unit just rotated off the front, resting in case the bargain fell apart at the last minute. He could still remember how unnatural the silence had seemed when the last guns had finally stopped. He'd been commissioned less than six months, and knew that somehow he was going to remain a pilot.
Someone was shouting in Spanish from behind the smaller hangar, the one where the mechanics had their shop, and he looked up sharply, but couldn't make out more than election and Roosevelt. That could mean anything, everybody seemed on edge since Roosevelt had won, but sure enough someone yelled back something about crazy Socialists before an Anglo voice ordered them to break it up. 
Mitch was looking at him, head cocked to one side. "Problems?"
Lewis shook his head and folded himself into the car. "Nope. Nothing at all."
 
"What is that?" Lewis muttered disbelievingly under his breath.  It was a three-story building built like a ziggurat, with each square story smaller than the one beneath it, the top one finished in a peaked roof.  Each tier used the roof of the one below as balcony space, giving it the air of a castle meant to be defended against siege, and the doors were twelve feet tall and bronze.  Around them were massive blocks and crenellations done in blue and white tile with gold rosettes showing an eight pointed star, while above it a row of bronze shields were surmounted by the five pointed star within a circle of the American Legion.  "Don't you think it's a bit much?"
"It looks like the Ishtar Gate," Mitch said.  Lewis looked at him sideways and he shrugged.  "Babylon.  Jerry went on and on about it for a while.  Same blue and white tiles, same rosettes."
Henry finished paying the cabbie and joined them, a jovial smile on his face.  "Well, boys?  How do you like our Legion post?  We built it three years ago, and we're still doing some work inside.  Not that the grill isn't up and running!  And I've got to say our cook is a pretty talented guy."
"It's real nice," Mitch said.  Lewis nodded.
Henry clapped Lewis on the shoulder.  "Can't tell Alma I'm not treating you right!  Got to show you all the amenities of our little burg."
"You've been very kind," Lewis said awkwardly.
It was true, Mitch thought, that Henry had certainly been pulling out all the stops this week.  And he was paying through the nose to boot.  It made sense to a certain extent -- Henry was paying Gilchrist Aviation nicely to have Mitch and Lewis spend a week in LA test piloting the improvements to the next generation of Terriers.  It made sense to spend the money not only for the guys who had won the Great Passenger Derby, but also Mitch had to admit that there probably weren't many pilots in the country who'd spent as much time in the cockpit of a Terrier as he had, or who knew her quirks and whims half as well.   He'd put them up in a top hotel, wined them and dined them and made sure they didn't lack for a thing.  It was starting to make Mitch suspicious.  Henry never gave something for nothing, and while he knew he was worth every penny paid for his time in the air, this was going over the top.  
About as over the top as the Hollywood American Legion post.  At home they had an old converted barn.
Still, this was Friday night, the last night of the second week in November, and tomorrow they'd be flying home.
"Come on in, boys," Henry said, leading them up the steps.  There was a fellow at the door, a big burly guy who'd no doubt served himself and did double duty as doorman and bouncer, but he knew Henry.
"Good evening, Mr. Kershaw," he said.  
"Evening, Mac," Henry said.  "This is Major Sorley and Captain Segura.  They're both from a post in Colorado.  They're my guests tonight."
"Gentlemen," the doorman said, opening the big bronze portals like something out of the Old Testament.
Inside, things were just as over the top — the antechamber was domed with stained glass windows, an abrupt change from Ishtar Gate to Alhambra in a way that would be guaranteed to make Jerry's head hurt.  
"The grill's down in the basement," Henry said.  He winked.  "Full service." 
Which meant it was as much bar as restaurant, which suited Mitch just fine at this point in the week.  He reckoned the Legion wasn't much worried about a vice raid.  There was enough money in this post to pay some serious kickbacks.
The grill was domed too, but paneled in dark walnut the effect was surreal — combination gentleman's club and Moroccan palace, with white-coated waiters and art deco light fixtures, an adjacent billiards room and a giant falcon-headed statue of Horus that clashed wildly with the full Edwardian dinner service.  Lewis blinked, and Mitch leaned over.  "Now we know where Henry gets his design ideas," Mitch whispered.  The décor on Henry's airship had been Mission meets Mars, with chrome and cowhide.
Lewis tried not to laugh, but he did at least crack a smile and relax a little bit.  This was not at all Lewis' scene.
The waiter presented each of them with a menu printed on heavy vellum as they settled into their seats, no prices listed of course, and Mitch twitched an eyebrow.  Surely they had some members who'd care what dinner cost?  Not many vets could do this sort of thing, especially the way the economy was now, and vets were unemployed at rates far higher than the general population.  But maybe they didn't.  Maybe somewhere else in LA were the posts for regular guys.
Henry waited until they'd ordered (porterhouse steak with mushroom demi glacé, which looked good to Mitch) and opened a good bottle of burgundy before he got down to brass tacks.  "It's been great having you guys here.  Really great."
"The new Terrier is pretty sweet," Lewis said.  "And a radio on board.  That's good."
"State of the art," Henry said.  "Radios are going to be required equipment on planes pretty soon, just as standard as the magnetic compass."  He looked at Mitch.  "And easy to retrofit to an older model. I know you've done the Terrier, but you might want to consider it for anything else you've got."
"Good thing to think about," Mitch said, taking a sip of his wine.  Expensive, but Alma could probably work out a deal.  "I can see how it would be useful.  It's been nice having it on the new plane."
"Very useful," Henry said.  "And above and beyond what you've seen, I've got some other ideas coming down the pike that I think you'll find interesting."
"Like what?"  Mitch sat up straighter.  Any improvement to the Terrier was interesting.
Henry grinned, lifting his glass.  "Well, to begin with…"  The smile abruptly faded from his face.  "Crap," he said, looking over Mitch's shoulder at a man approaching their table.
He wore a black pinstriped suit, neatly tailored to his small and slender form, short and dynamic, with dark hair and matching mustache and Van Dyke beard.  There was something arresting about him, some charisma that made eyes turn to him.  "Henry!" he said cheerfully.  "It's great to see you!"
"Great to see you too," Henry said, getting to his feet and shaking hands.  "How's it going, Bill?"
"Good, good."  The small man gave everyone at the table a warm smile.  "Who are your friends?"
"This is Mitchell Sorley with Gilchrist Aviation.  Lewis Segura with the same," Henry said.  "They're doing some test flying for me.  Boys, this is Bill Pelley.  He's a scriptwriter.  You probably know him from some Lon Chaney movies -- he does a lot of horror for Lon."
Pelley looked from one of them to the other, focusing that direct gaze on Mitch, and wrung Henry's hand again.  "Oh, that's probably not what you know me from," he said.  "You've probably heard of my writings on near-death experiences, Seven Minutes in Eternity?  It's the story of the seven minutes I spent clinically dead and the profound changes those seven minutes made in my life."
"I imagine it would," Lewis said.
Pelley didn't look away from Mitch.  "A very profound spiritual experience," he said.  "Transformative."  He glanced around the dining room.  "It made me realize that this was nothing but worldly dross.  Heaven is where our rewards will be, and riches and success are of little value in the world beyond.  What matters is the transformation of our hearts and of the transformation of the world in the image of heaven."
"Very true," Mitch said with a glance at Henry.  Surely this was Lodge business, not something to be talked about loudly in the middle of a very public place?
"I realized that it was time to leave Hollywood and its fakery," Pelley said.  "I bought a house in Asheville, North Carolina, in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where people are dedicated to a purer, simpler life.  As you know of course, Major Sorley, being from North Carolina yourself."
Mitch started.  "You seem to know a lot about me, Mr. Pelley."  He looked at Henry.
"You're well known," Pelley said.  "Winner of the Great Passenger Derby, Great War Ace….  You're a distinguished soldier, Major Sorley."
"I'm a pilot," Mitch said.
The waiter stopped on the other side of Henry's chair, swaying on his feet as if reluctant to break in.  "Mr. Kershaw?" he said.  "There is a phone call for you, sir.  Your wife."
Henry got up.  "Excuse me just a moment, boys."  He didn't seem at all sorry to go.
Pelley smiled.  "You don't have an ounce of pride.  That's a sure sign of an advanced soul."
Lewis shifted uncomfortably.  "Should we be talking about this here?"
"There's nothing to be ashamed of."  Pelley didn't look at Lewis.  "Are you ashamed of serving God?"
Lewis' mouth opened and shut.  
"I've been looking forward to meeting you, Major Sorley," Pelley said.  "I have heard a lot about you.  Through the Legion and other places.  A true, native born hero."
"If you'll excuse me."  Lewis got up.  "Restroom."  His ears were flaming.
Mitch took a deep breath.  "I'm not a hero, Mr. Pelley.  And I don't see how I'm of interest to a scriptwriter."
Pelley smiled again.  "I'm not interested in a script, though no doubt your biography would make an excellent movie!  Heroics in the air!  The very next Wings!  There's a big market for that.  But I've given up scriptwriting in favor of books these days.  There are more important things than movies."  He looked at Mitch thoughtfully.  "The fate of our nation, for example.  Major Sorley, you've got to admit that we stand at a fateful crossroad."
"We do.  The election this week…."  Mitch had mailed his ballot absentee a month ago, no question about his vote.  Anybody But Hoover was a popular candidate this year, and Roosevelt was the only one with a chance of winning.  He'd done so in a landslide.
Pelley nodded.  "Yes, indeed.  A terrible choice, and no way for the American people to win.  A choice between an idiot failure and a communist is no choice at all."
"We'll see how it all works out," Mitch said noncommittally.
Pelley grinned.  "A good soldier -- nonpartisan to the core!  We need men like you in the Legion."
"I'm a member at home in Colorado," Mitch said, feeling that the American Legion was somewhat safer ground than God or spiritual transformation.  "It's a good post."
"Not the American Legion," Pelley said.  "But that great company that it echoes.  I know a man I want to fight beside when I see him."
"Fight for what?" Mitch asked.
"For America.  For our way of life.  There's trouble coming, Major Sorley.  Everyone is going to have to decide which side they're on."  He glanced toward the dining room doors.  "Even that Pachuco friend of yours."
"Lewis Segura is a good guy."
Pelley shrugged.  "For a Mexican, maybe so.  But when there aren't enough jobs to go around, why should they come in here and take our jobs?"
"Lewis was born in the United States and he fought on the Western Front," Mitch said.  "That makes him American as far as I'm concerned."
Pelley fixed him with that disconcerting gaze, a little smile playing at the corners of his mouth in his Van Dyke beard.  "And here I thought you were a patriot.  I thought they taught better in North Carolina."
Mitch leaned back in his chair, a lazy grin spreading across his face.  "My ancestors came to this country two hundred years ago because they were religious dissenters thrown out of every decent country in Europe.  Well, except for the ones who were transported because they were rebels, traitors and outlaws.  I reckon I ain't got a leg to stand on as far as who's worthy to get in, and in my part of the state they valued hospitality and charity to those in need.  Those are my American values, Mr. Pelley.  I don't know what they taught where you grew up.  Somewhere in New England, I'd guess from your accent."
The little smile vanished.  "There are two Americas," Pelley said.  "And right now they exist at the same time, at war with each other.  But one or the other is going to win, Major Sorley."  He glanced up at the enormous, tacky statues.  "Hollywood.  Or Asheville.  New York or Colorado Springs.  Which is the real America?  Which one is the future?  Which one is going to be ground down into the dust until its culture and way of life become extinct?  You'd better decide which one you belong to.  You can't keep two dogs from a fight when they both want to tangle."
"I don't reckon that has to be," Mitch said.
Pelley laughed.  "Don't you?  The whole world is squaring off, left against right, communists against socialists, Zionists against atheists.  You think you're not going to have to choose?  Men against women, white men against brown…."
Mitch put his wine glass down on the table.  "I think we can help each other."
"You believe that Progressive twaddle about the white man's burden?" Pelley snorted.
"I believe in the United States of America as a government of the people, by the people, for the people," Mitch quoted.  "Whose just powers are derived from the consent of the governed, established upon those principles of freedom, equality, justice and humanity for which American patriots sacrificed their lives and fortunes."  His accent was always stronger when he was angry, though his tone didn't change.  "Those are my oaths, Mr. Pelley.  And I stand by them.  Now good day to you, sir."
Pelley took a step back.  "I expect you'll regret that," he said mildly.
"Then I will," Mitch said.  He could see Henry approaching across the dining room.  "Henry, I hope everything's ok at home?"
"Fine," Henry said shortly, sitting down as Pelley beat a hasty retreat.  "Just fine.  Now Mitch, there's something I've been meaning to talk to you about."
"Hopefully not the same thing as your friend Pelley," Mitch said sharply.
"He's not my friend," Henry said, frowning.  
"Isn't he in your Lodge?"
"Not my Lodge," Henry said.  "He has his own group, working from teachings of the Ascended Masters.  He keeps trying to get me to introduce him to people.  Frankly he's been a pain in the ass since that near-death experience he had a few years ago.  He's decided Jesus told him that he had to keep Stalin from taking over the world."
"I'm not big on the guy either," Mitch said.
"Yes, but you don't believe Jesus told you to fight him," Henry pointed out.
"Jesus and I don't chat that much."  Mitch grinned.  "I think I'm too far down the chain of command.  'Jesus, buddy….'  I think you ought to at least call an angel 'sir', much less the boss himself."
"You can call him Emmanuel or Adonai all you want," Henry snapped.  "That's the way your Lodge does it."
"As long as you call him for dinner."
Henry burst out laughing.  "Don't let Jerry Ballard hear you say that!"
"Well, you know Jerry," Mitch said.  "Why use one word when twenty will do?"
"Ah, Jerry's a good guy," Henry said.  "You know I like him."
"I do," Mitch said.  
"But there was something I wanted to talk to you about, Mitch."  Henry's face sobered.  "Let me start by saying I'd offer the same thing to Lewis but I know he'd never take it, and I understand that.  He's Alma's husband, and of course she comes first with him.  That's as it ought to be."
"You're asking me to marry you?" Mitch quipped.
Henry snorted.  "No, you scrub!  I'm offering you a job.  I'd like you to come work for me as my number one test pilot.  You'd be the top of the totem pole, my go-to guy on the new generation of Terriers and everything else coming along.  You'd have significant supervisory leeway.  You could do things your way, have the first dibs on every hot new plane.  And I'm offering you eight thousand dollars a year."
"Eight thousand?"  Mitch blinked.  That was more than three times what Jerry had made as a high school teacher, as much money as Gilchrist Aviation took in per year all total, and that to pay the salary of four people and Joey Patterson part time, plus all the day-to-day expenses of keeping the planes in the air.  He could afford to keep his share of Gilchrist on a salary like that, pay for another pilot to take his runs — hell, he could put real money into the business for a change.
"Eight thousand," Henry said.  "Even in LA that's a lot of money.  But you're worth it.  Not just for the flying, but for the PR.  But I know what you're worth in the air."
"I'd have to live in LA," Mitch said.  LA, with its night clubs and speakeasies, its hot jazz and its top of the line machine shops, its beautiful weather all year and girls walking around wearing practically nothing.  Movie stars and the Hollywood Hills, Henry's connections and Henry's Lodge and Henry's Legion post.
"Some people like LA," Henry said.  "Lots of things going for it.  Don't you think it's time to step on up?  The number one test pilot for Republic…."  He let his voice trail off.
Mitch took a deep breath.  "I'll have to think about it, Henry."
"Take your time," Henry said.  "No need to make a decision before the first of the year.  Just take the holidays to think it over and let me know."  He looked around the opulent dining room.  "Colorado Springs is a nice little town.  But it's a place people come from, not a place they go.  This is where it's happening, Mitch."
"I appreciate it, Henry."  Mitch picked up his glass again.  "I'll think it over.  Serious thought."
"Ok."  Henry smiled.  "That's fair. Now what do you suppose happened to Lewis?"
 
The flags were flying outside the doorway of New York's Harvard Club to honor Armistice Day, the stars and stripes to the left of the door, the scarlet banner with its plain white H to the right, the fabric vivid against the faded brick and gray stone of the faux Georgian facade. The lights were warm behind the long windows on the second floor, bright in the gathering dusk. Iskinder Yonas Negasi paid off his driver and made his way carefully across the sidewalk, avoiding the people hurrying away from work. The doorman saw him coming, hesitated for an instant, assessing the sober correct suit and the poppy in the buttonhole, weighing that against brown skin and African features, then recognized him and swung the door wide.
"Ras Iskinder." He touched his hat, and Iskinder nodded.
"Thank you, George." He left his hat and coat with the neatly-dressed coatcheck girl, careful not to notice her excellent legs, and made his way into the hall. He was staying at the Astoria this trip, as befitted his current role as unofficial representative of various important persons, but he had been a member of the Club for twenty years and still preferred its comforts. It was one of the few places he could entertain guests without fear of awkwardness.
Jerry Ballard was sitting in one of the armchairs by the fireplace, the evening paper discarded on the table at his elbow, and Iskinder couldn't repress a smile. It was good to see his old roommate — especially good to see him here, in New York, with a job in his proper field. The war had cost him too much, his leg and his dearest friend; it was a relief to see him almost happy again.
"Jerry! So good to see you."
"Iskinder." Jerry struggled to his feet, holding out his hand. And that was Jerry, too, so careful of propriety, and Iskinder gathered him into an exuberant embrace. For a second, Jerry's shoulders were stiff, and then he relaxed, returning the embrace with fervor. "How was the trip down?"
"Uneventful." It had been pleasant enough, first class from Springfield; a brief delay at New Haven, but nothing worth mentioning.
"And Mikael?"
As always when his son was mentioned, Iskinder felt a surge of pride mixed with dread. He'd brought Mikael to the States in August to see him settled into his first year at Phillips Exeter, four years of boarding school that should ease his entrance to Harvard, and from Harvard to the wider world. He wanted his son to have all the education he himself had had, and an elite school in America was safer by far than tutors at home, especially for an only child. And his sister Miriam was right, he should think of a second marriage, but after Tenagne — He put that familiar grief aside, concentrating on the question. "He seems to be settling in."
"What are his roommates like?" Jerry asked. 
Iskinder smirked. It was an old joke between them. Jerry Ballard, scholarship boy from St. Vincent's Male Orphan Asylum, had been assigned to share his freshman room because Jerry could hardly object to rooming with anyone, never mind an African — and Iskinder Yonas Negasi, whose father had insisted that his son should be treated like any other student, could hardly object to sharing a room with a scholarship boy. "One is a Persian prince and the other is a Vanderbilt."
"A much better class of roommate," Jerry said solemnly.
Iskinder chuckled. "Join me for a drink? Our table's at seven."
Jerry nodded, collecting his cane, and let himself be steered toward the elevator. "How does Mikael like this new system Exeter's adopted? I hear good and bad about it."
"Mikael likes it, but he's never been afraid to speak up. I don't know how I would have done — we were raised on the principle that children might occasionally be seen, but never heard."
Jerry smiled at that, and Iskinder claimed a corner table, pretending not to notice how long it took Jerry to settle himself. The white-jacketed waiter appeared at once — the usual, Ras Iskinder? And you, sir? — and returned in short order with their drinks in crystal tumblers. Iskinder took a careful sip of his cocktail, and nodded approval of the whiskey.
"I'm amazed that this is permitted."
"Technically, assuming that none of the liquor was purchased after 1920, it's not illegal to serve it in a private club," Jerry answered. He took a long swallow of his own drink. "And if it's not itemized on the tab, you can't prove they're selling it. Mind you, I'm sure the membership pays off all the relevant people, so I doubt it matters."
"True enough." Iskinder lifted his glass, suddenly serious. "Absent friends."
A shadow crossed Jerry's face, and he nodded. "Absent friends."
They touched glasses and drank, and Jerry shook his head. "Fourteen years."
"It doesn't seem that long." He hadn't actually been supposed to volunteer, no matter how much he wanted to follow his classmates' example: Ethiopia was neutral, or leaned to the Central Powers, not the Allies. And he'd been newly married, Tenagne just pregnant with their child. Perhaps if he'd stayed with her, not gone to war… But at the time it had seemed more important to prove that he could and would fight for his ideals, and he'd signed up along with the rest of them. And he had gained the Lodge, and those friendships, which he wouldn't trade for anything.
"Long enough," Jerry said. "How many poppies do you see here?"
"People have enough to worry about these days without dwelling on the past," Iskinder answered. And that was undeniably true, with unemployment claiming one man in five — the year before, Jerry had been teaching high school in Colorado, making less in a year than Iskinder had just spent on his son's tuition. If it hadn't been for that mad race, who knew if Jerry could have afforded to take this job? "Did you know that the Great Passenger Derby made the papers in Cairo?"
As he'd hoped, Jerry's expression lightened again. "No, really?"
"Indeed, it's true."
"Why in the world?"
"Maybe because it offered a chance to bet," Iskinder said, with a grin of his own. "But the papers did in fact post the results every day. It was exciting to follow."
"A little too exciting to be in," Jerry said. There was a note in his voice that Iskinder recognized, and he wasn't surprised when Jerry turned the subject. "What brings you to New York?"
"Well, first of all I want to be sure Mikael is going to be all right," Iskinder said, "but I don't want to hover. That would do him no favors. And I'd like to see him over the Christmas holidays. And in the meantime —" He lowered his voice in spite of himself. "Given our troubles with Italy, certain persons in the government have asked me to arrange the sale of a handful of artifacts, and possibly negotiate the loan of a few others."
"Loan?" Jerry looked over the top of his glasses.
"We'd like to stash them in a nice safe American museum for safe-keeping," Iskinder answered. "Only we'd like to get them back when things are settled."
"That's always the trick, isn't it?" Jerry said. "Look, I might know some people, depending on the artifact."
"That's one of the reasons I wanted to look you up," Iskinder said. "I trust your recommendations more than many." He hesitated, wondering if he could get away with offering a broker's fee, but decided that it was too early to try.
"Give me the details," Jerry said, "and I'll be glad to help." He shook his head. "You're not going to get the price you might have five years ago, I'll tell you that for free. Too many people are selling off their collections right now."
"The Depression?"
"And politics." Jerry's mouth tightened for an instant. "I don't remember how much I wrote you about this job, but basically I've been asked to put a value on Lothar Rosenthal's Ptolemaic collection."
"He's selling?" Iskinder began, and then shook his head. "To get out of Germany."
"Yeah." Jerry turned his glass in his hands, not meeting Iskinder's eyes. "The Met is interested, but not at the price asked. They've hired me to give an independent valuation."
Which would be expected to shade in favor of the Met, Iskinder thought, assuming Jerry wanted more jobs like this. And Jerry needed work. But there was nothing he could say to that, not now, not yet, and he raised a hand to signal the waiter for another round. "Which is why I very much want to talk to someone I trust," he said, and hoped it was the right answer.
 
It was good to be home, after the days in Los Angeles — nice to have the money in the bank, it wasn't that Lewis regretted that for an instant, but it was good to be back in Colorado Springs where the Legion met in Bob Slackmeyer's old barn and the only bar was somebody's hip flask.  Where Alma was. Dinner was over and the washing up was done, and he put the last plates into the cabinet without looking toward the door.  Alma and Mitch were listening to the news in the living room, the radio a comforting crackle too low for Lewis to make out the words.
Stasi gave him a little shrug and draped the dishcloth over the rack.  "Ready?"
"Ready," Lewis said grimly.  It had been his idea to have a teacher.  He wanted to learn, and while Stasi might not be a very conventional teacher, there was no denying that she was good at what she did.  Nor was there any denying that her clairvoyant talents were far closer to his than the talents of any of the others.  Ostensibly it was one of the reasons Alma had hired her — she could teach Lewis.  And yet he approached some of her lessons with deep-seated trepidation.  Some of the things she did were things he'd been told as a child were of the devil, and even though he believed Alma when she said that it was the intent, not the tool, that made magic evil, he still found his palms sweating at the idea of using Stasi's tarot cards.
He followed her into the dining room anyway, flipping on the electric lights.  Stasi sat down at the little-used table.  They usually ate in the kitchen.  She got the leather box off the sideboard, putting it squarely before her on the polished wood.  "You don't have to do this," she said.
Lewis took his seat.  "Yes, I do," he said.  "I have to learn how to use my own gifts.  I nearly got us all killed last spring because I couldn't understand my own mind.  I kept seeing sailing ships and foul winds when we were crossing the Gulf of Mexico, and I couldn't figure it out.  I didn't see until it was almost too late that what I was trying to tell myself was that we had a bad headwind and we were going to run out of fuel fighting it.  Because I didn't understand the symbols in my own mind."
Stasi made no move to open the box.  "But you're scared of this."
Lewis sighed.  "I guess I don't know what's going to come through them."
Her eyes were kind.  "Nothing," she said.  "Nothing is going to come through them.  Nothing but you.  They're not some kind of window into another dimension or voice for a demon.  They're just a tool.  They're a way of focusing your own abilities, just like using a screwdriver to put a screw in rather than turning it with your fingers."
"I don't understand."
Stasi took a deep breath, as though she were searching for the words.  "Look, you were saying just now that you knew something was wrong when we were flying across the Gulf, but you couldn't understand the language your subconscious was using to tell you.  The cards are a way of translating your feelings, your hunches, into a language you can read.  That's all they are.  There are no other entities involved, no demons or angels either.  It's just a way of taking what's in your head and putting it down in front of you in a language that's easy to interpret."
"I thought you could tell the future," Lewis said.
"To a certain extent," Stasi said.  She caressed the box almost lovingly.  "True prophecy is rare, and 99% of the time you don't need it.  What you need to know are the results of things that are already in motion, and for that plain old clairvoyance is as good or better than real prophecy.  How would you find out whether it's going to snow tomorrow or not?"
Lewis blinked.  "Um."  He looked at the box.  "Well, I wouldn't use those.  I'd look at the wire from Salt Lake and see what was going on there and whether the pressure was stable or dropping there."
"Why?"
"Because most snow storms move in from the northwest," Lewis said.  He couldn't quite see where this was going.  "It's the prevailing weather pattern.  Salt Lake usually gets snow before we do, something like ten to twenty four hours ahead.  If they've got weather moving in or pressure dropping, we're probably going to get it later today or tomorrow."
"Because it's the pattern," Stasi said.  "And that's predictable."
"Well, yeah."  Lewis put his head to the side.  "I mean, it's not like upper level winds just randomly change.  They may vary in logical ways, but if Salt Lake has a storm coming in, it's pretty sure we're going to get it."
"So with your experience you can look at the pattern and make a prediction that you rely on to be fairly accurate," Stasi said.
"Yeah."  
She tapped the box.  "That's what I do too.  You're saying that the weather pattern is already established and predictable.  It's not likely to change much in half a day or a day.  It may not be snowing here yet, but if the pattern is in motion you can be reasonably sure that it will play through."
Lewis nodded.  "So somehow you're looking at patterns?"
Stasi gave him a brilliant smile.  "Exactly, darling!  If it were a hundred years ago, 1832, and you asked me if it were going to snow tomorrow, I would be reading the same pattern -- only without the wire from Salt Lake because that didn't exist yet.  But the pattern did.  Before the wire existed, it was still just as likely it would snow here tomorrow if it was snowing in Salt Lake."
And that made sense.  "Right," Lewis said slowly.  "The weather pattern was there before we could measure it or communicate it by telegraph.  This is more of that scientific magic stuff."
"And when we were flying over the Gulf last spring, the wind was a problem whether or not the plane could measure it.  You were just a more sensitive instrument than the Terrier."  Stasi patted the box cheerfully.  "This is a sensitive instrument.  That's all it is.  It's a way of looking at the patterns and translating them into symbols you can understand, just like the wire from Salt Lake turns the weather into a pattern you can read on a little piece of paper!"  She opened the box.  "So let's take a look."  Stasi turned the cards right side up and fanned them out, bright colored pictures on rectangles of cardboard, beautiful and oddly compelling.  
He dredged something out of childhood memory.  "Don't people tell fortunes with playing cards?"
"These are easier," Stasi said, spreading them out.  "Each picture tells a story.  All you have to do is read the story."  She fished one out and handed it to him.  "Like this one.  What do you think this one means?"
A woman in medieval robes stood in a garden surrounded by golden pentacles while trees and flowers grew around her.  She was smiling at a tame bird that sat on her hand while blue sky arched above her.
"Um," Lewis said.
"Just tell me a story about it.  Who is she?  What's she doing?"
"Well," Lewis looked at it again.  "She's rich.  She's dressed like a duchess or something, and it looks like there's a big house off in the corner here.  She looks happy.  I guess everything is going well for her.  She's got her garden and her pet bird and all this gold."
Stasi rewarded him with a brilliant smile.  "Exactly, darling!  That's what it means.  The nine of pentacles means prosperity and wealth, and enjoying the good things in life by oneself.  It means being happy with the riches you have and having fun with solitary pursuits."
"Oh."  Lewis blinked.  "It's that easy?"
"A lot of them are that easy," Stasi said.  "You just have to learn the stories.  And once you do, it's easy to read them when they come up for someone."
"Yeah, that part…."
"That's where the skill comes in, darling.  Anybody can learn the stories.  But being able to lay them out so that they reveal the pattern is what requires talent.  That's the hard part.   That's the part that's focusing your gift, and either you can learn it or you can't."  She put her head to the side like a bird.  "I suppose it's like wind.  Before you can interpret what the wind pattern means you have to first be able to feel it."
He nodded slowly.  "And if you can't feel it, then learning what a wind from the northwest means is pointless."
"But that's not your problem, darling.  You can feel the wind.  You just don't know how to interpret it."  She patted the cards.  "And that's what these are for."  Stasi scooped them up and shuffled.  "Now, there's a thing called a spread.  That's just positions that mean things, like the future or the past.  Once you get used to it, you can create your own spreads as long as you're clear on what you mean, because you have to arrange the cards subconsciously using your gift.  So it's easiest to start with one simple spread.  I generally don't ask people what their question is.  I just ask them to think about what they want to know."
Lewis frowned.  "But what if what I want to know is really complicated?"
Stasi sighed.  "It's not about complicated.  It's about variables.  Look, if you ask me to read on the weather tomorrow, that's easy."
"Because you've seen the wire?"
"But I haven't, darling," Stasi said patiently.  "No, it's easy because the weather pattern is already established.  As you said, it may vary a little, but it's not going to change much.  What's going to happen is predictable because there aren't many variables.  There aren't many things that are going to divert a snow storm between here and Salt Lake City!"
"There aren't any," Lewis said.  "If it's a storm.  It's not going to just go away.  It can't change that much."
"Yes.  So if you asked me to read on the weather tomorrow, that's easy because it's not going to change much.  The conditions already exist, and there are very few variables."
"That makes sense," Lewis said.
"But if you ask me if you can drive to Denver safely tomorrow, I can't answer that."
He nodded slowly.  "Because there are too many variables.  I make too many decisions when I drive."
"Not just you, darling.  But hundreds of other drivers you might or might not encounter on the road from here to Denver!"  She sat up straighter, still cheerfully shuffling.  "Let's say you drive to Denver tomorrow, and you're following a sheep truck up a grade when the truck brakes and the sheep all fall back against the tailgate and the gate springs open and a sheep falls out.  You swerve to avoid the sheep and hit a tree."
Lewis grinned.  "Ok.  I'll play.  So variables.  I might not hit the tree.  I might hit the sheep.  The sheep might not fall out.  The sheep might fall in the other lane.  The truck might not brake on the grade so the sheep might not land on the tailgate."
"Or you might not be behind the sheep truck at all.  You might be a quarter of a mile ahead of the sheep truck when the sheep falls out.  Or you might be half a mile behind.  There are thousands of variables, darling.  I can't possibly read on them and neither can anyone else."
"But a sheep probably won't fall on me," Lewis said.
"True.  And if you ask me to read, that's what you'll get.  The probability.  The probability is that you will drive to Denver without sheeply misadventures.  But there's no guarantee.  It's not a prophecy.  Just a probability."  Stasi shuffled again.  "But you don't need me to tell you that.  That's a pointless reading."
Alma stuck her head around the kitchen door.  "How's it going?" 
Stasi gathered all the cards up and was shuffling again.  "Lewis is going to read for me," she said.  "His very first reading."
"That sounds interesting," Alma said.  "Do you mind if I watch?"
"Not if Lewis doesn't," Stasi said.
"Sure.  Great.  If you want."  Lewis got up and pulled out a chair for her.  "Sit down."
Alma sat down.  "So what are you reading on?"
"I'm not going to tell him the question," Stasi said.  "I always read blind."
Alma's brow twitched.  "And that's a mark of a very confident clairvoyant," she said to Lewis.  "I always need to know the question."
"Do you read?"
"I'm terrible at it," Alma said cheerfully.  "I've tried, but it's not at all my medium.  I dowse."  She shrugged.  "Different skills."
"Oh yes."  Stasi handed Lewis the shuffled deck with a smile.  "Now, what I want you to do is shuffle the cards while I think about the question."
"This doesn't have sheep trucks in it, right?"
"I promise it's a fair question," Stasi said.  She gave him an insouciant grin.  "About things that are, not probabilities."
"Ok."
"What I do is close my eyes while I shuffle, or let them defocus a little, and just think about the person asking.  I don't try to guess what their question is.  I don't try to make the cards do anything.  I just open a conduit.  I think about them.  I repeat their name over and over in my head while holding as clear a mental picture of them as I can."
"I can do that."  Lewis closed his eyes, feeling the cards slick in his hands.  Warm.  Were they supposed to be warm?  They were paper.  How could they be warm?  Stasi.  Concentrate.  Stasi.  Stasi Stasi Stasi.  Was that her real name?  Would it work if he didn't use her real name?  Stasi.  Stasi Stasi Stasi.  Put Stasi in the cards.  Put the thing she was asking in the cards.  Stasi.  Stasi.  Try to see her in his mind.  Put her in the cards.  Stasi.  Stasi.
"I think you have it," she said.
He opened his eyes.  The deck was warm in his hands.  "It feels hot," he said.
She nodded.  "Good.  That's good.  Lots of people perceive energy as heat.  Go ahead and turn the first one over.  It's the central issue, the heart of the matter."
Lewis turned the card and put it down.  "Ok, that's weird."  A man hung upside down from a tree, suspended by one ankle with his hands tied behind him, a halo around his head.  A story.  A story about it.  "Like St. Peter?" he said.  "Upside down on a cross?"
"Sacrifice," Stasi said.  "To be or have been the sacrifice.  That's the Hanged Man."
Alma stirred in her chair.  "This is a Rider-Waite deck, coming out of the Golden Dawn, the same lodge tradition we follow.  The poet W.B. Yeats, who did belong to the Golden Dawn, by the way, connected the Hanged Man to the story of the Fisher King, the Grail King.  I think that symbolism is inherent in this deck."
"I would agree," Stasi said.  She didn't look at Alma.
"I don't know that story," Lewis said.
"Turn the card, darling.  Turn the next one and put it across.  That's the challenge to the situation."
"Ok."  Lewis tensed, expecting something awful.  But it wasn't.  A woman sat enthroned in profile, a sword in her hands upraised before her as if to prevent anyone from coming too close, while behind her clouds roiled and birds soared.
"Queen of Swords," Alma said.
"You know them?" Lewis asked.  "I thought you didn't do this."
"I can't read them," Alma said.  "I know the symbols from years of working as a Hermeticist.  But I can't actually do the reading."  She tapped the card with one finger.  "The Queen of Swords, a woman of intelligence and courage, perhaps a widow or a woman who has lost her child, quick on her feet and keen as a blade.  The Lady of Air, storm and sunrise and all things that soar."
"That's beautiful," Lewis said.
From the living room there was the sudden ringing of the telephone cutting across everything.
"Who would be calling at this time of night?" Alma wondered.
"I don't know," Lewis said, glancing at his watch.  "It's nearly nine."
There was the sound of Mitch's voice answering, a rumble he couldn't quite make out over the radio.  A long conversation, it sounded like. Apprehension uncurled, winding its way down Lewis' back.  He got to his feet, putting the deck down on the table in front of Stasi.  He went down the hall and hovered in the doorway.
Mitch was frowning into the phone.  "Yes, of course," he said.  "We can be there by midnight.  We'll follow 501 South on the Beaver Creek side to Pueblo.  And then 50 out to Florence."
"Who's going to Pueblo?" Al asked.
Mitch was scribbling notes with a pencil on the back of the newspaper.  "And then back up on the other side of Beaver Creek to Cheyenne Mountain.  Got it."
A grid, Lewis thought. An air grid for search and rescue.  Adrenaline shot through his body, and the next words confirmed it.
"We've got it, Colonel Sampson," Mitch said.  "Yes, sir."  He hung up.
"What happened?" Alma asked.
Mitch straightened up.  "That was Colonel Sampson with the Reserves in Denver," he said.  "There's a plane missing.  It was on its way from Flagstaff to Denver and it's six hours overdue.  Nobody's called, nobody's seen it.  So we have to assume it's down."  He looked at Lewis.  "We're called as reservists.  I've got our section of the grid going south from Colorado Springs and working our way west."
"Will you be able to see in the dark?" Stasi asked.  "How are you going to see in the dark?"
"The moon's two days past full," Mitch said.  "And there's snowcover in the mountains.  We'll be able to see."  He looked at Lewis.  "You game?"
"Of course," Lewis said.  "Let me run upstairs and put on heavier clothes."
"Me too," Mitch said.  "It's going to be a little chilly."
"It's twenty degrees out there!" Stasi said.  "And the middle of the night!"
"That's why we need to find them," Mitch said.  He looked at Lewis, worry written all over him.  "We know them.  It's a Comanche Air plane.  Paul Rayburn's the pilot."
"Oh crap," Lewis said. Rayburn was a good pilot, he'd proved that in the Great Passenger Derby, and if he was six hours late something had gone pear shaped.  "Let's go get them," he said.  He didn't add, and hope they're still in one piece to get.
 
Lewis left the front of his padded flying suit unzipped as they drove out to the field, crowded shoulder to shoulder in the front of Alma's truck. His breath frosted the inside of the windshield, and he leaned forward to scrub it clear with the edge of his sleeve.  Alma slowed for the turnoff to the field, just ruts in the snow, the hangar's walls clear for an instant in the swing of the headlights.  The truck lurched over the ruts, Alma gearing down to gain the best traction. They hadn't plowed the road or the runway since the last snow — only a couple of inches, Lewis thought, but enough to complicate things.  The light on the tower swung in its endless circle, the white light slicing across the cloudless sky, drowning everything but the moon.
The door at the base of the tower opened, light spilling onto the dirty snow, and Cory Lincoln, who owned the field itself, stepped out.
"Mrs. Gilchrist!  I figured they'd call you."
"They've called out the Reserves," Alma answered, her voice just a fraction tight, and Lewis worked himself out of the truck, wincing as the wind hit him.  Mitch hunched his shoulders and pulled his scarf up over his chin, and Lewis zipped his flying suit closed, fingers clumsy in his heavy gloves.
"I heard," Lincoln answered.  "The power's on in the hangar, and I just stoked up the furnace.  I'll get the lights on as soon as the generator warms up."
"Thanks," Alma said, and they ducked through the small door into the hangar's cavernous space.  
As promised, the worklights came on a moment later, though the air was still cold enough to see their breath.  Alma's Jenny was bundled under tarps, motor drained and winterized:  nobody wanted to be flying an open cockpit plane in the Colorado winter.  It sat toward the back of the hangar, dwarfed by the Terrier, the three-engine passenger plane that was the mainstay of their business.  The rest of the space was taken by equipment, and by their third plane, the one they'd bought from Henry Kershaw with part of the prize money from the race.  It was a Deluxe Frontiersman, Republic's brand-new runabout, the lights glittering from the oversized cabin windows. Like all Kershaw's planes, it was designed to do a variety of jobs, and, unlike many compromise aircraft, the Frontiersman did most of them well.
"Guess we'd better take the Dude," Mitch said, and Alma nodded.
"Good thing you've already got the skis on her."
Lewis winced at the nickname — there was nothing dude-like about the Frontiersman; all the equipment was strictly utilitarian, even if it was top of the line  — and began his walk-around, checking the cables that held the skis in position.  They were a new design, with a cut-out notch in the ski itself so that the wheels could actually touch the ground.  The idea was that the plane could land on a plowed runway or on ice, but Lewis hadn't had as much time as he would like to get used to the new system.  With any luck, it would just be a matter of dropping a few flares, maybe the supply pack that Mitch was now manhandling into the back of the plane, and then back to base.  And it if wasn't — well, he'd cross that bridge when he got there.  
It took forty-five minutes to get the Frontiersman's tanks packed with fuel and to finish the preflight, but Lewis had the engines warmed and ready by the time Mitch climbed into the cabin behind him, dogging the hatch behind him.  Lewis glanced over his shoulder, ready to give up the seat, but Mitch shook his head.
"You take her."  He held up a set of binoculars.  "I'll spot."
"Ok."
Alma hauled back the big hangar doors, letting in a swirl of snow.  She'd lined up the truck so that the headlights pointed down the field, supplementing the field's lights.  They'd never been intended for more than an emergency, and every little bit extra was a help. Lewis advanced the throttle, taxiing the Frontiersman out onto the plowed tarmac.  Behind him, Mitch rolled down a cabin window, and Lewis flinched at the blast of cold air.
"Anything more?"  Mitch shouted, and Lewis saw the pompom on Alma's hat bob wildly as she shook her head.
"Nothing.  Good luck!"
Lewis lifted his hand in answer, and turned the Frontiersman into the wind.  The engine noise changed as Mitch rolled up the window, and Mitch settled himself into the copilot's seat.
"I've got our part of the grid once we're up," he said, and Lewis nodded, opening the throttle.
He let the Frontiersman take its time getting airborne, the skis chattering just above the tarmac, then circled once over the field, getting his bearings.  Mitch leaned forward to give him the heading and the radio frequency. Lewis brought the Frontiersman around, banking easily onto the new course, then reached for his headphones. He still wasn't used to flying with radio, but the Frontiersman was equipped with all the latest devices.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mitch fiddling with his own headset, pushing one earpiece back so that he could hear the plane, and carefully copied him.
Midnight, Mitch had said, and that was just about right.  Lewis spotted the fine line of the state highway, barely a break in the trees, at five minutes of, and throttled back to the Frontiersman's slowest cruising speed. The air was relatively calm, a thin layer of cloud at 10,000 feet, fraying to wisps in a wind that didn't reach the lower altitudes.  The moonlight gleamed off the snowpack beneath the wings, bright on the tops of the trees and the higher slopes above the treeline, but there was no sign of a crash.  Static hissed in his ears, broken occasionally by snatches of voices as the other pilots conferred with Colonel Sampson back in Denver, but there was still no word of Rayburn's plane.
He pushed the Frontiersman's nose down, leveled out again at a thousand feet, the snow unreeling pristine beneath him.  Rayburn was a good pilot.  Must have been a mechanical problem, Lewis thought. There was nothing about the weather that would bring Rayburn down.
Mitch leaned close to shout over the noise of the engine.  "We're in the flats now."
"Ought to be easier to see if they're down," Lewis shouted back, and checked his heading again.  
There was nothing, though, just the line of the road and, once, the headlights of a truck, looking almost dirty against the reflected moonlight. Probably a bootlegger, Lewis thought, or a rustler, but that wasn't their problem.   His hands were icy in spite of his fur-lined gloves; the cabin heater was on full blast, but it didn't seem to be doing much good.
There were lights ahead at last, the outskirts of Pueblo, and Mitch reached across for the microphone, reporting that they'd finished their first leg and were turning back. Lewis banked west, following State 501 toward Florence, and Mitch shifted so that he could see out the opposite window.
"I wish we had some coffee," Lewis called, after a while, and Mitch nodded.
"Yeah."
This was not the time of year to have something break, to have to put down even on the relatively flat land between Pueblo and Florence.  At least it wasn't snowing, wasn't windy, but the skies were clear enough that the cold would be bitter.  Still, if it was a mechanical, there was a decent chance Rayburn could have put it down in one piece, and then they'd have shelter, and the chance to build a fire.  Rayburn would definitely do that, both to keep warm and to give the search teams a beacon to follow.  He knew they'd be looking for him.
The Florence beacon flashed on the horizon, and Lewis adjusted his heading, turning away from the road to follow the more direct route. There were lights on in the house beside the hangars, and he started to reach for the radio, but Mitch tapped his shoulder again.
"No radio there.  Buzz the tower, they'll call us in to Denver."
Lewis nodded and circled the field, waggling his wings.  A door opened, spilling light, and he saw a small well-bundled figure come down the front steps, waving acknowledgement.  
"Denver, this is Gilchrist," Mitch said behind him.  "We're at Florence and starting back."
Lewis dipped his wings again, turning onto a northeasterly heading, and for a moment Samson's voice cut through the static.
"Roger that, Gilchrist."
This was the tricky leg of the pattern, heading back up the slopes of the mountains. The ground was heavily forested, a bad place to try to set down — though there were clearings, Lewis reminded himself, clearings and the occasional clear-cut area where one of the mines had set up its ore-processing machinery.  The snow would provide a little protection from the stumps and boulders.  Rayburn might be all right after all.
He eased the Frontiersman down another hundred feet, peering ahead himself to see if he could spot any breaks in the snow cover. The moon was dropping toward the horizon; once it was down, there wouldn't be much point in looking until daylight.  He shivered again, in spite of the heavy flight suit and the layers of shirt and sweater and long johns under it.  Not a nice night to be down on a mountain somewhere —
A voice crackled abruptly in his earphones, something like found, and he glanced sideways to see Mitch pressing the phones tight to his head.
"Say again?"  That was Denver, and Lewis breathed a silent prayer.
"— Sighted — dropped flares — all ok —"
"Confirmed," Denver said.  "All right, everybody, we've got a visual and it sounds like nobody's hurt.  Eagle, stay on station as long as you can.  Everybody else, you can go home."  There was a pause. "Nice work, boys."
Lewis sighed, feeling his muscles unknot.  That was better than he'd been expecting, better than he'd had a right to expect.  But Rayburn was good.  If anyone could muscle a plane down into a clearing, it would be him.
Mitch tapped his should again.  "Good news."
Lewis nodded. "Yeah."  He tipped the Frontiersman into an easy turn, lining up on the heading that would bring them home.  "I wonder what happened?"
"Weird night for a wreck," Mitch agreed.  "Well, I imagine we'll hear all about it in the morning."
"Yeah," Lewis said again.  They still had plenty of fuel, and he opened the throttle just a little. "Better get us home."
 



Chapter Two
 
Colorado Springs,
 
November 17, 1932
 
"I still don't understand why the ballerina just went to the train station like that," Lewis said.  This had been supposed to be a treat, a holiday after the excitement of the crash and getting Rayburn and his men down out of the mountains, but somehow it wasn't working out the way he'd planned. His breath was a cloud in the frosty air, and he twisted his scarf around his neck with his free hand.  It was cold but not snowing yet, and the sidewalk glittered with black ice in the lights from the movie theater marquee.
"She didn't know he was dead, darling," Stasi said from behind him.  "Nobody told her because they didn't want a horrible scene.  Of course they'll get one anyway.  It's not as though she won't find out when he's not waiting at the train station, but we won't have to watch it."
"Maybe they won't tell her," Mitch said.  It was cold enough that he actually had his overcoat fastened, his hat pulled low over his eyes.  "They'll just let her think he didn't show up because he was insincere.  He never meant to come with her.  Jewel thieves are like that."
"Are they?" Stasi asked lightly.  "I suppose they are."
"I think it's terribly sad," Alma said, and Lewis was startled to hear a catch in her voice.  Her eyes looked suspiciously red, like she'd been crying in the movies.  Which wasn't like Alma at all.  
"I guess?" Lewis said.  These women's movies full of love affairs and big emotions didn't really appeal to him.  He'd been thinking about the crash through most of Grand Hotel, even if everyone did say it was going to win an Oscar.  He felt bad for Rayburn, whose plane was still stuck on the mountainside because he didn't have the men to spare from his regular routes, and everyone was confused about why it had happened.  Clear skies, calm air, and all of a sudden there was a zap and all the instruments went out:  it didn't make sense, and Rayburn was being pretty close-mouthed about the job he'd been on. And of course some of the old boys at the Legion were talking about ghosts and haunts, but presumably that could be discounted — surely.  Alma was scowling, and he dragged his attention back to the conversation.
"It is terribly sad," Alma said.  "Here she thinks the man she loves is insincere, and instead he's lying dead among a bunch of strangers who don't care what happens to him, and meanwhile everyone she trusts is lying to her.  I think it's horrible!"  
Lewis tucked her arm into his.  "Are you ok?"
"I just think it's sad," Alma said.  She blinked furiously.  "And I can, so I will.  There's no need to be heartless about other people's pain."
"She's not a real person," Lewis said confusedly.
"It was sad," Mitch said.  They stopped beside Alma's pickup truck.  "I think he should have gone with her and married her and fired that creepy nurse.  But no.  He had to steal one more thing first.  He couldn't get out of the game."
"Well, he was going to go with her!" Stasi said hotly.  "It just didn't work out."
"Because he got caught in the middle of a burglary and bludgeoned to death," Mitch said.  "Which he might have seen coming."
"Nonsense, darling.  Why would he have seen it coming?  He'd done it hundreds of times before."
"If you play too long, sooner or later you lose," Mitch said.
Lewis looked at Alma, who was sniffling conspicuously.  "It's just a movie," he said.
"Can you imagine anything worse than not to be with the man you love when he's dying?" Alma demanded.
"Um," Lewis said.  He felt like he was out in the middle of a frozen pond suddenly with no idea how he got there.
"He meant to go with her," Stasi said, stalking off along the street toward the Torpedo parked four cars ahead.  
"Well, meant to isn't the same as did," Mitch said, following after with the keys.  "If he'd just left well enough alone, she had enough money."
"There's no such thing as enough money, darling."  Stasi's back was straight as she waited for him to open the door, one foot tapping impatiently.  "Rockefeller doesn't have enough money."
"Nor any other feller," Mitch snapped.
"I can't believe you're so callous about it," Alma said as she went around to get in the truck.
"I'm sorry this guy in a movie died," Lewis said.
"You weren't even paying attention," Alma said.  She got in and slammed the door.  
Ahead, Mitch slammed the door of the Torpedo just a little too hard for politely helping a lady in.
Lewis climbed in the truck.  "It was just a movie," he said.  "I don't see why everybody is bent out of shape about it."
Alma's jawline was hard.  "I expect you don't."
The Torpedo peeled out from the curb, leaving the smell of burnt rubber behind it, eight cylinders of power revving up to a distinctive roar.  It was a damn nice machine, Lewis had to say.  Someday he'd like a car like that, though of course there was nothing wrong with Alma's Ford pickup, and the truck was a lot more practical than the two-seater convertible.  You couldn't fit three people in the Torpedo, much less any of the stuff they usually had to haul around.
"Look, Al," Lewis said.  "I said I'm sorry.  I don't know why you're so upset.  Is something wrong?"  There were times when a husband just had to eat crow.  It came with the job description.  Apparently failing to take women's movies seriously was one of those offenses that put a guy in the doghouse.  Two years, and he was still kind of new at this husband gig.
"I'm fine."  Alma drove sedately and conservatively, her eyes on the road.  "Just a little out of sorts."
Oh.  That kind of out of sorts.  The kind that involved mysterious female problems.  Come to think of it, it seemed like it had been a while since those sorts of problems, the ones involving belts and drug store bags and long baths and him staying out of the way while she had a little medicinal brandy in the bathtub.  Right.  That time.  Definitely time to make nice.
"I could get you a drink when we get home," Lewis said.
She glanced over, giving him a quick smile.  "Maybe some tea," she said.  "And a snack."
"A snack sounds good," Lewis said, watching the red tail lights of the Torpedo accelerating in front of them.  
Of course Mitch beat them to the house.  He was already out of the car and opening Stasi's door when they pulled in, one foot in strappy pumps and backseam stockings emerging.  Mitch glanced in the direction of his apartment over the garage.  "Feel like coming up for a little nightcap?" he said, holding the gleaming chrome of the door handle.
"No, thank you," Stasi said frostily.  "I think I'll just go to bed."  She headed straight for the front door of the house.
"So will I," Mitch snapped to the nearest person, who happened to be Lewis.
"Great," Lewis said blankly.  Alma headed across the lawn behind Stasi, the keys in her hand.  "Women are nuts," Lewis said.  "She takes my head off and now I'm going to go make her a Dagwood sandwich in the middle of the night."
"Al's usually ok," Mitch said, pocketing his keys with a dark look toward the house.  "Not like Blondie Boopadoop."  He stalked off toward the garage.
"Ok," Lewis said to no one in particular.  "The lesson of the day, my son, is that women's movies put everyone in a bad mood.  Next time it's westerns only."
 
In his windowless office in the basement of the Metropolitan Museum, Dr. Jerry Ballard adjusted his glasses and picked up his fountain pen, beginning a new entry neatly.  "Item 124 of the Rosenthal Collection," he said aloud.  "Medallion purportedly dating to the reign of Ptolemy Auletes. Ptolemy XII."  He put down the pen and lifted up the medallion, examining it under the green hooded desk lamp.
It was made of heavy bronze, a good size for a paperweight, a circle about four inches across.  There indeed was good old Ptolemy himself, double chin and big nose, wearing a leopard skin to present himself as Neos Dionysos, his throne name.  The bronze was a bit worn, but overall it was in good shape.  A nice piece, Jerry thought, if nothing particularly extraordinary.
For one thing, it was rather late.  Compared to some of the sixth and seventh century material in the collection, not to mention that perfectly lovely ushabti of Tia Sitre, it was practically new, only dating from the first century BC.  Secondly, there were hundreds of examples of this sort of medallion from the late Ptolemaic period.  The Met already had about ten.  It was not rare in any sense, though it was nicely preserved and a good likeness of Ptolemy Auletes if a museum were trying to fill out a collection with all the Ptolemies in order.  Thirdly, it had come through the hands of several collectors before it reached Lothar Rosenthal, and its provenance was in doubt.
Jerry noted his thoughts neatly.  "Condition: very good.  Value: $2,000-$3,000."  A nice piece, but hardly invaluable.  Maybe the Met would buy it and maybe not.  He supposed it depended on how much they wanted to spend and if someone wanted Auletes particularly.
He turned it over, checking the obverse.  Again, quite ordinary.  The back of the medallion was a stylized cityscape of Alexandria, lighthouse in the foreground, as ubiquitous as the modern Souvenir of New York ashtrays that displayed the sights of the Big Apple together, Statue of Liberty, Brooklyn Bridge, and the brand-new Empire State Building.  Maybe this had been just like that at the time -- Souvenir of Alexandria, ready for the Ptolemaic tourist to take away.  The thought made him smile.  Someday a future archaeologist would dig up his ashtray and consider how many dozens of likenesses of the Statue of Liberty there were -- clearly a major focus of worship in ancient New York, but not particularly valuable because of its ubiquity.
Jerry picked up his magnifying glass.  Oh yes, the lighthouse in nice detail!  What else?  That was the familiar shape of the Serapeum, and the Isis pylon.  The Isis pylon wasn't shown as often, and it was squeezed in there just in front of a dome.  Odd placement.  There was plenty of room on the medallion, and yet it was squeezed in oddly in front of the dome of the Soma, the lost Tomb of Alexander the Great that appeared enticingly on all this ancient material and yet had never been found.  The lighthouse had most of the right side, and here on the left the pylon was squeezed in between some unidentified buildings and the Soma, the Serapeum center and crossing the midpoint.  Did it actually disappear behind the top tier of the lighthouse?
A frisson ran through Jerry.  "Wait," he said aloud.  "Wait."  
Most medallions and coins showed the skyline stylized, all the famous buildings of Alexandria lined up, just like the Souvenir of New York ashtrays and tea towels with the Brooklyn Bridge and the Empire State Building lined up next to the Statue of Liberty as though they were all the same size and stood in a row.  But this was different.  This was a photorealistic drawing, as though someone had stood on a ship and sketched the harbor, the lighthouse in the foreground large and taking up a whole side, partially obscuring buildings further away.  The dome of the Soma rose above the buildings before it, a magnificent curve in the background, while the pylon of Isis appeared truncated and squeezed in, crowded between the Soma and the buildings along the harbor.
"Oh my God," Jerry breathed.
It was like looking at a photograph of ancient Alexandria, one that showed the location of the Soma.  The tomb of Alexander the Great had been lost since antiquity.  It was one of archaeology's holy grails, as famous as Schliemann's Troy, potentially as rich as Carter's tomb of Tutankhamun.  For a hundred years everyone had tried to find it without success.  Everyone knew it was somewhere beneath Alexandria, but aside from the difficulty of digging up a modern city, no one knew where.  There were hundreds of acres that had been part of the old city, miles and miles of catacombs and cisterns and waterworks beneath it, city built on city back to the days of the first Ptolemy.  Digging it all up was literally impossible, even if it had been feasible to conduct that kind of operation in a city with a current population of more than a million.
But if you had a map….  If you knew where to dig….  Three points allow you to locate a fourth.  The Lighthouse.  The Serapeum.  The pylon of Isis.  Everyone knew where the first two were.  The Lighthouse had stood until the fifteenth century, and a modern fort had been built on the site.  The Serapeum was marked today by the tourist attraction known as Pompey's Pillar, for all that it had nothing to do with Pompey and had been raised by Diocletian.  The pylon of Isis….  There were several promising sites.  And if any of them more or less matched the location on the medallion….
Jerry put it down because his hands were shaking.  If they knew where the pylon of Isis was, they had a map to the Soma.  They had a map to the lost tomb of Alexander the Great.  They could triangulate from the other three points.
Or someone could.  The Met could fund an expedition.  They could hire people.  They could get the best.  And assuredly that wouldn't be a one-legged archaeologist who hadn't been in the field in twenty years.  Whoever eventually got to go after the Soma, it wouldn't be Dr. Jerry Ballard.
Or could it be?  Jerry ran his hands over the medallion reverently.  Expeditions took time to organize and to fund.  The Metropolitan Museum of Art didn't do anything quickly.  There would be committees and meetings, grants and permits.  It would be years before anyone got in the field, maybe even half a decade.  They would need the permission of the British colonial government, and that itself could take a year.  The Met's digs in Egypt were all carefully approved and controlled, all officially sanctioned and done right.  The Met wasn't shady.
But they'd have to be a little shady now.  Saying they were going after the Soma would be the fastest way to get their permits denied.  One whiff about the Soma and the British Museum would have dibs.  No, Jerry thought, caressing the medallion, they'd have to say they were looking for the pylon of Isis.  That was the first step anyway, and it was a lesser known site, a building certainly of interest but hardly a great treasure.  After all, it was basically a big carved block erected by Queen Arsinoe, daughter of Ptolemy I Soter and his queen Berenice.  It was of enduring interest, but not something the British Museum would stick their nose into.
Which meant nobody outside the Met could see this medallion.  It needed to be photographed and purchased, catalogued and kept very carefully for conservation outside of the public eye.  And why should it go on display?  It was, after all, one more late Ptolemaic medallion.  The Met needed to keep this under their collective hats — a map to the Soma, a map to the greatest lost tomb of the ancient world!
Jerry's hands were sweating.  And in the three to five years it would take to mount an expedition, he had to figure out how to be part of it.
 
"I'm sorry.  Mrs. Segura isn't in."  Stasi held the phone between shoulder and ear while she searched through the pile of schedules in front of her.  "But I'd be happy to book your charter.  You said week after next?"
"The twenty eighth," Bub Tyler said.  "You're sure you can book it for me then?"
Stasi shuffled papers again.  There was a passenger flight to Santa Fe that day, but they'd need the Frontiersman for that.  She pulled out her pencil and licked the tip.  Lewis could take the Frontiersman to Santa Fe and Mitch and Alma could take the Terrier to Omaha.   Lewis would have the short flight in the smaller plane, and Alma and Mitch would have the long one with the big load.  "Absolutely," she said.  "Make sure you get your cargo over here on Friday if you want to go early Monday morning."
"That's Friday of Thanksgiving weekend," Tyler said.  "You gonna be open?  Cause I sure ain't."
"Wednesday then?" Stasi asked brightly.  The clock on the wall said ten till noon.  Alma and Lewis had taken the Frontiersman to Salt Lake City on the weekly passenger run.  Monday was Santa Fe and Albuquerque, Wednesday Salt Lake, Friday Amarillo, three scheduled flights a week and charters anytime.  They'd add Oklahoma City to the mix, or Wichita, except that Comanche Air already had that service, a thing Alma never stopped twitching about.
"That's awful early for a Monday flight, don't ya think?"
"When do you want to bring it over, Mr. Tyler?" Stasi asked, rolling her eyes at the wall.  If not Wednesday and not Friday, did he think she'd make an extra day?  Or would he be open on Thanksgiving Day or the weekend?  
"Well, I guess Wednesday," he said.  "I guess that'll do."
"Ok!" Stasi said cheerfully.  "We'll weigh the pallets when you get here.  I'll make sure Mr. Patterson is here to help you unload and weigh."  And that would be a job itself, at least getting Patterson there sober.
"You all sure do charge a lot per pound."
"Mrs. Segura sets the rates," Stasi chirped.  "You'll have to talk to her about that."
"I could talk to Mitchell Sorley about them," Tyler said.  "Is he around?"
"No, I'm sorry!  He's not," she said, crossing her fingers.  Mitch would cave on the rates.  He was such a sucker for a sob story about hard times.  "Shall I have Mrs. Segura call you?"
"No, I guess you don't need to."  Alma wouldn't cave.  No point in even having that conversation.  
"Is there anything else I can help you with?" she asked perkily.  
"I reckon I'll need another charter next month, but I don't know for sure yet."
"Please let us know as soon as you can," Stasi said.  "You know we've only got two cargo planes, and it's best to book ahead to get your preferred day.  We value your business, Mr. Tyler."
He sounded a little less gruff.  "Thank you, Miss Rostov."
A bit more warmth in her voice.  "It's always a pleasure to talk to you, Mr. Tyler."
"Things sure have gotten more organized around there," he said.
"Why thank you, Mr. Tyler!"  Stasi rolled her eyes again.  Five till twelve.  "We'll see you next week.  Goodbye now."
He hung up and she spread the calendar page out, carefully writing in the charter and the note to have Joey Patterson load cargo on Wednesday, November 23, 1932.  Joey worked by the hour, and he'd be glad of the work.  He had two kids and another on the way.  
Beyond the office door out in the hangar one of the Terrier's engines coughed to life, running rough.  The bell on the door to the parking lot jangled and Stasi looked up.
Two men stood in the doorway, a third behind them leaning on the hood of a Model T, cigarette in hand.   The man in front had a smart navy suit, graying hair beneath a navy fedora.  He met her eyes knowingly.  "Judy Denisov," he said.  "Nice to see you again, baby."
Stasi sat up very straight, her voice perfectly even.  "Albert Kirsch.  Well, this is a surprise.  I never thought I'd see you in Colorado Springs."
"I bet not," he said, glancing around the tiny office with its cheap furniture and door to the hangar.  "Nice place you've got here.  Never thought you'd go straight, kid.  You had some talent."  He spoke to the other man behind him but his eyes didn't leave Stasi.  "Met her doing two bit deals in Tijuana.  But then she moved up in the world.  Why aren't you in Hollywood, Judy?"
"Oh you know."  Stasi shrugged.  "This and that.  It got a little too warm, if you know what I mean."  She tried not to glance toward the shop door.  Mitch would never hear her over the Terrier's engine, not if he was standing anywhere close to it.  Which he would be. 
"She was pretty slick," Kirsch said.  "Golden fingers on that kid.  Got your fingers burned?"
"Something like that."  Stasi got up and saw his hand go casually to his breast pocket.  Ok.  Packing a heater.  That changed the score.  "You Joes just happened to be in town and you missed me?"
"Got a job for you," Kirsch said.  "Some good money in it.  You interested?"
Stasi tossed her head, coming around the desk and perching on it.  "Depends.  How much is it, and what's the deal?"
"It's a pretty classy job.  Needs your special golden touch." Kirsch pulled out a silver cigarette case.  "It's a big commission for a collector.  Ever heard of the Metropolitan Museum of Art? In New York City?"
Stasi snorted.  "What, you want me to steal some big statue?  That's not my kind of heist.  Some eight hundred pound marble thing I can just stick in my combinations?"
Kirsch shook his head, lighting the cigarette with a flick.  "Nah." 
Out in the hangar the engine revved.  Three till twelve.  Surely Mitch would knock off for lunch any minute.  And he'd wonder why there were customers in the office and come over to see.  Surely.  Any minute now. 
Kirsch spread his hands about four inches.  "It's an object about this size.  Bronze, but it's pretty small.  The Met's just acquired it.  My customer would like to acquire it instead."
Stasi's voice was hard.  "What does it do?"
"By itself?  Nothing."  Albert Kirsch gave her an urbane smile.  "So it's not going to go wild on you and start spitting flames or making your skin turn black, if that's what you were worried about."
"Then why me?" she asked.  "New York's a big city.  There are lots of people who know the Met a lot better than I do."
Kirch's smile widened.  "But not a lot who know the man better.  This tablet's not on display yet.  It's being readied for conservation by an expert in Hellenistic syncretism, Dr. Jerry Ballard.  It will be somewhere in the private offices, and we need somebody who can find out where it is and get to it.  That would be you, baby."
The engine revved again.  What in the hell was Mitch doing?  Avoiding her because of the movie thing last night?  Or just overcautious — they'd all been extra careful about maintenance since Rayburn's crash.
Stasi shook her head.  "That's way too dangerous.  Ballard hates me.  He caught me with my hand in the pie one time too many and he'd never trust me as far as he could throw me."
"I thought you were best buddies from what the papers said.  Engaged, I believe?"  Kirsch took a draw from the cigarette.  "In Florida?"
"That was before he got wise to me," Stasi said.  "If you've seen those papers, you know that was back in March.  March to November is a long time.  No way, no how I can get Ballard to trust me.  I sail into New York saying I want to see his special toys that aren't on display at the Met yet, and he'll call the cops before I can say boo."  She got up from the desk and went over and held the outside door open.  "I'm not your girl, Kirsch.  I'd get caught in a second, and that's not worth any amount of money."
He got up.  "Suit yourself, toots."  He looked around the office again scornfully.  "It's a waste of talent.  How long are you going to spend in this hillbilly town?"
"Until I get a better offer," Stasi said.  "One that doesn't include a ticket to the big house."  She gestured to the open door.  "It's been fun catching up.  But I've got to get back to work."
Kirsch went out, followed by the other guy, then stopped and turned.  "By the way, Pelley wanted to know if you were still doing any medium work.  He's got a couple of contacts he wants you to make."
( "I already told Pelley I can't," Stasi said.  God, would Mitch ever leave off with that engine? 
"Those guys are dead, aren't they?" Kirsch asked.
"Yes," Stasi said shortly.  "For about a hundred years!  I told Pelley and I'm telling you, I can't haul in somebody who's been dead that long unless they want me to.  Most souls don't stay disincarnate that long.  I can't summon some guy who was shot in 1815 unless he's a disembodied spirit.  There's nothing I can do if he's not."
"If he's some guy walking around Los Angeles these days," Kirsch said.
"Or Hong Kong!" Stasi said.  "And I'd need a talisman or something with a direct connection at the very least, something that used to belong to the guy maybe.  I can't just pull this stuff out of my hat."  She shrugged.  "Besides, I don't know what good it would do if I could summon them, unless these guys left buried treasure or something."
Kirsch took a long, leisurely draw, blowing smoke into the cold air.  "Mr. Pelley has reasons you can't even imagine.  I don't expect you'd understand if I told you.  But this world is changing, Judy.  Things are happening that you can't even comprehend.  There's a new order arising, a flood coming that is going to sweep all this away."  He gestured with the cigarette to the airfield, the hangar and parking lot, the town beyond.  "There will be a time when it would be very good for you to have Mr. Pelley's gratitude, given your Slavic background.  That's all I'm saying.  It would be a good thing to have made yourself useful."
"I'll keep that in mind," Stasi said.  "Ta-ta and all that."
"It's your funeral," Kirsch said pleasantly, grinding out his cigarette and getting in the car, his man following.
After they drove away she went back inside, locking the outside door and sitting down at the desk.  She lit a cigarette with hands that absolutely did not shake.  She only jumped about a mile when Mitch opened the door from the hangar, dropping her ash on her skirt and leaping up to brush it off before it burned the rayon.
"You ok?" Mitch asked.  He was wearing oily coveralls, though he'd stopped and washed his hands.  
"Yes," Stasi said swiftly.  She put out her cigarette in the ashtray.  "Just having a quick smoke."
"Oh."  He looked vaguely awkward, and Stasi remembered about the movie thing last night.  "I was thinking about getting some lunch," he said.  "I wondered if you wanted to go over to the diner with me."
"Ah."  The change of gear was momentarily stunning, her mind still on Kirsch and Pelley.  "I don't know."
Mitch's face hardened.  "I guess you'd rather not have lunch together.  Ok."
"No, I mean…."  Stasi flailed around.  She reached under her desk and pulled out a paper bag.  "I mean I brought lunch.  And I brought too much lunch."  She knew she was babbling as she opened the bag and pulled out wax paper wrapped packets.  "Somehow I got two roast beef sandwiches.  One with horseradish and one without with Swiss on both.  And I brought all this potato salad and I somehow brought this cake….  I haven't any idea what to do with it all!"
"Oh."  His expression changed completely, that mischievous grin that slid sneakily around the corners of his mouth.  "That's a big problem.  Maybe I could help with that.  One with horseradish and one without?"
"Somehow.  By accident."  She handed him the one without.  
He gestured to the calendar spread out on the desk.  "We should move that."
"I'd rather eat in the hangar," Stasi said quickly.  
"Ok."  Mitch blinked.  "If you like."
"I do," Stasi said.  "There's too much smoke in here."
They ate out by the Terrier, Stasi sitting on the unfolded cabin steps and Mitch cross-legged on the concrete in front of her, the disassembled engine cowling at his elbow.  
"I'm sorry I was a pain about the jewel thief," Mitch said.
It took her a moment to remember that he meant the one in the movie.  He didn't know about any others.  And there was no reason to tell him.  After all, nothing had happened.  She'd said no.  Some guys asked her and she said no.  That was all.  "Oh, that," Stasi said.  She picked up her sandwich.  "It's just a movie."
"Yeah."  Mitch looked sheepish.  "I've kind of got a bad temper.  It's not my best quality."
"Darling, I've got a temper too," Stasi said, leaning back comfortably against the Terrier.  "I don't mind someone who will snap back.  It keeps me from bullying you."
He laughed.  "Is that what you do?  Bully guys and push them around?"
"Absolutely.  Can you imagine me married to Lewis?  The poor sweetheart would never get two words in edgewise and he'd never make another decision for the rest of his life.  I'd fasten his suspenders for him in the morning."
"And that would be a terrible fate," Mitch said.
"Well, maybe not the suspenders fastening, but the pushing around.  I don't mind a bit of spirited argument as long as there's kissing and making up."  She stopped, her eyes on his face.  "Metaphorical kissing, that is."
"Yeah.  Metaphorical."  There was a hungry expression in his eyes that had nothing to do with roast beef, like a dog standing outside a butcher shop looking at everything he can't ever have.
"Purely metaphorical," she said for want of anything better to say.  Suspenders?  Marriage?  The lack of related safe subjects was appalling.  "Cake?"  She lifted up the packet.
"Sure," he said.  "Cake is good.  I like cake."  He didn't look away from her face, his expression unchanged.
"You like my cake."  And there she went again, a mouth that just wouldn't stop.
"Yeah."  
For some reason this was utterly flustering. 
"What kind of cake is it?"
"Chocolate.  Cherry.  Chocolate with cherry."  Oh God could she quit blathering!  "With icing."  She opened the wax paper to display two slices of cake, five thin layers with alternating filling of chocolate ganache and sour cherry, layer after layer, iced in dark chocolate buttercream.
"That's…."  Mitch looked as though he had momentarily been stunned into cake ecstasy.
"I made it for dinner tonight but someone took a slice in the middle of the night last night," Stasi said grumpily.  "So we might as well have some for lunch."
"It looks…."  He made a dive for it, fork at the ready.
"Jump right in," Stasi said.  
It was awfully good if she did say so herself, she thought, eating her slice contemplatively.  Better if she'd been able to get almond paste, but there was none to be had.  She'd had to ask the grocer to special order.  She supposed she could buy an enormous bag of almonds and grind them herself.  That was what her father had always done, but buying the paste ready-made was so much more convenient.
"Where did you learn to bake like this?"  The tone in his voice was utterly casual, but it didn't fool her for a moment.  
"At the knee of my dear nurse, a glorious old woman who took care of me at the dacha when my parents were in St. Petersburg," Stasi said.  "Her name was Baba Yaga."
Mitch almost choked, buttercream all over the corner of his mouth.  "She lived in a little house on stilts?"
"How did you guess?" Stasi beamed.  "That was before I spent a terrible year on the Black Sea when I was betrothed."
Mitch nodded with an almost completely serious expression.  "This was before you were kidnapped by a Turkish prince?"
"After, darling," she said.  "But it was before the time I was attacked by ravening wolves."
"When they chased your reindeer all the way to the chalet," Mitch said seriously.  "And you hit them with a wheel of Raclette until they went away."
"While wearing little après ski boots and a furry hat," Stasi agreed.
"And what else went with this ensemble?"
"Nothing else, darling," Stasi said.  "Just the boots, the furry hat, and the wheel of Raclette."
He burst out laughing, that dabble of chocolate still right where it had been.  "Ok, that's a picture.  But it's a little…."
"Cheesy?"
She almost completely forgot about Kirsch.  She almost could.  After all, it hadn't come to anything and it wasn't going to.  He was full of his usual hot air, one more pointless conspirator with grandiose plans.  She'd seen enough of them in the last eighteen years.  Nothing was going to happen.
And if it did, some part of her whispered, at least she would have had this first.
 
The Monday before Thanksgiving seemed an odd time for a sponsor's party, but it had been long enough since Jerry had attended one that he thought he was probably in no position to comment.  That had been the year he'd been demobbed, and then he'd been in no shape to enjoy it — thirteen years ago, anyway, and a different sort of occasion altogether. He'd been trying to put his life back together, still limping on a mangled foot that refused to heal, and it had been one of the parties celebrating the foundation of the Oriental Institute. He'd been on the verge of being named a scholar there, had a teaching job and the promise of a place on Breastead's next big project, and he'd been determined to make it happen, no matter what he had to do to keep himself going. But the foot had festered again, and finally had to be amputated, and there had been no way he could take care of himself alone in Chicago. Gil and Alma had come for him, taken him home to Colorado Springs, and he thought he'd come to terms with everything he'd lost. But with Gil dead, there wasn't so much to hold him there, and his share of the money from the Great Passenger Derby had bought him a little breathing room. He could afford to take this job for Edward Hutcheson, even though it would just about pay his expenses if he was careful. He could afford to try to get himself back in the game.
And he knew as well as anyone what was needed, beyond the impeccable academic credentials. He needed the well-cut suit, the conservatively tailored formal wear and the patrician attitude that went with it, regardless of whether or not he'd been born to it. If he was going to convince them — any of them, the boards of the Oriental Institute or the Met or the MFA — to hire him, to sponsor any of his eventual projects, he was going to have to convince them he was worth the expenditure. And that meant parties like this.
He paid off the cab at the corner of Fifth Avenue and 55th Street, the hotel's doorman holding the cab door while he levered himself out, taking the time to be sure his footing was secure before he tried to move. He tipped the doorman, and made his way into the marble-walled lobby. He could hear the piano before he reached the short flight of stairs that led to the private ballroom, a lilting tune that managed to be stylish without being dangerous, and he handed his invitation to the attendant at the door. 
"Of course, Dr. Ballard," the man said, contriving to imply that Jerry had been recognized without it; Jerry shed his topcoat without comment, and left it and his hat with the exceedingly decorative hatcheck girl.
The room was getting crowded already, and the music was hard pressed to compete with the buzz of conversation. He glanced once around the room, picking out people he knew and needed to see — Hutcheson from the Met; the evening's host, Jennings Pridmore, who'd been in his class at Harvard; half a dozen others he'd met since he'd come to New York. He nodded to Hutcheson, deep in conversation with an older man Jerry didn't know, and started toward the bar where Pridmore was holding court.
"Professor Ballard!"
Jerry turned, recognizing the voice: May Saltonstall, another passenger from the Derby. She was the sister of one of the Harvard team's pilots and the cousin of another; they'd made a damn good run at the prize, crashing on the next-to-last leg, and in spite of himself he felt himself relax a little. "Miss Saltonstall," he said, and took the hand she held out to him. She looked unexpectedly splendid in a daring bias-cut evening gown, peach satin a shade darker than her skin, diamond bracelets like manacles on each wrist. "May I offer my congratulations? I saw the announcement in the papers."
"Thank you." 
She was engaged to one of her brother's Harvard classmates, Ralph Kittredge, who was something in oil: a good match by most standards, Jerry thought. "Is Mr. Kittredge here? I'd love to meet him."
"No, he's in Connecticut for the week," she answered. "Charlie brought me." She nodded toward a group of younger men clustered by one of the low tables. "But now he's talking football…." 
She let her voice trail off, and Jerry picked up the hint she dangled. "Perhaps I could get you a drink?"
"That would be lovely." She set her hand on his elbow, and he walked her toward the bar. He brought them both Manhattan cocktails, and she took hers with a smile. "Cheers."
"Your health," Jerry answered, and they both drank.
"Professor!" Jennings Pridmore turned toward them, inviting them to join his little group by the bar. "And Miss Saltonstall. Is Ralph around?"
"He's in Connecticut for the week," May said again. "Charlie's here, but — I seem to have lost him."
"Too bad." Pridmore waved to one of the bartenders, who came across with a filled cocktail shaker. "Anyone?"
Jerry shook his head, as did May, but the rest of the group allowed him to top up their glasses.
"Eddie tells me you're making good progress on old man Rosenthal's collection," Pridmore said. "I heard there were a couple of nice pieces that might be up my alley."
"I'm getting there," Jerry said, cautiously. He glanced at Hutcheson, who gave the smallest of nods: the Met considered Pridmore a suitable buyer. "The best pieces are the ushabtis. Herr Rosenthal bought them as a set, and I think they genuinely are from the same tomb, even in the absence of confirming inscriptions. After that, there is a very nice faience necklace, lotus petals hanging from a strand of beads. It's been restrung, and there are replacement pieces that date from much later, but the original piece was probably Eighteenth Dynasty. Most of the rest is later, Ptolemaic or even Roman."
"Pity it's restored," Pridmore said.
"The restoration is probably Roman," Jerry said. "So there's some intrinsic interest."
Pridmore shrugged. "What sort of price do you think the museum will offer?"
I can't answer that. Jerry swallowed the words, knowing he needed to stay on Pridmore's good side. "I haven't finished looking at everything," he said. "And then there's the question of whether some of the sets are worth more intact…." He shrugged in turn. 
"Whatever you say, it'll be more than the old man paid," Pridmore said. "A very high class Jew, Rosenthal. He never missed a bargain."
"No, he certainly didn't this November," another man said. "Oh. I'm sorry, Jennings, I thought you said Roosevelt."
"Roosevelt, Rosenthal," Pridmore answered. "What's the difference?"
Most of the listeners laughed, and there was a note of bitterness that startled Jerry. "You can't think," he began, and Hutcheson stepped neatly on his good foot. Jerry swallowed the rest of his words, drowning them with another swallow of his drink. A dark man in an impeccably cut suit shook his head.
"You're smart to put your money in antiquities, Jennings. Come March, we won't have a President any more, and his thugs will be nationalizing the banks. You wait and see."
"And the worst elements in the country will be cheering him on. Thugs and hooligans who've never done a day's work in their lives —"
Jerry took a step back, unable to maintain his smile a moment longer. Nearly a quarter of the country was out of work, and that was able-bodied men who were begging for work. Literally begging, sometimes: he'd seen them on the streets in Denver and Chicago as he made his way east, men in clothes that had once been decent, holding up signs that said they would work for food. He'd lost his job the previous winter when Colorado Springs ran out of money to pay the teachers at the high school. He'd come out of it all right, thanks to the prize money from the race, but Mrs. Houlton was taking in boarders, and young Miss Elliott, who'd been the English teacher, was trying to scrape together a living mending clothes and doing alterations. Her fiancé had left to look for work, and hadn't been heard from since.
"Oh, come on, George," a fourth man said. Jerry remembered being introduced to him at another function — Peter Judge, his name was, and he was something at Teachers College. "I don't think times have ever been this hard, probably not since the Civil War. There are plenty of men who'd be willing to work if there were any jobs available, and we ought to be doing something for them."
"That's not the government's business," the dark man said. "There are plenty of private charities for that."
"They can't keep up," Judge said. "And, frankly, the people who usually give aren't doing as well as they used to, either."
"And that's between them and their conscience," the dark man said. "It's no sin to take care of your own."
May tucked her hand into his elbow again, and Jerry turned his head to see her rather desperate smile. "Did you have a chance to listen to the game, Professor? Charlie said it was a disaster."
"I heard," Jerry said, grimly. Harvard had lost to Yale 19 0.
"The weather was against us," Hutcheson said. "Our boys are never any good in mud."
"Back in my day, a little rain didn't stop us." That was a silver-haired man, shaking his head. "Of course, we had problems when the sun shone."
Jerry laughed with the others, grateful for the change of subject. 
The dark haired man grinned, too. "And there's a good example of how we ought to be handling things, Judge. The Boosters' Fund took up a collection for the unemployed, and raised a nice sum for them, too."
Jerry straightened, unable to stop himself. "Yes, I heard about that. They raised $2300 — from a crowd of fifty thousand. That's not quite a nickel a man."
A nickel would buy a cup of coffee anywhere in the city. There was a little silence, and then Hutcheson forced a smile. "Well, maybe us alums are hurting, too. But I imagine the weather made a difference."
There was a murmur of agreement, three or four men scrambling for new topics of conversation, and Hutcheson stepped closer, edging him out of the group.
"For God's sake, Ballard."
"Sorry," Jerry said, without sincerity. "It was in all the papers."
May's hand tightened on his arm. "Actually, Professor, if I could borrow you for a moment, there's someone who you ought to meet."
"Oh?" Jerry let himself be drawn away, conscious of Hutcheson's relief. 
"Well, he definitely wants to meet you," she said. "Though whether I'm doing you a favor — you've heard of Professor Tesla, I assume?"
"The inventor?"
"Yes." May looked faintly embarrassed. "He talked to Charlie about it first, and when Charlie mentioned you were in the city — well, that a member of the Gilchrist team was here — he asked us to introduce him. He's a dear old man, but —"
"He wants to sell us something," Jerry said.
May nodded. "Charlie's interested, but — it's not really anything he can use, and Father is insisting that he settle down and make something of the business, or else come back to work for Father." She made a little moue, self-mocking and at the same time faintly ashamed. "The Depression is getting to everyone."
"Times are hard," Jerry said. He followed her across the ballroom, her back bared by the plunging drape of her gown. And if she could afford dresses like that, she was hardly hurting for money, not like the people he knew back in Colorado — not like he himself was, counting every dollar and eating at least two meals a day at the Horn and Hardart or the cheap diner two blocks from the Met. And he knew all too well how lucky he was. 
He glanced over his shoulder, seeing Hutcheson still deep in conversation with Pridmore and his friends. He'd expected better of them, somehow — it seemed as though they'd been better, when they were all undergraduates together. Maybe it was the war, maybe it was the depression on top of the boom times, slamming down like a hangover, but he was sure they'd been better then.
A gaunt old man was folded into an armchair on the other side of the room, as far from the piano as he could get.  He seemed to be holding court, surrounded by a group of men and women of varying ages, but as soon as he saw May, he levered himself to his feet.
"My dear Miss Saltonstall.  How lovely to see you."  He bent over her hand, an old-fashioned, courtly gesture, and beckoned to one of the younger men who was hovering beside his chair.  "Paul, would you be so good as to fetch me another whiskey?  And another Manhattan cocktail for Miss Saltonstall and her friend."
"Professor Tesla, I'd like to introduce Professor Ballard," May said.  "Professor Ballard was the passenger for the Gilchrist Aviation team last year.  Professor Ballard, this is Professor Tesla."
"Who needs no introduction," Jerry said, politely.  Tesla did not offer his hand, but no one seemed to find it strange.
"Professor of — physics?  Engineering?"  Tesla tilted his head to one side like a bird.
"Classics, actually." Jerry wondered if that was disappointment he saw in the older man's eyes.
"Then — if you don't mind my asking — how did you end up working for Gilchrist? That was a brilliant victory, by the way."
"Thank you," Jerry said.  "It was all Alma's, Mrs. Segura's doing.  She's a very canny pilot."
"Indeed," Tesla said.  The young man reappeared with the drinks, and Tesla took his with a smile.  Jerry accepted his as well, and took a cautious sip.  "As it happens, Professor Ballard, I'm looking for people who might be interested in developing a patent of mine, for an aircraft with variable wings that can take off and land in extremely restricted spaces.  I had a laboratory in Colorado Springs some years ago, and it occurred to me that Gilchrist might find such a craft extremely useful."
"I expect they might," Jerry answered.  "I'm sure Mrs. Segura would be interested in corresponding with you about it."
"I'd be delighted to discuss it," Tesla said.  He reached into the breast pocket of his coat, and produced a card.  "If I could trouble you to make the introduction…."
"It would be a pleasure," Jerry said, and meant it. Whether or not the patent was practical, Alma would get a huge kick out of talking about it, and she was hard-headed enough to refuse a purchase that she didn't want.  He took the card — it showed an alarmingly phallic dome-topped tower surrounded by bolts of lightning, largely overshadowing the chaste name and address — and produced one of his own.  
To his rather pleased surprise, Tesla made a point of drawing him into a larger conversation about flying and then about travel and his work in the Middle East before the War. The young man who'd fetched the drinks turned out to have spent some time in Alexandria, while the middle-aged woman in the plain blue gown had spent some time driving across the American Southwest with her husband, and had acquired a significant collection of Navajo artifacts.  Hutcheson joined them after a bit, bringing with him a man he introduced as Alexander Mockridge, from the British Museum, just back from Persia, and Jerry was careful not to mention anything later than the faience necklace when Mockridge brought up the Rosenthal collection.
"Ballard!"  
Jerry turned, not sure if he was grateful for the interruption or not, and Pridmore nodded to the others.
"My wife reminded me.  You are going to be able to make it to the Cape for Thanksgiving, aren't you?  It'll be a lovely party."
Full of the same people who were here tonight, Jerry thought, the same people who couldn't spare a nickel, never mind a dime.  He should do it, of course, it was the sort of invitation that meant connections now and patronage later, but he wasn't at all sure he could keep his mouth shut. Offending Pridmore outright would be far worse than avoiding him.  He forced a smile.  "I'm sorry, it turns out there's just too much left to do.  I really need to stay in the city."
"Oh, too bad."  
Behind Pridmore, Hutcheson was frowning, looking puzzled, and Jerry willed him not to say anything.
"Ruth will be disappointed," Pridmore went on.
Jerry murmured a conventional answer, swallowing an odd lump in his throat.  Twenty years ago, he'd have given almost anything to be invited somewhere for the holidays, especially by someone as important as Pridmore.
"I'm sorry, too," Mockridge said. "I'd hoped to have a chance to chat further.  I very much enjoyed your article on Hellenistic survivals in later Roman Egypt.  I wondered if you had any thoughts on further influences — perhaps even into the Renaissance."
"That's not really my period," Jerry answered, abruptly wary. That sounded almost as though Mockridge was hinting at Hermetic connections, and that was something he very much didn't want to discuss in this company.
"Nothing formal," Mockridge answered, and Hutcheson laid his hand on Jerry's shoulder.
"There you are.  If you'll excuse me, Sandy."
Jerry let himself be drawn away, leaning heavily on his cane. His leg was starting to hurt, and he thought it was probably late enough that he could make his escape soon.
"You know, Ballard, if you want to go," Hutcheson began, and Jerry shook his head.
"Thanks, but if it's all the same to you, I'd rather stay and work."  He paused. "And I'd rather not talk too much to anyone from the British Museum until I've had a chance to finish with the collection."
Hutcheson gave him a sharp look.  "Sounds like you and I need to have a chat."
"There are one or two interesting items," Jerry said carefully.
"I'm not in the office until Monday, but let's talk then."
"Definitely."  Jerry made his way back to the bar to collect another cocktail.  Iskinder loomed up out of the crowd, elegant in a Savile Row suit, and Jerry gave what he suspected was the first real smile of the evening.
"Quite a crowd."
"Oh, yes."  Iskinder's smile was wry.  "I gather Pridmore wants to buy up some of that collection you're valuing."
Jerry nodded. "At a bargain price, of course.  But —"  He stopped, biting his tongue. "That will be up to Herr Rosenthal himself, of course."
"Quite."  Iskinder set down his empty glass.  "I was about ready to head back to the Club.  Would you care to share a cab?"
"God, yes."  Jerry took a last swallow of his own drink, set it down half-finished.  "Whenever you're ready."
They made their excuses, Jerry feeling as though his face was going to split from too much smiling, and trailed at last out into the chilly dark.  The doorman whistled for a cab, and Jerry hauled himself into the passenger seat.  He saw the driver frown as Iskinder climbed in the opposite side, weighing faultless suit and cashmere coat against black skin, and said, "The Harvard Club, on West 44th."
That decided the driver, as Jerry had hoped, and he pulled decorously away from the curb.  Iskinder leaned back against the split cushions, sighing.
"Well, it was good to see Peter Judge, at least."
"I didn't know him that well," Jerry said, and Iskinder smiled.
"We played doubles together quite a bit."
Jerry nodded.  He himself had never had the money or the time to play sports, but Iskinder had thrown himself into the games with undeniable enthusiasm.  
"He's doing good work at Teachers College," Iskinder went on.
Jerry nodded again, letting the words wash over him.  He was tired but not ready for sleep. He wanted another club, another — well, maybe not another drink, but another crowd entirely, company that was congenial in an entirely different way.  As the cab pulled up at the door of the Harvard Club, Jerry leaned forward.
"I'll be going on from here, cabbie."
Iskinder paused, the door half open.  "Jerry?"
"I want a little night life," Jerry said.
There was a moment of silence, Iskinder's face unreadable in the dark, but then he swung himself out of the car.  "Be careful," he said, not as lightly as he intended, and slammed the door behind him.  
The cabbie looked in his mirror.  "Where to, Mister?"
"Times Square."
The theaters were getting out, their audiences spilling into the neon-lit streets.  The cab let him off at the Morosco, and a tipsy businessman claimed it almost before Jerry could finish paying his fare.  The glowing clock at the center of the Pepsodent sign proclaimed it quarter of eleven, and steam was rising from the sidewalk vents; the air was damp, the sky pale above the neon, promising rain later.  He walked south down Broadway, mingling with the crowd, and turned onto 44th, where the ushers were closing up the Shubert lobby.  Beyond the Shubert, the Majestic was dark, but a single light glowed above a basement entry. He let himself down the steps, careful of the worn stone, and rapped sharply on the door.  After a moment, the peephole opened, and he gave the password.  There was another pause, the bouncer still looking him over, and then the door swung back.
The club was long and narrow and mostly nameless, but it was already crowded, and a trio of musicians struggled to be heard over the shouted conversations.  A gang of young men from one of the theaters had taken over four of the front tables, their hairlines still touched with makeup and mascara still on their lashes; toward the center of the room, carefully posed beneath the lights, an angular evening-gowned person with platinum finger waves was holding court, waving a cigarette holder as though conducting.  She wiggled her fingers as he passed, and Jerry tipped his hat, but kept on toward the bar.  
There were more seats open there, and he found a place, nodding to the bartender.  "Manhattan, please."
"Sure thing, Doc."  The stocky man slid the drink across the polished wood.  "Thirty-five cents."
Jerry laid three quarters on the bar.  "Keep 'em coming."
"You got it."
Jerry took a careful sip, and turned on his stool to survey the room. God, he'd missed this, and even if all he did was have a drink or two in congenial company, it would be enough…. He surveyed the crowd, considering a wiry man in a plain brown suit, then a fair-haired boy in an argyle sweater under a jacket.  A chorus boy, almost certainly.  It was the chorus boy's friend who returned his look, however, a little older than the blond, darker and more muscular in build.  Jerry let his gaze linger a little longer, and the other man detached himself from his group, came to lean on the bar at Jerry's side.
"Nice night," he said, as though he was just waiting for the bartender.
Jerry lifted his glass.  "And getting nicer."  
The young man — he had to be an actor, too; there was still a hint of eyeliner smudging his eyes, giving him a faintly exotic look — smiled back.  "Come here often?"
"When I'm in town," Jerry answered. It was a risk, it was always a risk, but he'd been starving since Gil died, and now that he could…  "Buy you a drink?"
"Why, thank you."  The young man's smile widened, showing very good teeth.  "I'm Steven."
"Jerry."  They shook hands, and the bartender slid another drink across the scarred wood. Jerry pushed the coins in his direction, and the man vanished with a nod.
"The Dubarry or the Varieties?" Steven asked, nodding to the tuxedo visible beneath Jerry's coat.  "They're the big openings."
"Neither, sadly.  A very dull party."
"I hope the night's improving."
"Very much so," Jerry answered.  He'd missed this more than he'd realized, the chance to let his hair down almost as much as the sex, though he'd missed that more than he'd been willing to admit.  How in hell he was going to stand going back to Colorado Springs — but that was something to worry about in the morning, not now.  He lit Steven's cigarette, Steven's fingers hot on his hand, steadying the lighter against an intangible breeze.
"I'm guessing you're in lodgings, too," Steven said.
"I'm afraid so."
"Pity."  Steven exhaled a lungful of smoke as though coming to a decision.  "Still — there's out back."
Jerry nodded.  "I'm only fussy about the company."
"Flatterer."  Steven tossed off the last of his drink and slid from his stool.  "Come on."
Jerry collected his hat and stood, resting his weight on his cane, and saw Steven's eyes flicker.  But then he was smiling again, and Jerry followed him through the maze of tables.  They ducked out the side door that opened into a hallway lit by a naked bulb, and Steven grabbed his sleeve, pulling him close.  Jerry returned the caress, but said, "Here?"
Steven caught his breath, but broke away.  "No."
He pushed open a second door, tugged Jerry through after him into the relative dark of a passageway between the two buildings. Jerry braced his back against the wall, bricks solid beneath the layers of coat and jacket, and caught Steven by the lapels, drawing him in for a thorough kiss.  Steven responded with gratifying eagerness, hands busy on Jerry's buttons, then sank to his knees.  Jerry gasped, closing his eyes.  It wasn't Gil, it would never be Gil, but it was better than nothing, better than anything he'd had in years.  He let his head fall back, and gave himself over to sensation.
 



Chapter Three
 
November 24, 1932
 
Colorado Springs
 
Lewis was surprised to see lights on in the kitchen at six am on Thanksgiving morning.  Nobody else in the household was an early riser on the best days, and on a holiday he didn't expect anyone else to be stirring before nine, including Alma.  Even more surprising, it was Stasi in the kitchen, her hair pinned up and a big baggy shirt on over her black dress, the coffee already made in the coffee pot and perking on a back burner while she ground something in the coffee grinder.  Lewis pushed the door open and went in.  "Good morning."
She looked up.  "Hi, Lewis."  She turned the grinder over, shaking out the white powder into a big mixing bowl.
Lewis went to get a coffee cup out of the cabinet.  He wouldn't have bothered to make it just for himself, but if there was some he might as well.  He glanced back at the mixing bowl, already full of about three times as much powder as would fit in the coffee grinder.  "Almonds?" he said.
Stasi looked pleased, lifting up a big sack of them and refilling the grinder.  "Almonds," she said.  "For the cake.  It needs almond flour and there isn't any to buy anywhere, so I'm grinding it myself just like my father always did."
"My mami did too," Lewis said, pouring a cup of coffee.  "She said it was better anyway.  For Pastelitos de Boda."
"Wedding cookies," Stasi said.
"Yeah."  Lewis leaned back against the edge of the stove.  "You speak Spanish?"
"Menu Spanish," Stasi said, grinding away.  "I lived in Tijuana for a while."
"Rough town," Lewis said.
Stasi snorted.  "Tell me about it.  You ever been to Tijuana?"
Lewis nodded.  "Oh yeah.  I'm from San Diego, so sure.  Lots of times.  Though Mami wouldn't let me go down there when I was a kid.  She said it was no place for a decent boy with all the gambling and horseracing and whores.  It just got worse with Prohibition."  He took a drink and then put the cup down.  "I did one job as a hired pilot right after the war, bringing in booze for a bootlegger.  Got shot at taking off and landing, and I said enough of that!  No way I'm going to get shot at when I'm unarmed just to haul in somebody's load of whiskey from Mexico when I wasn't even getting a cut!  Not without shooting back."
"Yes, well."  Stasi didn't look up.  "There's a lot more than booze coming in, darling.  I finally got out of Tijuana by paying a guy to bring me along with his load.  Otherwise I suppose I'd be buried there now."
That was risky business, risky for the guy and whoever owned the plane.  "How much did you pay him?"
Her eyes never left the almonds.  "I don't recall, darling."
"Oh."  It occurred to him what kind of payment it might take, and a flush began to climb the back of his neck.  He opened the icebox hurriedly, looking for the turkey.  "So you don't have any papers?"
"Of course not," Stasi said.  Her voice was perfectly even, so maybe he was just imagining worse things than the truth.  "I'm completely and utterly illegal."  She dumped another cup of almond flour in the mixing bowl and stood up.  "Get me the milk while you're in there, darling."
Lewis passed her the glass bottle from yesterday -- no milk delivery this morning, since it was Thanksgiving and even the milkman got Thanksgiving off.  He manhandled the turkey out and onto the other end of the table, all twenty-eight pounds of it.  They were going to need all of it, after Alma's impulsive invitation last night. Rayburn and his co-pilot were back in town to retrieve their plane, Thanksgiving being a holiday for pilots as well as milkmen, and Al had invited them to dinner. But they would manage, something else to be thankful for. "What are you making anyway?"
"An almond torte," Stasi said with satisfaction.  "Six thin layers of almond cake with light chocolate frosting between each one and vanilla cream on top."
"Golly," Lewis said.  He cut the trussing on the turkey with his pocketknife.  "That sounds complicated."
"It's more impressive looking than complicated," she said, stirring the milk in gently.  "Now, a Dobos torte is complicated.  It's the caramel sheets for the top that are tricky.  Vanilla cream is simple."
Lewis looked up from the turkey.  "You really can bake."
"It's my one respectable skill."  She glanced over at Lewis arranging the turkey in the biggest roasting pan.  "And where did you learn to cook?"
"I was the baby," Lewis said.  "And it's a good thing I did learn, because Alma can't boil water and Mitch can just about make breakfast on a good day."  He tied the drumsticks neatly with twine and got out the earthenware jug of olive oil.  "This is just the way my mami did it.  She always brushed the skin of fowl with olive oil because that would give it the beautiful brown color and keep it moist inside.  And two lemons and a fresh chile for the cavity, but I don't have any chiles so just the lemons today."
Stasi watched him with interest as he stuffed the turkey.  "Are your parents alive?"
Lewis shook his head, but the memory was more fond than painful.  "No.  My father died when I was three.  My mother passed on a few years ago.  She was a wonderful woman, God rest her soul.  My two older sisters are living, though, both in San Diego.  I have eight nieces and nephews."  He looped the kitchen twine to close the cavity.  "My family's been in San Diego forever, since a soldier named Segura married a conversa in 1780.  It's all there in the mission church -- her baptism, their marriage, Christenings for thirteen children, their deaths.  We think she was a Kumeyaay Indian, but of course there aren't good records of that or of her original name.  She was baptized Maria Consuela."  Lewis shrugged.  "A lot of mestizos in Alta California.  But that was a hundred and fifty years ago, so who knows?"
Stasi was looking at him with utter fascination.  "I never heard any of that when I was in San Diego."
Lewis shrugged again.  "People think we all got here yesterday.  But my family's been American a lot longer than Alma's.  Her father came from Ireland fifty years ago."  And who knows where Stasi had come from.  Probably not Russia.  That her father baked was the most he'd ever heard her say that he actually believed.  He carefully didn't look at her as he dabbed olive oil over the skin of the turkey.  "Do you have family?"
"I don't know."  She got up, going to pour herself another cup of coffee, her back to him.  "I don't know if they're still alive or not.  But if they are….  If they are, they probably don't want to hear from me.  I haven't exactly led an exemplary life."
"Still," Lewis said, looking for the right words.  "You're their daughter."
Her back was to him, straight backed in front of the window over the sink, Mitch's big old work shirt over her dress to keep it clean.  "The last thing my father ever said to me was that if I left I was no longer his daughter.  I don't expect he's changed his mind.  Whether he's alive or dead."
"That's rough," Lewis said.
"My father was a righteous man, and God gave me to him for a trial," she said.  "But he's probably dead, and I'm not.  And I certainly prefer it that way."
Lewis nodded even though her back was to him.  At least his mother had been proud of him.  She'd been so proud when he'd won the DSC in France, though not nearly as happy as when he'd come home -- her boy, an officer and a gentleman and a hero.  Her memory would always be warm to him.  He had nothing to regret.  And Stasi -- well, she really didn't have anyone, did she?  He was a lucky man, with a wife and friends and a good job that he loved, and if God didn't see fit to give them a baby, nobody got it all.  He and Alma were both forty-two.  It was probably just too late.  But they had each other and all the rest of this strange family, and so there was room at the table for anyone who wanted to sit down.
"I'm glad you're not dead," Lewis said. 
She turned around quizzically.
"Who'd make the almond torte if you were?"
Stasi grinned.  "There is that."
"And I could use some help with the rest of the dinner too," Lewis said.  "You heard Rayburn's in town, right? Came out to see if he can salvage his plane?  So since he and his mechanic are stuck here over the holiday, Alma asked them to Thanksgiving dinner.  So that's two more people than I'd expected.  Can you make mashed potatoes?"
"Can I make mashed potatoes, he asks!" she implored of the heavens, or at least of the ceiling.  "I can make mashed potatoes you would grovel and beg for!"
"Ok," Lewis said.  "You're on.  If anyone grovels and begs for your mashed potatoes, I'll give you a dollar."
"Deal," Stasi said, holding out her hand.  
Lewis shook it.  "Deal," he said.
 
Jerry finished shaving and ran his hand over his chin, savoring an unexpected feeling of well-being. He'd managed to sleep in, drowsing under the quilted spread even after the sun came pouring in the windows, then read the papers over the carafe of coffee delivered by a bustling Club waiter in lieu of the usual breakfast, and now it was time to meet Iskinder for the Club's elaborate Thanksgiving dinner.  He still felt a little guilty for making someone else work on the holiday, and for not being back in Colorado Springs, but certainly there was no time to do the latter.  No, he'd go back for Christmas — he'd know then whether the job was going to be extended or if there were any other contracts opening up in the spring.  It was always easier to tell Alma his plans than to give her a chance to object.  Which wasn't entirely fair.  Al hardly begrudged him the chance to get back to his true vocation.
He knotted his tie — crimson silk, a nod to the College even if it wasn't a Club tie — and glanced at his reflection in the room's one long mirror.  He looked entirely respectable in his best blue suit, the color dark enough not to fight his sallow complexion, the vivid tie his one flourish for the day.  He checked his pockets — keys, watch, cigarettes and lighter, then collected his cane, and started for the lobby.
It was crowded, as he'd expected:  this was one of the days when members brought not just their wives but their entire families.  An elderly woman in deep gray had been ensconced in one of the large armchairs by the fireplace, two middle-aged men hovering, looking so much like her that they had to be her sons.  A larger group was gathered across from them, two older couples, a young man and woman, and a handful of older children — newlyweds, perhaps, or maybe newly engaged, the families feeling each other out for the first time. A smart young couple hovered by the dining room door, the woman in a miniature trilby that would have looked good on Alma's blonde waves.  Several small girls in velvet dresses darted between their chatting elders, and two boys in knicker suits were eying each other warily by the magazine rack.  In the background, the club staff bustled between the smoking room and the main dining room, and the air was thick with the scent of cigarettes and roasting turkey.
He fished his watch from his pocket, confirming that he was a few minutes early, but he couldn't say he minded very much. He liked the noise and the bustle, the competing conversations, the elegant clothes and the luxuries, large and small.  He stepped out of the way of a waiter with a tray of what the Club claimed unblushingly was merely sparkling cider, and dodged a very determined-looking small boy in a sailor suit who carried a wooden airplane like a club.  His mother darted after him, retrieved him with a quick apology, and a man in a gray glen plaid suit turned to check on the disturbance.  
Jerry froze.  Surely that wasn't possible — it couldn't be Piers Harradine, not now. Surely he was still in Boston, except that, no, the last Class Report had said he'd taken a position with the family firm in New York. And for all that he was twenty years older, that was unmistakably Piers.  The other man was staring at him with the same wild-eyed look of a deer caught in headlights, and any minute now someone would notice.  Jerry forced a smile. "Piers."
"Jerry."  The other man caught the shoulder of a tow-headed girl in a burgundy velvet coat.  "Alida, help your mother wrangle your brother, please."
He should turn away, Jerry knew, they should both turn and walk away and pretend they'd never seen each other again, but the tall woman in the impeccable eau de nil shantung had corralled the toddler and was looking curiously at them. She had to be Piers' wife, Jerry thought, and Piers managed a tight smile.
"I didn't expect to see you here."
"I'm working at the Met," Jerry said.  "Just for a few months." And that was heard as the reassurance he had meant, because he saw Piers' shoulders relax fractionally. God, he was still good-looking, lean and fair, though lines bracketed his mouth and spread at the corners of his eyes. They'd both come within an ace of being expelled their senior year, when a proctor had walked in on them when they were supposed to be studying — they hadn't been doing much, by Jerry's current standards, but the intent had been unmistakable.  They'd each claimed to be the instigator, and Piers' father and Jerry's tutor and Iskinder's father had all exerted their influence to hush it up, but the whisper of scandal had followed Jerry to Chicago, and it had taken years for him to live it down.  He wondered now what it had cost Piers.
The woman in the shantung dress was still waiting, looking from one to the other, hazel eyes wary, and Piers put his hand on her waist.  "My dear, this is an old friend from college, Jerry Ballard.  He was a professor at Chicago, the last I heard.  Jerry, this is my wife Emily."
"A pleasure," Jerry said, and took the hand that was extended to him.  "If you'll excuse me —"
In the same moment, Piers said, "Your leg — France?"
"Italy," Jerry answered.  He had too many questions himself, and none of them were safe to ask.  But he would have liked to know that things were well with Piers.  "You?"
"France," Piers answered, and there was a brief moment of silence.  
Emily Harradine filled it as though from long practice.  "We took the children to see the parade, Dr. Ballard.  I'm afraid they're a bit over-excited."
"Understandably," Jerry said.  "It's quite a spectacle."
The little boy with the airplane scowled, but his mother held him firmly.  
"You're not dining alone, surely," Piers said.
"No," Jerry said, with more force than was strictly polite.  The last thing he wanted was to be invited to join them.  "I'm meeting my old roommate.  You remember Iskinder, Piers, I'm sure."
"Of course."  
Jerry looked past him, hoping to see Iskinder arriving — anything to make his escape before one of them did something foolish — but instead a handsome matron in a lavender suit moved to join them. "There you are, dear," she said, to Emily, and smiled expectantly at Jerry.
"Mother, this is Dr. Ballard.  He was at school with Piers," Emily said obediently.  "My mother, Mrs. Binney, Dr. Ballard."
Jerry took her hand as well, murmuring a suitable response, and to his relief saw Iskinder at the door, the crowd parting before him.  Iskinder saw him in the same moment and turned toward them, breaking stride only as he recognized Piers. Mrs. Binney's eyebrows had reached the brim of her conservative cloche.  
"Mother, Emily," Piers said quickly, "allow me to present Prince Iskinder, of Ethiopia."
"Charmed," she said, and there was only the briefest of hesitations before she offered her hand.
Iskinder made the usual half-bow that he reserved for situations like this.  "A pleasure to meet you, ladies. And it's good to see you again, Piers.  But I hope you'll forgive me — Jerry, our table is ready."
"Of course," Jerry said. He felt as though he was moving underwater, made himself shake hands with Piers and Emily, saying all the proper things, before he could finally turn away.
Iskinder led them not to the dining hall but to the smaller smoking room, and claimed a table in the corner, waving to the nearest waiter.  "Two double whiskeys," he said.  "Jerry, wait right here."
Jerry nodded, fumbling for a cigarette, and lit it with hands that only shook a little.  He supposed he shouldn't have been so surprised:  Piers had family in New York, it was only reasonable to expect him to move back here in the end, and he'd had the warning from the last Class Report.  He was filled with questions, none of which he could have asked — none of which he would have dared ask, even in private, because they would have betrayed his own vulnerabilities.
The waiter arrived with the drinks, and he downed half of his in a gulp.  He couldn't afford to have anyone rake up that old scandal, not when he was trying to get back into the field — not when he'd found a possible key to the Soma.  He needed to seem as respectable as possible, the sort of man you could rely on to organize a dig and keep the workers happy, to spend the museum's money wisely and well.  Piers wouldn't say anything, though.  They'd proved their loyalty twenty years ago.
That didn't mean his wife wouldn't say something if she suspected, or the mother-in-law.  Or Piers' own father, if the old man was still alive.  It was probably a good thing that the Met job was short-term.  But without the Met, how would he get access to the medallion?  How would he find someone to sponsor a dig?
"All right."  Iskinder dropped into the chair opposite him, shaking his head, and reached for his own whiskey. "I tipped the Club Steward rather heavily, and we will be seated in the Crimson Room.  Mr. Harradine and his party are in the Ivy."
"Thank you."  Jerry took a more careful sip of his drink.  "Believe me, I was not expecting that."
"The pair of you looked like someone had shot you," Iskinder said.  The words were light, but his meaning was clear, and Jerry grimaced.
"That bad?"
"I don't think anyone noticed but me," Iskinder said.  "Perhaps his wife?"
"I have no idea what their arrangement is, or if they have one."
"Let's hope so."
"Believe me," Jerry said, "I hadn't thought about him in years."
To his relief, Iskinder didn't pursue the subject.  They finished their drinks quietly, and Jerry ground out his cigarette as a steward appeared to inform them their table was ready.  The Crimson Room was smaller, the curtains closed against a view of the building next door, but the service was still impeccable, a relish tray and glasses of champagne appearing as soon as they were seated.  
"Have you given any thought to my question?" Iskinder asked.
"About someone to take artifacts on loan?"
"Yes."
"Some, yes."  Jerry reached for an olive.  "Am I correct in guessing these are kingship items?"
"I didn't say it."
Jerry nodded. "The Met might well be interested in a loan of something like that.  Particularly with the Italians poised to make trouble.  But I do think they'd make a try to keep anything you sent, and the only way I can see of preventing it is to make some sort of publicity splash."
"Right now, I don't think that's going to go over well," Iskinder said.  "What about somewhere else?  Boston, or Chicago? Or even the Smithsonian, I suppose."
"You'll end up in the Museum of Natural History if you try them," Jerry said.  "Which may not go over well."
"No."
"I think your best bet might be to find someone important who'll broker the deal for you.  Someone who can put some pressure on a museum if they try to hold on to the loan too long.  Maybe somebody in the government?"
"We're not exactly Washington's favorite people just now," Iskinder said.  "What about outright sales?  I know there are people at home who are thinking of investing in foreign currencies."
Jerry shrugged.  The waiter brought the first course, bowls of oyster stew and a basket of hot rolls, and he waited until the man was out of earshot to answer.  "The trick is to not seem to need to sell, of course.  You're in a better position than Rosenthal, at least.  Everyone knows why he wants to get out of Germany."
"How is that project going?"
Jerry accepted the change of subject. "Well enough.  There are a couple of very nice pieces that the Met should pay decent money for — and probably won't, though you didn't hear it from me — but the bulk of the collection is Ptolemaic.  That was Rosenthal's real interest, it seems to me, not the earlier pieces.  They're things he picked up when he was first collecting."
The main course arrived, perfect slices of turkey smothered in gravy, mashed potatoes and mashed turnips, creamed onions and asparagus tips with hollandaise, and a slice of cranberry jelly shaped like a tiny turkey.  Jerry couldn't help thinking about Alma's Thanksgivings.  It had been fine when Gil was alive, and better now that she'd taken up with Lewis, but in between — there had been some interesting meals, and most of the time they'd ordered all the sides from the diner.  In her last letter, she'd said that Stasi had turned out to be quite a baker, so at least they'd be getting a decent pie.
"I always liked the Ptolemies," Iskinder said.  "By and large, they were sensible people."
Jerry grinned. "Mostly so."  He hesitated — but Iskinder did know the period, and he could be trusted.  He lowered his voice.  "There is one piece that's — well, as far as I know, it's unique.  It's a medallion of Ptolemy Auletes, one of the typical ones with the monuments of Alexandria on the reverse."
Iskinder nodded.
"The layout's different, though," Jerry said.  "It looks as though the artist was trying to portray the actual skyline of the city.  And among the buildings shown is the Soma."
"Ah." Iskinder set his fork down very carefully.  "With that —"
"Yes," Jerry said. "Or at least it should be possible. I want that dig, Iskinder."
"It will require a great deal of discretion," Iskinder said.
"Oh, yes," Jerry said.  "And a guy from the British Museum was sniffing around the collection at Pridmore's party."
"I wonder…."  Iskinder frowned.  "There's been some interest among members of our government in financing archeological research — it's a way of positioning ourselves as at least as civilized as Italy.  But there's never enough money for everything."
"No."  Jerry suppressed a certain disappointment.  "But this is why I need not to remind anyone of that old scandal.  Not now, not with the economy the way it is.  I figure I can't even begin to ask for at least five years, and in that time, I have to get some field work again."  Said aloud, it sounded even less likely — who was going to hire a cripple when there were able-bodied men begging for the chance? — and he sighed.
"Surely something will turn up," Iskinder said.  "Still — I'd like to see that medallion myself."
Why not? Jerry thought. Maybe it would help him raise some further interest.  "I'm going to be working the next few days.  You'd be welcome to come in with me."
"I have business tomorrow," Iskinder said.  "Saturday?"
Jerry nodded.  "Saturday it is.  It'll be better then, anyway, no one's going to be around." And Iskinder would certainly be willing to try some — less conventional — methods of investigation.
 
It was, Alma thought, a perfectly decadent looking cake.  It had curls of white frosting and curlicues of shaved chocolate, four layers high with cream between each layer.  
Paul Rayburn looked thunderstruck.  "Mrs. Segura, that's the loveliest thing I've seen in a month of Sundays," he said with reverence.  "I can't tell you how much we appreciate you inviting us to share your Thanksgiving dinner."
"We're delighted to have you," Alma said.  "And glad that everybody's in one piece after the crash.  But I can't take credit for the cake.  It's all Miss Rostov's work."
At her place at the other side of the dining table, Stasi preened.  "It's a mighty fine cake," Rayburn's man Hopkins said in something like a prayerful tone.  He was only a kid, and his admiration seemed to be about evenly divided between the cake and the baker.
Rayburn nodded solemnly.  "I can't imagine why a woman as pretty as you who bakes like this is still a miss," he said.  "Why you and your cake ought to be the Queen of England!  The Prince of Wales ought to get on about marrying you."
"Why, thank you, darling," Stasi said with a brilliant smile.  "But I'm afraid the Prince of Wales is out of luck.  I'm saving myself for my one true love."
Rayburn nodded again.  "Oh yes.  Dr. Ballard.  I hear tell he'll be home soon?"
"For Christmas," Alma said.  "Jerry's had a good job in New York this fall." 
"These days a man's got to go where the work is," Rayburn said.  "Even if it means leaving his sweetheart behind.  But I expect he'll be glad to be home.  I heard you got engaged last spring.  Maybe a Christmas wedding in the offing?"
Mitch made some strangled noise and Lewis thumped him on the back.
"You'll have to wait and see," Stasi said sweetly.  "Mitchell, are you ill?"
"No, just something going down the wrong way," Mitch said, reaching for his water glass with tears in his eyes.
Alma felt like she needed to change direction here before something dreadful happened.  There were so many possibilities for dreadful that she felt like the ringmaster at a three-ring circus.  "So, Paul," she said, turning to Rayburn, "I've been meaning to ask you what happened the other night."
"You mean how the hell could we crash in decent weather with a full moon?" Rayburn said.  "It's a fair question."
"It weren't nothing natural," Hopkins said.  "It could have happened to anybody."
"Well, I was wondering that," Alma said diplomatically.  "I know Mr. Rayburn is a fine pilot.  And like he said, the weather wasn't so bad."
"It's the damnedest thing," Rayburn said, reaching for the cake.  "I've never seen anything like it."
"What happened?" Lewis asked keenly.
"We were struck by lightning," Hopkins said.
"Lightning?"  Mitch looked incredulous.  "Out of a clear sky?  There was no storm that night."
"I know," Rayburn said.  "Clear as a bell, visibility twenty miles, bright moonlight, hardly a breath of wind.  One minute everything was smooth sailing, and the next minute every instrument was out and we were in a dead stall."
Alma blinked.  "How is that even possible?" she asked.  
"I don't know," Rayburn said.  "I keep asking myself that.  One minute everything was fine.  The next minute we were going down."
"Did you see the flash?" Lewis asked.  "Cloud to cloud?  We saw some very thin high clouds later that night, but nothing like a thunderstorm."
Rayburn shook his head.  "Not from the cloud, no.  I think it came up from the ground. I saw it when it hit, light crawling on the wing like St. Elmo's fire.  And then the engine stalled out and the instruments went crazy."
"I think it was because of the radio test," Hopkins said.  "It happened right after that."
Alma frowned.  "Radio test?"
Rayburn gave him a dark look.  "You oughtn't have mentioned that."  He shook his head.  "We were doing a field trial for the Army -- radiolocation.  We use an active radio signal to ping off other transmitters, like the clear channel station in Denver, and then use the signals to triangulate our position.  It's supposed to be a way to find your position in any weather because you know where the fixed points of the transmitters are."
"That's a really good idea," Mitch said.  "I can see the point of that."
"But you use an active radio signal?" Alma said.  "It's not just that you have a radio aboard and are transmitting but…what?"
"It's a much more powerful transmitter," Rayburn said.  "About the same as a radio station."
Alma's frown deepened.  "Then you can't be running that off the engine.  You've got to have an auxiliary battery."
"We were," Rayburn said.  "We were running a test flight with a special transmitter and a power solution for it.  We tested it three times over three hours — the plan was five in five, but that didn't exactly work out.  The first two were fine -- we pinged the commercial stations and worked out our position.  The third time we cranked it up…."
Mitch shook his head.  "Maybe it wasn't a lightning strike.  Maybe it was a problem with the equipment.  You had some feedback because of atmospheric conditions or something."
"That makes sense," Lewis said.
"Oh, believe me, I've thought of that," Rayburn said darkly.  
Alma agreed.  "Maybe the first two times you did it, you built up a charge on the exterior surfaces and when you did it the third time, zap.  I'm no meteorologist, but maybe?"
Rayburn nodded.  "It could be.  You can be sure I'll be telling the Army about that.  They owe me for a plane."
"It took a hell of a pilot to land that plane dead stick in that terrain," Lewis said.  "It's a miracle you weren't all killed."  
Rayburn looked a bit mollified.  "It wasn't fun, I'll tell you."
"That doesn't explain the lights on the ground," Hopkins said.
"There weren't any," Rayburn said. 
"That you saw," Hopkins said.  "I saw them."
Alma put down her fork.  "Lights on the ground?"
"Blue and purple and indigo, like neon lights.  I could see them plain as day because of the snow.  Ghostly, they were," Hopkins said.  "Like crawling current.  And then BZAP!  They rocketed into the air and snapped us like a bug!"
"I didn't see anything of the kind," Rayburn said.  "And don't you go on to the Army about ghostly lights, Charlie Hopkins.  That's crazy talk."  He picked up his fork with cake on it.  "We had a lightning strike brought on by polarized control surfaces.  It's a problem with the transmitter's power output, and the Army has to fix it."
Alma looked at Mitch and knew what he was thinking -- that if it was a problem with the transmitter, the Army owed Rayburn a plane.  If it was pilot error, he'd have to swallow the costs, and Comanche Air couldn't afford it.  "That kind of control surface problem can happen," Alma said.  "I've seen it build up like St. Elmo's fire before.  I'd be happy to tell the Army that it happens."
"That's mighty kind of you, Alma," Rayburn said.
"Absolutely," Mitch said.  "It happens around here.  Especially when the air's real dry."
"I'm not surprised that it does," Rayburn said solemnly, with a quelling glance at Hopkins.  "After all, there are no such things as ghosts."
 
The moment Alma pushed back her chair, Stasi jumped to her feet and held out her hand to Lewis.  "Pay up," she said.
Lewis grinned.  "You got me."  He reached in his wallet and pulled out a whole dollar as the kitchen emptied, Rayburn and his guys heading into the living room.  "Fair and square."  
Stasi looked smug.  "Always a pleasure doing business," she said.
"What was the bet?" Mitch asked.
"That someone would beg and grovel for my mashed potatoes," Stasi said.  
"But you never met that guy before today," Mitch said.  "What made you think he'd beg for mashed potatoes?"
Stasi fixed him with a mischievous smile.  "I didn't know he would.  But I was sure you would."
"Were you?"
"Oh, positive," Stasi said.
"But I haven't."
"But you will," she said cheerfully.  "If you want more later."
Lewis cleared his throat.  "But first you're washing the dishes."
"Yep," Alma said, patting Mitch on the back.  "You and me, buster.  They cooked.  We wash."
"How very civilized," Stasi said, dusting off her skirt with a glance at him.  "You clean up and I'll just go in and chat with the boys.  Coming, Lewis?"
Mitch looked at the endless mounds of china and pots.  "Right," he said grimly.
 
It was an hour before he escaped from the sink.  In the living room everyone was clustered around the radio listening to the Packers' game, Lewis and Rayburn arguing in a friendly way about whether they were going to be the league champs again this year.  Stasi was holding court in the armchair, Hopkins holding her ashtray for her, her legs crossed as she gestured wildly with the cigarette holder.
Mitch wandered up.  "I didn't know you liked football," he said.
"Darling, I adore football!"  She gave the kid a beatific grin.  "And Mr. Hopkins here has been explaining all about it."
"You can call me Chuck," the kid said.  He was holding her ashtray like a suppliant, which was more than a little irritating.
"I love every single first down and grand slam and basket," Stasi said, and he could almost have thought she winked at him as she gushed at Hopkins.  "You have no idea how much I admire football!"
"I'm glad you've explained it all," Mitch said.
"Um," the kid said.
"Oh, you're brilliant, darling," Stasi said.  "I've never understood all about stealing home before!"
The kid gulped like a fish, and a pretty stupid one at that.
"I wondered if there were leftovers," Mitch said.  "And where you put them."
"They're taking up the whole icebox," Stasi said without budging.  There was a wicked gleam in her eye.  "You can't miss them."
She was actually going to make him do it.  "I wanted more mashed potatoes," Mitch said.  "Please, may I please have more mashed potatoes?"
The wicked gleam was followed by a still more evil smile.  "Didn't you finish dinner an hour ago?"
"I have a pretty big appetite.  Please may I have more potatoes?"
"Because?"
"Because they're the most wonderful mashed potatoes in the history of the world."  Behind him there was a sound like Alma trying not to choke.  "Please would you do me the very great favor of letting me have some more?"
Stasi got up.  "Since you ask nicely," she said.  She put her cigarette in the proffered ashtray.  "I suppose."  
He opened the kitchen door for her with a bow.  "After you."
Stasi swanned in and leaned against the sink.  "Oh thank God," she said as the door closed.  "Darling, I hate football!  Why is it everything everyone talks about?  An entire holiday devoted to listening to football on the radio!  It's not as though one can even see the game.  It's just men shouting about things you can't see."
"You might like it better if you could see it," Mitch said, rummaging in the icebox.  "I used to play football."
"Did you?"
"In high school."  They were damned good mashed potatoes, especially eaten straight out of the bowl with an iced tea spoon.  "I was pretty good, but not quite good enough to play college ball.  Not at Duke.  Trinity, it was called then.  Before Old Man Duke gave them enough money to change the name of the college and call it after him."  
"Is that a good school?"
Mitch shrugged, his head still in the icebox with the potatoes.  "Good enough.  Not as good as Jerry's.  Jerry went to Harvard and then the University of Chicago.  Duke's second tier.  Not an Ivy League school, but ok."  Considerably more than ok, but it was poor manners to brag.  The facts ought to speak for themselves.  
Stasi was leaning on the edge of the sink.  "What did you take a degree in?"
"Classics."  Mitch took another spoonful of potatoes.  "I was supposed to read law, not join the army."
"Well, aren't you glad you didn't?  Does the world really need more lawyers?"
He didn't look around.  "It's good, steady work," he said.  "Respectable."  Not like flying planes and living over your friend's garage instead of having a house and a proper life, the kind of life his parents had saved and scrimped to give him.
"Oh, that," she said airily.  "But it doesn't actually produce anything at the end of the day, does it?  Not like rebuilding an engine or moving pallets of goods from here to Omaha or even like digging up things that have been buried for centuries.  It's just wealthy men talking to each other, trading around the means of production while the workers get nothing."
Mitch looked around.  "You sound like a Communist."
"Darling, I am a Communist."  She smirked from the edge of the sink.  "Or I was.  Before that turned out to be just one more scam."
He shut the icebox.  "I never know whether to believe you or not."
"Of course not, darling," she said, and her eyes were opaque.  "I don't want you to know."
"So you tell me a lot of BS and there's something true in there, but I'll never know which parts were real," Mitch said.  
"Precisely."
"So even when you're telling the truth it sounds like you're lying."  He put his head to the side.  "Why?"
She looked away.  "It's all I've got, isn't it?"  She paced over to the door, looking out at the gathering night.  "And damn I could use a drink."
"You could come up for a nightcap," Mitch said.  "I have a radio that doesn't have to be tuned to football."
She turned back with that brittle smile.  "That sounds ideal, darling."
"I'd still like you," he said.  "If you were a Communist."
"Ex-Communist," she said.  "I've given up on causes.  Except for staying alive.  I believe in that one very much."
"Yeah, me too," Mitch said, and opened the kitchen door quietly.  "I'm planning to live to be ninety."
"I'm glad to hear that, darling," she said.  "There's quite enough young and doomed in the world."
He stopped just outside the door, hearing a catch in her voice, and turned around.  "That's not me," he said.  "I'm not going to die young and I'm not going to throw my life away."
For a moment there was something utterly naked in her face, as though all her powder and lipstick had been stripped off, leaving just her bare face shining through.  Then she gave a sideways smile and reached back to close the door.  "You're not young now, darling."
"True," Mitch said.  "If I'd meant to die young and heroically I would have done it a long time ago.  So I'm not.  I'm going to be a crotchety old bachelor who scares neighborhood children."
"You couldn't scare a child if you tried."  Stasi followed him across the yard.  "You're much too nice."
"I am not nice!"
"You are too!  You're nice."
"That hurts," he said, heading up the outside stairs to the apartment over the garage.  "Nice."
"Nice enough to get a girl a nightcap?"
"Definitely that nice," Mitch said.  
 
Stasi supposed the apartment over the garage had originally been intended for a hired man, back when the farmhouse was part of a working farm, but it had been made over in the last ten years.  The inside was completely finished, with round windows at both ends and electric lights.  There was a wood stove which kept it warm very nicely.  No plumbing, of course, but there was a washstand behind a screen, and one could always go in the house to take a bath if one wanted.  It was a little old fashioned as apartments went, but perfectly nice.  Well, other than being a bit small.  There were only so many places one could put furniture, which meant that Mitch's bed took up the middle of the floor, surrounded by the aforementioned stove and sanitary facilities and a wardrobe and about five bookcases, one of which was surmounted by a state of the art cathedral radio.  
Mitch turned it on right away, playing with the tuning knobs until he brought in KFXF in Denver, In the Still of the Night washing over them, lush and sweet.  "Better than football?" he asked.
"Much better," Stasi said, sitting down on the end of the bed and kicking off her shoes.  There wasn't anywhere to sit in Mitch's apartment besides the bed, and he did have a very nice radio.  She liked to sit up here and listen to programs with him.  He liked detective shows like The Shadow as much as she did, and he always had good magazines lying around.  One was lying open across the bed right now, and she picked it up.  
A mostly naked blond sprawled across the cover, wearing nothing except a bronze brassiere, a pair of ankle bracelets, and a strategically draped scarlet printed shawl.  Her eyes were closed, the better to miss the shadow of a man with a knife leaning over her.
Stasi turned it over to where it had been propped open.  "Demons of the Film Colony?"
Mitch looked vaguely embarrassed.  "It's a good story."
"It looks highly entertaining," Stasi said, folding her legs feet under her.  "I do have to wonder, though.  Why don't they ever have men wearing next to nothing on the cover?  I should think women would buy Weird Tales in droves if there was a fellow on front wearing nothing but a little tea towel."
"That's this month's issue."  Mitch picked up another magazine off the top of the radio and tossed it to her.  "Buccaneers of Venus."
"Oh that's more like it," Stasi said approvingly.  A very muscular gentleman wearing nothing but a belt and a little red loincloth stood on the prow of a Viking ship battling a sea monster with a spear, his long black hair blowing in the wind behind him, a decided bulge to his little red loincloth.  "November is a definite improvement over October.  Not that she's not pretty," Stasi said, considering the covers carefully.  "I suppose we'd make a nice contrast, but she's not really my type."
Mitch shook his head, a grin spreading across his face.  "Ok, that's an image I'll never get out of my head."
Stasi leaned back against the footboard, back arched in a parody of the cover girl.  "I'll wear a bronze brassiere if you'll wear a little red loincloth."
"Sadly, I'll have to pass," Mitch said.  He was laughing as he plumped up the pillows at the other end of the bed.  "I'd probably get arrested for running around Colorado Springs dressed like that."
"Well, so would I, darling.  Now didn't you say something about a nightcap?"
"I did."  He went over to the other bookcase where a tray held a decanter full of moonshine.  "Straight up or with water?"
"A little water, darling," she said.  "I'd like to be able to see tomorrow.  Mix me half and half."
"Half and half it is."  He poured the moonshine and water into two tumblers while she thumbed through Buccaneers of Venus.  Maybe she'd borrow this one.  It didn't look too hard.  Her spoken English was a lot better than reading.  Well, hard enough to do things in a third language when she'd never had much instruction in her first or second.  But this looked like fun.
He handed her one glass and went to feed the woodstove, his glass in hand.  The moonshine was rough, but with water it went down no worse than truly dreadful vodka.  Which did give her an idea for a riff.  "Did I ever tell you about the time I was lost at sea with nothing but a cask of vodka?"
"Do tell," Mitch said, opening the stove door with one hand and picking up a log with the other.
Her eyes fell on the sea monster and Mr. November.  "I'd been traveling by ship, darling, and I was castaway in the North Sea.  Fortunately, I managed to grab a cask of vodka, which kept me afloat.  However, there was a narwhal that got a little too interested in my person…."
"…only you were rescued by a handsome Viking," Mitch finished.  He put another log in.  "I think I see where this is going."
"No, darling.  It was aliens from space."
Mitch blinked.  "Ok, that's different."  He shut the stove door and stood up.
"Buccaneers from Venus, in fact." 
That made him laugh.  "You're a lot of fun."
"So are you, darling."  Which was true.  When she was around him she felt like fun, like one of those peerless dames in Black Mask who were ready for anything, rather than anything more realistic she might feel like.  But who needed the real world anyway?  It certainly had its way of making itself known in no uncertain terms when it wanted to.  Why give it the time of day otherwise?  Better to live the story.  Best to find someone else to play it with you.
She tossed off the rest of the drink and stood up as the music changed, every bit the dame who gets Sam Spade in a corner.  "Dance with me, darling.  Our own private club."  
Guy Lombardo and his Royal Canadian Orchestra made a fine backdrop for a quick hesitation waltz.  He put his glass down.  "Sure."  One hand on her back, just close enough, three beats to wait to start on the beginning of the verse, left and back, precisely as drill, her steps the same length as his.  He was easy to dance with, a good strong lead: never shy about telegraphing what he planned to do, every hesitation the perfect full stop.  Two or three times a week it came to this, dancing around the apartment to the radio for the pure joy of it.  Club Garage was a very nice club indeed.
"I've got to have you every day," the singer crooned, "As regular as coffee or tea.  You're getting to be a habit with me."
Squeezing her hand, his arm around her releasing, and a nice spin out as pretty as Ginger Rogers, a perfect spin back, his hand right where she thought it would be, the kind of sparks that looked so nice on a dance floor, that had everyone else watching.  And again just for the fun of it, the music ending just as they did.  
"Oh lovely," she said.  Mitch was grinning.
The announcer broke in.  "And now, cats and kittens, the king of swing, the duke himself, Duke Ellington!  Cause you know It Don't Mean A Thing.  Blow, daddy, blow!"  The heavy drum beat came up, followed by the sax.
"You Charleston, don't you?"  She took his hands again.
"Can you Charleston to this?"
"Why not?"
It took a minute to find the step, but the timing was the same.  The scat calls made it sound different, but the beat behind it wasn't any different.  And that smile was worth it, only occasionally tripping over each others' feet.  
"We're really very good," Stasi said when the music ended.  She pushed back an errant piece of hair that had fallen out of her pins, somehow not letting go of his hand.  "We should go to Denver sometime.  There must be a hotel there with a ballroom."
"There is," he said.  "But we'd have to drive back really late.  We couldn't stay over."
"Why not, darling?"  She sat down again, drawing him down to use him as a nice warm thing to lean on while she caught her breath.  He didn't object.  
Instead Mitch shrugged.  "You, me, hotel?  We'd shock everyone."
"I expect so," Stasi said smugly.  "Dissolute modern youth.  No respect for tradition and decency."
"I'm forty.  I'm not sure I qualify as youth.  And you must be…."  Mitch broke off.  "Nearly twenty," he finished.
She laughed.  "Well saved!"
"How old are you anyway?"  Yes, not moving from behind her, letting her lean on him very comfortably.
"Never ask a lady her age."
"Ok.  When were you born?"
"February!"
Another laugh, and his arm slid around her.  Oh very nice.  "So you're an Aquarius?"
"Aquarius with a Leo moon," Stasi said.  "I have an absolutely fascinating chart full of amazing contradictions."
"I expect you do."  He looked at her sideways.  "But you really are an Aquarius, aren't you?"
"You're getting good at figuring out the truthful bits," she said.  Too good, sometimes.  It was hard to keep the upper hand.  "Still, I wish we could go dancing."
He glanced down at the quilt, at their entwined hands, his over hers, fingers laced.  "There's a dance at the Legion on Christmas Eve.  With a live orchestra and everything.  We do it every year.  It may not be a big hotel in Denver, or as nice as a club in LA…."
"…I'd love to, darling!  That sounds perfect."  She flexed her fingers under his, liking the feel of his big hands, the way it stretched the skin between her fingers, sensual in what was surely a perfectly innocent way.  Even the most strict Edwardian would be hard pressed to object to persons of mature age holding hands.  Especially a person of forty and a person who was just a shade shy of thirty six.  Not that ladies had ages.  "But I don't suppose the Charleston will shock them."
"Probably not," Mitch said.  The set of his shoulders relaxed.  Did he really think she'd say she didn't want to go?  "Even in Colorado Springs we've seen the Charleston for ten years."
"And you'd like to shock people," she said.  Of course he would.  Fast cars and fast planes and faster women, or at least the best illusion of the latter she could muster.  He could have that back.  And she could give it to him.  He could be the guy everyone envied, the one that everyone was sure was getting some prime hoochie.  The idea came all at once, breathtaking in its simplicity, a full plot completely formed from her enormous brain, like giving birth to a Jazz Age Athena.  "Darling, have you ever seen a Danse Apache?"
"Only in the movies," he said.  His breath caught a little, and she knew she had him.
"I think we should do one at the American Legion dance," she said, twisting around to see him better.  
A slow grin spread across his face.  "Women would faint.  Dogs would bark.  There might be a rain of frogs."
"That would be worth seeing," Stasi said.  "Don't you think?"   She turned her hand over in his, twisting her fingers between his, her thumbnail sliding across his palm.  "And fun."
"We'd have to practice a lot."
"I expect we would," Stasi said innocently.  "Hours and hours.  We'd have to work out all the steps and practice incessantly.  But I imagine it would be worth it."
"I don't mind a little hard work," he said fervently.
"Good," Stasi said.  "Because I'm planning to work you."
 



Chapter Four
 
New York,
 
November 25, 1932
 
The one thing that was bad about being in New York was that it was hard to get around. The buses and subways were difficult to manage with his wooden leg, and the cabs were expensive. Sometimes it seemed as though every dime he saved eating at the Horn and Hardart he spent on taxis. He reached for his wallet, but Iskinder was there before him, waving away his attempt to pay. Jerry swallowed his protest — God knew, Iskinder had the money to spare even now — and levered himself out on the sidewalk. 
The broad sweep of steps that led to the museum's main entrance were difficult at the best of times, and at the moment it was filled with people descending in the fading light. The museum would be closing soon, and mothers were tugging children toward the bus stop, while young couples dawdled on the steps, stretching out a holiday. Jerry led Iskinder north toward the staff entrance, where the guard admitted him with a nod and laid out the book for him to sign.
"I didn't think anybody would be in today, Dr. Ballard," he said. "And I think you're about the last."
Jerry glanced at the names above his own. Mostly the junior men, as one might expect, plus Professor Yarnold, who came in every day except Sunday, weekday, holiday, or doomsday. Even Yarnold had only stayed a few hours, and Jerry guessed they would have the basement more or less to themselves. "Ras Iskinder is my guest, of course," he said. "I'd like his opinion on a couple of items. I don't expect we'll be long."
"If you stay past closing, you'll have to leave by the park entrance," the guard said, and Jerry nodded.
"Of course."
He led the way through the maze of corridors to the stairs that led to the basement, his cane and wooden leg loud on the tiled floors, and worked his way carefully down, keeping his eye on the worn metal edges. He was aware of Iskinder braced behind him, and spoke without looking back.
"If I fall, you'll just make it worse if you try to catch me."
Iskinder breathed a laugh. "You could let me go first."
"Except you don't know where we're going," Jerry answered. They were at the bottom of the flight anyway, and he straightened, releasing his death grip on the handrail. "This way."
Most of the offices were closed and locked, no lights on behind the pebbled glass of the doors; the Asian workroom was lit, but as they came up to it, the light went out, and Professor Abadie emerged, blinking mildly as he locked the door behind him.  "You're here late, Dr. Ballard."
"This was the only time Ras Iskinder was free to consult," Jerry answered, and Abadie nodded.
"Oh, of course. Good night, then."
"Good night," Jerry echoed, and waited as his footsteps receded down the hall.
"My uncle the Marquis of Carabas," Iskinder quoted, with a grin. "I haven't heard you use my title so much since you were trying to get out of the swimming requirement."
Jerry made a face. "Sorry. But I'd rather this seemed normal — and not Ptolemaic."
"You're very certain about this medallion."
Jerry nodded, and fished his keys out of his pocket to unlock his office door. It wasn't large, and the shelves were jammed with folders and cardboard boxes and battered books; there was barely enough room for a desk and two chairs, and the surface of the desk was a narrow strip between cliffs of folders. Iskinder gave it all a skeptical glance, and Jerry sighed.
"It's not all mine — most of it's not mine. This is the room they always give the contract labor." He flipped on the overhead, and switched on the desk lamp as well, letting its warmer light spill across the desk.
"It looks a bit more familiar than that," Iskinder answered.
"It really isn't —" Jerry broke off, shaking his head. "Here, hand me that box, the one with the green tag."
Iskinder scanned the shelves behind him, and lifted the box down to the table. Jerry loosed the string that held it closed, lifted off the lid and sorted through the tissue-wrapped bundles until he found the medallion of Ptolemy Auletes. He left it cushioned in its wrapping and handed it across.
"It's pretty ordinary at first glance, but take a look at the reverse."
Iskinder turned it carefully, and his eyebrows rose. "That is very interesting."
Jerry offered him the magnifying glass. Iskinder took it, peering at the worn images.
"That — it is the Soma."
"I told you." Jerry couldn't help a smile. "And not the usual perspective, either."
"No." Iskinder took a deep breath. "That's — it would be the biggest find since King Tut."
"Bigger," Jerry said. "I want it, Iskinder."
"Who wouldn't?" Iskinder held the medallion closer to the light. "Do you really think this is accurate?"
"There's no way to tell except by looking," Jerry answered. "The way to test it is to look for the Pylon of Isis. If it's where it seems to be on the medallion, then you go for the Soma."
"And if you say you're looking for the Pylon of Isis, you're more likely to get permits from the British," Iskinder said. "But — I hate to say it…"
Jerry nodded, swallowing the familiar pain. "I haven't been in the field in twenty years." 
He stopped abruptly, frowning. Somewhere in the distance, a door had closed, heavy and soundless, a pressure in the air. No one else should be here — and there was nothing natural about it, either, this sense of wards falling into place like tumblers in a lock. He could feel the faint pressure of power, directed by an unfamiliar hand, and he looked sharply at Iskinder.
"Yes, I feel it —"
Jerry switched off the desk lamp, and slid the medallion into his jacket pocket. "Come on."
He flicked off the overhead as well and eased open the office door.
"Don't you have anything here?" Iskinder asked softly.
"I share the space," Jerry said. "I told you, most of the things on the shelves aren't even mine. And — I'm trying to be respectable." Which was why he hadn't warded his own work, not that he'd expected to need that sort of protection. And that, of course, was when you generally needed it….
The hallway was empty, dark at the far end where Abadie had absently switched off the lights as he went; the door that led to the gallery stairs was also dark. Jerry flicked off the nearest of the hall lights, cocked his head to listen. There were no sounds, just the heavy weight of the wards, someone sealing this space off from the world outside. They could be after anything, whoever they were; there were plenty of small and valuable objects in the storage room and workshops, things that were common enough that the Met didn't need to display them, but which would fetch a decent price on the antiquities market. And that meant these guys were true professionals, going for things that could profitably be re-sold, not the most intrinsically valuable objects —
"There," Iskinder said, his voice barely a breath in Jerry's ear.
Jerry heard it, too, the steady sound of feet on the tiled floor, not loud except by contrast to the quiet. He reached for his key ring, found the collections key and unlocked the door of the nearest storage room. "In here."
Iskinder slipped past him, and Jerry pulled the door almost closed behind him. As long as the burglars didn't turn on the hall lights, the gap should be invisible. He could see movement now, a shadow that resolved to a man in a plain neat suit, fedora pushed onto the back of his head. He held a flashlight, its lens covered with a handkerchief to cut its light, and he seemed to be checking the names on the doors. Three more shadows moved behind him, more men in suits, and as the leader slowed, Jerry thought he caught the glimpse of a pistol in one of the followers' hands. 
Iskinder swore softly, and Jerry eased the door closed a little further. There was no way out of the collections room, and precious little cover behind and between the tall cases with their hundreds of velvet-lined drawers. At least this was the room where the least valuable Egyptian material was kept, probably the thieves wouldn't be coming here.
But they were still coming, the man with the flashlight methodically checking the names and numbers on each of the doors. Which argued that they were looking for something in particular, Jerry thought. That could be either good or bad — and, yes, at least two of them were very definitely carrying pistols. He caught Iskinder's sleeve, pulled him close to whisper in his ear.
"We need glamour — something to keep them away."
Iskinder nodded. "But subtle. They know what they're doing." 
They certainly seemed to: the wards were solid, not Jerry's tradition, but something akin to it. He took a breath, centering himself, and made the Kabbalistic cross. "Ateh malkuth ve-gevurah ve-gedulah le-olahm." The familiar still certainty filled him, and he closed his eyes, breathing in the sense of the crowded room. It was all ordinary, everyday objects, nothing that belonged to kings and priests and princes; no gold nor silver nor precious stones, just faience and bone and brass, clay and wood and paint. Nothing of value, nothing that anyone could possibly be seeking, especially not in the dark with guns in hand…. He drew that everyday plainness around them like a cloak, weaving the ordinary to conceal them, dust and bone and dull daily use, the sound of stone on stone and hot stone beneath bare feet, insignificant, uninteresting, unremarkable….
Iskinder breathed a curse, but Jerry finished tying off the glamour, made sure it was solid before he looked. He could see the thieves still through the gap in the door, and his eyebrows rose. They had stopped at the door of his office, the man with the fedora busy first with something that he kept hidden in the palm of his hand, one of the others holding the flashlight, and then with what looked like a set of lockpicks. The door gave way, and the man in the fedora stepped inside, followed by the one with the flashlight. The other two waited in the hall, their guns raised.
"That's your office," Iskindir whispered. "What are they looking for?"
Jerry shook his head. The most valuable things were Rosenthal's ushabtis, someone would probably pay a decent price for a nice matched set like that, but there weren't many collectors who'd hire thieves to steal objects like that, not when there were plenty available on the legitimate market — nor were there many criminals who'd know enough to steal an ushabti rather than a gold necklace or a set of coins. There wasn't anything that would be useful to an occult practitioner, either — given the thieves' expertise with wards that had to be a possibility. He froze, the medallion suddenly heavy in his pocket. Surely that was impossible. If anyone had recognized what the medallion might be, all they had to do was make a private offer to Rosenthal. There was no need for this cloak and dagger play….
The man in the fedora emerged from his office, holding something on a short length of chain, and Jerry felt the spark of connection leap to the medallion in his pocket. He took a quick step back, Iskinder's face changing as he, too, realized what had happened. They were both unarmed, against two men with guns — and I am not giving this up without a fight, Jerry thought. He dropped his cane, fumbling for his set of case keys, and unlocked the case that held faience objects. Second drawer down — yes, there they were, half a row of them, five faience amulets in the shape of the god Anubis. All Ptolemaic, most from around Alexandria, none of them special, but all of them sealed to the god, to the protector. He seized one, handed it to Iskinder, and took another for himself, wrapping his hand around the familiar shape. The god strode forth, jackal-headed, hands fisted at his sides, one leg advanced, battered blue-green pottery no longer than his thumb. 
"They must have put it into storage," a voice said, not loud, but not trying to hide, either. A shadow fell across the door.
Jerry held up his amulet, uplifted ears and pointed muzzle, protector of the dead and of the kingdom. A thousand years of worship gathered within it, focused by the symbol. "You who are on the mountain," he said, "you who are ruler of the bows, defender of the kingdom —"
The air shimmered between him and the door, and Iskinder lifted his amulet in turn, lending his strength and will. "Protect your own."
The door swung open and the shape took form in the same instant, gleaming black, the canine head on broad shoulders, hands lifted to display staff and flail. The man in the fedora fell back, mouth opening, and the Anubis shape surged forward, flail lashing out to bring the fedoraed man to his knees. Someone screamed a curse, and the shape swung its staff back-handed, driving the gunmen back again. 
"Run!" That was the man with the flashlight, hauling the man in the fedora wobbling to his feet. "Run, damn it —"
The gunmen were ahead of him, pelting back up the hall, and the Anubis-shape pursued them, laying about it with flail and staff. Somewhere in the distance an alarm was sounding, but Jerry ignored it, focusing the power that flowed through and from the amulets, driving the thieves before him through the darkened halls.
And then he could no longer reach, the power fading. He released it, and caught at Iskinder's arm to steady himself. They clung together for a moment, and then Iskinder straightened, shaking his head. Jerry bent to pick up his cane. The alarm was still ringing, somewhere above him — somewhere in the galleries, only it wasn't the Museum alarm, sounded more like an alarm clock. It cut out abruptly, leaving a ringing silence. The thieves' wards were gone, shattered by Anubis's power.
"What the devil?" Iskinder said.
Jerry shook his head. He retrieved the amulets and laid them gently back in their place, pausing long enough to offer thanks before relocking the case. "I think we'd better go find out."
He switched on the hall lights, and went back to check his office. The box that had held Rosenthal's various smaller pieces was open, and he closed it quickly, then locked the door behind him.
"You're keeping it?" Iskinder asked.
Jerry nodded. "At least until Monday. After this — I need to talk to Hutcheson, see what he can do about getting this for the Met collection. I wasn't planning on telling him just yet, but —" He broke off as the door to the gallery stairs opened and one of the guards looked in.
"Dr. Ballard! Has anybody come this way?"
Jerry shook his head. "Not that I've seen." Iskinder gave him a look at that, but it was simpler to lie than to explain, particularly when there were occult forces involved. "What's going on?"
The guard relaxed. "Looks like nothing. Somebody left an alarm clock in Arms and Armor, scared the living daylights out of all of us. It doesn't look like anything's been touched, though, so — looks like maybe it was kids, some kind of prank. There were a crowd of them today."
"It's the kind of thing some people think is funny," Jerry agreed, and saw Iskinder's mouth twitch. 
"Kids today," he murmured.
"Yeah, it's not that funny," the guard said. "Sorry, Doc, I don't mean to take it out on you. Anyway, I've got to check the Fifth Avenue door."
"We'll come with you, if you don't mind," Jerry said. "We were on our way out, and if you could let me out that side…." He looked down at his foot and the guard nodded, obviously not sorry for the company.
"Sure thing."
There was no sign of the thieves in the halls or side offices, and the staff door was, to all appearances, solidly locked. The guard let them out into the deepening dark, and they stood for a moment on the sidewalk, Jerry looking around carefully to be sure they weren't followed. There was no sign of the thieves — and if he'd been chased by the shade of a long-vanished god, he wouldn't have stuck around either. He reached into his pocket, checking to be sure the medallion was still secure, and Iskinder shook his head.
"Whoever they were, they were taking a risk."
"They had it well planned," Jerry answered. "If we hadn't been there…." And why would anyone want to steal this particular medallion? Archeology could be a cut-throat business, but not usually literally so — and if someone wanted it as the key to the Soma, the sensible thing was to do what he'd planned, to bury it safely in a collection until an expedition could be arranged. "It doesn't make sense," he said.
"No." Iskinder lifted his hand to signal a taxi, but the cab drove past without stopping. "What are you going to do?"
"Talk to Hutcheson," Jerry said again. Another cab was cruising past, and he waved his cane. "And then I think I'm going to put some protection on it myself."
"I'll help, if you'd like."
"Thanks." The cab pulled into the curb, and Jerry limped toward it, Iskinder at his heels.
"But first," Iskinder said. "First we should have dinner."
"And a stiff drink," Jerry answered, and levered himself into the back seat. Maybe that would help him see what the thieves had been after.
 
It had been hard to wait for Monday, particularly with the medallion a constant weight on mind and pocket.  Jerry paid off his cab at the corner of Fifth and 83rd and limped hastily across the street toward the staff entrance.  It was a clear, cold day, the sun not quite reaching the bottom of the city canyons where the air still tasted of damp and iron, and he was glad to emerge into the sun on the broad pavement in front of the Museum. He signed himself in at the staff entrance, commiserating with the guard about pranks and kids who thought they could get away with anything, and crabbed his way down the stairs to the office level.  On a Monday, the halls were bustling; he exchanged greetings with a dozen people, scholars, guards, the department's typewriter girl and a spare young woman in a plain brown jumper who was someone's assistant, before he was able to let himself into his office.  
Nothing had been disturbed since Friday night — and nothing much had been disturbed then, just the box that held the smaller Rosenthal pieces.  The thieves had definitely known what they were looking for, hadn't needed to search at all.  And that was — still — worrying.  
He hung hat and topcoat on the battered tree, and pulled the medallion from his pocket, unwrapping it to reveal Ptolemy Auletes' heavy profile.  No different from a hundred others, except for the images on the reverse, and after a moment's hesitation, he slipped it back into his pocket.   Hutcheson was probably in his office by now, and there was nothing to be gained now by delaying the conversation.  He had wanted to keep it secret just a little longer, prove himself able again, but it was more important now that the medallion be protected.
Hutcheson's office was larger than most of the others, but no less cluttered, and the secretary ensconced in the alcove outside his door made it seem even smaller.  
"Good morning, Miss Walters," Jerry said. "Is he in?"
"I'm here, Ballard."  Hutcheson didn't move from his desk, just beckoned.  "Will it take long?"
"I don't think so," Jerry answered, but he closed the door behind him.
Hutcheson lifted an eyebrow.  "Is there a problem with Rosenthal's collection?  Someone whispered in my ear that it might not all be as advertised."
"No, as far as I can tell, everything is genuine, and some of it's very nice," Jerry said.  "And a few things are… interesting."  He took the medallion out of his pocket and laid it on the desk.
Hutcheson took it, examined it, and handed it back, too polite to shrug.  "I don't see it."
"Look at the reverse again," Jerry said.
"The Wonders of Alexandria," Hutcheson said. "And?"  He stopped abruptly.  "Oh."
Jerry nodded. "The Met needs to keep this. To bury it somewhere until an expedition can be funded — and I would really hope that I would be considered for it, Hutcheson."
"You're not a field man," Hutcheson said. "Not any more."  His fingers curved possessively over the blurred surfaces.
"The dig would be in the city," Jerry said.  "I'm doing fine here."
"Alexandria is not New York."
"Nor is it the Western Desert," Jerry said.
"No."  Hutcheson looked down at the medallion again.  "It will take time to put something together, and —this is why you didn't come down to the Cape this weekend."
Jerry nodded.  "I didn't want to talk to Mockridge about Rosenthal's collection.  I still don't."
"No, indeed," Hutcheson said.  "If they get even a hint of this — what is it you want me to do, Ballard?"
"Buy the collection," Jerry said. "The ushabtis are worth it, and I would have recommended it anyway.  Then bury the medallion until you can raise the money."  For a moment, he wondered if he should say he suspected that Friday's prank was somehow connected, but decided against it.  It would involve too much explanation, and all of it was the stuff of pulps, the sort of thing Mitch delighted in, not serious scholarship.  Even if it was true.
"I can try," Hutcheson said.  "Our budget isn't what it used to be."  He turned the medallion over, frowning at the images of Alexandria's monuments.  "I wrote to Herr Rosenthal last week to ask permission to photograph the collection for research purposes even if we weren't able to buy it. I haven't heard back, of course."
"Perhaps you could photograph this one," Jerry said.  "Test the process."
Hutcheson gave a wry grin.  "Not a bad idea."  
"At least we'd have a record."
Hutcheson nodded. "You know I can't promise anything.  But I'll do everything I can."
"I trust you," Jerry said, and held out his hand for the medallion.
He made his way back to his own office, closing the door carefully behind him.  There was one more thing he could do, though he'd need Iskinder's help for it:  cast a glamour on the medallion itself, so that it would be entirely inconspicuous, one more ordinary object among thousands of more interesting things.  He wished there were more he could do — wished he believed that Hutcheson could do as much to help him as Hutcheson would like — but this was how the dice had fallen. He'd do what he could, and move on.
 
Lewis dreamed, and in his dream a white hound stood beside him.  She was long and lean, keen nosed and blue eyed, and when he knelt beside her, she leaned against his side and he felt his heart swell with love.
"What is it you want from me?" he asked quietly.  "I will do what I can."
She stood up, walked a few paces, and waited for him.
"I'll come with you," Lewis said, and stepped to her side, one hand just touching the back of her neck as she stood at his knee, hunter and dog together as they stepped out into the night.
It seemed to Lewis that they walked for a few minutes through impenetrable darkness, though he was not afraid, her fur warm beneath his fingers, her pace steady and unflagging.  Then the light began to change.  It was not pitch black, but simply night.  No, night waning toward morning, as though they walked eastward toward some place where it was nearly dawn.  It was a cemetery.  Shapes began to emerge out of the mist, marble slabs and obelisks, old-fashioned grave stones and mausoleums.  It was a very elaborate cemetery.  
The white hound threaded her way among the stones, past a statue of a warrior angel spearing a serpent, around a tall obelisk.  She stopped, her nose pointing, quivering.  Lewis knew, as clearly as if she'd said it: look.
Three men in workman's clothes were furtively approaching a grave before him, an elaborate one with a semi-circle of marble, with columns and carving and full Victorian frou-frou.  From their dress and the tool boxes they carried one might have thought they were laborers on their way to work, but their way of moving betrayed them.  They did not walk like workmen.  They walked like the lords of the universe.  It made their battered clothes seem nothing but bad costumes.
One of them set down his toolbox, and looked about one last time while the other two took up positions behind him, well placed to see if anyone approached.  Anyone corporeal.  They looked straight through Lewis and the hound.
We are safe, he thought.  He knew it.  Of course he was safe with her, and of course they could not touch her.  He was here to see, and what she taught, he would learn.
The leader opened his toolbox and drew out a dagger, black handled, steel blade gleaming, some sort of device worked into the guard.  Holding it high he began a series of invocations.  Latin?  Greek?  Lewis wasn't certain, but he understood the clockwise tracing of a circle about the central grave, the pauses at each of the quarters.
The hound did not move.  She waited, attentive.
"What are they doing?" Lewis asked her.  The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end.  "They shouldn't be doing that!"  
Wine poured out in libation over the grave, and then the leader held the dagger high again, slicing his own left ring finger so that his living blood spattered out over the marble stone.
Lewis felt a chill run through him.  "Are they doing what I think they're doing?  Trying to summon the dead?"
The words were cold, commanding.  The leader brought his hands together, dagger and blood at once, and it seemed to Lewis that a net rose up, a net of light reaching for the sky, pouring westward in a fine-spun column, rising like smoke, a net to catch a soul.
And then it dissipated.  It collapsed into nothing.  
The leader swayed, faint, and fell to his knees.  One of the others rushed up, steadying him.  
It was gone.  Whatever it was, it was entirely gone, and nothing remained of its menace and malice except three men in dingy clothes in a cemetery in the hour before dawn.
The hound stepped back.
"What happened?" Lewis asked her.  "I don't understand."
Her blue eyes looked into his, and he knew as if she'd spoken that he would.  He must remember, and he must understand.
"I'll do my best," Lewis said, and bending to her he followed her home.
 
Lewis was still asleep when Alma woke up at six thirty, unusual, but he'd flown them back from Albuquerque the day before, so she let him rest and put on her old velvet bathrobe and went downstairs to make coffee.
Mitch rolled in while it was perking, so she left the eggs to him and got the paper in.  She was halfway through the first section and the eggs were cooking when Stasi came down, silent and bleary from being up ahead of the sun, and sat grimly smoking a cigarette.
Lewis pushed the door open just before she would have gone to get him.  He hadn't shaved, and it looked like he'd just tumbled out of bed.  "I need to talk to all of you," he said.
Alma put the paper down at the urgency in his voice.
"Can we talk over breakfast?" Mitch asked, gesturing with the cast iron pan full of eggs.   "I've got to fly to Salt Lake this morning."
"Sure," Lewis said and slid into his chair.  Stasi handed him a cup of coffee wordlessly.  "You stay too," he said to her.  "You might know something about this."
"I wasn't leaving," Stasi said.  "Not before the eggs."
"Is this Lodge business?" Alma said, folding the paper beside her plate.  
"Yes, but she's the medium," Lewis said.  "I'd like to know what she thinks of this."  
He told them over eggs and toast, a dream of the white hound and what she showed him.  "The last time she showed me something like this," Lewis concluded, "it was Davenport possessed by the demon, and that turned out to be really important."
"Just a bit," Mitch said.
Alma put her elbows on the table, coffee cup between her hands.  "You think they were trying to raise the dead."
Lewis nodded.  "Maybe.  Does that work?"
"Not that I know of," Alma said.  "I've never heard of anything that could actually do that.  As far as I know, that's one of the things that's truly impossible."  There was a long silence around the table, and she knew Lewis and Mitch were thinking of the same thing she was, of the demon that had possessed Henry Kershaw offering to bring Gil back to them.  But that had been different, a false hope, and in any event had not promised the resurrection of Gil's physical body, but rather the summoning of his spirit into another body.
Stasi hadn't been there, but she drew the same conclusions.  "But you can summon the dead," Stasi said.
Alma looked at her levelly.  "Have you done it?"
She shrugged.  "Once or twice.  When there was a ghost that was wreaking havoc.  But that was more telling someone who was already there to sit down and shut up so that their family could talk to them.  He didn't realize he was dead, you see, and he'd been a drunken ass in life, so when his family ignored him, he ran all over the house breaking things and screaming at people."  She shrugged again.  "I locked him in the dining room until he calmed down and his daughter could get him to behave.  Then he cried a lot."  
"This wasn't like that," Lewis said.
"I've certainly never done a ritual like that." Stasi took another forkful of eggs.  "And it's not particularly easy to summon the dead."
"But you did it," Alma said.
"Under the best circumstances."  Stasi ticked them off on her fingers.  "He'd only been dead for a few months.  He was already in the house.  I was surrounded by his family and by his material possessions.  And he wanted someone to talk to him.  He was having a temper tantrum because he couldn't be heard.  This is completely different."
"I think whoever they tried to summon had been dead a long time," Lewis said slowly, his eyes defocusing in that way Alma was getting used to, as if he looked through the things around him.  "The gravestones looked old."
"How old?" Alma asked.
"Maybe a hundred years."  Lewis shook his head.  "I didn't look at the dates.  I should have."
"And the names, darling," Stasi said.
Alma glanced at Stasi.  "Is it possible to summon someone who's been dead that long?  Best guess," she added, seeing Stasi hesitate.
"Theoretically," Stasi said.  "But you'd need exactly the right things, and I wouldn't recommend it."
"Why's that?" Mitch asked.
She looked uncomfortable, Alma thought, and not just because it was always a little awkward at first to talk about things that sounded crazy in decent company.  
Stasi took a deep breath.  "Most souls don't stay disincarnate for very long.  Some do.  There are ghosts who haunt places for years, but that's actually very rare.  Most souls only wait around for a few months or a few years and then they're gone."
"To heaven?" Lewis asked.
She shrugged.  "I'm not a priest, darling.  Not in any conventional sense.  I don't know where they go.  But at least some of them return in other bodies."
"Transmigration of souls," Alma said, nodding.  "It's a basic tenant of Theosophy.  Go on."
"Summoning someone who's been dead a long time and who's not a ghost stands the significant risk of calling a soul out of a body they currently inhabit," Stasi said.  "And that could injure or kill some perfectly innocent person."  She picked up her coffee cup restlessly.
"So if I wanted to find Blackbeard's pirate treasure or something like that, and I summoned Blackbeard," Mitch said, "what would happen?"
"If you succeeded, you might kill an old lady in Minnesota who used to be Blackbeard in a past life," Stasi said.  "Or you might hurt her very badly.  But you probably couldn't do it.  You'd need something of Blackbeard's to use as a correspondence to summon his spirit, and unless you had something that was an infallible correspondence it might not have enough attachment to do the trick."  She took a quick sip.  "Let's say I wanted to summon Alma.  Using this coffee cup wouldn't work.  Yes, it belongs to Alma, but she's not deeply emotionally attached to it.  It's not of symbolic value to her.  So having Blackbeard's shoe or something wouldn't do it.  It's just not unique or important enough."
"What about his bones?" Lewis asked.
Alma caught her breath.  "Of course," she said.  "That's what they were doing.  That's why a graveyard.  Bones are an infallible correspondence, like hair or blood."
Lewis nodded slowly.  "So why didn't it work?"
Alma shook her head.  "I have no idea," she said.  She wished Jerry were there.  He was the best theoretical magician of them, the best she'd ever seen.  Jerry would be able to take this apart on a dynamic level in ways she couldn't.  Thankfully he'd be home soon, taking the train back to Colorado for Christmas.  This wasn't exactly a conversation they could have on the phone from the Harvard Club.
Stasi shifted restlessly in her seat.  
"Yes?" Alma asked.
"There was a man who wanted to hire me for this kind of work recently," Stasi said.  "He's a spiritualist.  He wanted me to summon a guy who died in 1815.  He thinks this guy is some kind of Wandering Jew, a soul who's bound to the earth because of past transgressions or oaths or something.  I told him I couldn't do it without an infallible correspondence."  She lifted her eyes to Alma's.  "I figured there was no way he'd get one for someone who died that long ago."
"And you think this might be connected?" Alma asked.
"It's a hell of a coincidence," Mitch said.  "How recently?"
"Last winter," Stasi said.  "And…."  She glanced over at Mitch.  "He sent someone to ask me about it two weeks ago.  I said no."
"Two weeks ago," Mitch said flatly.
"I said no.  I said exactly what I said before, that I couldn't do it."
"You didn't mention it."
"Why should I?" Stasi demanded.  "I was offered a job and I said no.  Why would I tell you about that?  Would you tell me if someone offered you a job?"
Mitch flinched.
"I told the guy he sent to tell Pelley that I couldn't do it."
"Wait," Lewis said.  "Pelley?"
"Bill Pelley?" Mitch demanded.  "Bill Pelley in LA?"
"Who's Bill Pelley?" Alma asked.  She hated being left in the dark.
"We met him when we were in LA with Henry last month," Lewis said.  He looked contrite.  "I'm sorry.  I didn't mention him because it didn't seem important."
"He's an ass," Mitch said flatly.  "He's a second-rate horror script writer who runs some kind of Theosophist spin-off with Ascended Masters and the whole thing.  He's so full of BS that Henry won't put up with him.  He made a half-assed bid for me to join his club and I told him to get off."
"And you didn't mention it to me?" Stasi asked sweetly, daggers in her voice.
"Why would I do that?"  He looked back squarely.
"Kids," Alma said.  "Can we stay on the subject here?  This Bill Pelley -- what did he want?"
"I don't know," Lewis said.  "I guess he wanted Mitch to join his Lodge.  He didn't seem very interested in me."
"Because he's an ass," Mitch said.  "One of these native-birthers.  He went on about the real America and keeping immigrants out."  The color was high in his face.   "I said you were as American as I am and I told him to jump in the lake."
Lewis shrugged.  "I figured it was something like that.  I've heard it all before.  It doesn't bother me."
"It bothers me," Mitch said.  "People don't talk crap about my friends to me.  I don't put up with that."
"Ok," Alma said.  "So this guy is an ass.  Why does he want to summon the dead?"
"I told you that I don't know," Stasi said.  "Pelley was very vague.  He said he wanted to talk to him and persuade him to support his cause.  He got mad when I said that there was no telling who this guy might be now -- he might be a little old lady or a guy in China.  Pelley said that was impossible because once you're a paladin you're always a paladin.  He'd written some long dreary invocation about the bones of heroes sleeping in hollow hills waiting to be called forth so that they can ride the skies and drive their enemies before them.  He said it was an incredible source of energy just waiting to be tapped."  Stasi shrugged.  "I think it's a mess, myself.  I told him it couldn't be done."
"But it might be possible," Alma said.
She nodded reluctantly.  "Maybe.  If you had bones.  You could call someone by their bones."
"But it didn't work," Lewis said.  "I saw that it didn't.  The net rose up and then it fell apart."
"Maybe they just didn't have enough power," Alma theorized.
"Or they got it wrong somehow," Mitch said.  "They could have just screwed up."
"I think the bigger question is this," Lewis said.  "Why did Diana show me?"
"To warn us?" Alma said.
"To set Her hounds against Pelley," Mitch said grimly.  He looked at Stasi.  "Do you know anything else about him?"
"Not really, darling."  She sighed.  "I knew a lot of creeps in LA.  He was one creep.  He hates President Hoover."
"Everybody hates Hoover," Lewis said.  "That's why he just lost an election in a landslide.  He's screwed up the economy."
"Well, he hates Roosevelt too," Mitch said.  He looked at Stasi.  "He said he was a Communist."
"As if," Stasi said, examining her painted nails.
"So who does he like?" Alma asked.
Stasi shrugged.  "Lindbergh?"
"Everybody likes Lindbergh," Lewis said.  "And he's not in politics."
"He's a hell of a pilot," Mitch said.
"He's not that great," Lewis replied.  "You could have done it.  So could I."
"Can we stick to the topic?" Alma said.  "Let's think this through.  If Diana saw fit to give Lewis a warning, there's a good reason for it.  Stasi, you said that you were contacted two weeks ago and that you refused.  Any threats?  Any retaliation?"
"Just a vague sort of someday you'll wish you had Pelley's help kind of thing," Stasi said.  She still looked uncomfortable.  "Nothing threatening, actually.  I really didn't think it was that important."  She raised her chin, looking at Mitch defiantly.
"So probably not a threat to Stasi," Alma mused.  "Especially since it looks like Pelley found someone else to do it and it failed entirely independently."
"There was one other thing," Stasi said.  She took a deep breath, still looking at Mitch.  "He wanted to hire me to steal something from the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  He wanted me to get Jerry to let me in.  I told him no to that too."
"What was it?" Lewis asked.
"I thought you were out of the game," Mitch said.
"I don't know why you thought that," Stasi said.  "I never said so."
"From the Met?" Alma asked.  "What is it?"
"I don't know exactly," Stasi said.  "A tablet.  A small one.  We didn't get any further talking about it because I said I couldn't."  She looked back at Mitch.  "This time."
"Oh for the love of…."
"A tablet," Alma said.  "How old?"
"Ancient, I presume.  If Jerry had anything to do with it."  Stasi shrugged.  "I don't know.  I couldn't ask a lot of questions after I'd said no.  And I did say no.  So quit acting like it's Grand Hotel!"
"I never said," Mitch began.
"On topic," Alma said sharply.  "You can fight later.  Presumably this tablet is expensive?"
"I don't know," Stasi said.  "But I don't think he wanted it because it's expensive."
Lewis' face was keen.  "Could you use a tablet that old for a material correspondence?"
Alma picked up her coffee cup again.  "I suppose?  But isn't that like the coffee cup analogy again?  A tablet's not a personal item.  It's not something that someone is emotionally invested in, like a piece of jewelry. Or maybe it could be?"  She needed to talk to Jerry.  Jerry was the one who would know what was possible, and maybe he would even be able to figure out which piece in the Met's collections Pelley had wanted.  
"Maybe that's the warning," Alma said.  "Maybe the warning is that he'll find someone else to try to steal the tablet.  Jerry needs to be warned."  She got up.  "It's after seven here, so it's after nine on the East Coast.  I'm going to call Jerry in New York."  It was hellaciously expensive, but if it would prevent a robbery, prevent something falling into the hands of a man who should never have it….
"Good idea," Lewis said.  "Call Jerry and see what he says." 
 
Jerry accepted a final refill of his cup of coffee and glanced again at the newspaper folded beside his empty plate. He'd read most of it already, was down to either the sports pages or the theatrical news. Neither held particular appeal, and he slipped his watch out of his pocket.  He should leave for the Met soon — he still had a good quarter of Rosenthal's collection to assess — but it was very pleasant in the dining room, the sun streaming in through the long windows.  He only allowed himself breakfast in the Club dining room once a week, and paid for it with dinner at a diner, so he might as well enjoy it.  
He reached for the paper, unfolded it as though there might be something he'd missed, and the waiter cleared his throat.
"Dr. Ballard?"
"Yes?"
"There's a telephone call for you, sir.  Long distance."
Jerry looked up sharply.  Long distance was never good.  Good news could wait for a letter, or a telegram.  Only bad news demanded long distance tolls. Not Alma, surely — not Mitch, either, or Lewis, please, God, let it be none of them.  He hauled himself gracelessly out of his chair.  "Where can I take it?"
"This way, sir."
Jerry followed him out of the dining room to the row of telephone cabinets in the hall between the front desk and the men's room.  They were empty except for a portly man talking prices, and Jerry eased himself into the nearest, letting the door fold shut behind him.  Please, God, not Alma, he thought again, and lifted the handset.  
"Number, please."
"This is Dr. Ballard.  I believe you have a call for me."
"Yes, Dr. Ballard. Please hold."
There was clicking and then silence.  Jerry closed his eyes. Not Alma, not any of them….
"Jerry?"
It was Alma's voice, distorted by the crackling wires, but unmistakable, and he released a heavy sigh, opening his eyes.  "Al.  Yes, it's me.  Is everything —?"
"Everyone is fine here," she said firmly.
"Then —"  Jerry stopped himself with an effort.  She would tell him what was wrong as soon as he stopped talking. "Sorry.  Go on."
"Stasi ran into some old acquaintances of hers the other day," Alma said. "They wanted her to look you up — something to do with your current job."
"Oh?" Jerry felt a cold chill run down his spine.  He could guess exactly what sort of people Stasi's "old acquaintances" were likely to be.  "And she told you about it?"
"Yes."  Alma's voice was firm:  she trusted whatever Stasi had told her.  "Apparently they were interested in a particular item, some sort of small tablet.  And Lewis has a bad feeling about this whole thing."
Jerry leaned back in his chair.  "It's a medallion, actually. I think I've already had an encounter with the gentlemen."  He chose his words carefully, aware of all the other people who could be listening in, the Club operator, the long distance operators, the operator back in Colorado Springs.  "It was — unexpected — but it didn't come to anything in the end. We, the Met, still have the item in question."
"That's good news," Alma said.  "But not so good that you had to deal with them already."
"I think they're pretty well dealt with," Jerry said.  "Iskinder and I sent them off with a flea in their ear."
"They might try again," Alma said. "Stasi had the impression they were pretty determined."
"I really don't think so," Jerry said.  "We were — very firm."
"That's good."
"Do you have any idea why they might have wanted it?"
"I was hoping you could tell me," Alma answered.
"It's a bit complicated for the phone," Jerry said.  He paused, trying to think of the right way to phrase it.  "It's not all that valuable in and of itself — there are literally hundreds like it in collections all over the world. It's more of a means to an end."
"Ok," Alma said, in a tone that suggested she wasn't really following.
"I think they wanted it so as to get at something else," Jerry said.
"Oh.  Ok, that does make some sense.  Does it belong to anybody in particular?"
Jerry frowned, not sure where the question was coming from.  "No, not at all."
"No particular correspondences?"
Jerry lifted an eyebrow at the choice of word. "None that I know of.  Would it be worth researching that?"
"It might be," Alma answered.  
"I'll do that, then.  And I'll let you know what I find out."  Jerry paused, trying to think of the next most important question. "Do you have any idea if these gentlemen were working for anyone in particular? Or are they independent agents?"
"A guy named Bill Pelley," Alma said.  "Stasi says she did some work for him in the past."
"Pelley," Jerry repeated.  "Not Mr. I-Was-Dead-for-Seven-Minutes —"
"That's him," Alma interrupted, her tone a warning, and Jerry stopped.  "Stasi says he's serious, Jer."
"Right."  
"I mean it," Alma said.
"I know," Jerry answered.  "And, believe me, I'm taking it very seriously."
"Good," Alma said.  She paused. "Well, since you're all right —"
"You don't want to stay on the line," Jerry said. "Not at long distance rates.  But — everyone's all right?
Alma's voice softened. "We are, I promise. And I'm glad you're ok, too."
"I'm fine," Jerry said. "And I'll be back for Christmas before you know it."
"Yes.  I'm looking forward to that."
"So am I."
"Good," Alma said.  "I have to go now. Just — be careful, Jerry."
"I will," Jerry answered.  "My love to everyone."
"'Bye now."
"Goodbye."  Jerry replaced the handset, then stared at the waxed wood paneling without really seeing it, trying to fit these new pieces into the puzzle.  Pelley, of all people….  The man was a charlatan — except that he wasn't, not entirely.  He was working with established traditions, but in the service of something else, something that Jerry couldn't quite name, but that raised the hairs at the back of his neck.  He'd read a few of the man's articles, had pegged him as another would-be esotericist with a nativist axe to grind.  And, while that might be true, it seemed there was more to him than that.  The sooner Jerry could arrange to ward the medallion, the better.
 
The approach into Woodward Field over the Great Salt Lake was one of the most spectacular pieces of scenery Mitch had ever seen.  He'd flown this route just about once a week for the last seven months, and on and off for ten years before that, but it never got old no matter how routine the flight.  
This morning's flight was routine, taking off from Colorado Springs on schedule at 8:30, four passengers in the back of the Terrier, for a four hour flight to Salt Lake City.  One of them was Doc Saunders, on business at the university hospital.  Three of them were missionary boys on their way home, a yearlong sojourn in Texas that ended just in time for Christmas, and they were heady with excitement, laughing and looking out the windows, clean shaven faces and voices that still broke.  He'd been that young once.  
As they climbed for altitude over the peaks, used to the location of every updraft, he wondered what they saw when they looked at him.  Probably the old guy, pops in his battered leather flight jacket, aviator sunglasses worn in the dead of winter against the snow glare, smoking under the wing waiting for the passengers to board while the boys crowded on.  He supposed he was that guy now.
And there was the Great Salt Lake, improbably tropically blue and strange, cerulean shading to azure, like some bizarre jewel set among barren mountains and snow.  City and farmland were dusted with snow, unbearably bright in the noon sun.  The ridge lines stood out rocky and black.  The lake -- there were no words for it, clear and endless, deep sapphire in its center.  It looked like another planet must look, improbable and gorgeous.  No, he'd never get tired of this, dropping down to five hundred feet to skim over the surface of the lake like an oversized water bird, the Terrier's shadow chasing just ahead of them like an eagle stooping after fish.  If the Terrier could have whooped she would have.  Mitch couldn't help but think that she enjoyed it as much as he did.
The paved asphalt runway came up and they glided onto it perfectly.  Salt Lake City took good care of their airport.  The runway was neatly plowed and salted.  
"Hope y'all had a nice flight," Mitch said, cutting the engines and coming back to let down the stairs.
"It was super, Mr. Sorley!" one of the boys said.  "How long did it take you to learn to do that?"
"About twenty years," Mitch said.  
"It would be worth it, wouldn't it?" the boy said.  His whole face was alight.  He's got the bug, Mitch thought.  Once you got the bug, you never got over it.
"I reckon it is," Mitch said solemnly.  "You boys have a good Christmas."
He left the baggage handlers to load cargo.  He'd check it, of course, but might as well let them unload and load before he balanced it.  They'd fuel the baby too, and of course he'd check that too.  He had two hours on the ground in Salt Lake before he started back, three passengers this time and more cargo, a bunch of boxes that looked big on the cart but he bet weren't heavy, consigned as they were to Anna Maria's Millinery in Colorado Springs.  Hats didn't weight much but they took up a lot of space.
Mitch stopped well away from the fuel truck parked by the hangar and felt in his breast pocket for his cigarettes.  Four hours there and four hours back, with two hours on the ground between made for a long day, but not too much to take solo.  It made sense for him to take the Wednesday Salt Lake trip because it wasn't an overnight.  The Santa Fe/Albuquerque run was always an overnight, which made it awkward for him and Al to do it together.  Or at least more expensive, as they had to spring for two rooms.  It made more sense for Lewis and Al to take that one and for him to take Salt Lake.  Not that he minded.  It was a beautiful damn trip.
He lit his cigarette and took a long drag.  Lewis's dream nagged at him.  Lewis dreamed true.  They all knew that.  And when Diana wanted to show him something it wasn't unimportant.  Mysterious, maybe, but not unimportant.  And Stasi.  She hadn't told him about the job, about of all people Pelley wanting her to burgle the Metropolitan Museum of Art for him!  Well, why should she?  It was none of his business.  He hadn't told her that Henry had offered him a job.  He hadn't told anybody.  He needed to think about it himself.  Alma would say it was his decision.  Her friendship wouldn't waver whether he flew for Gilchrist or Republic, and he'd still be part owner.  Only he'd have a lot more money to put into the company if he wanted to.  And Stasi….  It wasn't like she was his wife.  She didn't have a right to know.  It wasn't her life on the line too.  So he didn't have a say in what she did either.  
Mitch blew smoke, watched it dissipating in the wind that skimmed over the field.  Pelley.  The man had made the hair on the back of his neck stand up all out of proportion to the things he'd said.  He was just a nut.  He was some guy Henry knew who had his own gig about Ascended Masters.  Yeah, he'd been rude to Lewis but it was more than that.  Mitch had disliked him the moment he saw him.  And this business of trying to get Jerry's Hellenistic medallion — there was something else going on.  He'd had to leave before they were through talking about what Jerry had said, the little Jerry had said on the phone, because he had to take this flight to Salt Lake.  But something was seriously rotten.
Mitch flicked his friendly Ronson again as if relighting his cigarette.  It was a very small fire, but it was fire.  It was fire you could keep in your pocket.  It was fire you could have anywhere.  Nobody ever thought anything about a guy lighting a cigarette.  It wasn't occult.  He cupped the flame with his other hand as though keeping the wind off, feeling its miniscule warmth.  Not the patterns of the past that Jerry read.  Not the future as Stasi and Lewis saw it, but the patterns of the present, the warp and weft of the moment that is, all the pieces that tie together in invisible ways, pattern and synchronicity, energy flowing like fire following lines of gasoline.  Show me, Mitch thought.  Just a little push of energy, a bead of fire flowing down lines, a spark jumping inside an engine to begin combustion, a tiny push from him, a tiny boost from a miniature flame, part of the much greater dance of energy that was the cosmos.  Show me the pattern.  
He held the thought in his mind, nursing it to the last wisp of burning tobacco.  And that too was a tie, a strength.  These were Camels, made in his hometown.  This was North Carolina tobacco, drawing its magic from red clay soil since the Indians had first used it for ceremony.  His ancestors lay in that soil, their flesh become one with it, generation after generation on back.  They were part of the land now, men and women who had worked it and loved it and died for it.  Their blood was dust, except where it ran through him.  This tobacco was part of him, drawn from the soil, drawn from blood and flesh made mineral again, pattern on pattern on pattern.  Show me, he said again, not compelling but asking.  He had the right to ask.  Flame, show me.  Smoke, show me, spirit and fire.
In the diner.  He could feel it like a trace, like a line of brightness leading across the tarmac to the airport diner, another piece of the puzzle.  Ok then.  Mitch smiled and ground the butt out carefully with his boot.  Time for some lunch.
The diner was busy, every table pretty much full, tin plated ceiling and walls decorated with pictures of airplanes.  Right in front of the door was Lindbergh and the Spirit of St. Louis.  They'd stopped here on their tour after they'd flown the Atlantic, had their pictures taken on the field with all the local worthies.  Yeah, Salt Lake was somewhere if Lindbergh came here!  But that wasn't it, not today.  Mitch looked around.  There were a couple of stools at the counter, but the line pulled to his left instead, toward the booths….
"Hey Mitch!"  A guy raised his hand in greeting.  "How's it shaking?"
Yep.  Right there.  Mitch grinned and threaded his way among the tables to the booth.  "Hey, Danny.  It's going pretty good.  You?"
"Pretty good.  Hey, come on and take a load off.  I just got here."  Danny Carpenter flew for Western and he was based out of Los Angeles, flying the Salt Lake route a few times a month.  Bingo, Mitch thought.
"Sure," Mitch said, sliding into the opposite seat and taking his jacket off.  "If you don't mind."
"I just ordered," Danny said.  "My grub hasn't come yet."
And there was the waitress looking harried.  The diner was doing a good business.  "Take your order?"
"Coca-Cola, please," Mitch said.  "And if you've got it today, one of those good meatloaf sandwiches."
"We got it."  She didn't look up from her pad.  "Sides are on the board over there."
Mitch craned his neck.  "Ok, mac and cheese and green beans."
"Coming up."  She retreated, pad in hand, sensible shoes scuffing on the linoleum under a fairly fine pair of legs.
"So how's Colorado?" Danny asked.
"Pretty good," Mitch said.  "We've had a crash last week.  Nobody killed, thank God, but it was a bad one."
"That was Comanche, right?"
"Yeah.  Paul Rayburn.  He's a good guy."
"Yeah," Danny said.  He shook his head.  "Glad nobody was killed."
"Me too," Mitch said.  There was a folded newspaper lying by Danny's knife and fork and his eyes kept coming back to it.  "What're you reading?"
"Oh."  Danny handed it over.  "I figured I was having lunch by myself so I was gonna read the paper."
Mitch unfolded it.  Not the LA paper, nor the Deseret from Salt Lake either, but some sort of monthly or weekly with a big banner with stars on either side -- Liberation and in smaller print beneath it, William Dudley Pelley, editor -- Vigilance is the Best Security.  "I never saw this one before," Mitch said casually, though his heart jumped in his chest.
"Really?"  Danny looked up as the waitress came back with their food.  "Thank you, miss.  He's got some good, sensible things to say.  You know, we vets get the short end of the stick, and it don't seem right.  Fat cats in New York, bankers and so on, they keep on getting richer.  Now I ask you, if the banks are failing, how can the bankers be getting richer?  That don't make sense.  Any other guy, his business fails and he's out of luck.  These guys just keep pulling it in.  I think this guy's got a point -- there's something going on that we don't know about.  Somebody's in cahoots."
"Maybe so," Mitch said.  He scanned over the articles on the first page.  Are Illegal Immigrants Taking Our Jobs?  Why Roosevelt Owes the Jews.  Homeless Vets Lack Medical Care.  
"Like that one," Danny said, pointing to the last article.  "A man loses an arm or a leg in the service, and once he's discharged Uncle Sam doesn't care!  Lots of guys have complications further on, or they need help or a home or something, and they're just screwed.  Don't you have a friend like that?  Ballard was his name maybe?"
"Jerry Ballard," Mitch said, opening the pages up.  "He had a real bad wound in the leg.  They had to take it off a year after the war, so he'd been discharged and it wasn't the Army's problem.  Wound up in a pauper's ward in Chicago.  A good friend and his wife took him home and nursed him.  Jerry's a good guy."
"Doing ok now?" Danny asked.
"Yeah, doing ok," Mitch said.  "He's got work, and that's a good thing."
"But not everybody's got friends who'll do that," Danny said.  "The government ought to do something.  And there'd be plenty of money for it if they soaked these fat cat Jewish bankers.  Real Americans got to stick together."
"Yeah," Mitch said absently.  Page two articles.  How Nostradamus Predicted the Great Depression.  Why Silver?  And then a word in that article caught his eye.  
'…some many among the number of veterans have asked, why silver?  Why is this color a sacred symbol for us?  From ancient times the color silver has denoted the most honorable veterans.  Under Alexander the Great those men whose years of service had surpassed twenty years and whose impeccable records spoke of their everlasting honor and fame were designated the Silver Shields.  These veterans, oath bound beyond life and death, formed the core of his army -- that peerless army that conquered the world!  Their oaths, to death and beyond, were sacred, hallowed by their blood shed in service to their king.  Therefore we revere the color silver above all as symbol of our fraternity.'
"Mitch?"
"Sorry."  Mitch blinked.  "What did you say, Danny?  I can't read and think at the same time."
"I said the waitress is trying to put down your sandwich," Danny said. 
"Oh."  Mitch closed the paper.  The woman was hovering with his plate, an annoyed expression on her face.  "Beg pardon, miss."  He folded it up beside the ketchup bottle.  "Would you mind if I kept this paper?  It looks real interesting."
"Sure," Danny said easily.  "It's got some good stuff.  I dunno if I'd go as far as some of the guys in the Legion, but this Pelley guy has some points."
Mitch frowned.  The prickle at the back of his neck was back again.  He picked up the ketchup bottle and soaked his meatloaf.  "Pelley's in the Legion?"
"Oh yeah.  He's got a bunch of guys in some kind of auxiliary to the American Legion, some kind of offshoot club.  They're kind of hardcore.  I don't have time for all that stuff, not with three kids."
"Through the Legion?"
"Where else do you find vets?"  Danny shrugged.  "It's real political.  Me, I'm all for the stuff about making the government pay for healthcare for vets and there ought to be a Bonus, but I can't get on board with wanting to expel the Legion posts that have Latins.  You know, I'm from California.  Most of our posts have guys who speak Spanish and English both.  They ought to be in the Legion if they want to be."
"Yeah, I think that too," Mitch said.  But he'd bet ten bucks that Henry's post in Hollywood didn't have Latins, just a bunch of guys with money to spend on things like this.  He frowned at the next column, reading the opening aloud.  "Nostradamus predicted that the next great crisis in world affairs will begin in 1939.  Are you ready?"  He looked at Danny.  "Is this guy for real?"
Danny shrugged.  "Some people believe in that occult stuff."
"No accounting," Mitch said.  He picked up his sandwich.  "How many guys do you think he has?"
"No more than a couple of thousand."
Mitch nearly choked.  "A couple of thousand?" he said when he'd chewed enough to speak.
"Spread through all the posts and his newspaper?  Yeah.  Though I get the impression most are in the Midwest.  That's where the Marshals are."
"The what?"
Danny shrugged again.  "He calls them the Marshals.  The highest ranking officers in the group, the inner circle."  Danny took a bite of his sandwich.  "The ones who take the occult stuff seriously."
It was all Mitch could do to keep his voice casual.  "That's pretty strange."
"Yeah, you know."  Danny grinned.  "But doesn't every little kid dream of aspiring to the Siege Perilous?  A seat at the Round Table?  It's like a lot of clubs.  Fancy titles, costumes, Knight of This, That, or the Other.  Hell, Los Angeles is full of them!"
"Yeah."  Mitch made himself grin.  "Fellowship of the Silly Hats!"
Danny took another bite.  "Only he calls his guys the Silver Shirts.  Makes you think they're wrapped up in tinfoil.  My son Howie, he had a shirt made out of tinfoil for this play he was in at school.  He was supposed to be the Knight of Good Hygiene.  He had a giant toothbrush for a lance."
"A giant toothbrush?"
"It was a real treat, let me tell you!  And both my girls want to be tap dancing movie stars!  You would not believe the bad tap programs I sit through applauding like a maniac!"  He shook his head fondly.  "You ought to have kids, Mitch.  There's nothing like it."
"I expect not," Mitch said.  
"So tell me about this Comanche crash.  Was it weather?  I don't know Rayburn but he's got a good reputation."
"Nah, it wasn't Rayburn's fault," Mitch said.  "Freak instrument failure.  He was flying into Denver from Flagstaff…."
 
They were at the field when the call came through, the operator diverting the call from the house to the telephone in the office.  Alma heard it ring from across the hangar, where she was inspecting the Jenny, heard the ringing stop as Lewis picked up the receiver.  She drifted over to join him, unconcerned until she saw the set of his shoulders, and his hand busy scribbling notes on the back of a fuel bill.
"Yes," he said.  "Ok, yes, we've — no, Sorley's on a flight, I'm expecting him back within the hour."
It sounded like the Reserves again, but surely there couldn't have been another crash….  Her certainty died, looking at Lewis's face.
"I can go before that if we have to.  Alma would spot for me," Lewis said, and listened again.  "Ok.  Ok, I've got it.  We'll radio when we're ready to take off."
He hung up the telephone, and Alma said, "More trouble."
Lewis nodded.  "The afternoon mail flight to Denver hasn't turned up. It left Santa Fe on time, last radio contact said they were in sight of the Pueblo beacon."
"The radio's been iffy all afternoon," Alma said.  Her mouth was dry.  "It's already getting dark. Do you want to wait for Mitch?  We could take the Dude up together."
"I offered, and Colonel Sampson said to wait."  Lewis made a face.  "I probably shouldn't have said anything, then it wouldn't be disobeying an order…."
"It's all right," Alma said.  It wasn't all right, it might cost the mail pilots their lives — but Mitch would be in by the time they could get the Dude ready to take off.  "You start fueling, I'll get Linc to see if he can raise Mitch, give him a heads up before he gets here."
Lewis nodded, and she grabbed her coat from the hook behind the door, shrugging it on against the deepening cold.  Outside, the sun was on the rim of the mountains, throwing long shadows, only the top of the beacon tower still in sunlight.  She huddled her coat closer around her shoulders and hurried across the narrow walk to the tower.
It was warm in the narrow room, the fire crackling in the stove, and Lincoln looked up from his desk beside the radio table. "Oh, hey, Mrs. Gilchrist.  The radio's finally cleared up a little. I just got a call from Mr. Sorley, and it sounded pretty clear.  He says he'll be here in about forty minutes."
"That's good news," Alma said.  "Listen, do you think you can get him back?  We just got a call over at the hangar.  The air mail from Phoenix is overdue at Denver, and they've called out the Reserves."
"Not again," Lincoln said. "My God."  
Alma nodded.  "Let's hope it ends as well.  I'm fueling up the Dude — put it on my tab for now, but I expect Sampson will pay."
"I'll give you the government rate," Lincoln agreed, and swung his chair to face the radio table.  "I'll let you know if I get through."
"Thanks," Alma said, and headed back to the hangar.  
Lewis had gotten the tarps off and the heaters going. Alma backed the fuel truck into position and waited while the pumps forced the gasoline into the tanks. Lewis was filling them all, she saw, including the tiny secondary reserve — and it was worth it, if they were going to be flying a search grid in the fading light.  The Reserves would pay for at least part of it.  
Lincoln ducked through the hangar's side door as she was backing the truck into its regular space, and came to lean in her window.  "The interference is back, but I managed to raise Sorley.  He says he'll be ready to go as soon as he gets in.  I'll make up a thermos of coffee, too."
"Could you call over to the house and ask Miss Rostov to make up some sandwiches? The men are going to want them."
"Sure thing, Mrs. Gilchrist," Lincoln said, and hurried away.
They were halfway through the checklist when she heard the sound of a car engine outside and a moment later the door opened to admit Arnie Poulson, who ran the town taxi. He was carrying a big paper bag, and touched his cap as she jumped off the ladder.
"Hi, Mrs. Segura. Miss Rostov said you needed dinner up here."
"Yes, thanks." Of course she'd had to call a taxi; the truck was here with them, and nobody but Mitch drove the Torpedo.
Poulson looked up at the plane. "She said there was another crash?"
"There's a mail plane overdue," Alma said.  "They've ordered a search."
"Damn — excuse my language."  Poulson shook his head.  "Two crashes in two weeks — that's just not good."
"We don't know for sure it's a crash," Alma said, and Lewis ducked under the Dude's nose to join them.
"Let's hope he's just had radio trouble and set down somewhere without a phone."
It wasn't very likely, and Alma shook her head.  
"Be careful, then," Poulson said, and Lewis's head lifted abruptly.  An instant later, Alma heard it too:  the distinctive sound of the Terrier coming in from the west.  Lewis looked at her. "If you'll finish the preflight, I'll help Mitch unload."
Alma nodded.  "And leave the Terrier to me."
 
The Terrier came in smoothly, white wings against a purpling sky.  Clear and still, Lewis thought, checking the windsock outside the tower, which meant bitter cold on the ground overnight, if you were wrecked in the high mountains.  And once again not the sort of weather that you'd expect people to crash in, especially not a reasonably experienced pilot.  Granted, Sampson had said that the mail team was new to this route, but they had plenty of experience otherwise.
Mitch brought the Terrier to a gentle stop beside the tower, and Lewis and Lincoln busied themselves unloading the cargo.  Joey Patterson was missing again, Lewis realized belatedly, but there wasn't really time to worry about it.  Besides, from the look on his face, Lincoln was going to have a few words with the man.
Mitch finished seeing off the last of the passengers, came around to help with the last of the light, bulky boxes.
"What's the word?"
"Nothing new," Lewis said.  "Sampson's sending us west and a bit north — a mountain leg, this time."
"I don't know what's going on these days," Lincoln said, and piled the last of the boxes onto the trolley.  "Two crashes in two weeks — it's just not natural."
"Do we know they crashed?" Mitch asked, wiping his hands on his pants.
Lewis shook his head.  "Sampson just said they're overdue.  But they haven't radioed or phoned."
"I suppose they might have put down somewhere without a phone," Mitch said. "If their radio was out or something."
"Not many places around here anymore that aren't on the telephone," Lincoln said. He gave the trolley a shove toward the shed beside the tower, where the cargo stayed until its owners came to collect it.  "Good luck, boys."
"Thanks," Lewis said, and tried not to think they'd need it.
Alma had the Frontiersman up and running, the engine idling gently.  She'd loaded the emergency kit, with its flares and weighted streamers, all the tools for dropping messages, and set the sandwiches and two big thermoses of coffee behind the pilots' seats. Lewis embraced her.  "We'll be on the radio," he said, and she nodded.
"I'll probably stay here a while longer.  We should get a set at the house, too."
When there was money to spare.  Lewis held her a little tighter.  "We'll be careful."
"You'd better," she said, and gave him what should have been a jaunty smile.
They took off into the very last of the light, stars showing in the east, the waning moon not quite risen.  Lewis swung the Frontiersman onto the heading he'd been given, laying out the first leg of the grid, while Mitch rummaged among the gear behind him.
"Sandwich?"
Lewis shook his head.  "I'm not hungry yet.  You go ahead."
"I will," Mitch said, his mouth already full.
They wouldn't see anything yet, Lewis thought, his eyes roving from the fading horizon to the dimly lit instruments to the snow-capped trees below the Frontiersman's wings.  If a plane had gone down here, someone would have seen it; they were still close enough to town that it wouldn't have been missed, and there were a few homesteads clinging to the higher slopes where even if they didn't have a telephone somebody could have ridden into town by now.  No, if the mail was down, it would be further up in the mountains, on the direct line to Denver. This was one of those times when his talent would have come in handy, but it was stubbornly silent, not a hint of uncanny influence.  Below, the trees were heavy with snow, pale and untouched in the dark.
By the time they reached the end of their first leg, the moon was well up behind them. It was just past the last quarter, but there was enough light to cast shadows on the snow, enough to see that the ground below was undisturbed. They were well up in the mountains now, where the only roads were miners' tracks, but it was on the air line from Phoenix to Denver.  He brought the Frontiersman around in a long turn, scanning the snow, and Mitch grabbed his shoulder.
"There!"  He pointed past Lewis's shoulder, to his left and further up the steep slope. 
"Shit."  A thread of smoke curled up between the trees, pale against the night.  There wasn't much to burn up here, not with the snow cover; wood and fabric would burn, but the trees wouldn't catch.  Mitch was already fumbling with his seatbelts, climbed awkwardly into the rear of the cabin with the rescue gear.  Lewis put the Frontiersman into a shallow dive, dropping to a hundred feet above the treetops, and swore again as he saw the jagged break in the canopy.  Something had broken through the trees, something was on the ground, and maybe something was moving, but they were passed before he could be sure of what he'd seen.
"Flares," he said, over his shoulder, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Mitch nod.
He brought the Frontiersman over in a tight bank, setting up to give Mitch the best shot he could. He heard a flare fizzle to life, looked away to try to preserve his night vision.  A blast of cold air filled the cabin as Mitch rolled down the cabin window and dropped first one flare and then another.  Then he was cranking the window back into place, rubbing his hands together in their gloves.  
"Bring her around again."
"Roger." Lewis swung the Frontiersman again, wider and slower this time.  The flares were falling steadily, hot points of light under their little parachutes, and he circled carefully, trying to give Mitch a good view.  "Anything?"
"Not yet — I'm not sure."  Mitch's voice broke. "Oh, damn."
Lewis risked a look himself, and winced.  The flares had fallen below the level of the trees, and in their harsh light, there was no mistaking the crumpled shape on the rocky ground.  The mail plane had gone in nose-first, as though it had narrowed straight in, and it was obvious it had burned.  The fire was out now, except for a few pieces that still smoldered, but the plane had been reduced to little more than its frame. He crossed himself, whispering a prayer, and saw Mitch shake his head.
"I'm calling it in."
"Go ahead," Lewis answered.  He kept circling as Mitch worked the radio, listening with half an ear as the other man reported what they'd found and gave their coordinates.  Denver's answer, when it came, was split by static, unexpected on a clear night.
"Roger… Gilchrist… sure… no survivors?"
"Looks like they burned on impact." Mitch's voice was tight. "No sign of life."
"Roger," Denver said again.  "See… spot road… out."
"What?" Lewis asked.
"I think they want us to look for the nearest road," Mitch said. He spoke into the radio again. "Will do, Denver. Gilchrist out."
"Right." Lewis brought the Frontiersman around in a final circle.  "I didn't see anything —"
"We crossed a mine road a few miles back on the earlier heading," Mitch answered.  "If you start back on the reciprocal heading, we should cross it again."
"Ok." Lewis checked his compass, turned the Frontiersman for home, not sorry to leave the wreck behind them. If there had been the slightest chance anyone was alive down there, it would be different, but that — no one lived through a crash like that.
"Yeah, there it is," Mitch said, shifting to peer through the big windows on the other side of the cabin.  He fumbled with the map, flicked on his flashlight to try and match the lines to the ground below.  "Yeah, ok, I think — I think it's the road that goes up to the old Silver Bullet mine."
"The Silver Bullet."  Lewis resisted the urge to look over his shoulder. "What the hell?"
Mitch struggled with the map again, folding and refolding it. "I don't know.  But it looks like — we're not real far from where Rayburn crashed."
"Twice in two weeks," Lewis said.  "In almost the same place."
"And it surely isn't the weather," Mitch said.  The sky was utterly clear, strewn with stars, the quarter moon not enough to drown their light.  
"Something's not right," Lewis said, and felt a familiar certainty prickle along his spine.
 



Chapter Five
 
December 2, 1932
 
A few stray flakes of snow whirled round and round on the cold wind as Alma pulled her Ford up at the edge of the airfield, sucking on a peppermint.  It was nearly ten o'clock.  Her stomach had been a mess all morning, so she'd sent Lewis on ahead to work with Mitch and Stasi, telling him she must have eaten something that disagreed with her.  
Of course it wasn't that.  It had been eleven weeks since she last bled.  Before long she was going to have to say something.  If only it didn't feel so much like jinxing it.  But it did feel like jinxing it.  If she told Lewis and he got his hopes up….  And then it would all go wrong.  It probably would, at her age.  It had ten years ago.  It was best not to think about it too much, not to get too attached or excited.  Best to think about it as one of those things.  Any day now it would be over, a heavy period and a day in bed, and that's all.  Best to not start thinking of it as a baby, to start imagining a person who would probably never be real, to start imagining next summer and a baby in her arms.  They had a lot of winter to get through yet.
Alma got out of the truck and closed the door.  The Terrier was pulled out on the tarmac in front of the hangar, a board truck next to it, and she frowned.  The only flight today was supposed to be Lewis going to Amarillo in the Dude.  What was the Terrier doing out?
But there was Mitch, walking around it in his leather flight jacket doing a visual pre-flight.  Two guys were opening the tail gate on the board truck while Stasi stood watching them, her long black wool coat worn over black slacks.  Lewis had seen Alma pull in and was walking toward her. 
She met him halfway.  "What's up?" she asked.  "Did we get a cargo run?"  She'd been sure there was nothing on the books.  And then she saw what the men on the truck were unloading -- two wooden coffins.
Lewis looked somber.  "Mitch told the coroner he'd take the mail plane guys back to Cheyenne.  He said it wasn't a company expense and you could pull the fuel out of his next check."
"The hell it isn't a company expense," Alma said, falling into step beside him and crossing the field toward the plane.  "We're not going to charge anybody for getting those guys back to their families."  What's left of them, she thought.  The results of that kind of crash couldn't be pretty.  She hoped the undertaker in Cheyenne knew that, and knew better than to let family open the coffins.
"Stasi said she'd ride shotgun to keep him company, and I'm going to pull the Frontiersman around as soon as Mitch is done," Lewis said.  "I'm running late, but there was a weird short in the ignition system this morning.  I couldn't get her to start until I pulled the spark plugs and replaced some wiring.  But it's ok now, and it's only three hours down.  I don't mind getting back late."
"We'll have the field lit for you," Alma said.  At this time of year sunset was at five o'clock.  Lewis would be around seven getting in with the late start.  "And that's a weird problem to have on a brand new plane."
Lewis shrugged.  "Yeah, but I didn't find anything else.  Maybe it was just a bad plug.  That happens sometimes."   Lewis put his arm around her waist for a second, a quick squeeze.  He knew she didn't like big demonstrations of affection at work.  It made her look like she shouldn't be taken seriously.  "I think I've got the easy ride today."  
He wasn't talking about the weather, but Alma went there anyway.  "How's the report for Amarillo?"
"High of fifty, clear and dry for the morning," Lewis said.  "Clouding up late in the day, but no precip.  Should be fine.  Mitch will have these flurries all the way to Cheyenne.  Stasi said she wanted to ride shotgun, which is probably ok since you'll be in the office."
"Yeah," Alma said.  Nobody wants to deliver coffins by themselves.  "I'll catch up on the paperwork."
Stasi's breath clouded in the frozen air, watching Mitch getting the hatch open for the three men with the coffins, helping them maneuver them in.  He must have taken out the cabin furniture for them to fit.  In profile her long black coat looked something like a cassock, as though she were the only mourner at the funeral, or the priest.
"Psychopomp," Alma said.
Lewis looked at her sideways.  "What?"
"Mitch is a psychopomp," Alma said.  "To take home the dead, found and returned, and to guide the living away from the underworld.  That's what search and rescue is, isn't it?  And he loves that more than anything."  Lewis looked a little abashed, and Alma leaned on him.  "And you don't.  I know that.  You miss combat."
Lewis sighed.  "I do.  I'm not proud of that, Al."
"You are what you are," she said.  "Diana's priest.  The Hunter.  And the end of the hunt is the kill.  There's a place for that in the world.  You are the thing you're supposed to be."  She watched the tension ease from his face.  "And Mitch is the thing he's supposed to be.  The guide.  The one who comes and goes like Death's familiar."
"Death's minion?" Lewis said as Mitch offered an arm to help Stasi up the steps, courtly as she took it straight backed, following the coffins in.
"I'm not sure I'd go all the way to minion," Alma laughed.  "But maybe so."
 
It wasn't a bad day for flying.  It could have been worse.  The flurries ended around Denver, the usual inaccuracies in the forecast for once working in their favor, high clouds a ceiling five thousand feet above them, straight north along the edge of the Rockies with the mountains off their left wing.  Stasi was quiet in the copilot's seat, the coffins behind, and Mitch was glad of the company even if she didn't have much to say.  He wondered if she were talking to the dead.
He had to ask.  "Do they have anything to say?" he said, jerking his head toward the passenger compartment.
"No."  She looked straight ahead out the window at the mountains ahead.  "They're not here."  Her eyes were fixed on the far horizon, the collar of her coat buttoned up to her neck.  "Contrary to popular belief, most dead people don't sit around with their bodies.  They prefer to be with their families and friends."  The corner of her mouth twitched.  "Also they find it creepy."
"I would," Mitch allowed.  He didn't really think he'd want to spend much time with what was left of him after he'd augured into a mountainside and burned.  He glanced sideways at her again.  Asking Stasi a question was a gamble.  "Have you always been able to talk to the dead?"
"Always, darling."  She stretched out her gloved hands in front of her, stretching without touching any of the instruments.  "I was six and a bit when my grandmother died.  My parents, all of my relatives, everyone she knew -- they were all sitting -- well, staying with the body for the night, like a wake.  Children didn't have to, of course, and I'd gone to bed.  But I couldn't figure out why everyone was crying and saying prayers for my grandmother when she was right here."  Stasi gave him a little shrug.  "She was perfectly fine.  I could see her clear as day, and she came in the room and kissed me goodnight and sat on the end of my bed and told me a story.  I couldn't imagine why everyone was so sad.  She seemed happy and calm and well and she told me that she loved me and that I was her darling girl."  Stasi glanced out the window with a little smile.  "She said she had to go away for a while, but that she wanted me to know how much joy I had brought her and that she would always love me.  So you see I wasn't scared at all.  I never was.  Why would I be scared of that?"
"You wouldn't be," Mitch said.  "It must be kind of nice."
"It would be if all the Dead were nice," Stasi said.  "But they're just people.  Some of them are nice and some aren't, just like when they're alive.  It was no fun during the war."
"I expect not."  He could only imagine that.  And he didn't particularly want to.
Stasi leaned back in the seat.  "Most people think talking with the Dead is hard, darling.  But it's not.  It's no harder than talking to you.  All the mumbo jumbo is just so people will take it seriously.  If it seems too easy people think you're faking."  She smiled.  "The fakes are the ones who need all those things."
"Like Pelley?"
"Pelley doesn't talk to the Dead.  That's why he needs to hire a medium."  Stasi looked out the window, east toward the snow-covered plains.  "I've told you everything I know about his plans, darling."
"He's running this paramilitary organization called the Silver Legion," Mitch said.  He nodded toward the folded up paper in the map pocket.  "I picked up his newspaper in Salt Lake day before yesterday.  Like the Blackshirts in Italy, I guess.  He's got a thing about Alexander the Great and he says Nostradamus said that the next big crisis in world affairs is coming in 1939.  The guy I got the paper from laughed off all the occult stuff, but there's some stuff in there that's real.  You can take Nostradamus that way.  It's a legitimate reading."
Stasi looked at him sideways, seeming unsurprised he'd read Nostradamus.  "Do you think there is a crisis coming?"
Mitch took a deep breath and let it out, giving himself a moment to put his thoughts into words.  "I think so much has changed so fast in the last two decades.  I mean, look where we all were in 1912.  The ordinary things we take for granted -- movies and cars and planes and telephones in everybody's house -- you couldn't even imagine it when I was a kid.  Empires crumbling, monarchies ending, whole ways of life disappearing….  Something's got to give.  It's like a huge piece of ice has broken off, and it's got to go somewhere.  It's going to roll downhill."
"I don't want to be under the avalanche, darling," Stasi said.  Her face was unreadable.  "That's my priority."
"Nobody wants to be under the avalanche," Mitch said.  "But we can't pretend there isn't one.  That doesn't make it go away."
"So you run," Stasi said.
"Or you try to steer the avalanche."
"No one steers an avalanche, darling."
Mitch shook his head.  "Yeah, they do.  You can build snow racks or put up nets, plant trees to protect structures.  No, you can't make anything perfectly safe, but if you live in terrain like this, you learn how to live with it.  There are things you can do to protect places where people live.  You don't have to run away or be smothered.  You can be a good steward."
Her eyebrows twitched.  "And that's what you're doing?  You and your Lodge?  Trying to be good stewards?"
Mitch nodded.  "It's a little section of forest, but it's ours."  He risked a sideways glance at her.  "You could help.  You could do this too.  Your job is the Dead, but it's a complimentary line of work."
She was quiet for a long time.  "Pelley," she said at last.  
He glanced at her again, but her eyes were on the snow-touched peaks below.  
"Pelley believes that souls are bound forever by their past oaths.  I can't say whether that's true or not.  I don't know how it works.  But there's a reason that marriages are 'til death do us part.  You're not supposed to be bound after death, held to fidelity in lives to come when you may never even meet this person again.  But Pelley believes that there are some oaths that endure death, whether through the person's choice or not.  He thinks that you could summon people by those oaths."
"To do what?"
"I don't know," Stasi said.  "And I don't know if it's even true.  I thought it was just one of those things people go off on.  I didn't think he'd actually do it."
"I'm more concerned about this Silver Legion of his," Mitch said.  "And yeah, he's got some good ideas like medical care for vets, but…."  It was hard to even get his head around it, hard to even get close.  "I don't want to live in Pelley's world where everybody hates each other and every group is out for themselves."
"Darling, you don't always get to choose," Stasi said.  "Having the liberty to choose is an enormous privilege."
"I know," Mitch said.  "Believe me, I know I'm lucky."  And he could choose whether or not to take Henry's job offer.  It was a lot of money and potentially a lot of power to do good.  But how much time would he actually spend in the air?  And how much of that would be real flying, cross-country in all weathers?  How much time would he spend supervising and writing reports instead of working on the plane himself?  How much of it would he love?  But the money was enough he could take care of someone beautifully, if there were someone to take care of, who'd never want for anything again.
"What was the story?" Mitch asked.  "The story your grandmother told you."
Her face lit, and for a moment he could see the mischievous girl she must have been.  "Queen Esther," she said.  "It was my favorite."
"The bridge between worlds," Mitch said.  "Who made enemies into friends with her love."
"Don't forget her terrible revenge, a massacre in reverse.  Kill all your enemies' children lest they kill yours.  That's how it works, darling.  Even God says so," Stasi said.  "And don't discount what it cost her, a lifetime in the king's bed."
"Do you think she hated the Persian emperor so much then?" Mitch asked.  "The Bible doesn't say."
Stasi shook her head.  "I think she loved him.  And used him too."
"Maybe he didn't mind being used."
"Maybe not, darling," she said.  "Some don't."
 
Iskinder had always thought that one of the great advantages of the Astoria was that its outrageous rates included a good deal of discretion. If a guest wanted to light candles and burn incense in his room it was his own business. If, of course, he had actually had any incense. Iskinder nodded for the waiter to remove the table with the remains of their dinner, and once he had gone, locked the suite door behind him. 
Jerry looked up from his place on the sofa, and took a last drag on his cigarette.
"It's time, I suppose."
Iskinder looked at him. "If you're having second thoughts —"
"No, not at all." Jerry still looked unhappy as he ground out his cigarette in the crystal ashtray. "I just wish I understood what was going on."
"So do I," Iskinder said. "But what I do — I can't say I like it."
As he had hoped, Jerry smiled at that. "This Pelley. Apparently I haven't been paying enough attention."
Iskinder felt his own smile fade. Pelley was a symptom, he thought, the most extreme version of something that had gone terribly wrong with the world. His own country was facing an increasing threat from Italy, despite the League of Nations, despite all the treaties proclaiming a twenty-year friendship and the renunciation of war, and his careful overtures to American leaders — men he'd been to school with, men who in many cases he'd counted friends — had gone precisely nowhere. No one wanted to see another world war; the average man was too worried about keeping his job, or finding one, to have much sympathy left for a bunch of Africans. Especially when Mussolini cloaked his own imperial ambitions in concern for a peasantry enslaved and oppressed by a feudal nobility. The most progressive Americans could hardly be expected to support a regime of slaveholders….
But that was his business, not Jerry's, and Jerry had been nothing but supportive throughout the visit. Now it was his turn to give. "Nor I," he said. "But surely it will pass. Shall we begin?"
It didn't take long to shift the furniture enough to clear space for the circle and to lay out the ritual tools, candles at the cardinal points and in the center, and a crystal wineglass filled with water set beside a single cigarette. Not the standard equipment, and neither one of them had proper robes, except of course for Iskinder's most formal traditional garments, and he wasn't surprised when Jerry sighed.
"Just once I'd like to do things properly."
Iskinder paused, setting the last candle in place, momentarily overcome by memory. Jerry had been made journeyman during the war, one of the few times the Lodge had managed a formal gathering. Count Udolpho swore that the so-called music room had been designed as a meeting place for an earlier lodge, and certainly there seemed to be niches for candles at each of the cardinal points. The heavy velvet drapes closed out light and sound, sealing them into sacred space. They had all been properly robed, each according to grade and patron; the air had smelled of beeswax and frankincense, heady as church, and the circle had leaped into existence almost as they called it. He could still see them there, Alma with her fair hair loose on her shoulders — she and the Countess had been the only two women in the Lodge then — Mitch at her side, both robed in apprentice's white as Iskinder was himself. The ritual had been long and intricate, and Gil had presided over it with unusual solemnity. Only at the end, when Jerry emerged acknowledged, had Gil allowed himself to smile, and the air between them had very nearly crackled with the heat of their connection. It had not occurred to Iskinder until later to consider how carefully Gil had worked, how complicated it must have been, to create the formal elegance that was Jerry's nature. 
"The Astoria isn't fancy enough for you?" he asked, and Jerry grinned.
"You have to admit it's not their usual style."
"Nonsense. If I'd asked the concierge to provide me with the necessities for a Hermetic ritual, I'm sure he could have managed."
Jerry blinked. "Now I almost wish you'd tried." He pulled the medallion from his pocket. "Are we ready?"
Iskinder nodded, and took a deep breath to center himself. It was his task to support the ritual, to cast the circle and then lend energy, and he was glad to do it. He had brought his ritual dagger with him — one could be excused much when one was a barbarous African — and he drew it gently, the ancient iron blade dull in the electric lights. He turned to the east, hand lifted in salute, then drew the familiar cross. "Ateh malkuth ve-gevurah ve-gedulah le-olaham, amen."
He bent to light the eastern candle, then traced a pentagram in the air above it. The faintest breath of wind caressed his face, and he traced the circle to the south, crossing behind Jerry to light the second candle. The flame leaped in answer to his call, a spark in his soul, and he moved on to the west and to the north, returning at last to the east to close the circle. 
"Before me, Raphael, behind me Gabriel. On my right hand Michael and on my left Uriel. About me shines the pentagram, and within me the six-rayed star."
He closed his eyes for a moment, seeing the archangels robed in white and scarlet like icons in the church, stern beautiful faces beneath spreading golden halos, wings outstretched to shape the circle, familiar comfort. At the circle's center, Jerry lit another candle, then unwrapped the medallion. He held it above the flame and then the water, purifying it for the ritual, then passed the cigarette over the water and lit it from the candle's flame.
"In the name of the Lord of the Universe," he began, "and of He Who is on the Mountain, the Lord of Bows, Anubis, and of Raphael who protects the Tree of Life from those unworthy, I conjure thee, O Shroud of Darkness and of Mystery, that thou encirclest this creature of earth so that it may become invisible, so that seeing it, men see it not, neither understand, but that they may see the thing that they see not, and comprehend not the thing that they behold. So may it be."
He drew in a lungful of smoke, then exhaled it over the medallion. For a moment, it seemed to Iskinder that the smoke lingered, wrapping around the worn metal, blurring it further.
"Shroud of Concealment, long hast thou dwelt concealed," Jerry said. "Quit the Light, that thou mayest conceal this creature of earth before men. Let it receive thee as a covering and a guard, according to my will, in the name of Jehovah Elohim."
Iskinder saw him take a breath, marshaling will and focus.
"This medallion shall remain safe within the keeping of the Metropolitan Museum until I come for it," Jerry said. "The image on its reverse shall remain unnoticed and unremarked, its puzzle shall be unsolved, until I return to solve it. The Emperor's last resting place shall remain concealed until it may safely be uncovered. So may it be."
Iskinder looked up sharply. Those were not the words that Jerry had originally written, and for an instant he thought he saw Jerry standing elsewhere, torchlit, the air filled with dust like floating gold. The shape of rams' horns seemed to frame his long face. And then the vision was gone, contextless and unhelpful, and Jerry had finished the last invocation, setting the medallion carefully aside. Iskinder bowed, and they stood for a moment in silence before Iskinder moved to open the circle.
When it was done, and the furniture returned to its proper place, all evidence of the ritual tidied away, Iskinder poured them each a stiff bourbon. Jerry took it gratefully, stretching his leg as though it pained him, and Iskinder settled himself at the other end of the sofa. They touched glasses and drank, Iskinder feeling the familiar sense of effort that came from any working, and Jerry shook his head.
"I hope that will be enough."
"It should be." Iskinder spoke without thought, and Jerry looked up sharply.
"What did you see?"
"Nothing of particular use," Iskinder said. That was the trouble with his talent, it often came without enough hooks to let him stitch it into the fabric of the known. A year from now, ten years from now, he'd see the connections, and realize what a vision meant. "But I believe it will work. And, anyway, it's what we can do."
"It's all we can do," Jerry answered, and lifted his glass again.
 
Lewis stared at the Tarot cards in front of him with dismay.  He'd just done a reading for Stasi, but it didn't seem to make any sense.  She, however, was serenely lighting a cigarette.  "It's gibberish," Lewis said.
"I know." Stasi took a long draw.  "My question was impossible.  I asked what will happen tomorrow."
Lewis blinked.  "Why is that impossible?"
"Lots of things will happen tomorrow, darling.  To lots of different people.  The question is too broad and not specific enough.  What will happen to you?  To Mitch?  To Alma?  To some guy in New Jersey?  In regards to what?  Hundreds of thousands of variables, darling.  It's worse than my example before about driving to Denver and the sheep truck.  Even if I'd narrowed the question to just what will happen to me, that depends on too many things that haven't been determined yet."
"But it's different with things that already exist," Lewis said slowly.  "Things we don't know about but that already happened."
She nodded.  "It's like when a pregnant woman asks me if her baby will be a boy or a girl.  It already is, darling.  We don't have any way to know which, but it's already decided.  It's already a boy or a girl.  So that's easy."  She shuffled again.  "So think about a question.  Don't tell me what it is.  Just think about it and I'll show you how it works."
"Ok."  Lewis took a deep breath.  And after that there was only one question he could ask.  He'd wondered.  He'd begun to think.  But Al hadn't said anything.  She hadn't said a word.  Still, he could count.  She hadn't done the number with pads and belts since early September and it was after Thanksgiving.  But they were awfully old.  Al was forty two, and there were so many things that could go wrong.  It was her place to tell him.  That was a woman's prerogative.  It wasn't his to know unless she told him, unless she confided the mystery.  The cards flashed as Stasi shuffled.  There was only one question, and he bent his whole mind to it.  Was it?  What would happen?  Oh God, let nothing happen to Al!
Stasi's face was serene.  She stopped, the cards held in front of her, her eyes closed for a moment, and then she turned the first one over and put it on the table.  "The Queen of Wands," she said.  A blond woman sat enthroned, a tapestry behind her showing lions and sunflowers, while a cat sat on the step before her.  "A woman with power, generous and practical.  A sound businesswoman who is also kind."  Stasi gave him another smile.  "I bet I can guess who this is, darling!"  She turned the next card and laid it across it.  
"Eight sticks flying through the air?" Lewis said dubiously.  "I thought you said the stories were easy."
"Ok, maybe this one isn't," Stasi said.  "A dangerous undertaking.  A journey that has hazards.  This is what crosses the queen."
"How do you get that out of sticks?"
"You just do," Stasi said firmly.  She turned the next card and placed it below the other two.  "There," she said.  "You do this one.  This is the past."
"Um," Lewis said, looking at it.  "It's good I guess?"
"Go on."
"That's a dove, like the Holy Spirit, coming down from heaven and putting a cross into a goblet that's overflowing.  Maybe it's like the Mass?  Spirit made flesh?"
"The beginning of all things," Stasi said.  "Goodness and happiness and being filled to overflowing."
Or spirit made flesh, Lewis thought.  Maybe literally.  He shivered.  A soul had come to them, taking form and flesh inside her.  The Holy Spirit bringing the cross, just like Mary's beautiful conceived baby, born to suffer for mankind, beginnings with their endings already carried within them.
But she was turning the next card, laying it to the left of the first ones.  "In the present, the Two of pentacles," Stasi said.  "It's a boy juggling two spheres.  And that's exactly what it is.  Trying to juggle, to keep all the balls in the air at once.  Doing too many things and being worried that you won't do them all right."
"Ok," Lewis said.
"The near future," Stasi said.  She turned the next card and put it above the others.  
Lewis felt his heart falter.  A woman sat up in bed in a dark room, her hands raised to her face weeping.  On the wall above her nine swords hung while she buried her face in her hands.  "That can't be good," he said.
"Nightmare," Stasi said.  "Illness and worry."
He swallowed.  "Death?"
Stasi shook her head.  "This isn't one of the death cards.  This is about sorrow and fear, not about death.  It's a nightmare, see?  She's dreamed something awful.  But it's not real.  It's not that an awful thing just happened.  It's that she's sick and she's scared."
"Holy Mother of God," Lewis whispered.
Stasi looked at him sharply.  "That doesn't mean…."
"Go on," he said.  "Go on with the next card."
Stasi turned it and he saw her face relax before she put it down to the right of the others.  "The final outcome," she said.  
A blue eyed child in a richly embroidered doublet stood by the sea, a cup in hand from which leapt a fish, at which the child smiled in wonder.
"A passionate and emotional young person," Stasi said.  "Affectionate and imaginative and filled with joy."  She looked at Lewis a little too keenly.  "The Page of Cups can be either a boy or a girl."
Lewis opened his mouth and shut it again.  "I wasn't…."
Alma came to the dining room door.  "How's it going?"
Lewis twisted around in his chair.  "Hi, Al."
"Good stuff?"
"I'm learning a lot," Lewis said.  She looked fine.  Maybe a little tired.  But fine and cheerful and why hadn't he been certain before?  There was something in the way she stood, something in her face….
"Are you ok?"
"Great," Lewis said.  Mitch was hovering in the doorway behind her, a worried expression on his face.  
Alma sat down, smoothing out the folds of the newspaper Mitch had brought from Salt Lake, the banner across the top proclaiming 'Liberation -- Vigilance is the Best Security.'  "I don't like it either," Alma said, glancing back at Mitch.  "But I don't see what we can do about it.  Cranks publish things all the time.  There are lots of people out there who are wrong, and free speech means they get to say their piece."
"I'm not saying they shouldn't say their piece," Mitch said.  He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other like an overlarge hound trying to fit under a table.  "But he's stirring things up that ought not be stirred up."
"That may be," Alma said.  "But until someone crosses a line from saying to doing, they get to be wrong.  That's what a democracy is."
"And so you can advocate -- what?"  Mitch waved his hand at the paper.  "Blaming the Depression on the Jews?"
"You can blame anybody for anything," Alma said.  She shoved her hair back from her face.  It wasn't like Mitch to get worked up like this, Lewis thought.  "I can write a book blaming the Depression on dinosaurs from Hollow Earth!  We live in a democracy with free speech.  That means people get to say things that are absurd or wrong."  She smoothed the paper again.  "There is not one word in here that crosses a line into telling anyone to hurt anyone."
"It's feeding people's fears," Mitch said.
"Yes.  And I'm not saying Pelley is a nice guy.  But once you start telling people what they can write and what opinions they can have, you've turned into the very thing you oppose.  At that point you are Stalin or Mussolini."
Stasi shifted in her chair, lifting her coffee cup to her lips with an exaggerated gesture suited to a cabaret queen.  "The problem, darling, is that when either side gets power they want to make everyone fall in line.  Perfectly nice people, I assure you.  And then they start punishing and reeducating.  One minute they're eating little cakes and talking about justice for everyone, and the next they're shooting anyone who doesn't agree with the fourth article of the thing they just wrote.  Power to the people is all very well, but what if what the people want is revenge?"  She took a sip of her coffee, her pinkie extended.  "Everybody hates somebody, darling.  If you give them the power to act on their dark desires, everyone will."
"Almost everyone," Lewis said quietly.  "That's why there is examen, the reflection in prayer in which you examine your own motives.  You acknowledge that darkness in yourself and ask forgiveness for it.  And you examine the words of those who seek to guide you or lead you.  You examine your friends, not your enemies.  Ceaselessly.  And maybe with God's help you can avoid acting wrongly when you have the choice."
Everyone looked at him for a long moment.  Then Mitch smiled.  "You'll keep us straight," he said.
"I try to keep myself straight," Lewis said, his eyes meeting Mitch's.  "And I fail."
Victoria had been his first wife, only for about a year, right after the war.  She'd seemed like a nice girl and he wanted to get married.  He wanted someone.  He was lonely and so was she.  Only there wasn't enough there, not enough to make either of them happy, and so she'd asked for a quick trip to Vegas and a divorce that left him forever a sinner in the eyes of the Church.  He'd married Alma in a civil ceremony at the courthouse, but it wasn't real, not for either of them, not the way it should be.  It was the best they could do -- a marriage in the eyes of the law, but not of God.  They would never know true union, no matter what a piece of paper said.  Lewis knew that.
"I don't see what we can do about Pelley," Alma said, breaking his train of thought.  "We can't stop him from saying this stuff, and we shouldn't even if we could.  And yes, it's alarming.  But even a stopped clock is right twice a day.  He's telling people to vote against Hoover and to support some things that are really important.  The man's for Suffrage and against Prohibition.  And if we start the ball rolling on attacking anyone who messes with the occult as evil…."
"I know," Mitch said.  "We shoot ourselves in the foot."  He shook his head.  "So what do we do?"
"We watch," Lewis said.  "We watch and we wait.  And if he crosses the line, then we act."  A hunter has patience, and he was Diana's hunter.
"Lewis is right," she said.  "We'll keep this on the back burner and see what comes."
 



Chapter Six
 
Colorado Springs,
 
December 4, 1932
 
Mitch woke with a warm and heavy weight against his chest.  It took a long moment to realize what it was.  Stasi.  They'd gone to sleep listening to the radio.  It must be after two since the radio gave off the soft hiss of static.  There was no light except the faint glow from the woodstove, the bedside lamp turned off, but it was still warm.  
Stasi slept curled up against his shoulder, the pillows propped up behind him against the headboard the way they'd been listening to the radio, quiet late night music that must have made him drop off.  And instead of leaving she'd turned out the light and pulled up the quilts.
He shifted a little, trying to get a look at her face.  She'd drooled on his shirt, which was kind of charming in a strange way, her face relaxed in sleep and for once quiet.  So beautiful in the faint and flickering light, too thin and thirty five and her nose was larger than it ought to be for the rest of her face and there were fine lines at the corners of her mouth and she was utterly luminous, simply the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.  That familiar ache uncoiled in the middle of his stomach.  So beautiful and so utterly desirable and so overwhelming with that strange tenderness that made him want to crush her and caress her and scream at her and kiss her feet all at once, anything that would be near and close and together.
It was hard to do nothing.  She slept on, lips parted in sleep, the quilt over her shoulder and her cheek against his chest.  But he knew all about that familiar ache.  They were old friends.
The first few years in Colorado he'd felt nothing.  And that was ok.  Nothing moved him, and there was nothing to move.  It was easy to be reconciled to it.  He had his friends and his planes and Gil made everything easy -- a nice apartment over the garage, a job he loved working for his old CO, meals with his friends at the diner -- he didn't have to worry too much.  He didn't have to think too hard.  And if there was a part of his life that was dead, it was best to just let it recede behind him.
But then it started, this familiar ache.  It was occasional at first, the turn of a woman's head, the sight of a pair of shapely legs, the cover of a girly magazine.  Just a twist, a reminder of what he'd lost.  He could put it aside and move on.
Only it got worse.  A smile, a pair of big dark eyes, the waitress's cleavage when she bent to pick up used dishes, the way Alma looked in slacks, the lurid details of a magazine story….  There was that slow, consuming hunger again, growing but never satisfied.  It couldn't be satisfied.  No matter what he did, nothing happened.  He might crave it with every fiber, but his body didn't answer.  Wanting was nothing but futility.
And this…this was an inferno.  Her touch, her smile, the way she leaned against him, the way she felt in his arms when they danced -- everything inside screamed for more.  But there wasn't any.  Not even in the most provocative embrace, dancing in absolute privacy, her body against his, was there even a glimmer of physical response.  He was dead.  Only he'd forgotten to fall down.
It had to be her, didn't it?  Infuriating, brilliant, clever, damaged Stasi, liar and trickster and medium.  It had to be someone he liked.  No, someone he adored.  She was so quick on her feet, so smart and so funny and somewhere under there was a good heart.  Somewhere under the scars.  He didn't believe for a moment she was a White Russian countess.  He'd put his money on a Hungarian Jew, and not from a wealthy family either.  A refugee who'd lived on her wits, and he could connect all the dots about what that entailed.  He had no illusions about what happened to refugee women in wartime, or about how pretty women with no money who didn't speak the language crossed international borders.  Stasi would do what she had to do, and you had to respect that.  He just hoped he could make sure she never had to do it again.
And that was the bottom of the matter, wasn't it?  There was no way to keep her safe, whether or not she got back in the game.  She'd said she was trouble, and that was ok.  Keeping her safe would be like keeping him safe -- the only way he'd be safe would be to stay out of the air, and without flying life wouldn't be worth living.  So safe was just a relative term.  
"You're squashing me," Stasi murmured, her eyes still closed, and he realized his arm around her had been getting tighter and tighter.
"Sorry," Mitch said.  "Didn't mean to."
She opened her eyes lazily and looked at him.  "S'alright, darling."  She stretched, her entire body along his, one knee hooked over his, one ankle twisted around his, breasts against his body warm and full, and the familiar ache in his belly let out a moan.  Was it actually possible to die of frustration?
Something must have shown in his face, because her voice was serious.  "Are you still mad that I didn't tell you about the job?"
"No," he said.  After all, he still hadn't told her about Henry's offer, the one he said he would think about over the holidays.  He hadn't told anybody.  "No," Mitch said.  "You never said you were getting out of the game."
"I didn't," she said.  "A girl's got to have options."
"Yeah."  He lifted his chin, resting it on top of her head, trying not to hold on too tight, looking for the right words.  "Just tell me when you do," he said at last.  "So I can watch your back."
Her breath caught.  He couldn't see her face, but her hand tightened on his sleeve, twisting the fabric in her fingers.  "Ok," she said.  
He couldn't help dropping his face against her hair, holding her so tight, her arms around him even tighter.  He couldn't help dropping a kiss against the top of her head.  What's a kiss on the top of the head?  Not dangerous, surely.  And how else do you say the things that come crowding in and can't be said, a wealth of promises that can't be kept, a horde of passions that can't come to anything?  I want you every moment for the rest of my life, to bury myself in you, to burn up in you, to fall into you deeper than the Grand Canyon in a flat spin to oblivion in you….
So tempting to try it.  So tempting to make a move.  Surely she wanted him to.  Surely every bit of body language was asking.  But it wouldn't work.  Mitch knew that.  It wouldn't.  No sensation, no touch, no thought, ever did.  The desire in her eyes would turn to pity.  He couldn't stand that.  Anything else, but not that.  Not pity.
She'd be so kind.  She'd be understanding and nice.  And she'd feel terribly sorry for him.  She'd be sorry he was broken.
Mitch let out a long breath.  Ok.  It was what it was.  Breathe and let it go.  He could be this for her, the friend who has her back.  He could be the one who's warm and affectionate and safe, the one who'll never mistreat her because he can't.  Someone had, maybe more than one.  But he was safe.  She knew he was safe.  She could flirt and dance and fall asleep on him and he'd never be able to hurt her.  And so maybe she could have some affection and fun.  Maybe she could relax a little.  He'd never ask for anything she didn't want to give.  Not sex.  Not even for her to stay.  He could be that for her.
She took a deep breath, her face against his neck, raised her face for one tentative kiss.  Surely that was safe.  Not a real kiss, just a brush of lips, almost an apology.  Or maybe it was just affection.  "You're awfully sweet, darling," she said, and her voice sounded almost normal.
"I'll watch out for you, and you watch out for me.  Ok?" he asked.
"Deal," she said, but there was that strange catch in her voice again.  "I'll watch out for you and you watch out for me.  I expect I'll be more trouble than you will."
"Probably," Mitch said.  He held onto her very, very tightly until they both fell asleep.
 
It had been a beast of a day — a fruitless search for provenance for one of the Rosenthal denarii, no progress at all on who might have owned the medallion before Rosenthal, no taxis to be found at closing, the diner where he could usually get an inexpensive meal unexpectedly crowded, so that he had to resort to the automat — and when he finally limped back to the Club, he couldn't resist a drink in the Mayflower bar. It was dark and quiet, not even the strains of a radio to break the murmur of genteel conversation, and he collapsed at a corner table with a sigh of relief. Maybe he should call Iskinder, he thought, but that seemed too much trouble. And anyway, he wasn't sure he was fit company.
The waiter brought his drink and he sipped carefully, savoring the contrast of sweet and sharp. Now that he could stretch his leg, the ache in his stump subsided to a bearable level, one that a merely reasonable amount of alcohol would improve. Maybe one more drink after this one, and then he'd be able to sleep….
"Hello, Ballard." 
The voice was oddly familiar, and Jerry looked up to see a face he hadn't thought of in almost twenty years. Lyford Merrill had been — not a friend, precisely, but a big man on campus, played football with Iskinder and been secretary of the Cincinnatian Society, the only club to which Jerry had ever belonged. He was also one of the few people who hadn't voted to expel him from the club after he'd been caught with Piers. Of course, part of that had surely been because Merrill had shared his tastes — but the Cincinnatian had been full of horticultural youths who'd voted for his expulsion. He was staring, he realized, and managed a smile.
"Merrill."
"May I join you?" 
Jerry nodded, and the other man pulled out the chair across from him and signaled for the waiter. He placed his order — Jerry waved away a refill — and rested his elbows on the table. He was still a handsome man, though he'd filled out a bit since his college days — simple maturation, Jerry thought, not gone to seed. He had the look of a man who kept himself solidly fit, his skin bronzed as a movie star's even in the depths of winter.
"I imagine you're wondering why I looked you up," Merrill said.
Jerry nodded, dredging his memory for the details of the last Class Report. "You live in the city, if I remember."
"Yes."
"But," Jerry said, and Merrill nodded. The waiter returned with his drink and Merrill waited until he was out of earshot before he spoke again.
"You're quite right, I was asked to talk to you. But I also wanted to take the opportunity to apologize for what happened senior year. I should have done more, and I'm sorry I didn't."
Jerry blinked. That was the last thing he'd expected to hear from anyone, and probably least of all from Merrill, who had actually spoken up for him. "I — I appreciated what you did do," he said. "It was more than most people, and I was, I am, grateful." He smiled, trying for a lighter touch. "And, honestly, I should have been more careful."
"It certainly taught us all a lesson," Merrill said.
That was something Jerry didn't particularly want to think about. He said, "No offense, but — I'm curious who sent you, and why."
Merrill nodded as though he was pleased to get down to business. "I've been asked to talk to you about the Rosenthal Collection."
Jerry shook his head. "I'm employed by the Met. I'm really not in a position to discuss it. I'm sorry."
"Just hear me out," Merrill said, and Jerry sighed.
"I'll listen."
"My principal, who'd prefer to remain nameless at this point, has reason to believe that — regardless of what you say — the Met is not going to buy the collection. There are whispers that the collection isn't of sufficient stature to be housed here — that the collector's choices revealed his Semitic roots and render the collection unimportant."
Jerry swallowed the last of his drink and waved for the waiter after all. "Usually when people say things like that, they're not complaining that the objects are of lesser worth."
Merrill grinned. "True. But you know how that goes. Somebody doesn't want the Met to buy the collection, and that's hard on Rosenthal. He's a nice old man, and he's probably being sensible — but that's neither here nor there. I have someone who's willing to buy the collection at a reasonable price, and I thought you might be able to help arrange it once the Met sale falls through."
"If it falls through," Jerry said, though there was a hard knot in the pit of his stomach. He took a sip of the fresh drink the waiter set in front of him. "Who's your principal, Merrill? I expect it's someone I know."
"I doubt it," Merrill answered. "He's not a collector, per se. His name's Pelley."
Jerry froze, then made himself take another careful drink, moving with exquisite care. "Not William Pelley. The politician?"
"He's not really a politician," Merrill said. "Not in the usual sense, though he is interested in politics. Well, who isn't, these days?"
"Times are tough," Jerry said. He wanted to knock the man under the table, but that would be frowned upon in the genteel environs of the Harvard Club. First they send men with guns, and now they send Merrill —
Merrill was watching him, an odd expression on his face. "Something's happened — someone else has contacted you."
"Not exactly," Jerry said, tightly.
Merrill shook his head. "Damn it. There are times — I told them to let me talk to you before they made any other offers, and now… Well, I can't blame you if you don't want to listen."
Jerry paused. There was no telling how much Merrill knew about what had actually happened, whether he'd been party to the attempted theft or not, and Jerry wasn't about to give him details, at least not yet. "It was an unfortunate… encounter."
"Damn it," Merrill said again. "Ballard, that's not the way we — the real organization — do things. Whatever they said or did, I apologize without reservation, and I give you my word that it won't happen again. Whether or not you listen to me, and whatever you decide."
That was a good deal more than Jerry had expected to hear, and he tipped his head to one side. "You take Pelley very seriously."
"I do."
"I don't see it."
Merrill leaned forward slightly. "I won't deny he has a bee in his bonnet about Roosevelt — the man's no better and no worse than most of his kind — but that's beside the point. We don't need a dictator, and we don't need a president who's in bed with the unions and out to ruin business, and we certainly don't need another Hoover, fiddling while the country burns. What we need is for the best of the country to come together and lead it out of this depression, and Pelley knows how to do that. We need men who'll act, who'll create jobs and draft the men to fill them — take the broken-down farmhands and the factory workers who haven't had a real job in years and the riff-raff from the cities who've never worked and mold them into a proper labor force. A real labor party that knows its job and knows it's serving the greater good. No, there won't be union wages, not if every man is to be employed, but every man who can work will have a place."
"Is that what Pelley wants?" Jerry couldn't help sounding skeptical, though the idea had some merit. Yes, the country needed work, needed jobs more than anything right now, but no one seemed able to find a way to create them. If there was some way to get everyone to pull together, to parcel out the work that was there and make more…
"It's the start of it," Merrill said. "The fight's already started, Ballard, whether we like it or not. Men like Stalin have to create an enemy, and we're it. Our way of life is a deadly threat to them, and the only thing they can do is try to bring us down while we're still weak and divided." 
"I'm not fond of Stalin," Jerry said. "Nor of Mussolini or Franco or Hitler or any of the other Fascists. What we need is democracy — more voices, not fewer."
Merrill nodded. "But, by the same token, we need someone who can teach everyone to sing the same tune. There's nothing this country can't do, if we could only pull together."
"And you think Pelley's the man to do it." Jerry took another swallow of his drink.
"Hoover certainly wasn't."
"Roosevelt —"
"Has the support of half the people, but hardly the better half. And the ones who opposed him — they hate him, they'd act against their own best interest just to spite him." Merrill's smile was wry. "I expect you've gotten an earful of that already."
"I've heard more than I'd like," Jerry admitted.
"That's why it can't be a politician," Merrill said. "The process is too heated, too flawed. But take someone from outside, someone who can pull the elite with him — not just the cream of society, but men of wisdom, men from every rank who share the vision and are willing to sacrifice for it."
"There's been plenty of sacrifice already," Jerry said, more sharply than he'd meant.
Merrill nodded again. "And that's part of the problem right there. The sacrifices our veterans made have gone almost entirely unrewarded. You can't say that's justice."
"No." Jerry shoved away the memory of his Chicago boarding house, sitting on the edge of the bathtub with his misshapen foot draining into the hot water, trying to decide whether he had to pay his week's rent or the doctor, while another boarder pounded on the door demanded to know when he'd be done. His stipend from the university hadn't come close to covering both, and there was no pension for a wounded man. The war was over, after all.
"But here's the thing." Merrill leaned forward again. "Imagine if Pelley — if anyone — were able to gather a corps of men from all walks of life, men who understood what was necessary and were willing to make the sacrifices to make it happen. A coalition of the willing, people who are smart enough and educated enough to look at American industry and say, 'here is someone who needs men, and here are men who need work,' and make the two match — ship them there in boxcars if we have to, but put people into the jobs that are there. And then we need to make jobs — build up the army again, for one thing, it'll get men off the streets and it'll teach them to be men again. And if, God forbid, Stalin does make a move, well, we'll be prepared, for once. We'll reform the schools, make sure all our boys are educated to the best of their ability, ready to take their place in society, and we'll make sure everyone understands what society expects of them. The rules will be simple and clear and clean, entirely American, and anyone who doesn't want to follow them is free to go. That's the only way — it's only if we all pull together that we can get out of this mess we're in."
"It's a pretty thought," Jerry said, and there was less of a sneer in his voice than he had meant. "But how do you plan to get everyone to cooperate?"
"In the long run, of course, we'll all be brought up to it," Merrill said, with a quick smile. "That's what school is for, the Boy Scouts, things like the Silver Legion. In the short term — well, that's where people like us come in. The coalition of the willing. It's our place to ensure that this all happens fairly, justly. After all, if you owned a factory, what would be the temptation to tilt the scales in your favor, even just a little, so your sons and grandsons would be better off? But people like us, you and me, we have no such obligations — no family, no children to tempt us. We can keep our colleagues honest."
To be seen whole, and to be valued for it. Jerry caught his breath in spite of himself, in spite of knowing better, and Merrill went on as though he hadn't noticed.
"And they'll keep us safe from our weaknesses, too. Luxuria. Decadence. With all of us supporting each other, all in service of the greater good — you see it, don't you?"
Jerry took another careful swallow of his drink. He could see it, all right — work set before him, some might call it, the chance to build a perfect world. "Plato's chariot," he said, not caring if Merrill understood or not. "The white horse and the black."
The other man nodded eagerly. "Exactly. We are the drivers, who'll make the team pull together."
Make them, Jerry thought. That was the sticking point, and always had been. He remembered reading Phaedrus for the first time and knowing instantly that he would never be the modest white horse, obedient, temperate, and beautiful. He was the black horse, wanton, vainglorious, shaggy of ear and deaf to everything but whip and goad. "And the ones who won't agree?"
"They'll have to," Merrill said again. "Or they can leave. America must be united."
The ends justify the means, and the means… no, Jerry thought. This is not what I swore my oaths for. He shook his head, choosing his words with care. "I can't buy it, Merrill. I just can't see it working."
Merrill rocked back a little in his chair, as though the words had been a blow. "Give it some thought. Don't say no right away."
String him along, Jerry thought, but he couldn't find the words to be convincing. "Sure. I'll think about it."
Merrill's mouth tightened. "In any case, I hope you'll consider Pelley's proposition. Because the Met won't buy those artifacts."
"I can't say anything until I've finished my report," Jerry said. "You know that. But I'll certainly keep Pelley's offer in mind." He met Merrill's eyes with a smile that was like the clash of swords, and knew that he'd made an enemy.
 
Mitch dropped the needle carefully down on the outermost edge of the record and turned the switch to automatic repeat, an expensive feature Stasi had never seen before, but a very handy one, particularly if you had a reason to hear the same song over and over.  For example, it was certainly handy for dance practice.
He turned away from the record player, a slightly sheepish expression on his face.  "Ok.  Where were we?"
Stasi stubbed out her cigarette in his green aluminum ashtray.  "Getting down to the sparks, darling.  How do you want to do these lifts?"
Mitch considered.  "I don't think I can do the high lifts.  I don't think I can get you much above my center of gravity without pulling something."
"Well, I shouldn't want you to rupture and die," Stasi said practically.  "Let's stick with the low ones.  Plenty of sparks there.  Especially the spin when you're holding me by one hand and one foot.  That looks amazing and it's still low."
"I can do the waist lift with no problem."
"Wonderful.  Let's try that one at the end of the second combination then."  She took a few steps across the floor, flexing her foot in its strappy black heel.  "Start it over and let's take it from the top."
He carefully picked the needle up and set it at the beginning again, the sound of the French cabaret music filling the small apartment, the first bars of the opening.
"Darling, take your shirt off," she said, reaching for his buttons.  "There's never in the world been a Parisian thug who wore a shirt like that.  Verisimilitude."
"If you say so."  He looked amused, but he unfastened the buttons anyway and shook out the starched white shirt, draping it over the radio cabinet, and turning around in his sleeveless undershirt.  "Will this do?"
"Oh, much better," Stasi said.  She'd wondered if he'd balk at that, but no.  Still ready for a dare.  That was her Mitch.  Well, not hers precisely.  And he did have very nice shoulders.  "It's a pity men wear shirts at all," she said contemplatively.
"It's December in Colorado," Mitch said.  "It's a little cold to run around without a shirt."
"Not in here," she said.  "And you can put more wood in the stove if you're cold."
"I expect I'll warm up.  Dancing."  
And some nice innuendo there.  Oh yes.  Still game.
"Start it over, darling."
He picked the needle up again.  "Ready this time?"
"Ready," Stasi promised.
There was the beginning, the first bars used for a lovely saunter, approaching each other like cats stalking, nothing casual despite casual stances.  A head toss, a turn away on the beat.
And he grabbed her, a full spin back as the music grew, facing him, hands against his chest.  Two, three, four…. Hands going up his chest and resting on each shoulder, ready for the next step.  Perfect, just as they had practiced it, the long steps to her right, each extended glide matched so that their legs moved as if glued together…
That was easy, that was good, so good to dance with someone who knew how, who knew how to make it look right and feel right at once, a triumphant expression of concentration on his face rather than the sneer he ought to be wearing for the role.  Stasi couldn't help but smile back.
Now a jerk away, a hard pull back that twisted her entirely around, spinning her off her feet and across the floor as if she'd been pushed, as if he'd pushed her down.  Eight beats for his stalk, rolling over on the last two, feeling her blood heating as he reached down for her hand and pulled on it, lunging up as if yanked rather than drawn.
And then the side steps again, body to body, round in a circle, legs moving, pelvises pressed together, her hand against his bare shoulder.  The dance called for passion, but there was no need to pretend to any of it.  It called for lust, and all she had to do was let it show.
Stop.  Turn as though pulling away, and then kick.
He caught her ankle, ankle and wrist, and she let her other knee go weak, letting him pull her off her feet, inverted with skirt flying up, spun in a wide circle by one hand and one foot, the apartment rotating around its center, one garter snapping loose from the top of her stocking.  
The spin was easy.  Getting out of it was hard, slowing a little and letting go so that she rolled across the floor, ending on her back with her skirt around her waist.  
Eight beats of the stalk, passing around her like a cat circling, and then he reached for her ankle, a straight up kick with the left leg.  She missed and hit him in the hip instead of kicking into his hand.  "Sorry."
"S'ok."  Letting go, turning away, end of the first movement.
Eight beats to pick herself up, shaking her head theatrically as if dazed, while he stood with his back to her as though smoking a cigarette.  Oh yes.  Lust.  The music heated like her blood, the steps of the dance not constraining passion, but allowing it.  After all, it was only dancing.
And then she stalked, coming around him, one hand rising as though to slap him.  A slap, a block, and down to her knees, eight beats of rising up his body, arms stretched, her entire body following, her face against groin and belly and then chest.  Arms around his neck and the long steps to the right, matched steps again, wicked parody of a waltz.  But they never did this in Vienna.
This time he jerked away, turning around fully, and she pulled him back, seeing the naked hunger in his eyes, real, surely real not faked.  And the second lift, the one they'd not done before, her legs around his waist, one hand on her back and the other beneath her bottom, skirts hiked up.  His hand on the soft flesh between the top of her stockings and the loose silk combinations, fingers curving almost into the cleft.  And spin, four beats and then another four, around and around….
He stumbled backwards, colliding with the edge of the bed at the back of his knees and sat down heavily, and she hung on so she wouldn't fall backwards, landing in his lap, legs around him, her warm center pressed against his belt buckle.
Laughing.  
"Sorry," he said, sounding a little breathless.  "I ran into it.  There won't be anything to run into when we do this for real."
"It's all right," she said.  The music kept going.  It didn't stop just because they did.  It didn't stop just because they were sitting like that, with oh God that pressure exactly where she wanted it, with his arms around her and that expression on his face and….
She knew exactly the moment he decided to kiss her.  It was exactly the same moment that she decided to kiss him.  
Hunger and desire and so, so right, light and dark at once, like fire and the shadow of fire dancing together over the coals.  Hard and insistent and every bit as merciless as the characters they played, ripe with everything pent up and unsaid.  Her arms were tight around him, one hand tangling in his hair at the back of his neck as though to make certain he'd never escape.  His hand on her backside tightened, exploring beneath the edge of the combinations.  Just a little closer, just a little tighter….
And he pulled his head away, jerking back as if it were on the eight beat, eyes wide and too bright.  "I can't."  He looked away, evading her.  "This can't go anywhere."
Back from the brink, from the white heat.  Stasi took a long, shuddering breath, untwined her fingers in his hair to a caress, turning his face to hers.  "Does it have to?  Can't you just kiss me because you want to?"
She saw the idea play across him, his eyes searching her face, and she wondered what he saw there.  What did she say with the tips of her fingers against his face, with the way she opened her other hand against his shoulder?  She saw the assent, saw something else flicker through his gaze, some weird and tender hope.
"Why not?" she asked, and drew him to her again.  "Just kiss me."
Warm and tender and thorough, meeting as though this were the final moments of the dance, the needle sliding across the record to the center, then picking itself up as it touched paper.  It lifted and then replaced itself on the outermost edge, the soft scratch of the diamond tip until the music began again.
His lips against her closed eyelids, tilting her face up.  The feel of his bare shoulder, sliding her hand beneath the soft cloth of the undershirt, the shape of his shoulder blades, the smell of warm flesh.  So close.  So tight.  Heat welling inside, pressed against his waist, sweet pressure against the metal belt buckle that was almost pain.  She ducked her head and kissed his shoulder, wanting the taste of him.
His hand on her neck, the back of his hand, trailing from back to front, and she turned her head into it, his knuckles brushing her lips, and she kissed his fingers.  Exploring, tilting her head up to meet mouth to mouth again….
Someone was knocking on the door.  Knocking on the door.
"Mitch?  Hey Mitch, open up!"  It was Lewis.  Another knock.  "It's an emergency."
He pulled back, sense returning.  Sense.  Breath.  She tried to catch hers as he scooted out from under her, leaving her sitting on the bed, legs akimbo, one stocking unhooked from her garter belt.  "Lewis?"
"Sorry, but it's important," he said from outside the door.  "Hey, Mitch?"
She saw him square his shoulders, unlatch the door.  "What's wrong?"
The door swung open.  "There's been another plane crash," Lewis said.  "Colonel Sampson's on the phone for you.  A passenger plane's gone down en route from Denver to Phoenix.  Six people on board besides the crew, including two little kids.  Come on.  We've got to get out there."  His expression changed, suddenly taking in the mussed bed, Mitch in his undershirt, Stasi with one stocking unhooked.  He looked like he was trying to decide if apologizing would make it worse.
Mitch nodded.  "Coming."  He turned and grabbed his shirt off the radio, looking around for heavy coat and gloves and hat and scarf.
Lewis beat a hasty retreat, pulling the door shut behind him, surely to avoid letting out the heat.
"Your gloves are on the wash stand," Stasi said.  "And please try not to freeze."  She sat up, stretching the elastic down to fasten the garter on the inside of her thigh.
"Stasi."  She looked up and he was standing in the middle of the room holding his hat and old leather jacket.  "I…"
"Go on," she said.  "It's an emergency."
Somewhere out in the night a plane was down with two pilots and four adult passengers, with two little kids who no doubt expected to spend Christmas in Phoenix.  Maybe they were still alive, in the mountains, in the winter, in the dark.  Whatever there was to say would keep.  Surely.  
"Ok," he said, and shrugged his jacket on and followed Lewis.
"Be safe," she said to empty air.
 
Lewis was sure his face was still scarlet even after the drive to the field.  It wasn't as though he had a choice, it was genuinely an emergency, but he couldn't think of much worse than being interrupted at just that point, cabaret music sultry in the background, the heat in the room almost palpable.  Stasi with her garter unhooked, stocking sagging over creamy thigh….  He dragged his mind away from that image, suspecting he was blushing again.  
"The weather's looking awkward," Mitch said.  He was bundled in his heaviest gear, the jacket still open over flannel shirt and sweater.  "Flurries now, but Salt Lake says there's a storm on its way.  Maybe two of them. High winds on the ground and at altitude, plus snow. It'll be here before daybreak."
"Great."  Lewis looked at the Frontiersman, and then at Alma as she ducked out of the office.  "Where are we with the electrical system?  Did you find the problem?"
She shook her head.  "I'm not satisfied.  There shouldn't be anything wrong, but this time half the fuses popped when I tried to start her up.  I replaced them, and it started fine, but…."
Lewis grimaced.  No, he didn't really want to take chances, not in the mountains with bad weather moving in.
"I think we should take the Terrier," Mitch said.  "She's going to be more stable in these winds anyway, and three engines are better than one."
Alma nodded.  "I agree.  I'll keep working on the Dude while you're gone. There's got to be some dumb short somewhere that I just haven't found."
"The Reserves will pay for the fuel," Mitch said, and Alma nodded again.
"I won't pretend that doesn't help.  Go ahead and get her ready, I'll get the kits aboard.  Linc's made coffee, too."
They worked their way methodically through the preflight checklists, both of them knowing better than to rush. Any mistakes now would be paid for in the air, and that would only make a bad situation worse.  Six adults and two kids, and the best you could hope for was that they'd managed to make some kind of landing.  Please God it wouldn't be like the mail plane….
The hangar's small door banged open, and Stasi rushed in with the basket they used for the passengers' meals, long wool coat buttoned tight over ungainly galoshes.  She disappeared into the office, and a moment later Al came out, carrying the basket.  Lewis clambered back to take it at the cabin door, certain he was blushing again, and Alma handed it in.  
"Sandwiches and cake and another thermos of coffee," she said.  
"Thanks."
"I'll tell her," Alma said, with a grin, and then sobered.  "Be careful.  If the weather closes in — you can't do anything if the ceiling drops too low."
"I know," Lewis said, "And so does Mitch.  Don't worry, we'll be careful."
"I know."  Alma looked over her shoulder, then reached up to snatch a kiss. "Just — be safe."
"We will," Lewis said, but she'd already turned away.  He watched her go, wondering if she knew something he didn't — she didn't see things, not the way he did, but that wasn't the sort of thing he wondered about, not now, not watching the way she walked, the way her body moved when she turned away from him.  If she was, she had a right to be more worried than usual, and he still had no choice but to do his duty.  The work put before them, Mitch called it, and there was a solid rightness to the words.
They took off into a freshening wind, Lewis in the co-pilot's seat with the maps and Sampson's instructions written out in Alma's careful hand, the basket of supplies strapped to the bulkhead just outside the cockpit door.  The emergency kit in the cabin was strapped down, too, and as they bounced through the unstable air, Lewis was glad they'd taken the precaution.  The ceiling was decent here, a few thousand feet between ground and clouds, enough to give them a look at the ground, though to the west he could see the first signs of the incoming storm, a darker line on the horizon.
It was harder to see the ground from the Terrier than it was from the Frontiersman even in daylight, but the snowpack helped, reflecting the starlight and showing up any break in the ground.  He spotted what looked like a break in the trees off the right wing, poked Mitch's shoulder and pointed, but when the big plane banked over it, it resolved to a rocky slope too steep to hold the snow.  Mitch brought the Terrier back on course, and they droned west, the Terrier rocking in the headwind.  
They'd been in the air for a bit over an hour, clawing for room between the lowering cloud base and the tops of the mountains, when they finally broke out into better air.  The ceiling lifted, clouds behind them and ahead of them, but with enough space to breathe, and Lewis loosened his seatbelt to fetch the thermos of coffee.  Mitch took a cup, nodding his thanks.
"I think I'm going to start the cross leg now," he called, over the engines' noise.  "I know it's early, but if we go the full distance, we'll be back in the soup."
"Makes sense," Lewis shouted back, and took a drink of his own coffee.  It was sweet and pale, made to Mitch's taste, not his, and that made him think again about what he'd seen.  He glanced sideways, Mitch's face unreadable, lit only by the faint glow of the instrument panel.  "You know, I — I'm sorry I interrupted."
Mitch's expression didn't change, but Lewis thought he saw a faint hint of color on the other man's cheeks.  "It was an emergency."
"Still."
"It's ok."
And that was about as far as Lewis was prepared to go, and he was glad to turn his attention back to the windows.   "There's the highway."
That was the landmark for their northern sweep, and Mitch adjusted the Terrier's course so that they were flying parallel to the thin line. The wind was picking up; on the new heading it was a crosswind, lifting and dropping the Terrier unpredictably, and Lewis jammed the thermos tightly into the holder beside his seat.  The clouds were definitely moving in, the ceiling dropping, and Mitch shook his head.
"Radio Denver, will you? Let them know I'm cutting my sweep short on the north side and heading east."
If they didn't, the clouds would overtake them, Lewis knew, block their view of the ground and force them to try to get above the storm before they turned for home. A night landing through clouds, in worsening weather — that was pretty much asking for trouble.  If the weather hadn't been screwy, Sampson would surely have waited until morning to start the search, rather than risk more crashes. No, turning back was the smart thing to do — the only thing to do — but he couldn't help hesitating.  Somewhere out there eight people were down — two children.  It went against the grain to turn short.  But if they crashed, too, that wouldn't help anyone.  He picked up the microphone, tuned the radio to the Denver frequency, and relayed the message.(
For a change, the air was relatively free of static, some freak effect of the on-coming snow.  "Roger that, Gilchrist.  Salt Lake is reporting snow, so if you need to set down, go ahead."
"Will do," Lewis answered.  "We're still ahead of it, looks like. I think we can make it back to you before it sets in."  He paused.  "Any word?"
"Nothing yet, Gilchrist.  Denver out."
Lewis replaced the microphone with a sigh. Beneath the Terrier's wings, the snow stretched unbroken, white and gleaming against the dark.  A flurry of snow swirled across the windscreen, and was whipped away by the wind.  Somewhere out there….  Not dead.  He didn't believe they were dead, though he couldn't have said where that certainty came from.  Maybe it was just that thinking they were alive made it more urgent — but no. 
He glanced over at Mitch.  "Is there an occult way to find the plane?  Like dowsing or something?"
Mitch shook his head ruefully.  "If there were, Al could have done it before we took off.  We'd need a material correspondence — something linked to the plane, like when we dowsed for the demon that had been bound in Lake Nemi using the tablet that bound it.  There was a link between the tablet and the demon.  To dowse for the plane we'd need something like that.  Which we don't have."
Lewis nodded.  Ok, there was no way to find it using Al's talent.  Of course they'd already thought of that.  But he wasn't Al.  That wasn't his gift.  This was part of what Stasi had been trying to teach him — to trust himself, to accept the message even if you weren't sure it wasn't just more static, the ego or the id or whatever trying to horn in. 
Lewis closed his eyes.  All right, they were alive, he'd go with that, alive somewhere in the mountains.  There had to be a way to play his hunch, to see what wanted to be seen.  They wanted to be found.  They were praying for someone to find them.  Luck and the good angels had been with them, opening a break in the trees just big enough to let them slide to a stop unharmed, though the machine would never fly again.  A clearing, not level but nearly so, beneath a steeper slope where in the summer wildflowers straggled from the heaps of spoil.  He could picture it in his mind, feel the plane shaking, controls vibrating as the pilot fought to keep it level, seeing the clearing providentially opening out beneath them, trying to ignore the screams of fear from the passenger compartment behind as the ground came rushing up….
Lewis jerked, opening his eyes.  For a moment the vision had seemed so real it was impossible to believe that the Terrier was still flying the search pattern, that nothing was wrong.
"Are you ok?" Mitch asked, sparing him a glance.  "Lewis?"
"Yeah."  Lewis shook his head, trying to clear it.  "They found a clearing.  They might have made it."
"Ok."  Mitch didn't argue.
He had to figure out how to do this.  Somehow.  If he had something to focus on, the way Stasi showed him to use the symbols of the cards, a symbolic representation of some kind.  A thought struck him.  Lewis reached for the map, folding it back again, not on their search line, but someone else's, back south and a hair west.  He held the picture in his mind.  A snow covered slope, a few buildings at the top of the canyon, a valley free of trees…  The map was just another picture, just another way of drawing the place he saw in his mind's eye.  There had been no sound of engines in his vision.  The engines were out, a dead stick landing on a long valley….   There.  His breath caught, seeing the symbols. That spot, there, where the ground flattened, right at the base of the Silver Bullet Mine.
"Mitch.  I know where they are."
"What?"
The note in Mitch's voice jerked Lewis out of his near trance and he blinked, looking around in momentary confusion.  He must have been concentrating for some time.  The snow had gotten heavier, the clouds lower; the altimeter said that Mitch had dropped another hundred-fifty feet since the last time Lewis had checked the instruments.  It was a good thing they were going east, riding what was now a tailwind, but the storm was overtaking them.
"I know where they are," Lewis said again.  "They're back by the Silver Bullet."
"You're sure?"
Pretty sure.  Lewis swallowed the words.  Pretty sure wasn't enough to risk their lives on.  "Yeah. I'm sure."
"Damn it."  The Terrier bucked beneath them, punctuating Mitch's words. "We can't make it.  Not tonight. I'm putting us down at Denver."
But —  Lewis made himself nod.  This was Mitch's plane, Mitch's call, and anyway he was right.  It was going to be hard enough to make Denver safely.
The ceiling had dropped to three hundred feet by the time they got to Denver, and the snow was getting heavier, though at least the wind had steadied to a brisk tailwind. The beacon cut through the whirling white, and the field was lit by old-fashioned kerosene pots as well as the modern lights.  They'd been plowing, low heaps to either side of the main strip, and Lewis could see the taillights of a plow moving along the tarmac as he reached for the radio again.
"Denver Tower, this is Gilchrist Aviation requesting permission to land."
"Roger, Gilchrist, we see you." The tower's answer was reassuringly prompt. "We're just plowing the runway, come around again."
"Roger that," Lewis answered, and glanced at Mitch.
"I heard."
He brought the Terrier around in a wide circle, but in spite of his efforts they bounced wildly as the crosswind hit.  Lewis clung to the side of his seat, glad they'd finished the coffee before it was flung all over them, and the radio crackled again.
"Gilchrist, this is Denver Tower.  You're cleared to land."
"Thank God," Mitch said, under his breath, and Lewis spoke into the microphone.
"Roger, Denver Tower. We're coming in."
It was easier to hold the plane level with the wind behind it, but Lewis had no illusion that this would be an easy landing.  Threads of snow were already sweeping down the tarmac ahead of them, accumulating against any irregularity of ground.  They'd get one pass before the plows needed to come out again.  Mitch brought them down carefully, airspeed a little high to keep solid control, teeth bared as he fought the wheel.  Too fast, Lewis thought, bracing himself, but Mitch kept coming, touched down on two wheels at the very end of the runway, shedding speed until he could lower the tail and coast to a normal speed.  The snow was even thicker as they slowed, and the flagman was bundled in a surplus flight suit, looking like an eskimo with his fur-lined hood.  He led them down the taxi-way — not so well-plowed as the runway, the Terrier lurching and bumping over the little drifts — to the smaller hangar where the Reserve planes were usually kept, and as he closed the door behind them, Mitch switched off the engines.
"Nice flying," Lewis said.
Mitch gave him a wry smile.  "That's cutting a little closer than I'd like."
"Any landing you walk away from," Lewis said.  He looked at his watch.  "Damn.  It's too late to call Al, not without waking up the exchange."
"She won't be expecting to hear from us till morning," Mitch said.  "Come on, let's debrief, and then I hope Colonel Sampson's got a bed for us somewhere."
"Me, too," Lewis said, and clambered out of the plane behind him.
 



Chapter Seven
 
December 8, 1932
 
Colorado Springs
 
A few stray flurries of snow drifted past the windows, pale against the early morning clouds, and Alma tried to ignore them.  There was no point in noticing them at all.  She had the books spread out on the desk in the office, determinedly adding columns of figures and ignoring the clock and the weather alike.  This was a perfectly good day to do the books. Even if it had started unusually early. And there was no particular reason she was wakeful, none at all.
Unfortunately it was hard to ignore Stasi, who kept getting up and pacing around and opening the door and rattling pencils against the desk and looking out the window.  The hundredth time or so Alma looked up, irritated.
"What do you think they're doing?" Stasi asked.
Alma took a deep breath.  "I expect they're flying the grid," she said.  "They will have put down somewhere overnight, but assuming they had decent weather this morning, they'll be flying the grid. And I expect they will be until they find something or the weather gets too rough."  She glanced at the barometer on the wall.  "The pressure's dropping.  That's the next storm coming in, and the wire from Salt Lake City says it's going to be bigger than what we had last night.  But those people are out in it, and they've got to be found before it's too late."  Alma bent her head determinedly over the books again.  The numbers for November.  She would get the books for November closed.
"I don't see how you stand it," Stasi demanded, pacing around the desk to the window again.  "How can you stand just sitting here?"
"Because I have to," Alma snapped.  "The Army Reserve doesn't take women."  All the pent-up frustration bubbled up.  "Do you think it doesn't bother me that I have to sit here while Lewis and Mitch fly search and rescue?  I'm as good a pilot as most of the men they fly with, and I'm perfectly capable of doing the work, but I can't because I'm a woman.  An aviatrix is a nice oddity, a pretty thing to sell newspapers!"
"Lewis and Mitch respect you," Stasi said.
"They do," Alma acknowledged, the anger still welling in her belly.  "But they don't make the rules.  They don't run the world.  If Mitch could have whoever he wanted flying search and rescue of course he'd have me.  But he's a major in the Reserves.  And he doesn't get to have the beautiful exception."
Stasi had a quizzical look on her face.  "Is that what you are?  The beautiful exception?"
Alma nodded with what she thought was probably a bitter smile.  "Oh yeah.  The girl pilot.  Look folks!  There's a girl who can fly!  Not that any woman could fly if she put her mind to it and worked at it.  Even when men acknowledge that I can do it they don't generalize.  Any woman could do it."
"I don't think women want that either," Stasi said thoughtfully.  "If women could do everything men could, then they'd have to, wouldn't they?  No more swooning and manipulating, no more being too fragile to do unpleasant things.  No more sending men off to work for them.  No more sending men off to kill for them.  I don't imagine most women actually want to do those things.  After all, a lot of women have a good thing going.  It's a lot of fun to be hysterical and taken care of.  Imagine if men expected you to be responsible and forthright!"
"I wish they did," Alma said.
"That's because you're the beautiful exception."  Stasi sat down on the edge of the desk and crossed her legs.  "But I don't expect many women wish they were out in a plane in a howling blizzard flying search and rescue for some total strangers!  It's a lot of work, darling.  Men have duty but women are excused.  I expect a lot of men would like to be excused, but other men would call them cowards.  But women are natural born cowards, aren't they?  There's no reason to ever have to learn to overcome fear and suck it up rather than indulge their feelings."
"A lot of women don't have the choice," Alma said.
Stasi's eyes were very knowing.  "You have the choice now."
"And I've made it," Alma said.
Stasi got up again, searching through her handbag for her cigarettes.  "I wish no one had to go."
"I wish there were never plane crashes," Alma said.  "But this is what we do.  This is the brotherhood of the air.  When somebody goes down we all look for them, and we know they'd do the same for us.  We don't malinger and we don't complain."
"I'm not complaining."  Stasi pulled out a cigarette and walked over to the window again, a matchbook in hand.  "I'm worrying."  She struck the match and lit the cigarette, glancing out the window as though the snowflakes on the wind could tell her something. 
A thought struck Alma in an illuminating flash.  "You've got it bad for Mitch, don't you?"
"Darling, why would you say that?"  Stasi tilted her head back and took a quick draw.  "Maybe.  Yes."
"That's good," Alma said.  "Mitch needs somebody to care about him."
Stasi took another quick draw, swift and impatient, nothing vampish about it.  "He says it can't go anywhere."
Alma took a deep breath.  "Did he tell you why?"
"I've more or less put it together."  She turned around, real, actual concern written on her face.  "Lewis said….  Lewis said you were a nurse during the Great War."
And now we get down to it, Alma thought, down to brass tacks, time to speak or forever hold her peace.  "I was an ambulance driver," she said.  "A medic.  I was the first one there when Mitch was wounded."
She'd seen from the edge of the field that it was man and plane both hit, a shaky landing that was nothing like Mitch, the streaks along the lower fuselage from a shell bursting below.  She and Gil had run onto the field before the prop stopped turning, her kit banging against her back with every step, for all the good she could do….
Stasi didn't move.  "How bad was it?" 
"It was an airburst shell," Alma said.  "Over Austrian lines.  It exploded short, just below the plane.  Mitch got sprayed with shrapnel.  He still has some fragments in his lower belly and groin.  Fortunately, none of them hit an artery or he'd have bled out before he could land."
"And the rest of it?"  Her voice was perfectly even.
"Mitch will never father children, if that's what you mean."  Stasi didn't say anything, just waited, and so she took a deep breath.  "I'm not a doctor and I haven't seen in thirteen years, so I can't say anything with certainty.  But some disfigurement and substantial nerve damage as well as the testicular damage.  I don't know how much of the nerve damage has resolved."  Medicine was firm ground, the solid, professional words that carried no emotions.  "Nerve damage may improve in time.  There isn't anything that can be done to regenerate nerves, but over the long term they may heal to some extent.  We don't really understand how that works or why, but it does happen.  Whenever you have nerves cut, you lose skin sensation, whether it's a cut on your arm or whatever.  How long it takes that to resolve and how completely it resolves is up in the air."
Stasi nodded slowly.  "And without skin sensation or the rest this can't be anything but torment to him."
"I wouldn't say that," Alma said.  "Orgasm without ejaculation is entirely possible."  Her face felt like it was flaming, but she went on.  "And surface sensation is only one way to skin the cat, as it were."
Stasi blinked. "It is?"
"My first husband…."  Oh, there was no good way to put this!  "Sometimes if you have an engine maintenance problem and can't get in one way, you can use the other hatch."
Now she looked entirely confused.  "What other hatch?  There's only one hatch."
Alma felt the flush reach her hairline.  "Well, yes.  One hatch on men.  But you can go around from the back, as it were.  The nerves on the back of the prostate aren't affected by damage in front."
Stasi wasn't blushing.  But she looked like she'd just swallowed a whole egg. 
Forward.  There was only forward into the breach, having come this far.  "If you put pressure in the right places…well, it's very sensitive.  And you don't actually need any…er…fluid.  Or the manufacture thereof."
"You've actually done this?"  Stasi looked either intrigued or skeptical, depending on how one wanted to read it. 
Medical words.  Medical words.  "Caused a non-ejaculatory orgasm with prostate massage?  Yes.  Lots of times."  The ghost of Gil would be laughing his head off at her.  He probably was.
"Huh."  Stasi sat down on the edge of the desk and took a draw off her cigarette.
"I don't know that it would work in this situation," Alma said.  "I really don't.  But it's a possibility.  I told you, I haven't seen in years and Mitch and I don't exactly talk about it."
Stasi looked at her keenly.  "Why would you tell me this?  You're his friend."
"I want him to be happy," Alma said.  "And he's like a younger brother, not a friend.  I want him to have as much happiness in life as he possibly can.  And no, he can't have a family, but maybe he can at least have this much if he had the right woman, someone who was patient and who would never use it to hurt him."
"And you think I'm like that?"  She sounded genuinely surprised.
"I've watched you teach Lewis and I've watched you talk to the Dead.  I've watched how you handle your vocation.  I don't have any idea if you love Mitch or not, or if you'd work together in the long run, but I don't think you'd gratuitously hurt him.  I don't think you like hurting people."  Alma reached out.  "How about giving me one of those cigarettes?"
"I thought you didn't smoke," Stasi said.
"Not much.  But this calls for one," Alma said.  Stasi flipped the box open and she picked one out with her fingertips.
"You keep trusting me," Stasi said.
"You keep proving me right."  
The phone jangled and they both jumped, Stasi grabbing it around the neck and pulling the receiver to her ear.  "Gilchrist Aviation."  She listened a second and then held it out, relief in every line of her body.  "It's Mitch calling for you."
"Good," Alma said, taking the phone.  "Mitch?  What's going on?"
The line sounded a little spotty.  "Hi, Al.  We're in Denver.  The weather was closing in last night and we needed fuel so since we were up at the north end of the grid we put down in Denver."
"He's in Denver," Alma mouthed to Stasi, who nodded.  In Denver, on the ground, fifty miles away.  
Behind Mitch there was the whine of engines.  "We got some pretty heavy snow overnight, and Salt Lake says there's another storm behind this one.  As soon as things clear out enough, we're going to get in the air behind it and hope we can beat the second one."
Alma nodded even though he couldn't see it.  "Makes sense."
"That's what we thought," Mitch said.  "But we figured you'd want to know we're doing.  Hey, Lewis wants to talk to you."
"Ok, put him on," Alma said.
Lewis sounded a little muffled, as though he'd cupped the mouthpiece so no one would hear.  "I didn't want you to worry about me," he said.  
"I wasn't," Alma said.
"There's something wrong," Lewis said.
"There's been a plane crash," Alma said.  If Lewis was getting a bad feeling it was to be expected.
"Yes, but."  Lewis sounded worried.  "Three plane crashes in three weeks?  Isn't that strange, even for the Rockies in winter?  Three?  All three of them in the same area?"
"You don't know where the third one is," Alma said sharply.
"I don't know on paper," Lewis said.  There was a tone in his voice she recognized.  "But I know.  And that's the thing.  We need to get down there, but it's not on our part of the grid.  Mitch says he's willing to go down there and say we got lost or something so I wanted to let you know what we're doing.  We're going to overfly the Silver Bullet mine as soon as the weather lets up."
"Ok," Alma said.  "That sounds like a good idea."  
"I love you."
"I love you too," Alma said, ducking her head.  He would do it, and it was right and necessary, and she would give anything to be there this moment, standing around a hangar in Denver, waiting to fly into the storm.
 
There were half a dozen other search planes grounded at Denver, and more at the smaller fields along the flight path.  In Denver, Sampson had rounded up breakfast and was already briefing a pair of cousins from north of the city on the weather.  He nodded to Mitch as they approached but didn't break off the stream of orders.  
"— then head back along the ridge line to your point of origin."
"Ok," the older cousin said, but he didn't look happy, and the younger one cleared his throat.
"Sir, if the weather's going to close in again — we've got stock to take care of back home. Any chance we could take a northerly part of the grid?"
Sampson looked as though he was going to refuse on general principles, but Mitch felt something tingle at the base of his neck.  "Where were you fellows supposed to be?" he asked.  "I wouldn't mind switching for something south of where we were.  I know that area better to start with."
"Here," the older cousin said, and held out a map.  Mitch took it, trying to keep his movements casual.  Yes, the Silver Bullet mine was within reach of their part of the grid — a lot easier to explain getting only that much lost, rather than the seventy miles he would have had to justify.
"I'll trade," he said, and gave Sampson a rueful smile.  "I'd rather get stuck closer to home myself if the weather closes in again."
"Which it will," Sampson said.  "Salt Lake says we've got about nine hours before the second storm, but conditions are going to start going downhill by midafternoon.  All right, you guys switch.  Grab something to eat and we'll try to get you in the air by ten-thirty."
Sampson was better than his word.  The boys from up north lifted off at quarter of ten, their rattletrap Simpson clawing for air, and Mitch followed them at five past, steering the Terrier in a long lazy curve toward the southwest.  The wind was still strong from the west, but steady, and the ceiling was high enough to give them a decent view of the ground.  
"I think we should head straight for the mine," Lewis said.
"I was planning on it," Mitch answered.  The numbers were already dancing in his head.  Forty minutes to the start of their grid, another forty minutes, maybe an hour to the mine if they went the most direct route — and that was the best choice.  If Lewis was right, passengers and crew had been down overnight in a snowstorm; the sooner they got there, the better.  "What about the emergency kits?  You got them ready to drop?"
"Just about," Lewis answered, and clambered out of his seat.
"Be sure you hook in before you open the door," Mitch called, and Lewis grinned. 
"No fear of that."
Mitch grinned himself. No one really liked standing in a plane with the door open and nothing between them and a thousand foot drop — well, maybe some of the crazier flyboys, the ones who liked parachuting, but not anybody normal.
He checked his heading, adjust his course a few degrees more westerly. Off the port wing, the clouds hung low in the east as well, promising snow on the plains.  The sky to the west was paler, but he thought he saw the first shadow of the second storm edging up behind the most distant peaks.
There was the highway, and, further west and south, the break that was the nameless creek everyone used as a pointer to the mine roads above it.  It would be frozen now, but the gap in the trees was still there.  Mitch banked the Terrier again, climbing as they came up into the mountains.  
There was the first of the mine roads, just a river of snow between trees, and then the open area before the old minehead, timbers sticking up like fingers out of the snow that covered the collapsed outbuildings.  Alma would know which one it was, but Mitch couldn't remember, if he'd ever known.
The Silver Bullet was higher still, further in, the original owners trading ease of access for a chance at the better seams of ore that were supposed to be in the higher slopes.  Mitch checked his instruments again, heading good, altitude steady, and craned his head to see out the windows.  No breaks in the canopy below, no signs of a crash on the rocks and snow above the tree line.
And there was the minehead in the distance, weathered gray against a purplish slope too steep to hold the snow.  "We're coming up on the mine," he shouted, and glanced over his shoulder through the open cockpit door to see Lewis scrambling forward.
"Everything's ready to drop if we see them," he said, frowning.  "I think — they came over the mine, and then due east —"
Mitch nodded.  There was a valley below the minehead; he thought Alma had said once there had been plans to run a rail spur up here, but the ore had run out before the owners could finish the job.  He could pick out the outbuildings now, mostly intact, tin roofs piled with snow.  The windows in the main building were mostly boarded over, but it looked as though something was moving behind them, at the edges of the frames, weird shimmering non-shapes like crawling color —
A crack of thunder split the sky, and the instruments went out, the controls suddenly lifeless in his hand.  He held everything steady, assessing — there was room enough for now, the engines were all still running, though every single instrument was dead.  Lewis came scrambling forward, face white, shoved himself into the co-pilot's chair.  He grabbed for the radio, and dropped the microphone as a spark nipped his fingers.
Mitch ignored him, still fighting the controls.  They couldn't stay on this course, they'd go straight into the mountain, but he wasn't sure he could turn.  Time, he had time, a few more minutes just to be sure.  He pulled back on the yoke, and nothing happened; he pulled again, harder, and this time the control surfaces responded, the nose coming up.  Ok, he thought, and tried gentle rudder.  There was no response, and he kicked harder, felt the plane heel over abruptly.  He fought it back straight, bringing them onto a course for the narrow valley — if he had to, he could put them down there.  
The Terrier was nose-down now, stuck in a shallow dive as though the flaps were frozen.  He swore under his breath and hauled back on the yoke.  The Terrier pitched up abruptly, and he felt her start to stall.
"Jesus, Mary, and Joseph," Lewis said.
The valley was there, opening up before them, a kind of safety — except that there was already a plane there, a Ford Trimotor half buried in the snow, and dark figures waving from beside the fuselage.  There was no time to do more than register their presence.  Mitch shoved the nose down, and the Terrier responded, catching speed and lift.  They roared across the valley fifty feet above the treetops, the engines shaking as he opened the throttle.  He tugged back on the yoke, just enough to get her to respond, and she rose again. The horizon indicator twitched, coming back to life, and the compass steadied onto what ought to be the correct heading.
"Mary, Mother of God," Lewis said.  He reached for the radio again, flipping switches without result.  "Radio's dead."
"So's half the instrument panel," Mitch said grimly.  He had horizon and his turn indicators; the compass was moving normally again, but he didn't trust it.  
Lewis looked over his shoulder.  "We ought to go back, try to drop supplies —"
"We can't," Mitch said.  "I don't trust anything here. We're going straight home."
"You're right."  Lewis nodded.  "What was that?"
"I have no idea.  Did you see anything?"
"I'm not sure," Lewis said.  "It was — there was maybe a light, like what Rayburn said, like electricity?  Only running on the roof of that building…."
"It was electrical, all right," Mitch said. "I'd say it shorted out the instruments."
"But —" Lewis stopped, shaking his head.  "Can we make it back safely?"
Mitch looked at his board again.  Most of the vital indicators seemed to be working, and they'd be landing in daylight, in passable weather, on a field he knew like the back of his hand.  "Yeah.  Yeah, I think we can."
"Damn, I wish —"  Lewis shook his head again. "I counted four people.  I didn't see the kids, but I think I saw four adults."
"We'll be on the ground in half an hour," Mitch said.  "We can call Sampson then."
 
The snow was starting to come down again, the first flakes of the new storm falling from dark purplish clouds piling in from the west, making it look like sunset when it was barely past noon.  Alma leapt to her feet and ran to the window.  "That's the Terrier," she said.
Stasi couldn't hear anything.  "What is?"
Alma had already thrown on her jacket and flung the door open, flurries of white flakes flying in.  She hurried outside into the gathering snow, and Stasi got to her feet.  Her black coat was on the hook by the door and she shoved her arms in the sleeves, not bothering with overshoes, and followed Alma outside.  Joey Patterson had shoveled the steps and walk first thing in the morning, but they were already covered again with a light dusting of snow.
"I don't hear anything," she began, but then she did, the familiar sound of the Terrier's engines, though she could see nothing in the falling snow.  
"There," Alma said, pointing up the runway.  The windsock twitched, almost empty, the snow spiraling down quietly, and there was the Terrier like a ghost in the mist, circling the field carefully.  Patterson ran out with the flags, scarlet on white.  "Mitch at the controls," Alma said as the Terrier lined up on the runway slick with snow.
"How can you tell?" Stasi asked.  "And is it a good idea to land in this weather?"
"A better idea than flying in this weather," Alma replied.  "And that's Mitch's touch."  She looked at Stasi like she'd just said she couldn't tell Mitch and Lewis apart if they both wore suits.
The Terrier eased in, nose lifting, touching on slippery pavement, sliding and then gripping, speed bleeding off in a way that looked easy, so deceptively easy, and Stasi realized she was clenching both fists as the Terrier took the full length of the field to slow before it turned decorously at the far end to taxi back.  The blue tail roundel showed bright in the falling snow.
Alma let out a breath.  "Ok," she said.
The Terrier taxied in, engines cutting out right in front of Gilchrist's hangar, props rotating down.  Lewis raised a hand to them through the windscreen and Alma lifted her hand in answer.
"Some landing," Joey Patterson said to Alma.  
"Yeah," Alma replied absently.  "Pressure's still dropping."
Mitch was doing something in the cockpit.  The hatch opened and Lewis let the steps down as Alma hurried over.  Stasi didn't hear what he said, but she saw the expression on his face as he put his arms around Alma, holding her very tight for a long moment.  She stood in the snow in the light from the hangar, slush creeping into her shoes.
Mitch appeared a minute later.  "We need to call Denver," he said.  "We need to get Colonel Sampson and the National Guard on the horn."  
"You found it?" Stasi asked.
"What's wrong with your radio?" Alma asked at the same moment.
"Radio's out," Lewis said.  "Along with half of the instruments.  It's a long story."
"We found the wreck," Mitch said.  "And we need to get the National Guard up there on foot as fast as possible."  He started toward the office with his long stride, and Stasi hurried to catch up.  
"Where was it?" Alma asked behind her.
Lewis' voice was grim.  "Right where I thought it would be.  On that long snowfield three miles down the valley from the Silver Bullet Mine.  The pilot didn't auger into a mountainside this time.  It looked like he belly slid down that slope.  Thank God there weren't a lot of trees!  The plane seemed mostly in one piece and we saw some people moving around.  But it's their second night on the mountain in the cold."
"What happened to the radio?"
"I have no idea," Lewis said darkly.  
 
It was half an hour before Mitch got off the phone, what with one thing and another.  He put the receiver back on the hook and straightened up, unzipping his leather flight jacket at last.  "They're going to get men out there as fast as they can.  They may be able to get a truck in on the old road along the branch if the snow's not too bad.  In any event, they'll take the truck as far as they can and go the rest of the way on foot.  They ought to be able to get up there by dark."
"The snow's bad," Alma said from the front window.  "It's coming down hard now."
"That won't stop those guys," Lewis said.  "Not now that they know there are survivors."
"Did they see you?" Alma asked.  
"Yeah," Mitch said.  "They saw us.  It was a pretty low pass."  
"They'll hang in there," Lewis said.  Even Lewis, who usually seemed to have enormous reserves of energy, looked beat.  "They know there's help on the way."
"How low?" Alma asked.
Mitch looked at her and it seemed to Stasi that something was being said wordlessly.  "A lot lower than I would have liked," he said.
"I want a look at the instruments," Alma said.
"Is anyone flying anywhere right now?" Stasi asked.  "Because if not, maybe there ought to be some food and coffee?"
Mitch took a deep breath and let it out.  "Maybe so," he said.  He looked at Alma.  "We can pull the instruments tomorrow.  There's not going to be any change overnight."
"Ok."  Alma's face was serious.  "How could that many instruments fail at once?"
"That's what we don't know," Lewis said.
 
They picked up food from the diner to carry out and ate it in the farmhouse kitchen while the snow piled up outside, two or three inches of fresh snow accumulating already.  The kitchen was warm and cheerful, yellow walls and blue calico curtains.  
"I don't know what happened, Al," Mitch said for the seventh time, forking roast beef and gravy into his mouth.  "I've never seen everything cut out at once like that.  I have absolutely no idea what could cause it."
Alma shook her head.  "A lightning strike?"
"There was no lightning," Lewis said.  "Nothing.  You saw this storm.  This is a perfectly normal snowstorm at a perfectly normal time of year.  There's nothing mysterious about snow in Colorado in mid-December."
"What about the strange noises and lights that the Comanche guys said they saw?" Alma asked.
"Our hands were a little full," Mitch said shortly.
"Trying not to crash?" Stasi asked.
Everyone stopped for a second.
"Nah," Lewis said.
"We were fine," Mitch said.
"I hate men," Stasi said.  
"We're fine now," Mitch said, digging into his mashed potatoes again.  "So it's ok."
"We're ok," Lewis said.  He glanced at Mitch.  "But I did see lights on the ground.  Not like a beacon or a searchlight.  More like St. Elmo's fire.  You know what that looks like.  It looked like it was crawling on some surface down there.  But I didn't get a good look."
"It stands to reason that what happened to you was what has happened to the other planes.  Only they weren't as lucky," Alma said.
"They weren't as good," Lewis said.  He stopped, a fork full of roast beef halfway to his mouth as everyone looked at him.  "Well, they weren't!  You know Rayburn's not as good as Mitch. There's no harm in saying so."
"Rayburn's plane was new," Mitch said.  "This thing killed all the electronics.  I'm glad I didn't take Henry up on his offer to upgrade the last bits of the Terrier while we were in LA last month.  We've still got the old stuff so there was less to screw up.  The Terrier can be flown without electronics if it needs to be.  But these newer models….  There just ain't nothing you can do if your power goes out."
That was a measure of how tired he was, tired or rattled, Stasi thought.  She'd never heard Mitch's grammar less than carefully perfect.  It was just like hers in German.  When dialect is the language of inferiors, smart people learn how to get rid of their eccentricities.
Lewis shook his head.  "We're going to have to go up there," he said.  "On foot.  We're never going to get a good enough look from the air and there's nowhere we could set down one of the planes."
Alma frowned.  "Not even the Jenny?"
"Maybe the Jenny," Mitch said.  "On that long slope.  But Al?  A two seater open cockpit plane in this weather?"
"Won't it crash too?" Stasi put in.
"Not the Jenny," Alma said.  "It's an old plane.  Nothing electronic, not even as much as the Terrier has.  Not hydraulics, not instruments, nothing.  But I see your point about the weather."  She sighed.  "We'll have to drive in when the weather breaks."
"But for now," Lewis said.  "I'm going to bed.  I don't know about anyone else, but I'm beat.  We've done our job and now it's the Guard's turn to do theirs."
Stasi left Lewis and Alma piling the used dishes in the sink and followed Mitch out to the garage, catching up to him at the base of the steps, each step now six inches deep in fresh snow.  It was still coming down slowly.  "Yoo hoo!" she said.  "I need an arm, please."
He looked back warily, but offered his arm anyway on the slippery steps.  "I know it's real early, but I think I'm a little too tired for dance practice."
"Just a nightcap," Stasi said.
He unlocked the door at the top and she went to build up the woodstove.  It had burned down almost to ashes, but there were a few coals to coax life from.  The room was chilly but not freezing.  "It will warm up soon," she said.
He rattled around, turning on the radio and pouring her a glass of half and half.  He took his straight and drank it down.
Stasi looked up.  "Darling, are you all right?"
He poured himself another, this one half and half, not looking at her.  "Just worrying about those people out on the mountain.  I never can put it away like Lewis does."
"Well," she said, standing up and brushing her dress off.  "He's right that there isn't any more you can do."
"I know."  He sat down on the edge of the bed, taking off his boots and socks.  The quilts and blankets were still mussed.  No one had been in here since they were interrupted last night.  It seemed like months ago.
"Well," Stasi said.  "You should rest now so that if you're needed tomorrow you'll be ready."  She turned off the lamp, leaving the radio playing softly, and sat down beside him as he leaned back against the pillows, one arm behind her.  She put her head on his shoulder and tucked her feet under the quilt.  "There," she said.  "Much better, darling."
"You're like a cat who thinks they own the place," Mitch said.  There was a smile in his voice.  "I don't remember getting a cat."
"No one owns cats, darling," she said.  "Cats own you."
"Is that how it is?"
"Yes," she said and turned to put one arm around him, warm and safe in the encircling dark.  
"Ok."  She felt him smile against her hair.
Safe.  Whole.  Just a little tired and hungry.  This time.  "You were right when you said that trouble found you."
"It usually does," Mitch said.  "It never gets boring around here."  There was a contemplative sound in his voice.  
Stasi closed her eyes, for all that he couldn't see them in the dark.  Hers.  He was hers, or at least he ought to be.  This tenderness was suspect, a lure that couldn't be real.  Alma had asked her if she had it bad, and she did.  Oh, she did.  It was a raw and aching kind of bad, the kind that leads to a lot of foolish things and choices that turned everything upside down.  This kind of bad couldn't be trusted.  
Even if he could be.  And she thought he could be.  Mitch was a grown man, not an idealistic boy who didn't understand the words he said.  He said them knowing exactly what they meant, exactly what the price of his oaths might be.  He was paying it.  Every single day he was paying the price in things he couldn't have.  He was, Stasi thought, the kind of guy who ought to be someone's husband, someone's father, someone's lover forever and ever.  But those things weren't going to happen.  And they certainly weren't going to happen to her.  She wasn't the kind of woman you married.  She wasn't the kind of woman who stayed.  Fine for a fling, a glorious season, but she'd had twenty years to learn what she was since the day she'd been told to never come home again.  She hadn't cared, not then.
But Alma's idea….  It might work.  It wasn't something she'd ever tried.  Men usually wanted something much simpler from her.  But it might work.  It seemed physically possible, and Alma would never suggest something she thought would hurt Mitch.  Stasi was sure of that.  
His breathing was slowing against her, sleep catching up to him.  Maybe this was all he needed, touch and affection.  Maybe there was no passion left.  Maybe real desire wasn't possible, though she thought she'd seen it beneath the surface.  She thought she saw it, thought she'd felt it in last night's desperate kisses.  She thought he wanted her.  
And he could have her.  That was a gift she could give.  A cat to sleep on the bed, affectionate and warm, and maybe something else besides.  She'd have to move carefully.  She'd have to get him to trust her or else lose his head entirely to let her try that.  But it was possible.  It was possible if she had the right moment.  And if not….  She shifted a little, and he turned toward her, gathering her against him sleepily.  She snuggled in, hooking the quilt and blanket with her foot and pulling it up to where she could draw it over them both.  
If not, this wasn't so little after all.
 



Chapter Eight
 
December 9, 1932
 
Colorado Springs
 
The snow was still coming down in the morning, but Alma had seen it a lot worse.  There was a good seven inches on the ground, but not too much to get in to the field and get the news, which was for the most part good.  The National Guard had gotten to the crash site the night before and by dawn all the passengers and crew were at the hospital, safe and warm.  Only one guy was touch and go — the copilot had broken ribs that had punctured a lung.  There were some other broken bones, and one of the kids had a concussion, but it looked like the rest were going to be ok.
Colonel Sampson called to tell Mitch and Lewis they'd done a good job, which Lewis took solemnly.  He never showboated, which was a thing Alma loved about him.  After Sampson got off the phone and Mitch went back in the hangar, Lewis turned to her.  "So are we going up there today?  To the crash site?"
Alma ran her eyes over the weather report again.  "No," she said reluctantly.  "It's supposed to keep snowing all day and into tomorrow.  Accumulation 10-12 inches, and it will be more at altitude.  We don't have a heavy vehicle.  We're going to have to wait until the weather breaks at least, and I'd rather be able to start at first light.  As short as the days are, it's going to be tough to do this and not get stuck up there in the dark.  Day after tomorrow.  Sunday."
"So we won't have any work booked," Lewis agreed.  "And we can go first thing in the morning."  
"Let's see if Stasi will come with us," Alma said.  Lewis looked startled and she continued.  "I know the old Silver Bullet mine is supposed to be haunted, but I've never heard of a ghost acting like this before.  I'd like to take an experienced medium.  If for some reason there's a ghost who is wreaking havoc, Stasi is the best person to try to talk some sense into him."
"I wish Jerry was here," Lewis said.
Alma nodded, her eyes still scanning the sheets as if she'd find something new there.  Nothing, of course.  The weather was what it was.  "He's supposed to take the train home next Friday and he'll be home on Monday, on the 19th."
"In time for Christmas," Lewis said.
That made her smile, as he'd known it would.  "In time for Christmas.  And it will be good to have Jerry home."
 
The sun was barely creeping over the horizon down in the valley when they headed out to Alma's pickup truck.  
"Stasi should ride in the cab with you," Mitch said to Alma, looking dubiously at Stasi's coat.  "Lewis and I will ride in the back."
"It's what I have," Stasi said sharply.  Her long black wool overcoat wasn't as warm as the heavy parkas Alma and Lewis wore, or the battered leather flight jacket Mitch wore over layered sweaters.  And no, her black wool slacks weren't as warm as flannel-lined jeans over long johns, but she certainly didn't own any.  This was her only winter coat, and perfectly suitable to city streets.  Her life didn't usually involve tramping around a wilderness.
"We can all fit in the cab," Lewis said.
"Four of us?" Alma said.
"We'll ride in the back," Mitch said.  There was no way three were fitting in the cab if one of them was Mitch, much less four.  "Unless you want me to drive."
"I'm driving," Alma said.
"We know."  Lewis grinned.  "Ok.  Mitch and I will be gentlemen and freeze in the bed of the truck."
Stasi felt she needed to make a point.  "I would…."
"Don't be silly," Alma said briskly, getting in on the driver's side.  "You were kind enough to say you'd come along on this expedition, and you're not a flyer so of course you don't have heavy clothes.  You'll ride in the front with me and these two excuses can sit in the back."
"Then we get the thermos," Mitch said, claiming the pack with the coffee and snacks.
The sun made patterns through the leafless trees, the sky a clear winter blue.  The storm had blown itself out to the east, and the roads weren't too bad.  Alma was a very careful driver and the pickup had chains that crunched on the occasional patch of snow on the road.  Through town the main roads were completely plowed, but as they got up into the mountains there were still patches of ice in the lee of outcroppings where the sun rarely touched the road in winter.  Above, ponderosa pines carried the snow load on their broad branches between high peaks.
"What desolate country," Stasi said at last.
Alma didn't look away from the road, but she smiled.  "I was just thinking how beautiful it is.  To each their own."
"I didn't mean to be insulting," Stasi said.
"You weren't."  Alma downshifted, going up the grade.  "Different people love different things.  Me, I can't stand cities.  I'm a country girl at heart."
"Were you born here?" Stasi asked.
"I was born in Kansas," Alma said.  Her blond hair had escaped from her hat, curling behind her ears.  "My dad was a cavalry trooper and my mom died when I was born.  I grew up in forts all over the west."  She gave Stasi a sideways smile.  "You know that little kid in Westerns who always runs in yelling that there's a stampede or an Indian attack or something?  That's me.  We were here in Colorado for almost six years when I was a kid and I loved it.  So when Gil and I came back to the States after the war, he wanted a good place to start a business, and I wanted to come home.  It worked out real well for both of us."
"He wanted to make you happy," Stasi said.
"And it made him happy too.  Gil liked it here."  Alma's voice was even.  "But it's not for everybody.  And that's ok.  I'm glad Jerry's had this job in New York for the fall.  Colorado Springs was my dream, not his.  It's good for him to get out in his world again.  If it's not your world either, that's ok too."
"Darling, I have no idea," Stasi said.  It had been so long since she'd even considered what she might want as opposed to the merely possible.  Choosing was a luxury she'd left behind a long time ago.  But it had been months since anything terrible happened.  That did tend to give one perspective.  Though one could hardly count on a streak like that to hold.  "So if you grew up here," she said, "You know all about the haunted mine."
Alma shrugged.  "A little bit about it.  It wasn't famous or anything.  There are a lot of abandoned mines around here."
"Why?"
"They found gold and silver in Colorado about a hundred years ago.  You can guess there was a big rush and boom, but a lot of the deposits were shallow and small and the mines petered out pretty quickly.  The Silver Bullet mine was one of those.  It was only open about twenty years and was played out by the time I moved here in '97.  I'd guess it closed down in '92 or '93?  Anyway, back in the eighties there was a cave-in and a couple of men were killed.  When I was a kid the whole place was deserted.  The mining company still owned it, but it wasn't worth anything.  About ten years ago the State of Colorado seized it for back taxes — the mining company hadn't paid anything in decades, so it's state land now."
"Killed in a cave in," Stasi mused.  "I suppose.  But you'd think the miners would haunt the owners or something if they wanted revenge.  In my experience ghosts rarely sit around deserted buildings out in the middle of nowhere.  They want to haunt people.  It's fairly pointless to haunt somewhere no one ever goes.  It's like picketing."
"Picketing?" Alma looked confused.
"Darling, when you plan a demonstration you want the people you're demonstrating against to see it.  There's not much point in marching around a field somewhere with signs!"
"I suppose not," Alma said.  "I guess I didn't think ghosts had much choice."
"Oh they do," Stasi said.  "Most ghosts haunt the place they used to live, either because they like it or because that's where their family is.  Sometimes they haunt the place they died if it's a good way to get back at the ones who killed them — battlefields and prisons and dungeons and the like.  But who in the world haunts a Woolworth's, even if they did drop dead there?  If this place is as deserted as you say, I can't imagine why any self-respecting ghost would be there.  Did you actually see a ghost?"
"I didn't," Alma said.  She shrugged.  "It was one of those things.  Older kids at school dared each other to go up there.  They said there were mysterious lights at the minehead."
"Ghost lights," Stasi said.  "Or maybe just lights?"
"It could be," Alma allowed.  "They might have seen a night watchman with a lantern."
"But why would there be a night watchman on an abandoned building?"
"And then there's Rayburn's story about lightning flashes out of a clear sky," Alma said.  "Which may be connected or maybe not."
Stasi shook her head.  "I don't claim that I know everything there is to know about the Dead, but I have never seen a ghost be able to affect things more than a few feet away.  If Mr. Rayburn was flying over in an airplane five thousand feet up…."  She broke off.  "I can't imagine what could do that."
"Neither can I," Alma said.  "But we'd better find out."
 
The last few miles the road was bad, snow sixteen inches deep crushed by the National Guard trucks that had gotten the passengers and crew from the plane crash, with another couple of inches on top.  Mitch and Lewis hung onto the sides as Alma rattled along in the tread marks, doing a cautious fifteen miles an hour which was probably the best speed possible considering.  
The Guard had branched off the road at the bottom of the box canyon, the tread marks turning off toward the downed plane which still lay at the end of the long slope.  Unplowed and smooth, the snow lay unbroken over the road another mile and a half to the Silver Bullet mine.  Mitch felt Alma downshifting, the truck nosing forward, and then she stopped.
"End of the line," Lewis said.  He tilted his head back, looking up at the sky, and Mitch put on his sunglasses against the snow glare.  "We're not going any further in the truck."
"I see that," Mitch said.  He climbed over the tailgate and went around to help Stasi out.  Her boots were perfectly fine for city streets, but not for walking a mile and a half uphill in unbroken snow.  "We're going to have to get you some workboots," he said.
She gave him a sideways look.  "And since when do you buy me shoes, darling?"
Lewis pulled the two packs out of the back and gave Mitch one.  He glanced up at the ridgeline.  "I bet he came right over there," Lewis said.  "If he was approaching from behind the minehead…"
"…and then he lost control and had to put her down, he'd have belly-slid down that slope."  Mitch nodded.  "Yeah, I see it."
Alma shook her head, putting on her gloves which she'd left off driving, the red pompom on the top of her hat bobbing.  "So he must have been pretty close when he lost the instruments.  How low were you?"
"About 2,000 feet," Mitch said.  "We were following the canyon up, and I'd gotten low because the visibility was poor."  And that was about what he needed to say about that.  Al could fill in the rest of how it had happened.  No need to make a drama out of it.
"Let's go have a look," Alma said.
There were four or five buildings at the minehead, the roofs red where the corrugated steel had rusted, the largest with four tiers of windows propped against the mountainside.  As they got closer Mitch could see that half the windows were broken.  Which made the padlock on the door superfluous.  Anybody could go three feet to the side and just climb in the window.
One of the smaller buildings had a broken in door, and Lewis went and looked in.  He shrugged.  "Junk," he said.  "Some paint cans.  A broken chair.  Some rotten timber."
"Why would you just leave buildings like this?" Stasi asked.
"It's too far out from town for anybody to want to use them for anything," Mitch said.  "We've got plenty of land and not many people.  No reason for anybody to want them."
Alma looked at Stasi.  "Do you feel anything?"
She shook her head.  "Not a thing," Stasi said.
"No ghosts?" Mitch asked.
"No," Stasi said.  "Ghosts would be a thing.  Which I do not feel."
"Ok."  No need for her to get snappy about it.  Mitch figured he'd let Al handle this.  He walked over to the main building and cupped his hand to look through the dirty glass of the window.  There were the big wheels for ore trolleys, their belts broken.  A bunch of heavy equipment lay deserted, parts of what looked like a generator.  Mitch frowned.  He was no expert on mining, but what had they needed some of this stuff for?  It looked like the rundown set of a Frankenstein movie.  That big tower thing with the coils…  He glanced back at Alma, who was walking with Stasi around the rusted iron rails beside a low, one story building with windows boarded up.  Stasi had her head bent like she was listening.  Best to just let her do her thing.  
Lewis was clearing away a pile of trash under the rusted roof of a porch in front, trying to get to one of the broken windows.  Broken glass glittered among a few drifts of snow.  
"Need a hand?"  Mitch helped him move a fallen section of rusted metal, not that heavy but bulky.
"Yeah.  I was thinking I'd have a look inside."  Lewis shoved another section to the side, carefully stepping over the big pieces of glass.  "Looks like somebody busted this out on purpose."
"Kids, maybe," Mitch said.  
"Yeah."  Lewis grinned.  "Not ghosts."
"And not anybody who cared about being sneaky," Mitch said.  The window looked like someone had thrown rocks at it.  A lot of rocks.
"Al said kids used to come up here," Lewis said.  "This looks like the kind of thing you'd do on a dare."
Mitch nodded.  They could see inside pretty well.  Long tables empty except for bird droppings and the leftovers of summer nests up above in the rafters.  More broken glass where upper windows had fallen in.  He stopped.  There was a faint sound, like a distant engine running.  "You hear that?"
"Yeah."  Lewis stopped, his hand on the window frame.  It was very quiet.  There was the wind on the ridge above, Alma and Stasi's footsteps.  And the distant sound of an electric motor.
"That's not supposed to be here," Mitch said.
"No kidding."  Lewis turned around.  "Hey Al!  Come over here."
Alma's stride lengthened, Stasi behind her.  "What's up?"
"Any ghosts?" Lewis asked.
"Nothing," Stasi said.  "I just told Alma.  I don't sense anything or feel anything.  I don't hear anything out of the ordinary."
"We do," Mitch said.  "Listen."
For a long moment everyone was quiet.
"That's something electric," Alma said.
"Yeah."  Mitch frowned.  "Any reason you know of why something electric would be running in an abandoned mine?"
"A pump?"  Alma put her hands on the window frame and climbed through, careful of the glass.  "You might have an automatic pump that was supposed to keep the water out.  It could be running off a lead-acid battery."
"A what?" Stasi asked.
"Like a car battery," Mitch supplied.  "A big one to handle what's basically the mine's sump pump.  I guess that would make sense.  But this is an awfully long time for it to last."
Lewis climbed through the broken window.  "It can't have been running full time."
Mitch gave Stasi a hand getting over the sill.  "Maybe it only turns on when the water reaches a certain level.  You wouldn't want it to run all the time."  He climbed in after her.  The middle of the huge room was a tangle of struts and old wires, the framework for what must have been some kind of hoist in the center.  Loading ore cars, Mitch thought.  They pulled the ore out of the mine on the light gauge rail in carts.  They must have had a tall hoist.  He glanced up.
Above, at the pinnacle of the four stories was a huge metal sphere, the tower structure holding it up like a ball on the end of a scepter.  Enormous wires and cables wound their way around the tower's legs, snaking back across the floor toward the entrance to the mine itself.  Beneath the thing's enormous head, a pair of long coils extended upward inside the structure, each of them pulsing faintly with bluish-lavender light.
"What the hell is that?" Mitch said.
The others followed his gaze, looking up at the thing which hovered like an enormous spider, the metal sphere humming softly.
"It looks like it came from outer space," Lewis said.
"Darling, you never told me you lived in Weird Tales," Stasi said.  For once she looked duly impressed.
"It's…um," Mitch said.  "Big?  Strange?  Pulsing with nacreous and unearthly light?  Not built by ghosts?"
"I have no idea what it is," Alma said at last.  "But I know who it belongs to."  She put her hands on her hips as they all looked at her.  "Nikola Tesla."
"The man who invented radio?" Stasi said.
"I thought that was Marconi," Lewis said.
"You would think that," Stasi said.  "But it's not true."
"That's not a radio," Mitch said.  "And what's it doing here?"
Alma grinned, walking around beneath it cautiously, looking up.  "Tesla lived here for a while at the turn of the century.  He had a lab in town when I was a kid.  It was pretty super.  He had some amazing experiments and I got to see a bunch of them.  He was always really nice to kids."  Her smile grew.  "Especially kids who loved dynamic motors."
"That would be you," Lewis said.
"I'd bet you a buck that he built this," Alma said.  "It looks like the stuff he used to have in his lab, except bigger."
Mitch could see a problem with that.  "But didn't Tesla leave a long time ago?  He didn't live here when I moved here, and that was what, thirteen years ago?"
"He left more like thirty years ago," Alma said.  "I don't think I was quite in my teens."
"Surely it hasn't been doing this all that time," Mitch said.  "A lead-acid battery isn't going to last that long even if it recharges.  It has to be drawing power from something."
"Unless it just turned on," Lewis said.  "Or somebody turned it on."
"What does it do?" Stasi asked.  She was staying well back from it.
"I don't know," Alma said.  "Those look like magnetic coils.  And those are definitely active power cables.  But I have no idea what it's supposed to do or if it's doing it."
"Then we'd better not start messing with it," Mitch said.  "It's a bad idea to start flipping switches on some mad science device when we have no idea how it works."
"I agree with that," Alma said.  She looked at Lewis.  "And I think you're right that it must have been activated recently, whether on purpose or by accident."
Stasi's face was keen.  "And could that have caused the crashes?"
"It might," Mitch said, looking up at the magnetic coils thoughtfully.  "Some kind of electro-magnetic pulse would have fried our instruments."
"Like a death ray," Stasi said.
Lewis looked at her incredulously.  "That's science fiction."
"So were airplanes forty years ago," Stasi said, tossing her head.  "This would have been built before the Wright Brothers flew."
Alma nodded slowly.  "This couldn't have been built to bring down aircraft.  There weren't any then.  I don't know what it's supposed to do, but that must be some kind of side effect.  Some kind of unintended consequence.  Besides, Dr. Tesla would never have created something that he thought would harm people.  He was a very nice person."
"That's what they said about Alfred Nobel, darling," Stasi said.  "And he invented explosives."
"He couldn't have intended it to cause plane crashes," Alma said hotly.
"It doesn't matter what he intended," Mitch interposed.  "It's likely that it's causing the crashes and that's a bad thing.  We need to figure out how to turn it off.  Without blowing up the side of the mountain," he added swiftly.
"You want to start taking apart one of Tesla's devices with no idea how it works?" Alma asked.  "Because I sure don't, buster.  No, I think the best thing is to ask him."
"Ok, that makes sense," Lewis said.  "If he's still alive?"
"I think so," Alma said.  "I think I read an article by him in Popular Mechanics not very long ago.  He lives in New York."
"Hey, I read that too," Mitch said.  
"I guess we could wire him," Lewis said.
"Dr. Tesla stop have death ray stop tell us how to turn it off stop?" Stasi said.
"Ok, maybe it's better to phone."  Lewis looked abashed.
"We should call Jerry," Alma said.  "And get Jerry to track him down.  He can tell Jerry what to do."
"Ok, that makes sense," Mitch said.  "Let's get back to the house and give Jerry a ring."
"That begs the question of how it got turned on," Lewis said.
"Yes," Stasi said.  "It does."  She looked worried, but she didn't say another word all the way back to the truck.
 
The Club was crowded, the larger private dining room taken up by some businessmen's club from Long Island, the main dining room full of families dining in style at the end of a day's shopping or the start of a few weeks' holiday, and as a result the club steward had asked politely if Ras Iskinder and his guest would object to being served in the Minuit Room. It was usually open only at lunch, a room of dark paneling and leather banquettes and booths for the convenience of businessmen — certainly pleasant, Jerry thought, but he resented what he suspected was the steward's real motive. It would be awkward for all concerned if the waiters kept having to explain to disapproving strangers that the gentleman of color was in fact an Ethiopian prince. Iskinder accepted without a blink, however, and soon they were settled in one of the corner tables, drinks in hand and the heavy menus open in front of them. There were two other parties in the room, a trio of old men who looked like professors, waving soup spoons at each other as they argued some point, and a younger man dining with a woman with overemphatic upswept hair and a miniature trilby perched over one eye. Tucked away with the mistresses and the cranks, Jerry thought, and slanted a glance at Iskinder, who smiled.
"You have to admit, it's nice to have some privacy."
And that was true, too. Jerry returned the smile. "Yes, but —"
"I'd rather eat here," Iskinder said firmly. "The ones who didn't snub me would want to toad-eat me. Dinner is on me, and no excuses."
"But —" Jerry began again, and subsided as Iskinder raised a finger. "All right, but I warn you, I had my heart set on the most expensive steak."
"It would please me to no end, if I believed you."
"Fine, then." Jerry adjusted his glasses and considered the menu, looking up as the waiter came bustling over. "I'll start with the lobster cocktail and then the porterhouse, please. With the duchess potatoes and a salad."
Iskinder smiled with what seemed like genuine pleasure. "The oyster loaf, then, and the lobster Newburg.  And another round of drinks."
They had discovered early on that the Club's surviving wine was far worse than its whiskey. The waiter reappeared with a relish plate and the fresh drinks in a small silver coffee pot, and Jerry topped up his own glass. Iskinder selected an olive thoughtfully.
"Any word on the medallion?"
"It's being photographed right now." Jerry lowered his voice automatically. "I have no idea if Hutcheson has formal permission or not, and I don't really care. As far as the purchase goes, though — apparently Merrill wasn't lying. There's a certain resistance to the idea of buying it."
"That's unfortunate."
"That's one word for it."
"Do you want me to try to put a word in?"
"If you think it would help — yes, absolutely." Jerry nodded. "And thank you."
"There are factions within the board," Iskinder said.  "I've been studying them on my own account —"
He broke off, frowning, and Jerry turned to see the waiter approaching again.
"Dr. Ballard? I'm sorry to interrupt, but there's a telephone call for you. Long distance."
Not again. Jerry made himself take a deep breath. Long distance had to be Alma, had to be disaster — or if it wasn't disaster, and God forbid it should be, it was probably a warning that Pelley's goons had figured out what he'd done —
"Shall I bring a handset to the table?" the waiter went on, and Iskinder nodded.
"That would be best, thank you."
Jerry nodded, too, and took a gulp of his drink. "As long as everyone's all right."
"Something's come up," Iskinder said, sensibly. "No need to borrow trouble."
"I know." It was just that moments like this brought home how precarious their lives were, dependent on the fragile wings and balky engines of aircraft. He shook his head. "I worry, that's all." And that was foolish to say, given how far Iskinder was from his own home, and how hard it would be to get word to him if there were some disaster there.
One of the stewards appeared with the telephone set and plugged it into the jack set into the underside of the table. "There you are, sir. The club operator will connect you."
"Thank you," Jerry said. He took another deep breath, and picked up the handset. "This is Ballard."
"Connecting you now, Dr. Ballard."
The line crackled and cleared, and Alma's voice swelled in the headset. "Jerry? It's Alma."
"Is everything all right?" Jerry was pleased that he'd managed to keep his tone light, but Alma answered quickly anyway.
"We're all fine. There have been two more plane crashes, though, and that's what I wanted to talk to you about."
"Ok." Jerry took another sip of his drink.
"All of the planes have gone down around the old Silver Bullet Mine," Alma said. "We did some poking around and — do you think you could find Professor Tesla?"
"Nikola Tesla?" Jerry said, startled.
"Yes. He moved to New York, and I know he must be pretty old, but Mitch is pretty sure he's still alive, we saw an article in Popular Mechanics just this year —"
"Al. He's fine. He — I met him at a party a couple of weeks ago." Jerry paused. "He wants to sell you an airplane. I sent you his card last week, but you won't have gotten it yet."
"Well, that makes things easier," Alma said. "Sort of. Dr. Tesla used to have a lab here in town, and it seems as though one of his devices has gotten turned on. We think it's related to the accidents."
"Related how?"
"We don't actually know," Alma answered. "It's not as though it's some comic book death ray —"
She stopped abruptly, and Jerry imagined her wincing. "Death ray," he repeated. Across the table, Iskinder's eyebrows rose.
"It most certainly is not." There was a pause, static singing in the wires. "Probably not, anyway. But somehow it's gotten turned on, and we need to turn it off."
"So you want me to look up Tesla and ask him for instructions," Jerry said slowly. "Al, I'm not sure that's going to work."
"It's a start," Alma said. "Look, if this thing is in fact contributing to the accidents, we have to at least see if he can tell us how to do it ourselves. But, I agree, I'm not all that optimistic. Dr. Tesla's devices were always — complicated."
"You sound like you knew him," Jerry said.
"There's not really time to go into that," Alma said. "Look, if you'll just talk to him, tell him what's going on — cancel your train ticket, I'll fly to New York and bring you back with me. He can tell me what to do, or he can come back with us and turn it off himself."
Jerry hesitated. It was a tempting offer — he'd been dreading the cross-country train trip almost as much as he'd been looking forward to seeing them all again — and if Alma was right, and there was some mysterious device that knocked airplanes out of the sky that only Nikola Tesla could control, then it made sense. 
"All right," he said aloud, cutting off further persuasion.
"Oh." Jerry could almost see her startled blink, the shake of her head as she moved on to the next item on her list. "OK. Right. I can leave tomorrow, which means I'll be in New York on Wednesday…"
"And I'll talk to Tesla," Jerry said.  "Just —" He stopped, shaking his head in turn. "Be careful, Al."
"You know I will," she answered. "See you soon!" 
She hung up before he could answer, and he leaned back in his chair as the steward came to retrieve the telephone set, followed by the waiter with their first course. Iskinder tipped his head to one side, but didn't say anything until both were out of earshot. Jerry took a quick bite of his lobster, but there was no forestalling the question.
"Death ray?"
"Alma says it isn't." Jerry swallowed. "She says it caused three airplane crashes — and something that knocks airplanes out of the sky sounds like a death ray to me. She also says it's something Dr. Tesla built, and she wants him to tell her how to turn it off."
"You know, from Alma I entirely believe it," Iskinder said. He paused. "Did you know that Dr.Tesla tried to sell my government a patent for a death ray?"
"Apparently it works," Jerry answered.
 
Alma hung up the receiver and looked at Lewis.  "I'm going to New York tomorrow morning," she said.
Mitch frowned.  "Now, hold on a minute here."
"Why?" Lewis said at the same moment.
"Jerry has met Dr. Tesla.  He's still alive and we can find out how to turn off that thing.  But we have to go ask him.  There's no way Jerry can explain this and get the technical stuff down and then manage to pass it on to us.  We're going to need to actually talk to him — not on the telephone — and get him to show me exactly what to do."
Mitch's frown deepened.  "I'll allow you're the best mechanic of us, Alma.  But don't you think he could show me what to do?"
"I don't like the idea of you flying cross country by yourself," Lewis said.  From someone else that would have rankled, but from Lewis it didn't.  It just meant that he was worried.  For that matter, Mitch was worried.  Only Stasi said nothing.
Alma shook her head.  "You can't go, either one of you, because you're in the Reserves.  What do you think will happen if you do and there's another plane crash?"
Mitch looked exasperated.  "The Reserves can do without me for a few days, Al.  The same thing would happen as it does when they call and I'm on a flight to LA or something."
"Yes, but you know there's likely to be a crash and you know exactly where it's likely to be," Alma argued.  "Besides, you need to persuade Colonel Sampson to get the Army to declare that airspace off limits temporarily.  This is going to keep happening until that thing is turned off, and it can't cost any more lives.  We can't keep people from flying over the Silver Bullet mine, but maybe Colonel Sampson can."
"I'm going to tell him there's a Death Ray there?"
"Well, it's the truth, isn't it?"
Lewis cleared his throat.  "We can tell him there's a magnetic disturbance, a navigation hazard.  And if he wants to come down here and see the thing himself, he can.  There's nothing occult or illegal about it.  We just walked up there in a perfectly normal way, looked in the window, and there it was."
"That's true enough," Mitch said, putting his hands in his pockets.
"I know you don't want to sound like a nut to Colonel Sampson," Alma said.  "But you won't."  She looked at Lewis.  "You and Lewis need to stay here and safeguard lives.  You've got to keep that thing from killing anybody else.  I'll go get Dr. Tesla.  Hopefully he'll come back with me, and if not at least I can get him to tell me what to do.  Besides, I'm the one who knows him.  You two are perfect strangers."
Stasi smiled.  "Do you know him, darling?"
"I met him a bunch of times when I was a kid," Alma said.  "He had that lab here in town then and I hung around.  I thought his experiments were amazing, and sometimes he'd let us kids see.  He'd show us the most amazing things.  I still have no idea how he did some of them."
Stasi shrugged and reached for the coffee pot to pour herself another cup.  "That's because he's a vampire, darling.  Edison said so."
Lewis made a strangled noise.
"There are no such things as vampires," Alma said firmly.  "They're a myth."
"It's all about hidden psycho-sexual tension or something else Freudian," Stasi said with a wave of her hand.  "All that wanting men to come sneaking in your window at night and mesmerize you into complete submission while they undress you very, very slowly and have their evil way with you by indulging in their twisted desires full of sublimated eroticism."
Mitch grinned.  "You ought to write for Weird Tales," he said admiringly.  
Stasi beamed.  "You think so, darling?"
Lewis cleared his throat.  "But Dr. Tesla's not a vampire."
"Of course he's not," Alma said.  "He's a very nice old man.  And a scientific genius who invented dozens of things we use every day, like the dynamo electric motor."
"And the repeating record player!" Stasi put in.
"Really?" Mitch said.
"Absolutely," Stasi said.  "It's one of his American patents."
Lewis blinked.  "Are you his fan club?"
"Some girls like Valentino.  Some like Tesla," Stasi said primly.
"I live in Weird Tales," Alma said.  Sometimes her life was just incredibly strange.  "I'm going to take the Dude, I think.  It's easier for one person to manage, and I don't need a lot of room to bring back just me, Tesla and Jerry.  Also it costs less to fuel and operate, and that leaves you the Terrier for the regular business runs."
"I wish you weren't going alone," Lewis said.
"I won't be alone coming back."  His eyes were filled with concern, and she couldn't be angry about that.  He wouldn't try to stop her.  He just wished he could go with her.  "Jerry will be with me on the return trip even if Tesla can just tell me what to do."
"That's true," Lewis said, and the cloud in his eyes lifted somewhat.
 
There was no particular difficulty in taking a day off to do Alma's business — it wasn't as though Jerry had regular hours at the Met, and his weekly stipend was fixed rather than an hourly wage, but he still felt oddly guilty taking the bus south on Seventh Avenue instead of north toward the museum.  There was really nothing much he could do, though, not while Rosenthal's medallion was still being photographed and he was still waiting for replies to letters he'd sent the week before, and he dragged himself off the bus at Penn Station, averting his eyes from the man selling apples on the corner.  
The Hotel Governor Clinton was new and imposing, thirty-two stories high, stepped brick towers rising above a granite base.  Jerry made his way into the grand gold lobby, sunk seven steps below street level, and found a house phone.  "Dr. Tesla's room, please," he said, to the hotel operator. "My name's Ballard. I believe he's expecting the call."
"One moment, please," the operator answered, and there were the usual clicks and static as the line was held.  "Putting you through now, Dr. Ballard."
"Hello?"  The voice was firm but faint, and Jerry braced himself.
"Dr. Tesla?  It's Dr. Ballard.  I take it you got my note?"
"Yes, Dr. Ballard, though I admit I'm still a little confused."
And well you might be, Jerry thought.  He'd spent a solid hour drafting the brief letter, not wanting to come right out and say we need you to tell us how to turn off your death ray — he had no particular desire to sound like any more of a lunatic than he already did — and in the end he'd erred on the side of discretion rather than clarity.  "Yes, well, it's bit of a complicated matter.  And probably best handled confidentially."
"I see."  There was a brief pause, static singing in the earpiece, and then Tesla sighed.  "Perhaps we should have coffee — or perhaps an early lunch?  I'll come down.  The coffee shop is quite pleasant."
Jerry made a face:  it was probably expensive, too.  "Thank you, Dr. Tesla.  That would be excellent."
He set the handset back on the gilt-touched telephone and moved toward the middle of the lobby, where he could keep an eye on the bank of elevators, watching the arrows swinging from side to side above the doors. Soon enough, the middle set opened to release a pair of women in neat suits and fur stoles, followed by a tall, gaunt man in an equally well-tailored suit. Jerry took a step forward, and saw Tesla recognize him.
"Dr. Ballard.  A pleasure to see you."  He did not offer his hand.
Jerry nodded briskly.  "I appreciate your taking the time to see me."
"Your note certainly made it seem important," Tesla answered.  He waved vaguely toward the steps that led to the coffee shop.  "I'd very much like to hear the details."
"I'll be glad to tell you what I know," Jerry answered.
The coffee shop was mercifully uncrowded, not yet busy with the lunch rush.  The manager led them happily to a table tucked into a corner banquette and brought menus, while a pert uniformed waitress fetched water and coffee and crackers.  Jerry managed not to wince at the prices, and Tesla smiled.
"Let's order first, and then we can talk in comfort."
Jerry nodded, still scanning the menu for things within his price range.  "The ham mousse on toast, please," he said, and Tesla gave a grave smile.
"The creamed cod," he said. "With extra bread and butter."
The waitress scurried off, and Jerry busied himself preparing his coffee, trying to decide the best place to start.
"I gather that the device I left in the Silver Bullet mine is causing some sort of problem?" Tesla said.
"That's right," Jerry said, abandoning his coffee.  "From what I understand from Mrs. Segura, it's creating some sort of navigation hazard for aircraft.  There have been three crashes in the last month, all of them around the Silver Bullet."
"But that's hardly proof that the mine has anything to do with it," Tesla objected.
"Certainly not," Jerry said. "But Alma and the rest of the crew have been up to the mine, and seen — whatever your device is — working.  It's too much to dismiss it as a coincidence."
Tesla frowned. "But it shouldn't do anything like that — I can't see how it would have any effect on aircraft.  Unless…" He stopped, and reached into his jacket pocket for a notebook and pencil.  He jotted a few numbers on the page, and a string of symbols, still frowning, then closed the notebook again.  "Well, I suppose it's barely possible. I'd need to see the machine to be sure. I only hope the recording elements are still intact."
"You didn't just leave this thing running," Jerry said, involuntarily, and leaned back as the waitress appeared with their plates.
"There you are, sir.  And extra bread and butter for you, Dr. Tesla, and also that Vermont honey you like."
"Thank you, my dear," Tesla said.  "That's very kind."
Jerry looked at his own plate, the pink mousse piled high on triangles of toast, topped with a tiny tomato, a pastry shell filled with creamed vegetables to one side.  At least it was a generous amount for forty-five cents, and he took a cautious bite.
"I didn't leave it running," Tesla said.  He looked faintly uncomfortable, and Jerry frowned in turn.
"Well, it's definitely running now."
"I did make arrangements so that it could be activated remotely," Tesla admitted.  "After I blew out the generators in Colorado Springs, it seemed advisable to move the actual transmitter further away — and, in any case, I needed to demonstrate that long distance transmission was in fact possible."
"Transmitter," Jerry said.  He felt it was better not to comment on the fact that Tesla had blown out the town's electrical system.
"I've been working for some years on the problem of wireless transmission of electricity," Tesla said primly.  "My work in Colorado was the beginning of that."
"And the thing in the mine is a piece of it," Jerry said.
"It was an early prototype," Tesla said.  "A model for the larger system built at Wardenclyffe."
"I see."
"I'm not sure that you do."
"No more am I," Jerry answered frankly.  "But what I definitely don't understand is how it could still be running.  Even if you left it on, surely its power source would have been exhausted by now."
"Ah." Tesla concentrated on his food for a long moment.  "Well, you see.  My main laboratory was in Colorado Springs, not at the mine. And of course there was no telephone or telegraph wire up there, not when I was working there.  So I designed the tower to activate on receiving a radio signal of a certain minimum duration at a certain frequency."
Jerry considered that for a moment.  "Not a specific signal, like a Morse letter, something like that."
Tesla had the grace to look momentarily abashed.  "No.  Reception was always difficult in the mountains, and there was very little radio traffic at the time.  Anything that lasted more than nine seconds on the relevant frequency would do the job."  He brightened slightly.  "Though it was hardly a common frequency."
Common enough, apparently, Jerry thought.  He said, "Does that mean that there's a matching signal that would turn it off again?  Even temporarily?"
"Unfortunately, no," Tesla answered.  "Once the experiment was completed, it was important to examine the transmitter for any untoward effects. It seemed more practical to have to turn the system off by hand rather than miss some fluctuation in the power levels that might cause problems down the line."
"I… see," Jerry said again.  This time, Tesla did not correct him.  "And I presume it would be foolhardy to try to disconnect the machine unless you were there to supervise?"
"More than foolhardy!" Tesla exclaimed.  "It would be actively dangerous, I'm afraid."
"And I imagine it's not something you could create instructions for."
"No, indeed not."  Tesla looked momentarily severe.  "No, if it's causing this kind of trouble — I'm very much afraid I'll have to deal with it myself."
Jerry opened his mouth, closed it firmly over his first thought. "I expect that would be best, yes."
Tesla pushed his plate away.  He'd made good inroads into the meal, leaving only scraps of the creamed cod and finishing most of the extra bread-and-butter as well as the little pot of honey.  "I'll require a first-class train ticket to Colorado Springs," he said.  "Leaving as soon as possible."
"I think we can do better than that," Jerry said.  He pushed his own plate aside. "Mrs. Segura has said she would fly you out herself — your own private plane, Dr. Tesla.  I hope that would suit."
Tesla blinked, then smiled, an engaging, happy smile that belonged to a very much younger man.  "That would be lovely, Dr. Ballard.  And an adventure, too.  When should I expect to leave?"
Jerry considered.  Alma would be here tomorrow, barring weather, but they'd need at least a day on the ground to get the plane serviced and to let Al rest up.  "I'd say no earlier than the sixteenth and probably not until the seventeenth."
"Very well."  Tesla pushed back his chair.  "I'll have some arrangements to make, of course, but I see no reason I couldn't be ready. And clearly this needs to be dealt with.  If you'll excuse me, Dr. Ballard…"
"Of course," Jerry said, and only then realized that he'd been left with the check.  But it was worth it, he told himself, as he fumbled with his wallet to find a dollar and change for the tip.  They needed Tesla's help — needed Tesla to turn off whatever it was that he'd built up there in the mountains before it caused any more harm.  And in any case, there was something about the old man's smile that took away some of the sting.  An adventure, he'd called it.  Well, it was that, all right, and then some, and it took guts to face that with a smile when you were in your seventies and sufficiently distinguished that you could reasonably expect the world to come to you.  Jerry pushed himself to his feet, and threaded his way out of the rapidly filling coffee shop.  Alma would be relieved.
 
Mitch waited for Colonel Sampson to be called to the phone with some trepidation.  How the hell was he going to make this whole thing not sound nuts?  See, Sir, I found a Death Ray….  Colonel Sampson, the planes have been crashing because of a mad science device in a haunted silver mine….  And yeah, it did matter to him if he sounded like a lunatic.  The United States Army wasn't big on lunatics.  Not that it mattered like it once had.
He'd joined up in '14, right after graduation, and he'd intended to make a career of it.  The US wasn't at war, not yet, and his family had been anything but thrilled, but a shiny lieutenant's commission had seemed like the door to a bigger world.  Books were great, but what they told him was that there was a lot more to the world than you could find in the seventy miles between home and college, a lot more interesting places than the Piedmont, boring and staid and ordinary.  He'd been right about that.  In the first three years he'd been in Illinois and Kentucky and Texas, met all kinds of people from all over.  There were guys who had been posted in Panama and Alaska, even Peking on the other side of the world.  They'd watched the sun rise over the harbor in Sydney and rounded Cape Horn on a full-rigged ship, walked the desert sands of Galilee in the footsteps of Christ.  Who knew where he might be sent next?
England, of course.  France and Italy, places only the very rich got to go under their own steam.  That's where the war was.  And then Budapest and Vienna, hazy and strange through the mists at the end.  The world was big, and lots of things in it weren't very nice after all, but they were still worth seeing, still worth having done.  But in 1919 none of it seemed like so great a deal anymore.  He'd resigned his active duty commission, stayed in only as a reservist.  Gil gave him a job, and he had his planes and what else did he need?  The reserves kept him on the rolls for things like this, for flying search and rescue when it was really important.  He didn't need to be regular Army for that.
Gil had been wrong about one thing -- that he was going up.  "One day you'll have stars on that collar," Gil had said, and Mitch had laughed, half pleased and half envious.  Gil had been a lieutenant colonel rather than a captain, for all that he was only seven years older than Mitch.  It had meant something that Colonel Gilchrist thought he ought to be brass.  And maybe he would have been if he'd stayed in, but it hadn't seemed worth it at the time.
And now, well, the oak leaves on his collar didn't matter as much as doing it right.  Being a major in the reserves meant that he could get it done right, safeguard lives, keep these kids who didn't know what they were doing in one piece until they learned.  Search and rescue was a dangerous business.  It mattered.  And so it mattered if Colonel Sampson decided he'd gone round the bend.
"This is Sampson."
"Sir, this is Mitchell Sorley," Mitch said.  "I've got some news for you."
"What's that?" Sampson sounded receptive rather than impatient, a good sign.
"Captain Segura and I went up to the area near the last three crash sites by truck.  They were all near an abandoned silver mine, the Silver Bullet.  We wondered what was up.  And we found something."
"Found something?"
Mitch took a deep breath.  "Yes, sir.  There's some kind of device, some machine there, that's still running.  I'm thinking it's giving off some kind of interference and that's what's scrambling our instruments."
"Interference?"  He hated the way Sampson just kept repeating things, but he did that all the time.
"Interference," Mitch said.  "Some kind of electrical pulse.  That would account for the lightning damage that Rayburn took and that Segura and I reported.  I'm recommending that we class it a navigation hazard."
"That's interesting."
Really, Mitch thought.  Interesting?  That's the best he had?  "Mrs. Gilchrist -- Mrs. Segura -- says that the scientist Dr. Tesla used to lease that property for a lab for electrical experiments.  I'm guessing that this is something of Dr. Tesla's that's somehow gotten turned on.  She's getting in touch with him to find out how to turn it off.  But whatever the reason, in the meantime I think we should call it a navigation hazard and tell aircraft to avoid the area."
There was a long silence.  Probably Sampson was wondering how he could pass this up the chain without sounding like a nutcase too.  At last he cleared his throat.  "Well, three crashes in that area suggests something's going on."
No shit, Mitch thought.  "Yes, sir."
"I'll have a couple of conversations.  Thank you for your suggestion, Sorley."
"Thank you, sir," Mitch said and rang off.  Well, at least the oak leaves were good for something.  Though whether or not the airspace around the Silver Bullet Mine would be placed off limits was anybody's guess.  Once in a while, he wished he had those stars.
 



Chapter Nine
 
December 14, 1932
 
New York
 
The telephone in his room rang as Jerry was knotting his tie, and he froze for an instant before he limped around the bed to pick it up.  It couldn't be Alma, unless she'd been delayed by weather; she was due in this afternoon, but surely it was too early for anything to have happened.
"Ballard here."
"Mr. Hutcheson for you, sir," the club operator said.  
Jerry relaxed, letting himself down onto the edge of the bed.  "Put him through, please."
"Ballard." Hutcheson's voice came through clearly.  "Sorry to bother you on your day off, but — something's come up."
"Oh?"  As long as it didn't go on into the afternoon, Jerry thought.  
"There's been a new development with the Rosenthal collection," Hutcheson said.  "I'd like to discuss it in person."
A chill settled in Jerry's gut.  This couldn't be good.  Merrill was making good on his threat. "Of course.  I can come straight over."
"That would be good," Hutcheson said, and Jerry swore under his breath.
"I'll be there in half an hour."
Under the circumstances, he took a cab, even though it left him with the two dollars in his wallet and a handful of change in his pocket until his next check.  He made his way past the museum visitors and down the stairs to the offices, and managed to nod politely to Miss Walters.
"Go right in, Dr. Ballard," she said.  "He's expecting you."
"Thanks."  Jerry knocked, then pushed the door open, and Hutcheson looked up from a folder.
"Ah.  Ballard.  Come in and close the door."
Jerry did as he was told, and seated himself in the hard wooden chair Hutcheson kept for visitors.  "I take it there's a problem."
"I was told this morning that the museum has no interest in any part of Herr Rosenthal's collection," Hutcheson answered. "Not even the ushabtis, which I was sure they'd take.  Rosenthal's agent has asked for the collection back, as he's had another offer."
"Already?"  Jerry shook his head, not quite able to take it in.  He'd underestimated Pelley, both his determination and how fast the man would move. 
"Apparently someone on the board called Judson — he's the agent." Hutcheson gave a thin smile.  "As a favor, you understand, given the circumstances."
Because Rosenthal needed the money quickly, Jerry thought, and who could blame him?  Germany was unsettled, the latest elections just as divisive as Roosevelt's election, and even though the National Socialists had lost some seats in the parliament, their paramilitary squads were still beating up Jews on the streets of Berlin.  Rosenthal was an old man, left with only a granddaughter after his sons were killed in the war.  It was no wonder he wanted to leave the country.  "We can't let — is there any chance the Met would buy just the medallion?"
"Not without telling the Board exactly why we want it," Hutcheson answered.  "And that's as good as shouting it from the rooftops.  The British would hear, and we'd never get the permits.  At least this way we'll have the photographs to work from."
But that won't do any good if Pelley gets the medallion.  He won't need five years of careful politicking to put together an expedition.  Jerry swallowed the words.  "When does Judson want it?"
"Today or tomorrow.  As I said, he's had what sounds like an unexpected offer."  Hutcheson paused.  "However, I do have some good news.  I've also received photographs of a set of stele from a site near Alexandria, and the Board agreed to extend your contract to give us an appraisal."
Jerry's breath caught in his throat.  He'd been so caught up in the immediate problem of the medallion that he hadn't realized what this would mean for his job.  Selfishly, he didn't want to leave New York, didn't want to let go of the life he'd just begun to rebuild.  "I won't pretend that's not a relief," he said.  "What period?"
"Hellenistic, by the look of them."  Hutcheson fumbled through his papers, came up with a sheet of onionskin covered in closely-spaced typing.
Jerry took it, skimming through the blotted carbon.  The descriptions were thorough, familiar fragments and images stitched together in ways that were unmistakably syncretic, and in spite of everything, his interest stirred.  Four fragmented stele, similar in style and decoration, with heavily abbreviated inscriptions — possibly found together, he noted, and looked back at Hutcheson.  "Black market?"
Hutcheson grimaced.  "Let's call it a gift from a collector."
That was answer enough.  "Definitely Hellenistic, if this is even marginally accurate. Relatively early, too — yes, I'm interested."
"Good.  I'll have Miss Walters draw up a new contract, then, on the same terms as before."
Jerry nodded, and Hutcheson looked down at his hands.
"Of course, this means your next check will be the last from this job, and of course there's no bonus since there's no purchase."
"Of course." And that, Jerry thought, was a casual swipe from Merrill — or else an attempt to cut off funds, drive him out of New York so that he couldn't interfere with the sale.  Thank God Iskinder was still in town.
"But I've talked them into having the new contract start January 15."
Rather than in February, Jerry knew.  He nodded again.  "I was going back to Colorado for Christmas anyway.  That shouldn't be a problem."  For a moment, he wanted to complain: one job pulled out from under him, another dangled like bait to keep him quiet, with no raise in pay, no bonus, nothing to make it any easier to meet his expenses.  But then, he had the chance of a job, and that was more than far too many people had these days.  He would still be able to afford to eat at the automat, and not a soup kitchen.
"Ah.  Yes, that's excellent."  Hutcheson shuffled his papers again.  "Now, with Judson in a hurry — would you be able to pack up the collection for us?"
Jerry paused.  "I'm sorry, Hutcheson, I had appointments today. I had to shuffle things already when you called me, and I don't want to be any later than I am already."
As he'd expected, Hutcheson frowned.  "I don't really have anyone competent to take care of it."
"The folder with the list is on my desk," Jerry said. "Look, I can pull down the boxes, and surely one of the graduate students can wrap everything up again."
"Yes, I suppose so."  Hutcheson sighed. "I'm sorry it's worked out this way, Ballard.  And I appreciate your understanding."
"Boards make mistakes," Jerry said, and let himself out.
He unlocked his office door and stood for a moment, staring blindly at the familiar clutter. He hated to leave even this job, something any newly-minted professor could have done and paying far less than it was worth, and it was worse knowing that the artifacts were going back to Rosenthal's agent — even without the medallion to consider, it was a shame to see some of the pieces vanish into private collections.  He tossed his hat onto the desk, and ran his hand through his hair.  He needed to talk to Iskinder, that much was obvious, and he also needed to delay the collection getting back to Judson.  First Iskinder, he thought, and picked up the telephone.
The Met's operator put him through to the operator at the Astoria, and she put him through to Iskinder's room.  To Jerry's relief, Iskinder picked up on the fifth ring.
"Yes?"
"Iskinder, it's Jerry."
"Ah."  Iskinder's voice sharpened. "Is anything wrong?"
"There's been a — change of plan," Jerry said carefully, mindful of the operators.  "I need to speak to you, rather urgently.  Can I come over?"
There was a pause.  "I have a meeting now, but I'll be free in two hours. Is that soon enough?"
"Yes."
"Come to the hotel, then," Iskinder said.  "I'll tell the front desk to show you up if I'm not back yet."
"Thanks," Jerry said, and put the receiver down.  That was a start:  Iskinder had money and influence, should be able to put in a preemptive bid for the medallion that even Pelley couldn't match. Surely.  He shoved that thought aside, and concentrated on the office.  Delay was what he needed, confusion and delay, and he reached behind him to lock the office door.  He could sow confusion, make it as difficult as possible for the museum staff to pack up Rosenthal's collection, and for a moment, he felt guilty, but suppressed the concern.  
He found the Rosenthal folder, opened it to expose the collection's master list.  Something to scramble it, to make it hard for anyone to get a handle on what it contained, that was what was needed, and he reached into his desk drawer to pull out a length of string salvaged from a package.  He closed his eyes, centering himself, then made the Kabbalistic cross, murmuring the invocation under his breath.  He could feel the protection on the medallion now, a gentle veil, the desire to avert his eyes, and put that aside.  He lifted the string, twisting and looping it, knot upon knot. Each one was another reason to look away, an item sliding from the list, dropping out of the corner of one's eye; it was interruption and confusion, counting three times and getting four answers, no ink for the pen and the pencil that snapped just as it was needed.  When he'd reached the end, the string wound into a snarled mess, he tossed it onto the list and focused his will.
"As this string, so the mind.  As this string, so the hand.  Confusion cloud them and happenstance hinder those who come to pack this, from this moment until tomorrow's dawn.  So mote it be."
He felt the spell catch and hold, saw the typing waver on Judson's fine bond paper.  He took a breath and collected the string, slipped it back into the desk drawer, positioning it so that it would lie directly beneath the folder.  And that was all he could do here. 
He limped back down Fifth Avenue to a deli with cheap coffee, downed two cups before it was late enough to meet Iskinder.  As promised, the front desk was expecting him, and Iskinder himself answered the suite's door.  
"Trouble," he said, as he closed the door behind them, and waved a hand toward the coffee service that stood on the sideboard.  "There's coffee if you want it."
Jerry shook his head. "Thanks, I've had more than enough.  And, yes, there's trouble.  The Met isn't going to buy Rosenthal's collection after all. They've turned it down and the agent wants it back."  He ran through what Hutcheson had told him, watching Iskinder's expression change, calm concern turning to real worry.
"I'm morally certain Pelley's planning to buy it," he finished, "and the only thing I can think of that'll keep it out of his hands is for someone to make Judson a better offer.  So I thought of you."
Iskinder gave a little half-smile.  "Yes, I see your point.  And if I buy it and let it be known that it's come back to Ethiopia with me — well, he can't precisely follow me there."
"That also crossed my mind," Jerry said.  "But — Pelley has money."
"I have more," Iskinder said.   "And I think you'll forgive me if I take a certain pleasure in rubbing his nose in it."  
"How can I help?"
"Give me three other artifacts in the collection, whatever details are relevant — other Ptolemaic objects, I think, I can plausibly say I collect them.  And then I'll call my agent."
"All right."  Jerry crossed to the desk to pull out a sheet of hotel stationary.  He pulled out his pen, and began neatly to list the best of the Ptolemaic objects.  The statue of an African girl was an obvious choice, a lovely piece, very nearly intact except for the feet; a tiny glass vial, iridescent blue with a gold lip, was unusual, and not perhaps terribly valuable, but it spoke of its world in a way that larger pieces didn't.  And then one of the other medallions, he decided, either the later copy of an Alexander triumph or perhaps the one that showed the Pharos in all its glory.  He turned to hand the list to Iskinder. "These would be my choices."
Iskinder nodded.  "Yes. We can work with this. Let me call Barstow and have him contact Rosenthal's man."
"Thank you."  There weren't really words for this, not for the kind of help that Iskinder was providing, and Jerry hoped his tone conveyed at least some of what he felt.
Iskinder touched his shoulder.  "Don't worry.  At least not yet.  Alma arrives this afternoon, yes?"
"Yes."
"Meet her as planned," Iskinder said.  "With any luck, I'll have some news by then."
 
It had been a good flight, two days of clear, calm weather, as though the Dude was riding in a bubble of golden light. She'd put down in Terre Haute for the night, staying at a boarding house not far from Dresser Field that was used to taking in pilots, then took off again not long after sunrise, boring east into the sun.  Eight hours yesterday, another eight hours today, and then a couple of days in New York to collect everyone and recover before they headed back.  She had reservations at what sounded like a decent hotel for single women at a better than reasonable price, and as long as the weather held, she couldn't see any problem retracing her route.  Of course, the weather was always tricky in the winter, with the forecasts only accurate for a day or so in advance, and not always then, but the forecast had been for a decent dry spell.  A week of dry weather would be ideal.  There was always a chance.
The Dude was a delight to fly, responsive without being touchy, easy on the arms and back — if it was a horse, she'd call it well-mannered. It was fast, too, compared to the Terrier, and she was happy with the fuel consumption so far.  In fact…  she smiled to herself. She could see why Lewis had claimed it for his own.  
She brought the Dude down through the broken clouds at three thousand feet, leveled out to reach for the clipboard that had the frequency for Floyd Bennett Field.  The last time they'd flown into New York, they'd landed at Flushing, but the route books all said that the new field at Floyd Bennett was a much better choice.  It had paved runways and electric lights, a tower manned all hours with a radio operator on duty:  a good deal better than she was used to, much as she hated to admit it.  She adjusted the radio, turning the dials to the listed frequency, and lifted the microphone from its hook.
"Gilchrist Aviation calling Floyd Bennett Tower.  Gilchrist Aviation calling Floyd Bennett Tower.  Come in, Tower."
There was a moment of silence, static sputtering in her ears, the engine's steady roar filling the cockpit, and then a scratchy voice spoke in her ear.
"Gilchrist, this is Floyd Bennett Tower.  We read you loud and clear, over."
"Tower, this is Gilchrist," Alma answered.  "I'm approaching on heading 255, request permission to land.  Over."
"Gilchrist, this is Floyd Bennett Tower.  You're an unscheduled flight?"
"That's correct, Tower. We're a private charter."  Alma waited.  She'd tried to time her arrival so that she'd miss the scheduled flights and the most likely times for the semi-scheduled ones, and in spite of herself she glanced at her watch.  It was a little past three o'clock. Surely she'd be ahead of the evening traffic.
"Roger that, Gilchrist.  Continue your approach on 255, we'll radio when we have a visual.  Tower out."
"Continue approach on 255 and wait for your visual," Alma repeated.  "Confirmed.  Gilchrist out."
She slipped the microphone onto its hook, scanning the instruments to be sure everything was in order.  It was still amazing how far aviation had come in the last few years, even in the last year.  They'd flown the Great Passenger Derby without any radio at all in the Terrier, and never really missed it; now Henry was pushing add-on radios for all his older planes, and new ones like the Dude — and even the standard version of the Frontiersman — came with it already installed.  Partly, she supposed, it was just that there were so many more planes in the air, and so many more full service fields.   You needed radio to keep track of all the traffic.
There was her landmark, Floyd Bennett Field and a pointing arrow painted on the roof of a long low building, and she brought the Dude down to two thousand feet, scanning the sky for the airport beacon.  And there it was, brilliant even in the bright afternoon, and a moment later the radio crackled.
"Gilchrist, this is Floyd Bennett Tower.  We have you on visual."
Alma waggled her wings to confirm, and reached for the radio.  "Roger that, Tower."
"The field is clear," the Tower reported.  "Hold your heading to land on runway 15-33. You're good to land, Gilchrist."
"Roger," Alma said again.  "And thank you, Tower.  Gilchrist out."
She could see the runways clearly now, a cross-cross of concrete over grass, the bright blue of the river beyond.  By the windsock, she was landing into the wind, and she let the Dude gently down, shedding altitude and speed until she was nearly stalling, the wheels just skimming the concrete.  She dumped the last lift, and the Dude kissed the pavement, bounced once, and settled.  She throttled back, looking for a flagman, and the radio crackled again.
"Gilchrist, this is Floyd Bennett Tower.  Reverse direction on the taxiway, and proceed to Hangar Two, second from the left."
Alma looked around again, found the taxiway and the line of hangars.  "Roger, Tower.  Proceeding to Hangar Two."
Hangar Two was new and well-lit and capacious, and the manager recognized the Gilchrist name and professed himself happy to take a company check for fees and fuel.  Alma thanked him and let one of the mechanics haul her suitcase out of the cargo compartment for her.  The ladies room in the main terminal was large enough to have a changing room, and she tipped the attendant to bring her a washcloth and towel.  There wasn't much she could do about her hair, crimped out of shape by the weight of the headphones, but she changed into her second-best suit and tucked her hair under the matching cloche, then settled the mink coat Jerry had won for her during the Great Passenger Race over her shoulders.  At least she would look respectable, though fashionable was probably out of her reach until she'd had a chance for a real bath.   
She tucked her flying clothes back into the suitcase, checked it at Left Luggage, and went to find a pay phone. Jerry had said to call him at the Harvard Club, and she gave the number to the operator, wiggling a little on the narrow wooden seat as she waited for the call to go through.
"Mrs. Segura?" That was the operator at the Club. "I'm putting you through."
"Thank you."  
More clicks and static, and then Jerry's voice came through, startlingly clear. "Alma!  Did you have a good flight?"
"An easy one," Alma answered.  "I'm at Floyd Bennett Field right now.  I thought I'd catch a taxi into the city, get myself settled, and then meet you."
"Sure." Jerry sounded oddly abstracted, and Alma frowned.  "Where are you staying?"
"A place called the Taft. I don't think it's far from you."
"The Taft!"  There was definitely something wrong there, and Alma's frown deepened. "Wait, Iskinder's here, and he wants to say hello."
"Jerry, what on earth —"  She realized she was speaking to empty air and stopped.
"Alma," Iskinder said, his voice instantly recognizable despite the years. "Welcome to New York.  By any chance is Mr. Segura with you?"
"He had to stay in Colorado, unfortunately," Alma answered.  "Why —"
"That's too bad.  I'd made arrangements for you to stay at the Astoria — a late wedding present, if Mr. Segura was here, but you might as well enjoy it. Why don't you come straight to the club, and we can have tea before we get you settled?  I'm sure you must be starving."
What's wrong with the Taft?  Alma swallowed the words, not wanting to ask in front of the listening operator.  "That does sound good," she admitted.  "All right, I'll take a cab and see you soon."
There were no cabs at the Terminal building — the manager explained apologetically that the airlines didn't land here, so there was no real need — but one appeared promptly in response to a telephone call. Alma let herself and her luggage be loaded into the cab and settled back for the ride.
The cabbie took the shore route, past Coney Island and along the banks of the upper bay, and then eased into the lines of traffic making for the Brooklyn Bridge.  Alma craned her neck like any tourist, staring at the massive double-arched pillars that held up the span, then peering through the windshield at the skyscrapers rising in Manhattan.  The traffic was remarkable, cars filling the span, and when at last they crossed into Manhattan, they were in an early twilight, the westering sun cut off by the towering buildings.
The sidewalks were just as busy, crowds on every corner as the cab picked its way slowly uptown.  Alma couldn't help staring, amazed at the sheer number of people. Men in neat topcoats and well-brushed hats rubbed shoulders with deliverymen and errand boys in flat caps and men in jackets that looked too thin for the cold wind.  The women were just as various, secretaries in cheap smart coats and thin stockings, here and there another fur, once a woman in a neat maid's uniform with two little girls in velvet coats, one on each hand.  Alma's hand flattened for an instant against her stomach, but she refused to let the thought take form.  Down a side street, a line snaked up the sidewalk from the door of a church, mostly men, hands in their pockets and shoulders hunched against the cold; outside an apartment building, a gold-braided doorman whistled for a cab, while a woman in an enormous fur clutched a tiny dog to her bosom.  And that was New York for you, a soup kitchen a block away from luxury, and each pretended the other couldn't see.
The cab pulled to the curb outside the Harvard Club, where a crimson flag with a gold-bordered white H waved on equal footing with the stars and stripes, and the cabbie and the doorman freed her suitcase and carried it into the entrance hall.  Alma tipped them both, hoping she looked like someone who did this every day, and the doorman promised to see her suitcase stored until she called for it   Dr. Ballard as in the hall, he added, with Ras Iskinder.
Alma thanked him and followed the crimson runner to the main lobby.  A fire was lit in the oversized fireplace, a cheerful crackle and the scene of woodsmoke; the paneled walls glowed in the soft electric light, and a pair of old men sat in armchairs barricaded behind identical newspapers.  She hesitated, and Jerry rose from another chair and came to meet her, Iskinder at his heels.
"Al.  It's good to see you."
Alma embraced them both, and only then wondered if that had been wise. The old men lowered their newspapers for a startled instant, then retreated again.  "Oh, it's so good to see you both — especially you, Iskinder. You look wonderful."
"Thank you.  So do you." Iskinder smiled down at her. "Is that the coat Jerry told me about?"
Alma stroked the collar.  "It is.  He won it fair and square."
"And it's not as though I had a use for it," Jerry said.
"And I certainly do," Alma finished, laughing.  Except that it wasn't so funny when the gossip columnists tried to make a scandal of it, receiving presents from a man who lived in her house but definitely wasn't her husband.
"It's very beautiful," Iskinder said. He glanced past her and smiled. "And I believe our table is ready."
A punctilious headwaiter settled them at a corner table, not so private as to be questionable, but far enough from the others that they could talk freely, and Jerry placed their order, tea and sandwiches and a chocolate cake that the waiter promised was a particular specialty.  That finished, he checked his watch and pushed himself away from the table.  
"If you'll excuse me for a minute, I have to make a quick phone call."
"Of course," Alma said, but she was frowning as she watched him go.  "Is everything all right?"
"Museum business," Iskinder said.  "You're looking very well.  I don't have to ask if you're happy."
Alma shook her head. "I've been incredibly lucky," she said.  "Lewis — he's nothing like Gil, nothing at all, but he's an amazing pilot and a good man and —" She knew she was blushing, but forged on anyway.  "And I love him.  I can't believe I've been this lucky twice."
"Gil would have wanted you to be happy," Iskinder said.  "He wanted you happy when he was alive."
"I know."  And she did know that.  If Gil had lived — well, they would have made it work, somehow, changed the bedrooms around again and moved on.  For a moment, she could almost see the hospital room outside Venice, watery sunlight filtering through the curtains, the spotless sheets folded just so around Gil's emaciated body.  Jerry had been gone by then, sent back to the States, his last words echoing in her ears: take care of him, Al, and write me…  Write me when he's gone, Jerry had meant, and she'd just nodded, not able to trust herself to speak. But then Gil had rallied, and the nursing staff was about to be sent home as well, and Mitch and Iskinder had showed up grinning, chaplain in tow, papers in hand, and a pair of plain gold rings in Iskinder's pocket.  She'd gone from Alma Sullivan to Alma Gilchrist with a whisper and a pair of shaky signatures, and never regretted it for an instant.  She wouldn't regret Lewis, either, no matter what Diana demanded of him.  "I'm just — I've been so lucky."
"I can see.  I'm sorry not to have the chance to meet him."
"I'd have liked to have him along," Alma answered.  "It's a long flight.  But —"  She lowered her voice.  "The problem that we're having — I don't know how much Jerry told you?"
"Dr. Tesla and his death ray," Iskinder said, equally quietly. "Which, by the way, he's already tried to sell to my government."
"I can't believe it's a death ray," Alma said. "That's not the sort of thing Dr. Tesla did.  But, whatever it is, it's been causing enough problems that we decided Lewis and Mitch had to stay behind in case the Reserves were called out again.  You have to have two people for search and rescue."
Iskinder nodded.  "Jerry said there had been crashes."
"Three so far.  The terrain's bad enough, but the weather's been dicey. Lewis — he's a clairvoyant, working with us now, and he's been able to find the crash sites."
"That's good.  It's good to share the work."
"Amen."
Iskinder's gaze shifted, and Alma glanced over her shoulder to see Jerry limping toward them, his face drawn into a scowl.
"Anything?" Iskinder asked, and Jerry shook his head.
"No word."
Alma looked from one to the other. "Out with it. What's wrong?"
"Problems at the Met," Jerry said.  "They've decided not to buy the collection I was supposed to appraise —"
"Oh, Jerry!"  Alma swallowed any more sympathy, knowing it wouldn't be welcome. But it wasn't fair to take this job away from him just when he was starting to get back on his feet.
"That's not the worst of it, actually," Jerry said.  "The item that Miss Rostov's friends were looking for was part of the collection, and I think this is another attempt to get hold of it."
"Damn it."  Alma winced, knowing she needed to be more ladylike, but Iskinder nodded in agreement.
"I am attempting to put in a bid of my own, but so far my man hasn't been able to speak with Rosenthal's agent in New York.  I hope it's merely the press of business so close to the holidays —"
"But we can't count on that," Jerry said.  
"What is this thing?" Alma asked.  "You said a medallion?"
Jerry nodded, then stopped as the headwaiter led another quartet to the table next to theirs.  "I'll give you the full story later, if you don't mind."
"Of course," Alma answered, though she could have kicked the headwaiter.  "All right, answer me this, then. What's wrong with the Taft?"
Jerry grinned, and Iskinder said, "It's — it has an unfortunate reputation."
"A lot of hookers work the lobby there," Jerry said.  "It's even a pick-up line — 'staying at the Taft, dearie?'" His voice rose in mimicry and Alma laughed. 
"Oh, dear.  No, that would never do."
"Not after all those pictures in the paper," Iskinder said.  "During the race, I mean."
"No, indeed," Alma agreed.  "Thank you for rescuing me, Iskinder.  It's really sweet of you."
"It's very much my pleasure," Iskinder answered, with the slightest of bows.  "We'll finish our tea, and then get you settled.  I've also reserved a room for dinner, if that's all right with you."
"Say yes," Jerry said, with a grin that was almost genuine, and Alma laughed again.
"All right. And — truly, thank you."
The room at the Astoria was both grand and comfortable, with her own private bath and the bed tucked into an alcove so that the sofa formed its own tiny sitting room.  There was a radio as well, and she left it on while she bathed and changed for dinner, dance music playing softly as she brushed her hair and powdered her nose. It was a shame about Jerry's job, she thought. At least he was supposed to be asked back in January, and he'd sworn up and down that he believed the offer was sincere, but it was still an abrupt and unhappy ending.  Even without the problem of this medallion.  Jerry had given her a little of the story on the way over, though she knew he'd left out most of the interesting details.  New York had been good for him: he looked sharper, smiled more readily — he'd lost some of the melancholy that had hung around him since Gil's death.  She just hoped the Met would keep its word and hire him back.  
She crossed her fingers once, then turned her attention to getting the last of the lipstick out of the tube.  It was the color Mabel Kershaw had given her in Los Angeles, before the race, and easily the most flattering shade she'd ever owned.  Maybe she could find more in New York, if she could find time to look, though somehow she didn't think this was something she could find at the corner drugstore.  And not that she was likely to have the time to spare, between Dr. Tesla and his device and whatever Jerry and Iskinder could manage to do about the medallion. She checked her seams in the mirror, then switched off the radio and rode the elevator down to the lobby.
Neither Iskinder nor Jerry was anywhere in sight, and she paused for a moment, scanning the crowd.  It was a sedate and expensive-looking bunch, a few couples in evening dress and even a woman with diamond clips in her hair, and she wished she could have worn her mink. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man detach himself from the front desk, and turned to face him as he lifted his hat.
"Mrs. Segura.  I hadn't heard you were coming to New York."
"Mr. Winchell," she said, with some dismay. There was no mistaking the columnist, though at least he was speaking at a more normal speed than he used on his radio broadcasts.  "I had some business to take care of."
"Yes, they told me over at Floyd Bennett that you flew in today solo, in a brand-new Kershaw special."  Winchell cocked his head like a malicious sparrow. "I don't suppose you'd care to give me the exclusive?"
"It's a matter of business," Alma said warily.  "Confidential.  Though if you'd like to talk about the Frontiersman, I'd be happy to tell you all about it —"
Winchell's eyes shifted, and she swallowed a curse.  She glanced back as casually as she could, and was unsurprised to see Jerry and Iskinder moving toward them.
"I see Dr. Ballard's in town," Winchell said.
"He's been working here since the end of the summer," Alma said, and forced a smile. "Gentlemen, we have company."
"Mr. Winchell and I have met," Iskinder said, pleasantly enough, and Winchell gave a toothy grin.
"Indeed we have, Prince.  Mrs. Segura,  you're moving in exalted circles these days.  Just be careful he doesn't carry you off — the Ethiopians still have slavery, you know."
"Ras Iskinder and my first husband were in the war together," Alma said, her voice as bland as she could make it.  "As was Dr. Ballard, of course."
"Quite a reunion," Winchell said. "Is Mr. Segura in town, by any chance?"
"As you said, I flew in alone," Alma answered.  "I wish he were here, but he was needed in Colorado."
"Oh, too bad."
"Yes," Alma said.  "It is."
Winchell gave her a smile that boded badly, and looked at Jerry.  "And where's your fiancée the countess, Dr. Ballard? She couldn't make it either?"
"Who?" Jerry said, his face blank, and Iskinder cleared his throat.
"If you'll excuse us, Mr. Winchell —"
"That's news, Dr. Ballard," Winchell said, as though the other man hadn't spoken.  "After all that talk of an engagement —"
"I'm not engaged," Jerry said.  "And that's all I have to say."
"Which almost makes Mrs. Segura's visit entirely kosher." Winchell's smile widened.
Oh, dear, Alma thought.  She linked arms with both men, and gave Winchell a smile of her own.  "As I said, Mr. Winchell, I'm here on company business. Dr. Tesla — Dr. Nikola Tesla, the famous scientist — has offered to sell me the rights to one of his aviation patents. But of course that's all confidential."
"And if you'll excuse us," Iskinder said again, "our table is ready."
This time Winchell let them turn away, tipping his hat politely, and Alma did her best not to look over her shoulder.
"Oh, Jerry, did you have to?"
"Surely it's time to end that farce," Jerry said.
"This is that 'countess' you picked up during the race?  The papers were very cagey about her."  Iskinder spoke to the headwaiter, and they were ushered to a banquette in a secluded alcove.
"That's a good thing," Alma said, and Jerry nodded.
"That's her.  She claimed me for her fiancé, but I don't think it's working out. It seemed kinder to end it."
He sounded more amused than annoyed, but Alma shook her head.  "In Winchell's column?"
"Oh, come on, Al, she'll get a kick out of it."  Jerry leaned his cane against the edge of the table and unfolded his napkin.
"I hope Mr. Segura also has a sense of humor," Iskinder said.  "Winchell plays rough."
"He does," Alma said.  "But Lewis knows Jerry's no threat to him. Though I wish I could see his face when he reads it."
As she'd hoped, Iskinder relaxed a little, and she looked at Jerry.  "Any word?"
Jerry shook his head.  "Still nothing.  Though I did find out that Judson himself is handling the sale, and that he's in town.  Which means your man ought to be able to talk to him tomorrow, Iskinder."
"I expect so."  Iskinder picked up his menu.  "And enough of business and gossip for tonight. Let's enjoy ourselves."
"Because tomorrow we talk to Dr. Tesla," Jerry said, and Alma lifted her glass in acknowledgement.
 
There was a shot and a scream.  With that, Detective Story ended.  "To be continued next week at the same time on the same station," the radio announcer intoned solemnly.
Sitting in the chair by the window, Lewis frowned.  "I hope that wasn't Flora who got shot."
"It was probably Stanley," Stasi said.  She stretched on the couch next to Mitch, rummaged in his pocket and fished out his box of Camels.  He reached in his other pocket and presented his lighter.  He flicked it and she bent to light the cigarette, half leaning across his lap in the process, her hair brushing against his cheek.  She took the first draw and then settled back, still leaning on his shoulder.
"It might have been Stanley," Lewis said.
The swelling strains of big band music came up.  "And now, all the way from Chicago and the Crystal Ballroom, Canada's finest export!  Ladies and gentlemen, Guy Lombardo and the Royal Canadian Orchestra!"  The tune was Stardust, sweet and lush and full and romantic.
"Stanley's sort of extra," Mitch said.  "It was probably Stanley.  That sounded like Flora screaming."  He handed Stasi the ashtray, which she balanced on his thigh.  It was awfully comfortable to sit like that, even if she did use him as an auxiliary sofa.
Lewis stood up, stretching pointedly.  "Gosh, I'm tired.  I think I'm going to go turn in."
"Good night, Lewis," Stasi said.
"Good night," Mitch said.  It was nice of Lewis to clear out, leaving them cuddled on the couch listening to Stardust.  He probably still felt bad about the other night.
Lewis went upstairs, the light going on in the hall above punctuated by the sound of the bathroom door opening.  Stasi took another long draw of her cigarette, the tension in her thin shoulders easing a little, her left elbow in his ribs.  It was nice to sit like that, in the little bubble of the lamp on the table and the radio.
Sometimes in a quiet moment he could surprise her into truth, get something that wasn't a big story, and there was something he ought to know, just a yes or no answer at least.  "Are you married?" Mitch asked.
"Not anymore."  She blew the smoke away from him, the creases at the corners of her mouth delineated by fading lipstick, and he thought that was all she'd say for a long moment.  "He was arrested and shot."  Her voice was perfectly flat, her eyes on the radio as though she could see the music.
And there wasn't much answer to that, nothing right to say, not when he'd asked something that hurt like that.  I'm sorry?  Gosh, that's too bad?  How horrible?  Wow, that must feel awful?
Stasi smiled, a patently insincere smile.  "How about you, darling?  Are you married?"
"I don't think so," Mitch said.  He was still looking for the right thing to say.  The Red Terror or the White Terror?
"You don't think so?"
"You know there's about a year of my life I don't remember," he said.  "You scared me to death, checking into that hotel in New Orleans as Mrs. Sorley.  I don't remember getting married, but…."  He shrugged.  "Apparently there was a lot about that year I don't remember."
"Well, I expect she'd have turned up to claim a share of the race winnings if Mrs. Sorley existed," Stasi said practically.  She took another draw.  And that was that for her truth.  She'd changed the subject thoroughly, and he couldn't exactly pursue.  Whatever it was he should have said, the moment was past.
"I expect so," Mitch said.  He didn't remember, and he probably never would.  And that was a thing she ought to know.  "You know I'm crazy, right?" he asked quietly.
"I had noticed," Stasi said.  She glanced at him sideways.  "It was the amnesiac fugue that gave me a clue.  But you seem pretty harmless.  We're all crazy, darling.  It could be a lot worse.  If the worst thing you do is go on a bender every few years and ride up and down streetcar lines dead drunk and not remembering your own name, that's really fairly mild as a neurosis."  She lifted the cigarette.  "I suppose if you get lost I'll just have to haul you home again.  Rather inconvenient, like having a dog that gets out."
"Planning to put a tag on my collar?"
"If that's what it takes."  She smiled, and this time it seemed genuine.  "If lost, call…  I wonder what sort of dog you'd be," she said speculatively.  "Some sort of large, hound dog."
"A Plot Hound," Mitch said.
"What's a Plot Hound?" 
"It's a hunting dog from North Carolina.  Big dog.  They're smart but real laid back.  Gentle dogs, but they hunt bears."
"That seems about right."  Stasi curled on his arm again, tapping her ash into the dish.  "I, on the other hand, am a cat."
"A Siamese," Mitch said.  "Elegant, talkative, and very, very rare."
Stasi beamed.  "Why, thank you, darling!"
"They're beautiful cats."
"I'm glad you think so."  
The phone rang.  Its jangling cut across whatever he might have said next.  "Damn it," Mitch said, shifting ashtray and Stasi off and hurrying up to get it.  Surely not another crash.  Surely.  Please God not.  "Hello?"
"Is Mitchell Sorley there?"  It was Colonel Sampson's voice.
"This is Sorley."
"We've sent out an advisory to all airfields in the West warning of a navigation hazard," Sampson said.  "It's an advisory.  We don't actually have any authority to forbid planes to go over those coordinates, but hopefully the commercial lines will take heed."
"I expect they will," Mitch said.  "Certainly I'd pay attention."
"Well, not every jockey will," Sampson said.  "You know the type.  Warnings are for other people.  But at least it's something."
"It's the best we can do," Mitch said.  "And that's a lot."
 



Chapter Ten
 



New York 
 



December 17, 1932
 
Alma sipped a fresh cup of the Astoria's excellent coffee, wiggling her toes in her heavy stockings and sensible pumps.  It wasn't as cold in New York as it had been in Colorado, but there was a dampness to the air that seemed to cut through her nice clothes.  Jerry reluctantly set aside the last of his paper and pushed aside his empty plate.
"Iskinder says Barstow promises to talk to Judson today, with a big enough offer to make it worth his while to answer.  And I telephoned Dr. Tesla this morning, and he said he'd see us at eleven."
"That's good," Alma said. "I can't help hoping he could just tell me what to do about this thing of his."
"He told me it was too dangerous to try that," Jerry answered. "And don't look at me like that. I don't deny it's completely possible he'll take one look at you and decide you'd understand perfectly.  I'm just telling you what he said."
Alma grinned, but sobered quickly.  "I was just thinking it's a long trip for a man who must be, what, seventy-three?  Seventy-four? I'd spare him that if I could."
"He was willing to take the train, provided we got him a first class ticket. I think he'll be ok."
"I hope so," Alma said.  "Did he really say this was a death ray?  That just doesn't seem like him."
"Iskinder said Tesla had spoken to his government about selling them a death ray," Jerry answered. "So presumably that means he's working on one?  Or has worked on one?  But from what he said, I don't think this thing was supposed to be it."
"Well, that's something," Alma said, and couldn't help feeling a bit relieved.  She'd always liked Tesla — he'd seemed like a nice old man, though now that she thought about it, he'd probably been about the same age that she was now. To a nine-year-old, though, he'd seemed ancient, and the devices in his lab had seemed as much like magic as science.  She still remembered the cavernous room with the transmitter at the back, trying not to jump as Tesla drew enormous sparks from it, directing them with apparently casual waves of his hands.  She'd been allowed to hold the special wireless lamp, parading around the lab and outside into the yard to demonstrate that it really was wireless and really did light up anywhere, drawing power from the air around them without harming her in the slightest.
And then there had been the day that he'd somehow electrified the butterflies — a cloudy day, early in the summer, warm air rising from the valley, and she'd snuck off to the lab after breakfast to stop awestruck halfway through the hole in the back fence.  There must have been two dozen of the bright gold butterflies, fluttering around the flowering weeds beside the fence, and each one of them glowed vivid blue, their wings haloed with the same lightning she'd seen inside the lab, only steady and apparently harmless.  She'd stood amazed, both hands over her mouth to keep from shouting her delight, and as the haloes faded, she'd looked toward the lab to see Tesla standing in the back door, the same amazed excitement on his face. The butterflies had swept away, carried off on a sudden breeze, and Tesla put his finger to his lips, enjoining secrecy.
"I'm sure he had no idea this thing might cause problems," Jerry said.  "After all, he built it, what, thirty years ago? They didn't even have aircraft then, never mind the kind of sophisticated instruments you have now."
"And it's enormous," Alma said.  "It would have been horribly expensive to dismantle, why not just leave it in place? Let whoever leased or bought the mine property after him deal with it."
"Except that now it's turned on." Jerry shook his head.  "I still think that wasn't the brightest idea. Though I supposed he couldn't have predicted what would happen with radio, either."
"No."  The waiter brought the check, and Alma waited until he was out of sight before sliding it from under Jerry's elbow. If he hadn't grabbed it, that meant he didn't have the money, and Iskinder had been adamant that she put her meals onto the bill.  
"Thanks," Jerry said, his mouth wry, and Alma shrugged.
"Thank Iskinder."
"I owe him kind of a lot just at the moment," Jerry muttered.  
There was nothing Alma could say to that, and she gathered up purse and gloves. "I'm glad you like Dr. Tesla, Jerry."
He blinked, then managed a smile. "I do. Though I'm damned if I could say exactly why."
Tesla lived in a modern residential hotel by Pennsylvania Station, and Alma couldn't help staring as they rode the elevator up to Tesla's suite. It was the sort of place you saw in the movies, and in spite of the mink she felt tall and awkward and unfashionable.  Even the elevator boy seemed more confident than she felt and she straightened her spine. She was Alma Gilchrist Segura, winner of the Great Passenger Derby, and that ought to be enough for anyone.
The man who opened the door for them was unmistakably Tesla, tall and lean in his well-cut suit, his hair white at the temples, but still dark elsewhere.  She blinked, startled — he had shaved his mustache to keep up with fashion, but otherwise he was almost unreasonably unchanged — and she saw him frown slightly as Jerry introduced them.
"Forgive me, Mrs. Segura," he said, "but you look familiar."
"I grew up in Colorado Springs," Alma began, and Tesla smiled.
"Alma Sullivan?  Sergeant Sullivan's daughter?"
"That's right."  It was very hard not to say 'yes, sir,' as she had done when she was nine, and she thought she saw amusement in his eyes.
"Good heavens.  And now you're the lady who won the Great Passenger Derby.  I suppose I shouldn't be at all surprised."
"Thank you," Alma said.
"But come in, come in."  Tesla waved them toward the suite's living area, where a uniformed waitress was standing by a service cart.  "I took the liberty of ordering coffee and a few of the excellent pastries from the Florentine room, and if you wouldn't mind pouring, Mrs. Segura, I believe we can dispense with Doris, here."
"Of course," Alma said, and took the chair next to the cart.  The waitress bobbed a sort of curtsy and let herself out, and Alma turned her attention to the coffee pot and the stack of little plates. She got them all served without mishap and added cream to her own coffee.  "Dr. Ballard told you why we're here, Dr. Tesla?"
Tesla nodded, sipping carefully at his own cup. "He did.  And I have to say, I'm somewhat surprised to hear of these events. I'm not entirely sure I can develop a theory that would allow for such a violent reaction."
"I can at least give you some more details," Alma answered, and Tesla nodded.  "Two people reported seeing what they described as crawling lights around the minehead, and others reported a bright flash, like lightning but not — and at least one time the skies were clear, so it seems unlikely that it could be lightning.  I couldn't help thinking that the crawling lights sounded like St. Elmo's fire, though that's usually harmless.  This knocked three planes out of the sky."
"'Crawling light' and St. Elmo's fire are quite possibly different things," Tesla said.
Alma nodded.  "I haven't seen the effect myself. My husband said he thought it was more — well, liquid and sticky were the words he used."
"Interesting." Tesla reached into his jacket and pulled out his notebook.  "St. Elmo's fire was always an unwanted side effect of the system, though I thought we'd resolved that.  But do go on." 
"That's really all we know," Alma said.  "As soon as we went up to the mine, I recognized the device as one of yours, and I knew we needed to talk to you."
Tesla nodded thoughtfully, his eyes on his notebook.
"Jerry — Dr. Ballard said that your device could be turned on remotely, by a radio signal?"
"That's right." Tesla continued scribbling, frowning thoughtfully.  "There may be more of an overlap between my cosmic ray research and wireless energy than I'd thought."
"But it can't be turned off that way," Alma said.  She'd learned when she was nine that the only way to keep Dr. Tesla on track was to be persistent.
"Hmm?  No, sadly not."
"And you couldn't give me a set of schematics?"
"I'm afraid not."  Tesla gave a regretful smile.  "Well, I could, and I daresay you could handle most of the problems that might arise, but — I really think it would be better if I handled it myself."
"Yes," Jerry said.
Alma gave him a stern look.  "And we really appreciate your being willing to come with us, Dr. Tesla."
Tesla closed his notebook, focusing on her again.  "I confess, I'm rather excited about a private flight, Mrs. Segura.  It's very kind of you."
"It's my pleasure," Alma said. "How soon can you be ready?  I don't like to hurry you, but the matter is urgent."
"As soon as you need me," Tesla answered. "Assuming, of course, that I can use your machine shop if I need it."
"Of course," Alma said. It was already too late to leave today, not unless she wanted to fly into one of the small Midwestern fields after dark, and she hadn't even begun to make her own preparations.  "Could you be ready to leave tomorrow morning?  Weather depending, of course."
"Yes, indeed." Tesla nodded. "I'll plan to travel light —"
"We can take up to fifty pounds of luggage," Alma said.
"That should be perfectly adequate," Tesla answered.
"Thank you." Alma rose to her feet and the others copied her. "We'll pick you up in the morning — I'll call you with the precise time, but certainly no earlier than nine."
"Earlier wouldn't be a problem," Tesla said. "I don't sleep much."
"I appreciate that," Alma said.  "It depends on the weather and when the field can have the plane fueled and ready. But I'll let you know."
Tesla bowed them out the door, and they rode down to the lobby in silence, Alma pursing her lips as she began to make her mental lists.  Weather reports, fuel, hangar space on the stopovers, all of which could best be done from Floyd Bennett —
"Al?"
She stopped, and Jerry put the mink around her shoulders again.
"We still have to do something about the medallion," he said.
"Damn.  I did forget."  Alma shook her head. "What's so important about it, anyway?  It must be made of solid gold, to hear Stasi talk."
"Bronze," Jerry answered, "and it's not the monetary value. In fact, it looks like hundreds of other medallions — it's the sort of thing rich tourists bought, a souvenir of Alexandria."
Alma couldn't help grinning at the thought, imagining the Roman ladies she'd seen in Jerry's books picking out souvenirs the way that she would buy a model Statue of Liberty for Lewis. "So what's the big deal?"
"The back is different."  Jerry kept his voice low, so that to anyone watching they might be talking about anything at all.   "It's a relief of Alexandria's skyline done more or less to scale, including several buildings whose sites are known today."  He lowered his voice even further. "And it shows the Soma — the tomb of Alexander the Great."
Alma waited, and Jerry scowled.
"The Soma's been lost for sixteen hundred years, give or take. To find it —"
Alma's eyes widened.  "Oh."
Jerry nodded. "If it could be found, and I've never seen anything that looked like it gave us a better chance — it would be bigger than Tutankhamun, maybe bigger than Schliemann.  I showed it to Hutcheson — I didn't have a choice, after those guys tried to take it, we had to at least get photographs — and he agrees that it's something the Met would almost have to sponsor.  And I found it.  They owe me a place on the dig."
"Oh, Jerry."  Alma put a hand on his shoulder.  She might not know the history, but she understood how much it mattered to him to get back into the field.
"It's a chance," he said, with a crooked smile. "They might not take me anyway, what with my leg, but — Hutcheson says they wouldn't be able to raise the money for a year or two, maybe longer, and if I can get another dig —"  He broke off, shaking his head, and Alma tightened her grip.
"You'll find a way.  I know you." She shook herself back to the problems at hand.  "So why would Pelley go to all this trouble to get it?  What does he want with it?"
"I don't know," Jerry said, "and I'm not sure that's smart to talk about here.  But I don't think he's doing it for archeological glory."
"No."  
"The thing is, I don't know if Iskinder can make the arrangements today," Jerry went on.  "And I can't leave with it up in the air."  He shook his head.  "If worst comes to worst, you fly back with Tesla, and I'll take the train later."
"You already gave up your sleeper," Alma said.
"I'll be fine."
"No."  Alma swallowed the rest of her protest.  "Look, I don't even know what the weather is like west of us.  Let's see where we are before we make any decisions.  You talk to Iskinder, and I'll deal with the flight."
Jerry nodded, relaxing slightly.  "All right.  To the air field, then?"
"Back to the Astoria," Alma answered.  "I have a bunch of calls to make."
 
There was no word from either Barstow or Iskinder until the middle of the afternoon, and then it was only a telephone call from Bartsow's assistant to report that Judson had professed himself willing to look at the bid. 
"As well he ought," Iskinder said, hanging up the telephone in his suite, "considering that my opening offer is more than generous."
"Pelley has money," Jerry muttered.  "He can make a pretty good offer himself."
"I have more," Iskinder said.  "And I'm prepared to spend it.  I agree with you, Pelley mustn't have this."
"He's dangerous," Jerry said flatly, and Iskinder nodded.
"I know."
It was an hour before the telephone rang again.  This time it was Barstow himself, and Jerry held his breath for a moment before willing himself to breathe again.
"Very well," Iskinder said.  "No, the medallion must be part of the package, I've taken a fancy to it.  It completes my collection."  He paused, listening, and his lips tightened.  "Offer him another thousand, then.  Yes, I said thousand. Yes, I meant it.  And don't lose this deal by trying to save me a few hundred dollars. It's the artifacts that matter."  He listened again, relaxing slightly, and nodded.  "Keep me up to date, then.  Yes, I will be at the hotel all evening.  Don't hesitate to telephone."
He hung up the receiver at last, and Jerry looked up at him from the couch.  "Well?"
"Pelley outbid us on the first round, but Barstow persuaded Judson to let him call me.  And you heard, I'm prepared to go much higher. I doubt Pelley has that kind of money."
"You hope," Jerry muttered.
There was still no word from Barstow by the time they met Alma for dinner. She had changed from her tweeds to a white satin dress that Jerry hadn't seen before, with a plunging neck and an elegantly simple line that made the most of her figure.  She was looking happy, he thought, her whole body softer, easier, than it had been before he left.   Lewis was good for her, no question about it, and he couldn't help smiling as he kissed her cheek in greeting.
"You look very nice," he said, and she gave him an abstracted smile.
"Any news?"
"Not yet," Iskinder said. "I've asked the waiter to bring the phone to the table if I do get a call."
"What about you?" Jerry asked. The headwaiter brought them into a private room this time, held the chair while Alma settled herself, then busied himself taking orders for drinks. Jerry accepted the offer of "something stronger" and took the seat to Alma's left.
"We should plan to leave tomorrow or the day after at the latest," she answered. "After that, it looks as though there's weather moving in, and I'd rather let it pass."
"Surely we can manage that," Iskinder said, with more confidence than Jerry felt was entirely justified.  
"How bad's the weather?" he asked.
Alma shrugged, her attention on the menu.  "Right now, the forecast is for rain and maybe a little snow over Oklahoma. It looks as though the bulk of it is going south, so I'm looking at the northern route for us, through Chicago.  Or thereabouts — the Chicago fields tend to be expensive. I think I'll have the pork chops. They look delicious."  She folded the menu and set it aside, then reached for her purse. "Did you see the papers tonight?"
There was something in her tone that made Jerry give her a way glance.  "No."
"You might want to look at this."  She slid a clipping across the table toward him.
Jerry took it, wincing as he recognized Winchell's column. "I take it I'm going to pay for saying that."
Iskinder cocked his head in question, and Jerry sighed.  "We're the third item. 'What high-flying professor has escaped the handcuffs promised at the end of the Great Race and is once again bach-ing it in New York City?  Does the lovely Countess know she's been left at the altar?  Could this have anything to do with the presence of Mrs. Alma Gilchrist Segura, flying solo herself this time?  Oh, no, she's just here on business, boys — a flying visit, all for Science!'"
"Ouch," Iskinder said, but he was smiling.  "This countess —"
"She's now Al's office help," Jerry said. "And she's less of a countess than I am."
"I don't think it's entirely fair to Stasi," Alma said.
"She didn't really think," Iskinder began, and shook his head.  "You didn't say yes, Jerry, surely?"
"I most certainly did not," Jerry answered.  "It was all her idea.  She needed to get out of New Orleans fast, but — I'd never even seen her before!  She latched onto me like a barnacle."
Alma snickered. "Some people would be flattered, you know."
"Well, I'm not," Jerry said.  He shook his head, getting control of his annoyance.  Sometimes the woman brought out the worst in him.  "Frankly, I've been expecting her to dump me for months."
"I expect she was hoping people would just forget about it," Alma said.
"No such luck," Jerry muttered.  
"There was a great deal of publicity," Iskinder said, which Jerry took as agreement.
"And so Pelley took it as reason to send her after me."
"She told them you were onto her and there was no way in hell you'd let her get close to anything you were working on any more."  Alma smiled up at the waiter arriving with the soup, and Jerry looked down at his plate, embarrassed.  Stasi Rostov — if either of those were really her name — was at the very least a talented medium, and a dedicated one.  She had paid her debt to New Orleans' dead without complaint or hedging. Tough as nails, too, but — honorable.  He blinked, startled by the word, but couldn't deny it. Not honest, not by a long shot, but in her own way honorable.
"She's all right," he said, and Alma smiled.
Before she could say anything, however, a second waiter appeared, and spoke quietly in Iskinder's ear.  Iskinder nodded, and the waiter vanished, to return a moment later with a telephone.  He plugged it in and set it next to Iskinder, who gave the others an apologetic glance.  "You'll forgive me, I hope. It's Barstow."
"Of course," Alma said.
Jerry nodded, suddenly too nervous to speak.  The thin corn bisque was suddenly tasteless, and he had to make an effort to breathe.  
"Yes," Iskinder said.  "Put him through, please."  He listened for a long moment, his face expressionless, then heaved a sudden sigh.  "Yes.  Go as high as you need to — yes, if you must, that would be acceptable."  He listened again, and finally smiled.  "Very good.  We'll see you tomorrow, then.  And — very well done."
He put the phone aside and nodded for the waiter to remove it, then smiled across the table. "I think — Judson is holding an informal auction in his office tomorrow, but I believe we have a very good chance at it. Barstow says he thinks Pelley's man was at his limit."
"God willing," Alma said.
Jerry let out his breath in a long sigh.  "That is good news.  But we can't leave tomorrow, Al."
"No."  Alma narrowed her eyes, calculating.  "If we leave first thing the day after, though, we should be all right."
Iskinder lifted his drink.  "Then let's enjoy ourselves.  And hope for continued luck in the morning."
"Amen," Jerry said, and touched glasses with the others.
 
Iskinder gave his tie a final gentle tug and contemplated the overall effect in the Astoria's opulent mirror. He had chosen his most conservative Savile Row suit for the meeting, an indigo worsted so dark as to be almost black; his collar and cuffs showed palest cream, and the tie was a neat rep stripe, faultlessly sober.  Only the signet on his left hand was out of the ordinary, bright soft gold, nearly pure, with lions' heads on the shanks and an intricately carved ruby for the seal.  It was, he hoped, his most effective presentation, wealth and exoticism equally in play, a reminder both that he could afford to indulge his whims and that he and Rosenthal had a certain kinship.
The Astoria's admirably efficient staff had removed the remnants of his breakfast but left the coffee service as he'd requested.  He poured himself another cup, methodically adding cream and sugar, then crossed to the window, pulling aside the curtain to stare down into the busy street.  So many people, and so many of them hustling for every nickel — yes, there was an apple seller, box slung uncomfortably across his shoulder.  It felt vaguely dirty to have so much money when so many were struggling, and he let the curtain fall again. All he could really do was try to be a good steward, to help where he could and serve the light.  Stopping Pelley certainly fell into that category, no matter how much personal satisfaction if brought. And if Jerry was right, if this medallion was the key to Alexander's tomb —  He shook his head, remembering again the glimpse of golden air.  It was more than the find of the century.
The telephone rang, and he crossed quickly to grab the handset off its cradle.  "Hello?"
"Ras Iskinder."  Barstow's usual grave tone was almost relaxed, and Iskinder crossed his fingers like a child.  "I have some excellent news. The other agent has withdrawn his last offer — he says he misunderstood his client's instructions, though I think the client got cold feet.  Judson has agreed to accept our previous offer, the last one before Judson suggested the auction."  He paused.  "I do feel I should say again that this is a high price for these items —"
"I do understand that," Iskinder said, and tried to make his smile audible, "but they are precious to my people, and worth a great deal on that ground alone."
"Well, you have them now," Barstow said. "All four of them, and Judson says I'm welcome to collect them any time. I can pick up your check at your convenience, and complete the transaction today if you'd like."
Iskinder paused.  Something was prickling at the back of his neck, an odd, thundery feeling, action in suspension. "Thank you," he said, "but that won't be necessary.  I'll collect the objects myself, and deliver the check at the same time.  I'll put your commission in the mail today as well, and there will be a small bonus to your commission, in thanks for a difficult job handled superbly."
That placated him, as Iskinder had known it would, and he wound up the conversation with more expressions of respect and set the handset in its cradle.  The thunder still lingered, raising the hairs at the nape of his neck.  Frowning, he took out his checkbook, filled out Barstow's check and scrawled a note of thanks.  He sealed the envelope, addressed it, found a stamp, but the unease neither abated nor resolved itself into something more substantial, and he closed his eyes, letting his thoughts roam.  Trouble, certainly — trouble lurking, trouble to do with the medallion — Pelley's men had given up on buying it, would try again to take it instead.  They were expecting Barstow, after all.
He opened his eyes, frowning, all the pieces taking shape.  He'd need Jerry, yes, and Alma, he couldn't afford to waste a trained magician, no matter how little he liked running her into danger. He picked up the telephone again and waited for the operator.
Alma met him in the lobby, and he explained the situation, low-voiced, which they waited for Jerry.  He arrived just as Iskinder finished, limping awkwardly across the polished floor.
"Something's wrong," he said, not waiting for a greeting. "I can feel it."
"You're not usually clairvoyant," Alma said, and Jerry shook his head.
"No, but I warded the medallion.  I'm tied to it at the moment.  So what's wrong?"
"Pelley's withdrawn his bid," Iskinder said. Jerry opened his mouth to comment, and Iskinder plunged on.  "I know, I don't believe it, either.  I've said I'll pick the items up myself, and — well, that's the best I can do."
"I wish I had Lewis and his deer rifle," Alma said, and shrugged as Iskinder gave her a sharp glance.  "I know, it won't do, not in New York."
"Not unless you want Winchell really to have something to talk about," Iskinder said.
"I know," Alma said again.  "I'd settle for a pistol."
"Our cab's waiting," Jerry said, and Iskinder nodded.
"Let's go."
At Iskinder's insistence, the cabbie let them out at the nearest corner and they walked down the long crosstown block until they found the building. It looked very much like its neighbors, gray stone darkened by the city's grime, and the building's name — Petrangeli Bros., flanked by a pair of sullen putti — was carved in paler stone above the doorway.  The angels looked watchful, Iskinder thought and his steps faltered  as he realized just how true that was.
"Warded," Jerry said, softly, and Alma nodded, staring up at the angels.  Her eyes flickered closed for an instant, and Iskinder knew she was feeling out the extent of the protection.
"It's part of the building," she said, after a moment. "And it's been here a long time.  It's kind of faded."
It didn't feel like the power used against them at the Met, either, Iskinder thought, and looked at Jerry, who shrugged.
"Let's go in."
The lobby was as ordinary as the exterior, brown linoleum underfoot, a directory board with yellowed letters behind locked glass, two dimly lit corridors stretching into the back.   The board said that Judson's office was on the second floor, and Jerry shook his head.
"I'd have expected Judson to have a nicer place, somehow, but —"
His voice trailed off as though he didn't want to mention the wards aloud, and Iskinder nodded.  "I imagine it serves his purpose."  He could feel the wards in the bones of the building, wavy and attenuated in places, though still present, but the sense of unease didn't lessen.  "Let's go up."
There was no elevator, just the echoing stone stairs, lit by a leaf-drifted skylight seven stories above their heads. Judson's office was halfway down the right-hand corridor, the light warm behind the pebbled glass with Judson's name painted in black and gold above a small diamond shape that looked almost Masonic.  Iskinder knocked, the sound loud in the heavy quiet, and the door swung open under his hand.
"Welcome.  Enter and be welcome."
Iskinder stepped through the door, feeling a web of power part for him.  Within, the lights seemed brighter, the colors stronger, and Iskinder couldn't help raising his eyebrows.  Alma's breath caught, and Jerry lifted his head, the light glinting from his glasses. Iskinder caught a whiff of summer sweetness, flowers out of season, and then it was gone.  The narrow lobby was empty except for a pair of armchairs arranged at opposite ends of an oriental carpet, very red against the worn wood floor.  There were matching bookcases behind the chairs, their shelves filled with smaller artifacts. Interesting but not valuable, Iskinder noted, and the door to the inner room opened.
A stocky, square-jawed woman in an unflattering pageboy haircut stood there, looking stolidly from one to the other.  "We were expecting Mr. Barstow," she said.  It was not the voice that had invited them in.  There as something odd about her, her heavy stance and the way she moved, her skin grey as skimmed milk against her sober tweeds.
"But Ras Iskinder and his friends are very welcome, Miss Clay." 
That was the man who had spoken — Judson, presumably, small and faintly disheveled despite his nice suit, a yarmulke set on his graying hair.  He held out his hand.  
"I'm Saul Judson, Ras Iskinder."
Iskinder took his hand, aware of the faint shock, like  a circuit closing, as they touched, and Judson nodded.
"That will be all, Miss Clay.  Won't you come in, gentlemen, ma'am—"  His expression was curious, and Iskinder answered the unspoken question.
"Mrs. Segura, Dr. Ballard.  They're — colleagues — of mine."
"Very wise," Judson said.  He ushered them into a pleasant office lined with more bookcases, its comfort marred only by the lack of windows.  Easier to protect, Iskinder thought, from both ordinary and esoteric threats.
Judson saw them seated, then collected an ordinary-looking cardboard box from one of the shelves.  The string that held it closed was sealed with a blob of way, and Iskinder, watching closely, wasn't surprised to see Judson's lips move silently before he broke the seal.
"If you wouldn't mind, Ras Iskinder, I'd like you to confirm that these are the items you intended to purchase."
"Of course," Iskinder said.  "Dr. Ballard, if you would?"
Jerry came forward eagerly, digging his penknife from his pocket. Iskinder used it to cut the string, then lifted the lid and pulled away the cotton wool that swaddled the artifacts. Yes, there was the African girl — a lovely piece, and one the Emperor would appreciate — the blue glass vial and the Pharos medallion, and finally the Ptolemy medallion, wrapped in an extra twist of something that proved to be silk.  He looked up to see that Judson was watching him carefully as well.
"That seemed to want extra protection," he said.
"Yes," Iskinder said, cautiously, and Judson nodded.
"It's also the prize everyone was after."
"Yes," Iskinder said again.
Jerry took the medallion from him, long fingers caressing the surface, then turned his attention to the other objects.  "All as they should be," he said, to Iskinder, and began packing everything neatly away.
"It's not such a valuable piece as all that," Judson observed.  "In excellent condition, but hardly uncommon. I offered Mr. Pelley a much rarer example at the same price, but he refused. This one or nothing, he said."
Iskinder hesitated, not sure what to say, and Jerry looked up from his packing.
"We can't tell you," he said. "I'm sorry."
"You're the one who protected it," Judson said, and Jerry nodded, though Iskinder could see him brace himself.
"Yeah, that was me."
Judson seemed to relax a little.  "You're aware, I think, that this isn't over."
"I feared as much," Iskinder said.
"You're safe here," Judson said. "Here in my office, I mean.  The protections here are recent, and they will hold."
"And you have Miss Clay," Jerry said.
Judson nodded. "That, too."
Alma stirred.  "Maybe we should leave the things with Mr. Judson —"
"But I don't want them, dear lady," Judson said.  "I have wars enough of my own, thank you. I cannot fight yours as well."
A chill ran down Iskinder's spine, and Jerry's mouth tightened, but it was Alma who spoke first.
"Very well, then. It's our responsibility."
Iskinder's skin prickled at that, as though more had been listening than had been intended. If Alma felt it, though, she went on without pause.
"You say we're safe here, but not outside the office?"
"I'm afraid not," Judson answered.  He gave an apologetic shrug. "There are wards, but — I've had to rent to all sorts of people these last two years, and I no longer have access to every part of the building.  Nor do I have the support that I used to."
"You won't stop us if we have to fight," Alma said.
Judson shook his head. "Nor will anything of mine oppose you in any way."
"Thank you," Alma said, sounding perfectly serene. She had stepped into Gil's shoes, Iskinder realized with a shock, though he couldn't think which of the others he would have chosen to be Magister in her place. She lifted her head then, as though listening for something beyond the range of Iskinder's hearing. "And I think we should be going now."
He felt it then, a dull, distant thud as though a door had closed, the same heaviness he'd felt in the museum.
"They're past the wards," Jerry said.
"Come on," Iskinder said, and opened the office door.  The feeling was stronger in the little lobby, and Miss Clay was waiting by the main door, her head cocked slightly to one side as though she, too, were listening. 
"Thank you, Miss Clay," Judson said. "They'll just be going now."  
Miss Clay gave him a disapproving look, but unfastened the locks and opened the door just enough for them to file out.
"God go with you," Judson said, and added something else in what sounded like Hebrew.
Jerry looked over his shoulder, the box tucked tightly beneath his arm and under his jacket, and answered in the same language.  Judson bowed, and closed the door behind them.
The hall seemed suddenly dark, the air close and stale.  It was hard to think, hard to move, and Iskinder shook his head hard, trying to drive back the sudden exhaustion that threatened to overcome him.
"They've put the building to sleep," he said, and only then realized he'd spoken aloud.
Jerry crossed himself, centering, then sketched the same cross over both of them.  Alma nodded her thanks, and Iskinder straightened, the worst of the dizziness leaving him.  The lights flickered and dimmed, fading until the filament glowed orange without giving light.  Even the skylight seemed blackened, and the stairs led down into unnaturally deep shadow.  He was abruptly certain he did not want to face whatever it hid.
"Is there another way out beside the main stairs?"
"Fire escape?" Alma said doubtfully, and Jerry looked over his shoulder.
"Maybe?  We'll have to go through someone's office."
Iskinder was already trying the first door he found.  It was locked, and so was the second; the third door gave onto a broom closet and the fourth was the men's room.  He checked anyway, but the windows were wired shut, no sign of a fire escape.  "Back the other way."
That meant passing the stairs, and he was suddenly unwilling.  There was something down there, something dark and shapeless, stealthy as a crocodile, and he saw the same reluctance on Jerry's face.  Alma felt it, too, and he saw a shiver run through her. 
"There's no other way," she said.  "Together, now.  On three."
On impulse, Iskinder reached out to take her hand, and Jerry caught his free hand in turn.
"One," Alma said, and faltered.  "No. We have to. One, two, three."
She stepped forward briskly, pulling them with her.  Iskinder felt the darkness tug at their heels, risked a look over the rail to see something shapeless and inexorable working its way up the stairs. Then they were past, and he released Jerry's hand to try the nearest doorknob.  It opened to his touch, and they piled into the open space, Iskinder locking the door again behind them.  He could just read the letters painted in reverse on the pebbled glass:  Ronald Lake, Rare Coins.  
For a moment, he thought the room was empty, but then he saw the young woman slumped over her typewriter, her head pillowed on her folded arms.  She seemed to be the only staff member, though an older man — Lake himself, presumably — was asleep in his chair in the inner office, his toupee pushed slightly askew.  Behind him, the door of his safe stood open, and Iskinder was tempted to close it, just in case Pelley's men had more thefts in mind.
"Through here," Jerry said, and Iskinder shook himself back to the moment.  
The fire escape opened off the window of the room Lake used as a storeroom, though the secretary had let her notebooks and ledgers pile up on the table in front of it. Jerry grimaced, pushing them aside, then stood for a moment to study the window.  It looked odd, as though the wires sandwiched between the panes of glass were thicker than was proper, and Iskinder realized he was seeing an effect of the spell.  
"If we just break it," Alma said, thoughtfully.
Jerry nodded, and handed her the box.  "We break the spell, possibly wake everyone up, and we have to explain what we're doing here trying to get out the fire escape.  I'd rather try something more subtle."
"Go ahead," Alma answered.
Iskinder left them to it, and went back to the main door.  He eased it open, peering down the hall to see the darkness thick at the top of the stairs.  Possibly something moved at its base, and he closed the door again, snapping all three locks and throwing the bolt for good measure.
"It's at the stairs," he said quietly, and Alma nodded.
"Almost there," Jerry muttered. "Almost." He closed his eyes. "Oh you who are the Light and the Sons of Light, You who parted the waters and led Moses into safety, grant me the power to part these strands of darkness and bring us safe into the light."  He opened his eyes, and touched a corner of the grid.  "Aleph."  He touched another, and another, tracing the shape of a six-pointed star.  "Beth, gimel, daleth, he, waw."
For an instant, a trail of light hung in the air, and then the paint that had sealed the window shattered, covering them with pale green flakes.  Jerry pulled the window the rest of the way open, and held out his hand to Alma.  "After you."
"Iskinder first," Alma said, and Iskinder hurried to obey.  He eased himself out onto the platform, found the brake that held the chain, and lowered the stairs to the ground, wincing at the noise.  He held out his hand to Alma, who clambered out easily, and then they both helped Jerry drag himself awkwardly through the window frame.  At least it was stairs and not a ladder, Iskinder thought, and closed the window behind him. 
"This way," Alma said, and started down the stairs.  Iskinder followed, knowing Jerry wouldn't want help but braced to catch him anyway, and saw Alma stiffen as she reached the ground ahead of him.  "Damn."
"What?"
"There's a man," she said.
"Pelley's?" Iskinder began, and saw the man skid to a stop at the head of the alley.  He reached into his pocket, but instead of a gun he pulled out something like a short wand.  
"Oh, no, you don't," Alma said, and put her hands out to her side, palms extended toward the earth.  Iskinder felt the asphalt shudder and heave, and a wave of earth knocked the man off his feet. Iskinder lunged for the wand before the man could recover, grabbed it up and then kicked him in the groin.  
"Nice," Jerry said, breathing hard, and Iskinder looked at both of them. 
"We should move on —"
"Not before we break this," Alma said.  She looked up at the building, and Jerry took her hand.  
"Unclean thing that cannot stand the light of day, the sun is risen. Begone!"  
There was a snap, a flat crack of light like a flashbulb going off behind every window of the building, and the sense of pressure was abruptly gone.  On the ground, Pelley's man groaned as though it had hurt him more than the kick, and Iskinder leaned over him.
"Do not meddle in my business again," he said, and the man curled protectively in on himself as though afraid of another blow.
"Let's go," Jerry said, and this time Alma let them be drawn away.
 



Chapter Eleven
 
New York 
 
December 18, 1932
 
Alma studied the weather bulletins stacked on the clipboard, one eye on the fuel truck just pulling away from the Dude.   Full tanks, topped up tight:  that gave her the option of taking a more northerly route, which would hopefully let them skirt the edge of the weather that was building to the west.  Right now, Salt Lake City was reporting dropping pressure, and the forecast was for snow and ice to sweep across the mountains and then bring cold rain to Missouri and Tennessee before petering out in Georgia.  The Weather Service wasn't making any promises about where the northern edge of the storms would fall, but it seemed as though there was a decent chance of staying north of the worst of it if she went via Chicago.  There were plenty of good fields in the area, but Mitch always recommended Harlem Airport in Oak Lawn.  Of course, the conservative choice would be to stay in the city until the weather cleared, but after their experience the day before, she didn't want to take the risk.  Pelley had made it clear he was determined to get the medallion, and she didn't want to offer him another chance.  Even if she had to put down somewhere in the Midwest, that was safer than staying here.  She unclipped the most recent weather report and put it in her pocket, then went back into the terminal building.  
"Mrs. Segura."  That was Jennings, the day manager, bustling out from behind his counter.  "Was everything all right?"
"Fine, thanks."  Alma reached for her purse.  "Can I get you to wire Harlem Airport for me?  That's the other Harlem, outside Chicago."
Jennings smiled at the joke.  "Of course, Mrs. Segura.  Do you want me to reserve space for you there?"
"Please.  And you can give me my bill as well."
"Of course," Jennings said again, and fished beneath the counter.  He came up with several sheets of grubby paper, which he copied quickly onto a sheet printed with the field's name and address.  Alma, who was used to being given ragged sheets torn off the backs of envelopes and scribbled on the backs of grocery lists, bit her lip to keep from giggling.  She filled out her check while Jennings went off to send her telegram, and handed it across when he returned.
"Thank you so much, Mrs. Segura.  Harlem says they'll be expecting you, and will hold hangar space."
"Excellent," Alma said. "I appreciate it."
"Our pleasure," Jennings answered. "And I hope you'll stay with us the next time you're in the city…"
Jerry and Tesla were sitting together in the main waiting room, Tesla with his hands folded on the handle of a slender walking stick.  Though she had told them to leave their luggage with the porter, and had seen two suitcases stowed in the baggage compartment with her own, she was somehow unsurprised to see a large satchel at Tesla's feet.  Jerry had left the medallion with Iskinder, who had promised to make a noise about taking the medallion back to Ethiopia with him along with the other artifacts. Though she hated to leave Iskinder to face the music, no matter how careful he promised he would be.
"Gentlemen," she said, and they both rose at her approach.  "Are you ready?  We've been assigned quarter past ten for our take-off slot."
Jerry reached automatically for his watch, and she saw him relax as he realized they had more than half an hour to be ready.  Tesla smiled pleasantly.  "Can we say that this is a good day for flying, Mrs. Segura? I'm quite excited about this adventure."
"Today should be nice," Alma answered.  "We are flying into some weather tomorrow, but I'm hoping to stay north of it.  We'll put down outside Chicago for the night."
Jerry nodded, and stooped to pick up Tesla's bag.
"No, no, Dr. Ballard," Tesla began, and Jerry said, "No, I insist."
His eyebrows rose then, and Alma cocked her head in question.
"This is fairly weighty," he said, cautiously.
"Just a few things I thought I might need," Tesla said.  "Things you won't find in the average machine shop — though I suspect yours is better prepared than most, Mrs. Segura."
Alma reached for the bag, hefted it with the ease of long practice.  It probably weighed thirty pounds, but Tesla's suitcase had weighed only fourteen when she supervised the loading. "That should be fine," she said, and Jerry retrieved it.  "We'll just make sure it's tucked snugly so it doesn't shift."
Jerry nodded again, and they started toward the plane.  Alma unlocked the door and folded down the steps, then waited while they hauled themselves into the cabin.  The Dude still seemed small after the Terrier, even though there were only two passenger seats installed at present, one on each side of the narrow aisle.  She'd left out the uncomfortable bench seat that ran across the back of the cabin, and there were still a couple of cargo straps left over from some trip of Lewis's.  She used one of them to secure Tesla's satchel along the plane's midline.
"If you need something, just open the bag, don't unfasten it."
Tesla nodded.  "That's very clever.  Yes, of course.  And should I sit anywhere in particular?"
"Why don't you take the left-hand seat?" Alma said.  "I can get you a blanket and a pillow if you'd like to nap."
"I need very little sleep, Mrs. Segura," Tesla said. "But, yes, that would be nice."  He ran his hand appreciatively over the leather of the armrest as he settled himself.  "Good heavens, this is very elegant.  And wood paneling, as well. This is more like a liner than I imagined an airplane would be."
"This is a Kershaw Deluxe Frontiersman," Alma said.  "It's a bit fancier than most."
"It's very pleasant," Tesla said, settling himself neatly.
Alma fetched him a blanket and pillow, wishing they'd had time to have them monogrammed with the company initials the way Mitch had suggested, then climbed into the pilot's seat.  Jerry took the copilot's seat.  He'd brought newspapers and what looked like an academic journal, and busied himself with them while she ran down the final checklist. One of the field mechanics helped her start the engine, and then it was time to taxi out onto the main field.  The radio crackled, the Tower's voice in her ear steering her onto the runway and giving clearance, and she turned into the wind, pointing the Dude's nose toward Jamaica Bay.  
She revved the engine, letting the power build, then released the brakes.  The Dude arrowed down the beautifully smooth concrete, not a crack or a bump to mar the run.  The tail popped up; she pulled back on the wheel, and the Dude soared into the watery sunlight as though it, too, was eager to get home.  She was grinning, and she didn't care, lost in the simple pleasure of flight.
The radio crackled, reminding her of her heading.  She reached for the microphone to acknowledge, and put the Dude into a shallow bank, turning west and north.  Manhattan sprawled below the down-pointing wing, all roofs and spires, the streets in shadow.  They flashed past Central Park as she straightened and she glanced back to see Tesla pressed close to his window, peering down in obvious fascination.  Happiness swelled in her — she was glad to be going home, to have escaped Pelley's trap; glad to be bringing Jerry back with her, even glad to see Tesla's pleasure — and she took a long breath, savoring it, before she turned her attention back to the controls.
 
The miles ticked away, morning turning to afternoon, the sun off their left wing to the south at this time of year.  Alma looked over at Jerry, who had put away his paper and journal to enjoy the winter sunlight.  "What's Dr. Tesla doing?"
Jerry glanced back through the cockpit door to where Tesla lay back in his seat, his hands folded across the breast of his three-piece suit as though he were practicing for his funeral.  "Napping.  I think."
Alma didn't even ask what "I think" meant.  But then she'd known Tesla when she was a child.  "I hope he knows what to do to turn the machine off when we get there," Alma said.  "Because I certainly don't."
"He ought to," Jerry said.  He frowned out the front window of the Dude at the line of the horizon obscured by the snow cover, white ground and white sky.  
"The medallion," Alma said. 
"Iskinder will keep it safe."
And that quick answer meant Jerry was just as worried as she was.  She released the wheel long enough to touch his shoulder gently, then settled back to her comfortable slouch.  "You said the tomb of Alexander the Great was lost.  How'd that happen?" 
"That's a really good question," Jerry said.  "It drops out of the historical record sometime around 300 AD.  Misplaced, which is frankly mysterious.  A major landmark in the center of a city, a big tourist attraction known to everyone — how do you lose something like that?  It's like losing the Statue of Liberty or the Washington Monument.  Even if they were destroyed by war or in an earthquake or something it's not as though people would suddenly forget they ever existed.  But somehow the Soma — the tomb — was lost.  People forgot where it was sometime after Septimius Severus closed it to the public, having first stored within the tombs all the 'books of magic' collected from other temples."
Alma shot him a look.  "Books of magic?"
Jerry shrugged.  "That's what the Roman writers say.  And they remain intriguingly mum on what the books were.  Sacred scrolls?  Early Hermetic texts?  Copies of the Book of the Dead?  We have no idea.  All we know is that the tomb was sealed and subsequently lost."
"Maybe that's what Pelley's looking for."
"It's certainly possible."
They flew on in silence for another few miles, snow-patched farmland crawling past beneath the wing.  It was hard to imagine losing something like what Jerry was describing, especially if it was a famous landmark — famous enough to be put on the souvenirs sold to passing tourists. "Could it have been destroyed?" she asked.
"Maybe so," Jerry conceded.  "It might have been destroyed in an earthquake.  It might have been destroyed by the Christian mobs that looted the Serapeum.  But if so, why doesn't anyone say so?  The Church Fathers danced on the ruins of the Serapeum, proclaiming to all the world that pagan Egypt lay dead.  Surely if they had likewise destroyed one of the greatest cult sites in the ancient world, somebody would have mentioned it!  And ditto the earthquake idea.  If the Statue of Liberty were destroyed in a natural disaster, surely lots of people would write about it.  St. John Chrysostom wrote around 400 AD, 'tell me where is the tomb of Alexander?  Show me.  Tell me on which day he died.'  He talks about it like it's unknown in only fifty years or so.  If the Statue of Liberty fell down tomorrow, do you think in 1982 nobody would have any idea where it had been?"
"That doesn't make any sense," Alma said.  There was a wrinkle between her brows.  
"It doesn't," Jerry said.  "And so that leaves us with the intriguing possibility that the tomb still exists, hidden somewhere beneath modern Alexandria."
Alma did look over at him, then back at her instruments.  "Oh Jerry.  That really would be…"
"…the find of the century," Jerry finished.  "It would put Howard Carter to shame.  Tut was a child king who ruled a few years, a boy who was frankly not very important in the scheme of things, a transitional figure who left little mark.  Alexander the Great was…."  Words failed him.  
"A really big deal," Alma said. 
"You don't get any bigger," Jerry said.  "And in addition to the possible richness of the tomb itself, you have the magical books placed there by Septimius Severus."
"Not to mention Alexander's body itself."  Alma's frown deepened.  "Jerry," she said very slowly.  "I have a question for you, and I want you to consider it carefully, a theoretical question that I've never seen anyone approach.  Could you use bones that old as a material correspondence?"
"Alexander's bones?"  Jerry started.  "That would be…."  He stopped.  Bones that old, a body revered as a cult object for six or seven hundred years after Alexander's death, a tomb that was the focus of worship for millions of people over centuries….  The body of a man worshipped as a god…  A body believed to have inestimable power…  "Oh yes," Jerry said slowly.  "You could use them.  You could use them in all kinds of ways.  Good and bad."
Alma's voice was steady, her eyes on the horizon.  "Tell me about that."
Jerry marshaled his thoughts.  "I don't know how much you know about Alexander."
"Assume I know nothing," Alma said.  "He was a really famous king who conquered the world."
"Ok."  Jerry took a deep breath.  "Alexander's campaigns are a watershed moment in the history of Europe and the Middle East because this is the point where, in many ways, they become part of the same world.  Before this you can more or less study European and Middle Eastern history in isolation from one another because the geographic and cultural boundaries are so extreme.  Other than skirmishes along the borderline, like the Greco-Persian wars of the century before Alexander, these are separate worlds.  From a Greek point of view, the world is made up of Greeks and Barbarians, and the world is eternally divided into men and not-men, those who are forever inferior.  Alexander changes all that.  Before Alexander there are two worlds.  After Alexander there is one — a series of cultures and civilizations that blend into one another in a long spectrum from Italy to the borders of China."
Alma spared him another glance.  "Italy to China?"
"That's what I study, Al.  My specialty is Hellenistic syncretism.  You remember the work I did a few years ago on a statue called the Lochias Kouros?"
She nodded.  "That's the one Gil teased you about, right?  The beautiful naked youth one."
Jerry nodded.  "It was found in Alexandria, probably early third century BC.  There's a whole genre of statues of handsome young men or athletes going back three hundred years and more before that, but this one is particularly interesting because of its posture and attributes — it seems to owe a lot to contemporary Indian iconography, a style called a Dancing Krishna."
"Suggesting what?" Alma asked.
"Cultural influence," Jerry said.  "Indian artists working in Alexandria.  Alexandrian artists studying in India.  Or, equally compelling, artists of mixed blood who honored both of their cultural traditions, carving in a truly syncretic style that attempted to portray male divinity in a way that appealed to both cultures."  Jerry pushed his glasses back up on his nose.  "And that's Alexander.  He encouraged his men to marry women of the lands they conquered.  He gave thousands of them dowries to make honest women of the camp followers they had picked up.  He married his officers to Persian noblewomen and married two foreign women himself, a Persian princess and a Sogdian woman."
"What's a Sogdian?" Alma said.
"We'd say Russian today," Jerry said.  "Barbarians, by Greek lights.  People who aren't people.  Subhumans.  That was what Alexander did — he broke the line across the world, and it never was the same again."
"But it is, isn't it?" Alma said.  She frowned.  "It's not as though we've gotten rid of racial prejudice or for that matter ethnic prejudice."
"No," Jerry said.  "But we've never again reached the point where it's completely accepted.  There have always been people, even in humanity's darkest hours, who believed that all human beings are people.  And we've never, not even in the worst of the Middle Ages, been able to completely forget that there is the rest of the world and that there are people in it who are like us.  Otherwise how could you have tales of a Saracen knight?"
Alma shrugged.  "I suppose you couldn't."
"Alexander is the ultimate symbol of syncretism," Jerry said.  "Of becoming one people.  Which is a pretty scary idea, isn't it?  What if we became one people?  What if all the differences simply became variations in the style of a statue, matters of taste rather than of life and death?"
"Like whether we wanted to eat spaghetti or corned beef," Alma said.  "The melting pot."
"Exactly.  Alexandria was the first melting pot.  It was the first city that was built to belong to everyone."
"Give me your poor, your tired, your hungry, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free," Alma quoted.
Jerry smiled.  "And don't you know that there is symbolism in Lady Liberty, with her torch reaching out over New York harbor like the lighthouse did over Alexandria?  Symbols are powerful, Al.  We become what we ritually choose to be."  He leaned his head back against the seat.  "We're not perfect.  But we're becoming.  We're building the Temple in this life as in the last and the next, and each century the courses of stone rise higher, despite all attempts to knock them down."
"But if you had the body of Alexander…" Alma said thoughtfully.
"They must be after the treasure.  The books of magic.  And the prestige," Jerry said.  "Whoever finds the tomb will be rich and famous.  I can't imagine who could possibly think that they could use Alexander's body as a material correspondence.  And do what?  It was hallowed by civic rituals involving thousands of people.  Who could possibly muster that kind of energy or create anything similar in the modern world?  It's impossible.  This is 1932.  People don't believe in magic."
"True," Alma said.   The shadow lifted from her face.  "This business of using old tombs to try to call the dead must be unconnected."'
"It must be," Jerry said.  "I can't imagine who could possibly think that they could harness and use the kind of power held in the Soma, in Alexander's tomb and body.  I think we're looking at two different problems, Al.  One is treasure hunters after the tomb thinking that they can raid it and get rich.  And the other is your necromancers after…"
"After what?" Alma said.  "That's what bothers me.  After what?  Treasure?  Information?"
"I don't know," Jerry said.  "But without any idea who they were trying to summon or why, I'm not sure what we can do.  I think we need to focus on the leads we can work on."
"I expect you're right," Alma said.
 
The sun was setting by the time they reached Oak Lawn, glaring from the windshield and the bare metal of the Dude's nose, throwing long shadows across the field. The light was thick and honey-colored as Alma circled the crisscrossing runways, a pale star against the brown grass and patchy snow, the windsock flapping idly, wind out of the west light but steady. She chose her line and set the Dude down easily, then taxied back to the hangars at the western edge of the field.
She missed having Lewis or Mitch along, she had to admit — it was just easier to split the routine jobs between two people — but once again the Gilchrist name and the memory of the Great Passenger Derby smoothed the way, and she arranged for hangar space, fuel in the morning, and a cab to the nearest recommended hotel.   The field manager collected a copy of the latest forecast as well, and she glanced over it as they waited for the taxi to arrive.
"Not good?" Jerry asked quietly, and she realized she was frowning.
"Nothing unexpected," she compromised.  "Pretty much the same as yesterday."
But not exactly the same.  The front was still advancing, bringing gusty wind with cold rain and snow behind it, and the latest forecast suggested it would edge further north.  Not that she'd had any real hope of avoiding it all together, but she had hoped to skirt the edges, broken clouds and no precipitation.  That didn't look likely, and she couldn't help worrying about Dr. Tesla.  She didn't think he'd much enjoy being tossed around the sky even in a plane as comfortable as the Dude.  For that matter, it wasn't her favorite activity, either.
And the forecast might still change.  Tomorrow morning, the Weather Service could well be forecasting a blizzard — or clear skies all the way, if she wanted to be optimistic.  They couldn't go any further tonight, not without running the additional risk of night flying, and running into weather after dark was hardly sensible.  No, all she could do was wait and see.
 
"Oh dear," Dr. Tesla said, patting his pockets ineffectually.  "I seem to be rather short."  The hotel desk clerk looked at him dubiously.
"That's all right," Alma said.  "We'll need two rooms.  One for doctors Ballard and Tesla, and one for me."  She hadn't expected differently.  Jerry had opened his mouth and she forestalled him.  "Dr. Tesla is traveling on Gilchrist's dime."
"That's very kind of you," Tesla said.  "I'm not certain they'd even take my personal check, way out here in Chicago, far from the bright lights of Broadway."
Jerry looked uncertain whether or not to take that at face value, but Alma thought she saw a glimmer of amusement in Tesla's eyes that belied his conveniently distracted expression.  
"I thought you'd been in Chicago many times," Alma said.  "At least on your way to New York when you lived in Colorado."
"I suppose I have," Tesla said, a thin smile playing around his lips.  "So kind of you to remember, young woman.  I'm sure I will be quite comfortable."
"We hope so," the desk clerk said courteously.  He held out the keys.  "201 and 203.  There is a shared bath between with locks on both sides.  If that suits you, Mrs. Segura?  I can put you in a single on the fourth floor if you prefer."
"I'm sure my distinguished academic passengers will be gallant enough to respect my locked door," Alma said.  "Thank you."  As though he thought Dr. Tesla, famously celibate and nearly eighty, required the discouragement of not having to pursue her through the hotel in his bathrobe!  Or perhaps the discouragement was intended for Jerry.  
Her room was perfectly comfortable, with a double bed and a dressing table and a very fluffy pile of white blankets.  Alma undressed and stood a moment in her combinations, looking in the mirror.  Her skin was pale against the ecru silk, nipples showing through the fabric darkly.  When had they gotten so brown?  When had her breasts gotten so heavy?  You didn't notice it under thick winter clothes, but in the silk combinations it was obvious, even without the little pooch of a tummy.  Just a little pooch.  Maybe she'd gained a few pounds.  It didn't look like anything.  Not yet.  But there was a change in the way she stood, a balance that was different.  Her body didn't lie to her.  She knew.
Last time it hadn't been like this.  It had ended before it was so plainly written on her skin.   She felt so well, so strong, like nothing in her life could ever go wrong, whole and healthy and on top of the world.  But it could go wrong.  It could go so terribly wrong, and she was so old.
Alma put her hand to her belly, touching the silk softly.  So long until summer, and so hard not to start imagining.  Now, for the first time, she felt like someone else was there.  Not just that her body was doing something wonderful and strange, but that someone else was with her.  She wasn't alone in the room.  There was someone else, sleeping and small, but present.  
As though the doors of life and death had opened, and at last someone had passed through.  When Gil had died she had felt that moment, that moment of awesome change when his body was empty, when the real Gil stood behind her, his hand on her shoulder, while the hand she held limp between her own contained nothing.  She had felt him go like trumpets unheard, a continental shift beneath the threshold of sound.
And now she felt it in reverse.  Someone else was present.  Here, in a hotel room in Oak Lawn, Illinois, someone else was here.  Someone stirred, woke, thought.  Some miraculous connection knitted.
"I know you're here," Alma said aloud.  It sounded strange.  Of course no one could answer.  But there was presence, just as there had been when Gil died, a mighty wind rushing in through open doors.
A creeping sensation, like indigestion.  Like gas passing through her belly, just a faint whisper, a tiny and strange discomfort.  
The baby moved.
Tears overflowed her eyes and ran down her face, splashing on the lace edge of the combinations.  It moved.  That's what that sensation was.  It was moving inside her.  Like the last touch of life in the faintest movement of fingers pressed in hers, this was the first.  
She answered, somewhere beneath Alma's heart, not with words but with the pressure of small limbs.  I am here.
"You are here," Alma said.  Her voice choked.  "You are here, and I will love you forever.  I promise.  I will love you forever."
 



Chapter Twelve
 
Oak Lawn, Illinois,
 
December 19, 1932
 
Alma woke to silvery light and pale cloud, a solid sky that didn't bode well.  The local paper was predicting snow later in the day, and she believed it, the damp chill entirely familiar.  Snow later, and a lot of it, that would be her guess.  Luckily neither Jerry nor Tesla seemed much inclined to conversation over breakfast, and she buried herself in the Airport Directory, mapping out possible stopping points along the way.  
Once they reached the airport, however, the ceiling had lifted and the Weather Service forecast was looking considerably more acceptable.  Alma studied the charts a final time, wondering if she should swing further north anyway just to be sure, but that would mean a second fuel stop somewhere in Nebraska. No, she thought, better to keep to the planned line, and if she had to put down at least here would be plenty of fields available.  
"Nice to get a break, huh, Mrs. Segura?" the field manager offered, as she went to the counter to pay for the hangar space and the fuel.  "Did you want me to get her fueled?"
"Yes, please," Alma said, and followed him out to supervise the loading. The sky was looking brighter still, though the air still had the peculiar damp that usually meant snow to come.  As long as we stay north of it, she thought, squinting at the clouds.  Right now, the winds weren't too bad, and the forecast said they would die off through the day.
She collected Jerry and Tesla from the terminal and led them across to the Dude.  "I'm afraid it's likely to be a bit bumpier today than yesterday, Dr. Tesla.  I'd like you to strap yourself in, please."
"Of course, my dear."  Tesla fumbled with the belts, and Alma helped him adjust them to his thin frame.  
"And I'm sorry to have to ask this, but — are you subject to seasickness?"
"Not in the slightest."  He sounded almost offended at the thought.
"Good."  Alma handed him the packet of waxed paper bags anyway.  "Just in case, though."
Tesla raised an eyebrow, but took them. "Is it likely to be that bad, Mrs. Segura?"
"If it is, we'll put down and wait it out," Alma answered. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jerry give a sigh of relief.  "There is a snowstorm to the west and south that's may make for rough flying, but I'm should be able to go north around it."
She closed the cabin door, double-checking the latch, and eased herself into the cockpit.  Jerry was already in the right-hand seat, his shoulders hunched under his topcoat.
"It feels like snow," he said.
Alma nodded.  "I know.  But the Weather Service says it's going south of us."
She rolled down her window without waiting for an answer and waved for the nearest mechanic to turn over the big propeller.  The engine started easily, and she went over the last checklist before taxing toward the runway.  The windsock was flapping heavily, a variable wind out of the west, and she lined up on the rutted runway.  The Dude lifted easily, rocking slightly as the wind hit, and she let it climb toward the ceiling, hoping to find cleaner air.  
She leveled off at four thousand feet, not wanting to brave the cloud deck two hundred feet above her, and set her course for her planned fueling stop at Union Airport.  The air was choppy, requiring strength to keep the Dude level, and now and again they hit a pocket of turbulence that jolted them sideways, like an invisible pothole in the sky.  It wasn't getting better as they continued west, and she risked a glance at Jerry.
"How's Dr. Tesla doing?"
Jerry looked over his shoulder.  "All right, I think?  He's got his eyes closed again."
From a normal passenger that could mean either relaxed or terrified, but there was no telling with Tesla.  "Let me know if he looks like he's having problems," she said, and turned her attention back to the controls.
The ceiling began to close in after they'd been in the air forty-five minutes, the clouds pressing down, heavy with precipitation.  Alma grimaced, fighting the controls now as the air got rougher.  There was a headwind, too, cutting down her range, and she put the Dude into a shallow dive, looking for calmer air lower down.
There wasn't any, of course.  She leveled out at two thousand feet, flinching as the Dude leaped under her.  The air was better higher, but the clouds were down to twenty-five hundred feet already, and the first thin needles of sleet were starting to hit the windshield. So much for the storm staying safely to the south, she thought.  She should have trusted the way the air felt, not the forecast. Jerry was looked nervous, his hands closed tight on the armrest and an exposed spar, and she forced a smile.
"We're not far out of Cedar Rapids," she said.  "I'm thinking we'll put down there."
Jerry nodded, his hands white-knuckled.  Alma craned her neck to see out the window, spotting the road that was her main landmark, the Lincoln Highway crawling across the broken ground.  As long as she had that in sight, it would take her into Cedar Rapids, and she couldn't help a sigh of relief.  Stay on the highway, and she couldn't miss the airport beacon.
The sleet was changing to snow, filling the air like smoke.  The clouds were closing in, too, and she brought the Dude down another thousand feet, wincing as the headwind bounced her against her seat belts.  Jerry clung to his seat beside her, pale and silent, and she didn't dare spare a glance for Tesla.  
Below her, the Lincoln Highway stretched west, a blurred line between fields that were rapidly becoming snow-covered.  Alma muttered a curse, and dropped to five hundred feet so that she could see it clearly, but a gust of snow pitched the Dude sideways and almost made her lose her mark.  There it was, not as clear as before, snow beginning to blend the edges of the road into the fields on either side.  A truck loomed, headlights dirty yellow in the storm's dark, struggling through the drifts.  
It took all her strength to hold the Dude more or less level, and she wished again that Lewis was here.  But a second pair of hands was a luxury, not a necessity; she could manage on her own as far as Cedar Rapids.  And, yes, there was the beacon, white then green, cutting easily through the roiling snow. She banked the Dude carefully, not giving the wind any chance to upset them, settled on a new course.
"Jerry.  Can you set the radio for me?  The Cedar Rapids frequency should be in the book there." She pointed her chin at the pocket beside Jerry's seat.
Jerry reached for it, flipped pages quickly.  "Ok.  Hunter Field?"
"That's it."
He looked at the book again, then adjusted the dials. "Ok.  That should — how's that?"
Alma reached for the microphone.  "Hunter Field, this is Gilchrist Aviation. Come in, please."
There was no answer, just static, and she repeated the call.  Still no answer, and she was about to tell Jerry to twiddle the tuner when there was a new crackle in her ears.
"—Gilchrist — Tower."
"Hunter Tower, this is Gilchrist.  You're breaking up."  Alma held her breath.  Worst came to worst, they'd at least know she was on her way —
"Gilchrist Aviation, this is Hunter Tower."  The voice was suddenly strong and clear, and she gave a gasp of relief. "Read you now.  Over."
"Hunter Tower, this is Gilchrist.  I'm about twenty miles out on heading 115.  Request permission to land, over."
"Gilchrist, this is Hunter.  Roger your position — no visual but we're looking for you.  We're plowing the runway, do not land without authorization.  Repeat, don't land until you get clearance.  Over."
"Hunter Tower, this is Gilchrist.  Roger that.  We will not land until you give us clearance, over."
"Thank you, Gilchrist.  We'll be looking for you. Tower out."
Alma allowed herself another breath of relief.  Not long now, she thought. Just follow the beacon home.
She had the field well in sight before the tower radioed that they could see her, and then they waved her off, making her circle the field three times before they proclaimed the runway clear.  She lined the Dude up on the strip of tarmac, the wind buffeting them, began the careful descent.  She kept the power up until the last minute, needing the control, dumped the Dude with a thud and a bounce before she'd killed the lift and steadied the plane on the ground.  A flagman was waving from an open hangar, and she turned toward him even before the Tower sent her there.  She brought the Dude into shelter and shut off the engine, then glanced over her shoulder.
"Dr. Tesla?  I'm sorry, that was a bit of a rough ride…"
Tesla opened his eyes, blinking in the hangar lights, and gave a grave smile.  "It was very different from an ocean liner. I wonder how that affects people's reactions?"
Alma left him to consider that, and climbed out of the Dude to make arrangements.  Hunter Field's manager professed himself happy to have them stay until the storm passed, and promised overnight space if needed; in the meantime, Jerry and Tesla had retreated to the terminal, and were sitting in the little coffee shop warming themselves over cups of coffee.  Tesla was looking himself again, Alma was pleased to see, and the color had come back to Jerry's face.  Alma ordered coffee herself, and suggested sandwiches, and they ate in silence. Outside the long windows, the snow was falling heavily.  The field plow swept past, but the concrete was gobbled up almost as soon as it had gone through.  Tesla excused himself, and disappeared into the back of the terminal — looking for the men's room, Alma guessed, or perhaps a telephone.
Jerry pushed aside his empty plate.  "That was exciting. I thought you said the storm was going south."
"That's what the Weather Service promised," Alma answered
"Apparently they were wrong."
Alma gave him an uneasy look.  "You never used to get airsick."
"I wasn't airsick.  Or are you telling me that wasn't at all dangerous?"
"It wasn't."  Alma stopped.  "Not seriously.  Not really.  We put down in plenty of time."
Jerry smiled.  "Oh, Al.  You're damn good. But please don't do that again."
"I'll try not to."  She hesitated.  "And there's really no need to give Lewis any of the details."
"You're as bad as Gil," Jerry said.
 
The phone rang just a few minutes past eleven am, and Stasi snagged the receiver with one hand, lifting the stem to her mouth a moment later.  "Gilchrist Aviation.  May I help you?"
"Hi Stasi."  Alma's voice was crackly with the long distance connection.  "I wanted to check in with you and let you know what was going on.  Is Lewis there?"
"No," Stasi said.  "It's Monday.  He and Mitch have taken the Santa Fe run.  They left three hours ago."
"Oh right."  Alma sounded annoyed at herself for forgetting that.  "Listen, we're in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.  We ran into some lousy weather and it's snowing buckets here.  How are you looking there?"
"Clear and cold," Stasi said.  "We had snow yesterday but it ended early in the evening.  It's nice and clear today, but the temperature is still in the teens.  Mitch and Lewis went on to Santa Fe because that's behind all the snow and it's supposed to be in the forties there today."  She was beginning to feel that she was quite an authority on western weather.
"We can't take off until this mess ends," Alma said.  "So Jerry and Dr. Tesla and I are just pacing around waiting. We'll get in the air as soon as we can.  Anything going on there I should know about?"
Stasi sat down in the desk chair, crossing her legs.  "Not really.  Mitch and Lewis will be back this afternoon.  Joey Patterson called in and said he couldn't come to work today because his wife is in labor, which seems like a good excuse to me.  And Mr. Tyler finally paid the freight bill for the Omaha trip.  I'm going to put the check in the bank today.  It's almost two hundred dollars."
"Ok," Alma said.  "Go ahead and do the deposit.  We'll be along as soon as we can be.  Which may be tomorrow at this rate.  We're having forty mile an hour wind gusts and the visibility is a couple of hundred feet."
"There's no reason to hurry," Stasi said.  "Everything is fine here, so you be safe."
Alma chuckled.  "Ok."
"Why was that funny?"
"You said that last bit just like Mitch," Alma said.  "I think you're picking up his accent."
"Surely not, darling," Stasi said.  "After all the work I did to acquire a Russian one!"
Alma laughed.  "We'll take care," she said.  "And tell Lewis I'll ring him up tonight at the house if we're not going to be in.  Which I'm suspecting is going to be the case."
"I'll tell him," Stasi said.  They hung up and she got out the check, carefully registering it in Alma's big ledgers and stamping the back with the rubber stamp, For Deposit Only Gilchrist Aviation.  She supposed she might as well go ahead and take it to the bank when she went to lunch.
The day was bright when she came out of the diner, tucking her purse with the receipt over her arm.  A very nice day, really.  The sidewalks were neatly shoveled and salted, and it looked like the Variety Theater had posters for the new features out.  "Three on a Match -- a daring film of addiction, affairs and suicide," Stasi read aloud.  "Too much like real life."  She moved on to the next poster, a trench-coated man with his hat pulled low, a pistol in hand.  "Under-Cover Man.  There's only one way to avenge murder, and that's to take the law into his own hands!"  The actor looked a bit overly polished for the role of a hard-bitten dick, but a distinct possibility.  "Much better," Stasi said.  At least it looked less likely to start a fight than Three on a Match.  And a lot less depressing.  If she wanted that sort of thing she could save her dimes and move back to LA.
Because she was thinking about LA, it took a moment for her to register the man across the street coming out of the hardware store, even when she saw him.  It took a moment in which he paused, lit a cigarette, and turned to walk away from her up the street -- Albert Kirsch.  He was wearing work khakis and a heavy jacket instead of a three piece suit, but it was definitely Kirsch, and just as definitely he had no business being in Colorado Springs.  Well, no business except her.
Stasi stepped back into the shadow of the theater's ticked kiosk.  She'd seen him and he hadn't seen her.  She could run.  He'd never know she was there.  But he knew where she worked and nobody was there but her.  Lewis and Mitch had gone to Santa Fe.  Of course if she didn't go back to the field, he wouldn't be able to find her.  She could find somewhere to hide in town for the rest of the day.  But then what?  He knew where she worked and it would be easy enough to find out that she boarded with Alma Segura.  He could find her anytime.  She'd have to skip town today, without telling anyone, without any warning.
Or she could confront him.  She could take the bit in her teeth and catch him right now, on the street in a public place, and find out what he wanted in front of half the town.  If he wanted to hire her, well and good.  She'd say no and that would be that.  If it was more than that, well he couldn't very well kidnap her on a busy street!  She'd yell loud enough to wake the Dead, providing they weren't already awake.
That decided her.  Stasi dodged across the street and called out.  "Yoo hoo!  Albert!  Albert Kirsch!"
He turned, looking momentarily annoyed, but his face relaxed when he saw her.  "Judy.  How's it going, baby?"
"Just fine."  She stopped five feet from him, a deliveryman unloading Coca-Cola from a truck into the drug store nearby.  Two women were walking along together, one of them with a dog on a leash.  "What are you doing in town?  I thought you had better things to do?"
"I'm up here on a little business matter," Kirsch said.  His eyes flickered over her coat and hat, neat but not expensive.  "Not your cup of tea at all.  I've got some boys coming in tonight to give me a hand."
"And you didn't ask me to your party?" Stasi beamed.
"Not unless mechanical engineering is your gig, baby.  I think this is way out of your league.  My boys are bringing a truck and a bunch of equipment, so not your problem."
"Too bad," Stasi shrugged charmingly.  "Is this another one of Pelley's deals?"
"It could be."  Kirsch dropped his voice.  "Why?  You thinking better of my proposal?  That job didn't stay open."
"I was thinking more about Mr. Pelley's job," Stasi said.  "The summoning.  After all, it looks like the guys you got botched it."
Kirsch's face went blank.  "Now how do you know that, Judy?"
"I got my sources," Stasi said.  "You do a big gig like that in a cemetery and you think the Dead don't know about it?"
"So what do you know about that?"
"I know you didn't get the guy you wanted.  So if you're looking for a better medium…."  Stasi let her voice trail off.  
"And you'd be interested now?"  Kirsch looked skeptical.
"If there was enough lettuce in it."  Stasi glanced around.  "I need a stake to blow this town.  So if Mr. Pelley wants a better job of it…."
'I thought you said you couldn't do it without a better correspondence."  The two women with the dog went on past, Kirsch tipping his hat politely.  The deliveryman came out with his handcart for another load.
"If you know where the guy was buried…."  Stasi glanced meaningfully at the deliveryman getting down cases of soft drinks.  "Who is this guy anyhow?"
Kirsch sighed, stepping aside to be a little bit out of earshot.  "He was shot by a firing squad in 1815.  Mr. Pelley wants to talk with him."
"What could some guy who's been dead that long know that would be of any use to Mr. Pelley now?" Stasi asked.
"It's not what he knows now.  It's who he is now," Kirsch said.  "Look, this is getting into some complicated stuff.  Let's just say that the guy has played a pivotal role in some pretty big events over and over again.  Mr. Pelley wants to find out who he is now and talk him around."
"By compelling him by his bones."  That sounded like one of the worst ideas Stasi had ever heard.  Not to mention that it was a shade of ethical that was courting trouble.
"If necessary," Kirsch said.  "The world is changing, Judi.  You're either for us or against us."
"I don't think it matters much what I'm for or against," Stasi said grimly.
"No, but it matters what this guy is for or against.  Mr. Pelley wants to make sure he's on the right side."  Kirsch took a long draw from his cigarette.  
"Him and some other guys," Stasi guessed.
Kirsch took a final draw and tossed the cigarette in the gutter.  "Yeah, there's a list."
"And if he doesn't play ball?" she asked.
"He's for us or against us," Kirsch said.  "If that's the way he wants to play it, we know what to do with traitors.  It wouldn't be the first time he'd been unreliable.  The world's grown up, Judy.  We haven't got time for men who are going to sit around dithering instead of getting the job done."
"On a tight deadline?" Stasi asked lightly.
To her surprise, Kirsch grinned.  "You could say that.  Nostradamus did a pretty good job of pinpointing the date, and the clock is running, baby."
"Well, tell Mr. Pelley I'm interested," Stasi said.  "And you need any help with what you're doing in town?"
"I'll tell him," Kirsch said.  "And thanks but no thanks.  My boys will handle it."
"Suit yourself."  Stasi gave him a smiling shrug.  "I'll be around.  Just give me a ring if Mr. Pelley wants to talk, and I'll fly out to LA and get it done for him."
"Sure thing, toots."  Kirsch tipped his hat to her and strode off down the street.
Stasi stood for a long moment, undecided.  He'd come out of the hardware store.  That was the best place to start.  Before she could change her mind she hurried back up the street and plunged in.
It was dim after the bright street, an all-male enclave smelling of woodshavings and pipe tobacco, walls hung with strange tools no doubt Alma knew what to do with.  "Oh Mr. Peoples!" she gushed, heading straight for the owner at the front counter.  "Just who I needed!"
"If you're looking for Mrs. Segura's hacksaw, it's not in yet," he said.  "Told her I'd call when it was."
"No, I'm not looking for that," Stasi said.  "Though it sounds rather alarming.  I wonder what she intends to hack?  But anyway, that's not it at all.  That man who just came in -- what did he buy?  I'm afraid he's a competitor."  She dropped her voice.  "Wanting to steal all our trade secrets.  Everyone does since the race."  Which was maybe a teensy bit true.
Peoples' old face hardened.  Everyone in Colorado Springs was very proud of Gilchrist Aviation's win.  You'd think they'd done something to win themselves.  "I hope not.  All he bought was some rope and an insulated wire clipper.  You know, the kind the telephone linesmen used," he added as she looked blank.  "He said he was taking apart some old mining equipment for salvage."
"I see."  Stasi's voice scaled up, her mind whirling.  "Did he say what he was salvaging?"
"He asked directions up to the old Silver Bullet Mine," Peoples said.  "That was afore your time, Miss Rostov.  There ain't nothing up there now.  I suppose the state is giving out salvage contracts, but you'd think they wouldn't be worth much."
"I suppose every penny counts these days," Stasi said.  Surely he wasn't going up there today.  Surely he was waiting on his boys.  He'd want to do it in daylight, bad as the roads were, and if people thought he had a salvage contract from the state nobody would give him any trouble.  Surely he wouldn't be doing it tonight, not messing with the Death Ray.  Not with Mitch and Lewis inbound from Santa Fe.
"Reckon so," Peoples said.  He stuck a wad of chewing tobacco in his jaw.  "But I don't think he means Mrs. Segura any ill.  Nor Mr. Sorley either."
"Probably not," Stasi said.  "I just worry, you know.  It's just like a woman to worry."  She let a thoroughly pathetic note creep into her voice.
Surely not this afternoon, with them inbound.  And they'd stay clear of the airspace near the mine, surely.  Surely.
Peoples frowned.  "Miss Rostov, I just gotta say….  I've known him around town near ten years, but he ain't done right by you.  That's what I say."
Stasi blinked.  "That man who was just in here?"  Why in the world would anyone in Colorado Springs have known Albert Kirsch for ten years?
"Dr. Ballard," Peoples said.  "I saw it in that Winchell's column.  'Baching it up in New York!'  That ain't right.  'Does the lovely Countess know she's been left at the altar?'   It ain't right of him to drop you like that.  I've known him a long time, but he shouldn't have done that."
Stasi blinked again.  "Yes.  It's shocking.  I was shocked."  
"I mean, he got that job in New York, and that's as it has to be I reckon.  A man's got to go where the work is, even if it means leaving his sweetheart behind for a little bit.  It weren't his fault that the school here couldn't afford to keep him on, and he had to have work.  But he oughtn't have dropped you like that, not when you was here waiting for him."  His frown deepened.  "And I shouldn't have said a word about Winchell, I reckon.  Salt in the wound.  Bad enough being treated that way without knowing he's made a spectacle of himself!"
"It's terrible," Stasi said.  She felt like she was gathering up too many strands at once.  Countess Pancetta.  Miss Rostov.  Judi Denisov.
Peoples leaned on the counter, his voice sympathetic.  "I know a broken heart is a powerful painful thing.  But you got to buck up, Miss Rostov.  A fine looking woman like you will find another man.  And I bet he'll be a better one than Dr. Ballard!  I would have thought better of him, I would, than that he'd toy with a young woman like yourself!"
"Yes," Stasi said, trying to find some tears to blink back.  "He toyed with my heart."  She gave Peoples what she hope was a brave smile rather than an utterly distracted one.  "But I will survive, Mr. Peoples!  I know my heart will heal in time.  I know that somewhere out there is a man who will truly love me."  
"I'm sure there is," Peoples said seriously.  "And good luck to you."
"Thank you," Stasi said and hurried out.  For whatever she needed good luck with.  The first thing was calling the airport in Santa Fe. 
The moment she dashed in the office she grabbed Alma's directory of airfields, hunting until she found the right one.  1:53 pm.  Mitch and Lewis had taken off at 1:30.
 
Alma stood at the window of the passenger lounge looking out at the snow falling.  She heard the step and drag on the linoleum floor behind her, Jerry coming to stand next to her at the window.  "We're not getting out of here this afternoon, are we?" Jerry asked quietly.
Alma shook her head.  "It's not looking like it."  She glanced back over her shoulder.  "What's Dr. Tesla doing?"
"Working on some kind of sketch in his portfolio," Jerry said.  In the corner by the radiator, Tesla had a brown Morocco case open and was scribbling madly with a mechanical pencil.  "I think it's a weather control device.  That would be useful."
Alma snorted.  "Only if he can build it this afternoon."  
"That bad?" Jerry asked.
Alma looked out at the falling snow.  "This isn't going to let up until evening.  And then they have to plow the runways.  I truly don't think we're leaving today."  She sighed.  The desire to be home was overwhelming, suddenly.  She wanted her house and to sleep in her own bed, to have Lewis next to her and to wake up in the snowlight to the popping of her own radiators.  It made her choke up unexpectedly.
"Al, are you all right?" Jerry asked quietly.  He bent toward her.  "You've been looking a little off."
"Have I?"
"Yes."  There was nothing but concern in his voice, and suddenly it was too much to carry alone, suddenly after all this time. 
She took a quick breath.  "That's because I'm expecting."
"Expecting what?"  She saw his face change.  "Oh.  Oh, Al."
"I'm fine," she said.  "I feel fine, Jerry."
"Not like before."  He'd been there, of course.  He'd been there for the whole thing.  
She and Gil had been married not quite four years, and Jerry had been with them in Colorado for not quite three.  He'd been there for the wild elation and the bitter end, both.  He'd learned to walk again, and Gil hadn't been sick yet.  Otherwise it had been a good year.  
"Are you sure?" Jerry asked quietly.  "Al, if there's anything you need…"
"I'm fine."  She smiled at him.  "I feel good.  I'm on top of it.  And yes, I can fly, before you ask.  I'm pregnant, not an invalid."
"I wasn't going to ask," Jerry said.  He put his head to the side.  "Congratulations, then.  I know how much you've wanted this and for how long."
"Oh yes.  I have."  
She'd hoped to conceive, but it hadn't seemed like it would happen.  When it finally did they'd toasted it together, three glasses of forbidden wine raised to their future and their good fortune.  "We're all in this together," Gil had said, and his smile was infectious as he touched his glass to hers and Jerry's at the same time.  
"All for one and one for all," Jerry said, looking for a moment young and carefree, and she had thought how lovely his eyes were, clever and sharp and kind.  She wouldn't mind if….
And a thought struck Alma suddenly, bittersweet and strange.  "Before," she said quietly.  "That was after one of those times."
"Yes."  He didn't need to ask what she meant.  One of those times.  Once in a while, perhaps ten times in the eight years she and Gil had been married, they had shared a bed together, all three of them.  Once in a while, a secret between them, precious and golden.  
That time it had been Gil's idea, and he'd drawn them together with a smile, reaching for Jerry and drawing him down to her.  He'd lain against her shoulder while Jerry was inside her, whispering in her ear as she savored the difference.  She'd never had another man besides Gil, not that way, and it was fascinating, the differences and the similarities, the way he moved and the way he felt.  And that it was Jerry, who had probably never been with a woman besides her….
"Gil thought it was him," Alma said.  "The reason I didn't conceive.  I thought it was me."
"Obviously it isn't," Jerry said, and she saw the thought strike him at the same time.  "Al."
"He set it up on purpose," she said quietly.  "He set it up so that it might happen."
"And we would never know," Jerry said.  "Not for certain."
"No, not for certain.  We could always assume."  She could always assume Gil was the child's father, and he'd never breathe a word that he might not be.  They could have the child they craved, and if it was Jerry's seed instead, no one would ever be the wiser.  It would be loved and cared for, Mom and Dad and Uncle Jerry.
Jerry's mouth opened and closed, as though he were for once speechless.  "Gil," he said.
"Gil."  There was nothing Gil wouldn't do, nothing he wouldn't dare.  They'd both loved him for that.
"He wouldn't have been jealous," Jerry said slowly.  "Not Gil."
"No," she said.  "No more than I ever was."
"You truly weren't," Jerry said.  "Were you?"
Alma blinked, shaking her head and looking out the window at the snow.  "No, truly not.  Jerry, you know I'm strange to the bone.  All these magazine articles -- How To Tell If He's Straying and Twenty Ways To Keep Your Man -- I just don't understand them.  Women seem so angry, so hurt and so jealous if their husband as much as looks at another woman, much less actually has a lover!  And I truly have never felt that.  I just don't have the right feeling, somewhere inside."  She paused, looking for the words.  Tesla was the nearest person, over by the radiator, and surely he was hard of hearing at his age.  No one else could overhear.  "When I watched you and Gil together, I thought it was beautiful."
Jerry looked down, a smile crossing his face.
"I did.  I thought it was beautiful, you and Gil together.  The way you touched each other, the way you kissed.  You can never watch someone kiss you, not even with a mirror.  It was so beautiful.  How could I be angry when Gil was so happy?  I didn't feel all these dark, horrible things that other women say are normal.  I felt…."
"Aroused?" Jerry said quietly.
"Well, that too."  Alma grinned.  "That too.  But mostly content.  I was happy that Gil was happy, the same way I felt when I watched him fly.  I liked watching him do things that made him happy, because I loved him.  And I realize that I'm supposed to feel all this anger and fury and hurt, but I just don't.  I never did.  There's something wrong with me that way."
"I'm not sure there's something wrong with you if you don't feel angry and hurt," Jerry said.  "I'm not sure it's ideal to feel a killing rage."
"But that's what women do," Alma said.  "They feel a killing rage if their husband talks to a pretty woman.  They feel miserable and angry if he wants someone else, even if it's with rather than instead.  And I just never have.  I've never felt the right thing."
"Nor have I," Jerry said.  He looked out at the snow-covered runway, the glare glinting off his glasses.  "I was never jealous of you, either.  But maybe you're just better than most.  I told Gil that.  I told him you were one of a kind and he'd better not let you get away."
"That was very kind of you," Alma said.
Jerry shook his head, a rueful expression on his face.  "I could never give Gil so many of the things he wanted.  He wanted to settle down and start a business, to stop moving around from post to post.  He wanted a home.  And I thought I'd be on digs all over the world.  I might be home a few months a year.  I couldn't take him with me, and he would be miserable if I did.  It seemed like it made sense the way we set it up, with you and Gil making a life together somewhere, and me dropping in when the wind blew that way.  It made sense, even if it didn't work out that way."
"But you're working again now," Alma said.  "This job at the Met…."
"It's not a field job, but it might lead to one.  I've got to get out in the field again, Al."
"You can," she said.  "And you will."
"And you have Lewis now."  Jerry smiled.  "And the baby."
"I hope," she said.  "I hope."
"It'll work out," Jerry said.  "I think this time it will.  And I will always be there when you need me.  I promise."
 
Lewis landed the Terrier neatly, turning at the far end of the field to taxi toward Gilchrist's hangar.  
"That's not good," Mitch said, looking ahead as Lewis turned.  Stasi was standing by the hangar door, nearly bouncing up and down on her feet, frowning.  
The moment Lewis cut the engines she hurried out, opening the cabin door and climbing in.  "I'm glad you're in one piece," she said.
Lewis looked perplexed.  "Why wouldn't we be?  The weather was fine."
"Albert Kirsch is going after Silver Bullet."
"Who's Albert Kirsch?" Lewis asked.
Stasi stilled her hand on the back of Mitch's seat.  "Pelley's man.  Pelley's goons are going after Silver Bullet.  Oh don't look at me that way, darling!  I didn't tell them.  But they know about Silver Bullet and they've told people they have a salvage permit and they're going up there first thing in the morning to take it apart because it's late today and Kirsch is waiting on his boys from LA to bring a truck."
"Crap," Mitch said.
"That's not good," Lewis said.
"Of course it's not good!" Stasi said.  "Can you imagine the amount of mischief they could make with Silver Bullet?"
"With a machine that downs aircraft?" Mitch said.  The possibilities were fairly appalling.
"Yes, with Silver Bullet," Stasi said, looking at him like was being incredibly slow.  "That's a bad thing and we have to stop them."
"They can't just walk in there and take it," Lewis said.  "Right?"
Mitch thought about it.  "I don't know who would notice or care.  It's state land and it's the middle of the winter.  Nobody goes up there except maybe hunters or sport fishermen, but they're not going in the middle of winter."  A thought struck him.  "Maybe it was Pelley's men who turned it on in the first place.  Maybe they were messing around up there and turned it on and that's why the crashes have happened."
"Or maybe Rayburn tripped it with his radio test," Lewis said.  "But it doesn't matter which it was.  Stasi's right.  We have to stop them."  He looked at Mitch.  "We could go to the sheriff and tell him that these guys from LA plan to rob the Silver Bullet Mine."
"Two problems with that," Mitch said.  "First, it's not our mine.  It belongs to the state, and everybody knows there's nothing worth anything up there.  The sheriff isn't going to send a bunch of guys up to guard an abandoned mine because we say that somebody plans to steal something.  And getting into a Death Ray story with the sheriff isn't going to fly, I can tell you that.  Second, if he did believe us, he'd wait until business hours tomorrow and call the Colorado Department of Mines to see if they've got a salvage permit.  If they jumped right on it, which they won't, they'd hunt around for a few hours trying to find a permit and probably get back to the sheriff on the next business day or two and tell him there's no permit."
"And by then it's gone," Stasi said, her hands on her hips.  "Once Kirsch gets it taken apart and put on that truck, we'll never find it."
"We have to stop them," Lewis said.  He twisted around in his seat.  "It's up to us."
Mitch frowned, his hands still moving over the Terrier's instruments in the post-flight.  "I could call Colonel Sampson," he said.  "He believed me when I said there's a navigation hazard.  I could try telling him the whole story.  Or at least the part where somebody wants to steal Dr. Tesla's machine."  That part was plausible at least.  Tesla was well enough known that you could buy that somebody wanted to steal a Tesla invention.  Mitch took a deep breath.  "I could ask Colonel Sampson to send a Guard unit up.  Those guys who were there for the last crash -- they'd believe there's something peculiar going on."
Lewis nodded slowly.  "That makes sense.  He trusts you."
"Does he?" Mitch glanced sideways at Lewis.
He shrugged.  "Pretty much.  He doesn't ride herd on you.  But even if he does get a Guard unit sent up, they're not going to get there right away.  He's got to go through the chain of command.  And that's going to be tomorrow or the next day."  He looked up, his eyes keen.  "So we're going to have to guard it ourselves until they get there."
Stasi's eyebrows rose.  "You do know that Kirsch's boys are good for a fight."
"So am I," said Lewis.
"Sampson first," Mitch said.  "And then we'll get together some stuff and go up there tonight.  They may back off if somebody is already there."  He looked up at Stasi.  "You stay here and see if you can reach Alma and tell her what's up."
Her voice was flat.  "You are insane if you think I'm staying here while you and Lewis go up there to deal with Pelley's boys."
"It might be dangerous," Lewis said.
"Of course it will be dangerous!" Stasi said.  "Why do you think I'm going?  If it was just that you and Mitch were going to spend an uncomfortable evening camping in the snow, I'd happily stay home and take a hot bath, darling!  But if you're planning on getting into it with Albert Kirsch, I'm coming.  Remember, I'm the one who knows him."
"She's right about that," Mitch said.  "She may be able to talk him around."  He couldn't help tweaking Stasi just a little.  "Or talk him to death."
"I'll do my best to bore him silly," Stasi said.  "Or at least stall."
 
The narrow room was cold, wind whistling through the gaps in the window frame, rattling the glass. The heavy curtains lifted and fell in spite of the towel that the hotel's manager had wedged against the sill. He'd provided a stack of extra blankets, including what looked like a handmade quilt, and an apology. These were the last three rooms available, what with the weather, and somebody would have to take the one on the corner. Better him than either Alma or Tesla, Jerry thought, and turned his back to the draft to light a cigarette. Not that he'd dare say that to Alma — not that it was possible to think of her as delicate after the job she'd done getting them this far. But Tesla was well over seventy, and Al was pregnant, and that meant he should be the one to take the drafty room. Besides, as he'd pointed out when Alma would have protested, it was closest to the bathroom.
Alma pregnant. It was obvious once she'd said it, a dozen odd little changes suddenly making a coherent whole. He sat down on the edge of the bed, the only furniture in the room besides the dresser and the bedside lamp, and after a moment swung his legs up and pulled the nearest blanket over them. That was better, and he reached for the flask he'd set beside the ashtray. The bourbon he'd bought in New York was smooth, the real McCoy, and he savored its sweet heat. Alma hadn't been showing the first time, and surely — surely that meant the danger was past? Surely that meant she would carry this one to term? And how far along was she? Further than before, so at least a couple of months, which meant… he counted on his fingers. A June baby, possibly, late spring, early summer, Taurus or Gemini or Cancer, earth or air or water. Al's and Lewis's child.
Lewis was going to be delighted. He was the sort of man who was meant to be a father, who'd dote on the baby. Gil would have teased to hide his devotion; Lewis wore his heart on his sleeve. Tears prickled in the corners of his eyes, and Jerry thumbed them impatiently away. Calm and kind and loving — you truly couldn't ask for better. Though the life of Diana's priest was not his own — Jerry shoved that thought aside. He wouldn't borrow trouble, not yet. That would come when it came, no need to rush to meet it.
He took another long drag on his cigarette. The first baby would have been nine by now. He hadn't thought about that in ages, one loss swallowed by another, but the numbers were instantly to hand, as though some part of him had still been counting. Gil's child, except not. His own child.
And maybe that was the problem, why it hadn't taken. Queers didn't father healthy children, even if he had managed to rise to the occasion. And who wouldn't rise for Al? He grinned in spite of himself, unable to regret a single episode, a single instant they'd been together. He'd loved Gil deeply and passionately, and he'd come to love Al the same way, to appreciate the curves and hollows of her body, to delight in the silk and satin revealed when they peeled back the layers of even her most ordinary working clothes. There might never be another woman for him — probably wouldn't be, he knew his own tastes too well to believe otherwise — but he was lucky to have had this, to have had her as well as Gil. And if it had been his fault, his failure, Al would never say so.
Al wouldn't believe it. The thought came to him like benediction, a truth inarguable. He could almost hear the indignant catch of breath, the lifted eyebrows she'd somehow caught from Gil, and then hear her in full cry. You might as well say it was my fault, for having both of you, or Gil's, and you wouldn't blame either one of us. Don't you dare say that. And then, a softer voice, Gil's voice:  Sometimes there are no answers. At least not good ones.
He rested his head against the wall above the headboard, the cigarette almost burnt out between his fingers. He stubbed it impatiently in the ashtray, and fixed his eyes on the back of the door where his bathrobe hung ready. We'll father no children, Merrill had said, and Jerry knew what he'd meant. No children, no family, free from all conventional bonds, and thus able to make dispassionate choices, to stare into the sun without going blind. But it wasn't true, and had never been. They were close as family, him and Gil and Alma and Mitch — they were family, complicated and untidy as it was. If he had never known Al, if it had only been him and Gil, they would have been family still.
And they were family now. Al and Mitch and Lewis would be there for him, as he would be for them, no matter where the work took him. He'd need to be back in New York in the spring, but that shouldn't be a problem. He closed his eyes, the draft chill against his hands. Diana, she's with child to Your priest, watch over her. Bona Dea, Hera, Isis Mother of the World, Lady Bastet, Holy Mother Mary and sweet Saint Anne, protect her and the child.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
Colorado Springs,
 
December 20, 1932
 
It seemed to Stasi that she'd just barely gone to sleep in the little bedroom upstairs next to the bath when she was awakened by a knock at the door.  "Stasi?"  It was Mitch's voice.  "It's time to get up if you're coming.  Lewis is making breakfast."
Stasi swore, rolling over in the single bed so that she could see the clock.  3:45 am.  
"Stasi?"
"Coming," she said.  
Her warmest clothes weren't up to snuff, but there wasn't much to do about that -- wool slacks and two sweaters to go under her long wool coat, a pair of Alma's silk long underwear under the slacks.  Not really up to hiking around the mountains in the snow, but hopefully it wouldn't be horribly cold.  She bundled her coat over her arm, checked her hair in the mirror, and went downstairs.  
Mitch was tending the bacon cooking on the stove, bacon and eggs and toast and coffee, his flannel shirt rolled up to his elbows.  "Good morning."
"Nothing is good until there's coffee," Stasi said.  She picked up a cup and headed for the pot on the stove.
Lewis had out his well-oiled hunting rifle and was carefully checking it. "Just in case," he said.
"That's a good thought, darling," Stasi said.  "Kirsch was packing a heater when he came to see me, and I expect his boys are too."
Lewis shrugged.  "I hope it doesn't come to that.  But I'm going to bring it along."
Stasi sat down at the table, watching Mitch hook the bacon slices out of the pan onto a plate.  "How about you, darling?  Are you armed?"
He didn't look up.  "I have my old service revolver out in the apartment but I don't have any ammunition."
"What use is that?" Stasi asked.  
"Given that six months ago I went on an amnesiac fugue and tried to throw myself in the river, do you think I keep a loaded gun around?"  Mitch put the last piece of bacon on the plate.
"I do see your point," Stasi said.  "Still, you could bring it along just for the stage value.  Loom and look threatening, darling.  You do that so well."
"I'll keep that in mind," Mitch said.
They headed out in Alma's truck well before sunup, all three of them crammed in the cab.  Lewis was driving, which meant Stasi was substantially sitting in Mitch's lap since Lewis had to reach the shift, but there was no down side to that.  Well, except for banging her head on the roof when they went over a bump.
The sky was just beginning to pale above the walls of the box canyon as Lewis edged the truck up the last slope to the mine.  Some of the snow had melted a little.  It wasn't impossible to drive all the way in as it had been last time, though it was slippery enough.  The Silver Bullet Mine seemed quiet and deserted in the clear pre-dawn morning, walls black against white slopes.    The air was completely still.  There was not even the faintest sound of birdsong from the trees above the mine buildings.
Mitch got out of the truck behind her, closing the door quietly as though reluctant to break the stillness.  "In the bleak midwinter," he quoted.  "Earth stood hard as iron."
"It is midwinter," Stasi said.  "Tonight.  Tomorrow is midwinter's day."
Mitch grinned.  "Oh the rising of the sun and the running of the deer?"
"The deer had better not run anywhere around here darling, or Lewis will shoot them."
Lewis shook his head, leaning in to get the rifle from behind the seats.  "You've all been glad enough when I went hunting last fall."
"Oh none of us mind a nice saddle of venison," Stasi said airily.  "And free is always the right price.  Beef prices are sky high."
"And that roast venison with apples was really good," Mitch said.
Lewis closed his door and looked around.  "We're ahead of them," he said, his eyes keen.
"I should think so," Mitch said.  "They didn't have any reason to leave at 4:30 in the morning."
"Then let's find a nice place inside to wait for them," Lewis said.  He glanced at Mitch.  "What did Sampson say about getting the Guard up here?"
"He said he'd think about it."  Mitch grimaced.  "I laid it on thick about a Tesla device of paramount importance to the government, a real matter of national security.  But you know how Sampson is.  'National security?'  Repeating everything without committing.  Hopefully he'll put a bug in someone's ear, but we can't count on it."
"Right."  Lewis nodded.  "Ok.  If we have to handle it ourselves, we will.  Let's find a place that's defensible and has a good field of fire."
Stasi thought she must have looked alarmed, because Mitch said, "We're going to talk to them.  This is not the wild west."  Only it was.  Which somehow did not reassure Stasi one bit.
 
Alma woke to watery predawn light and the faint sound of a bird in the tree outside.  She shrugged on her bathrobe and padded down the hall, peering out the bathroom window to see the eastern horizon bright and nearly cloudless.  The field behind the little hotel was white, the snow sculpted into weird lumps and cornices like frozen waves, but the wind had died overnight.  A decent day for flying, most likely.  
She hurried into her clothes and went down to the dining room, not surprised to see that she wasn't the first person up.  At least one of the others was dressed like a flyer, and there were a couple of burly men talking about the roads from Dubuque.  Truckers heading to Des Moines, she gathered, and wished them luck.
The waitress brought her eggs and bacon and coffee, and she attacked them with vigor, watching the light swell outside the windows.  It looked as though it was going to be sunny, and she could see a snowplow at work on the runways, the pavement already bare and black behind it. The truckers paid their bill and left, and she retrieved t the newspaper they'd abandoned.  The forecast was for clear skies and warmer temperatures over the next few days.  After yesterday, she was hardly inclined to trust the Weather Service, but at least the skies matched the forecast this time.
"Good morning, Mrs. Segura."  Tesla rested his hand on the back of the chair opposite hers. "May I join you?"
"Of course."  
The waitress appeared immediately, ready to fuss over the gentleman's order, and Alma allowed herself a sign of relief.  She would have felt guilty waking Tesla at this hour, but she didn't have much compunction about going up and banging on Jerry's door.
"I've been thinking about our problem," Tesla said, breaking a slice of toast into three neat pieces.  "I think I understand what's happening — it's an unfortunate side effect, unforeseeable at the time the device was built — but as I consider the question, I've begun to wonder if we don't have more cause for concern."
"More cause?" Alma repeated.  Given that the device was knocking planes out of the sky like a giant fly swatter, she really didn't like the sound of that.
"I'm afraid it's a possibility we have to consider.  As your friend Ras Iskinder may have mentioned, I have developed the first principles of a machine that journalists insist on describing as a 'death ray,' and as a result, I have been approached by representatives of a number of governments who have expressed interest in buying the design."
"I thought Iskinder said you'd offered it to them," Alma said.  Jerry had been very clear on the subject.
"Yes, and to one or two others," Tesla answered.  "But I've been approached by rather more.  Including representatives of powers I would prefer not to see possessed of such a device. I am beginning to wonder if we shouldn't consider the possibility that those parties are currently attempting to gain control of the Silver Bullet."
Alma stared at him.  "Do you mean to say you think some foreign agent, some spy, might have turned on the machine to see if it works?  And might be up there right now trying to steal it?"
"I don't know.  But I don't think we should discount the possibility."
"I do wish you'd mentioned this sooner," Alma said, with what she thought was commendable restraint.
"I hadn't worked out the possibilities," Tesla said.
That changed things.  They needed to get in the air as soon as possible, get home as quickly as possible, in case Tesla was right.  And she needed to warn Lewis and Mitch — a telegram, she thought.  I'll wire from the field here and have them confirm the message to the field at North Platte.  In the back of her mind, she could hear Stasi's incredulous voice — what are you going to say, darling?  Look out, bad guys after the death ray, exclamation point? — but she pushed that worry aside.  She'd think of something, just as soon as she got Jerry out of bed —
No, there he was, limping across the dining room, and she pushed back her chair.  "Excuse me, Dr. Tesla. I need to send a telegram.  Jerry, I want to get out of here as soon as we can.  Take care of the bill for me, will you?"
"Yes, all right —"  
She swept past him without stopping for explanations, and flung herself into her mink.  It was warmer outside, the air lighter — definitely a better day for flying, she thought, and hurried across the road to the main terminal.  
The manager professed himself delighted to start fueling the Dude, and promised her the choice of takeoff spots as soon as her passengers arrived.  He also agreed to take her telegram to the Western Union office in town, and she frowned for a moment over the form before settling on the message.
Rivals after thing in mine. Use caution. Confirm by wire to North Platte Field.
She handed it over along with two dollars, the cost of the telegram plus a tip for the boy who'd carry it into town on his bicycle.  Surely that would be enough — surely Mitch and Lewis would understand what she was saying.  And if not, she told herself firmly, they'd wire her at North Platte and she'd just have to pay for long distance to tell them directly.  If only Jerry would get Tesla moving.
But there they were, the handyman from the hotel with them, pushing a cart that held their suitcases.  Alma nodded her thanks to Jerry, tipped the handyman, and bundled them toward the plane.
 
Lewis looked around the abandoned mine building carefully.  The light was growing, sunrise made brighter by the snow outside.  Mitch was carrying in a pack full of emergency supplies while Stasi stood under Tesla's device, looking up.  It brooded like an enormous spider, quiescent.  Its cables snaked around the metal legs and across the floor.  
Lewis took a deep breath.  As defensible places went, this wasn't great.  Half the windows were broken, and there must be a couple of dozen of them on the ground floor, all along both sides of the room.  It was as big as a hangar, the ceiling rising to four stories at the back where the building abutted the mountainside above, and with all that open space and all those potential entrances it would take six or eight men to cover properly.  They had two men and one gun.  That made the hunt more difficult.
There was the mine office, a square box in the corner with a sturdy door, but it was just clapboard and had no windows.  You could lock yourself in there, as presumably the mine managers in days past had locked up the payroll, but once you were in there you were trapped.  There were no other exits and no way to see what was going on.  
Lewis looked up.  The platforms and struts that had originally handled the ore trolley were better, and it looked like one catwalk passed the upper story windows near the mountainside.  A guy could probably climb out onto the slope above the mine.  Which was something.  And the platform's field of fire covered nearly the whole building.  But how sturdy were those things?  He shook his head.  Fifty years old and no maintenance for the last thirty.  And if you got stuck up there you were like a bird in quicklime, exposed from below and no way down except a ladder that was completely open.  That was a bad deal.
And then there was the mine head itself.  A dark tunnel led back into the mountain, the tracks for the old ore carts running down the center of it.  It sloped gently away into darkness.  Lewis walked over and looked down, playing his flashlight beam along.  A series of light bulbs were staggered along the ceiling, but the switch didn't work.  Presumably the battery that was powering Tesla's device wasn't the same one that worked the lights.  That was probably dead years ago.  A big, dusty tunnel leading nowhere.  Lewis glanced around.  But the minehead itself was defensible.  There was space on both sides of the entrance, plenty of room for a couple of people on each side, shielded by solid rock.  Yeah, he could pretty much hold anyone off from this position if he needed to, as long as they weren't willing to take the kind of casualties it would take to rush him.  If six or eight men rushed him, he could probably get three or four of them before they closed, and these were just thugs, not the kind of crazy mad infantry he'd seen on the Western Front, going over the top into machine gun fire.  These guys wouldn't do that.  They weren't getting paid enough to get shot.  The only problem was that the best he could do this way would be to hold them off, and it would become clear to them pretty quickly that he was just one guy with a gun.  
"Adding it up?" Mitch asked quietly, putting both packs down beside them.
"Yeah," Lewis said.  He couldn't really fault Mitch for not being armed, but it was kind of inconvenient.  "I think our best bet is to hang on to the minehead."
Mitch nodded, looking around at the space.  "I think you're right."  He glanced up.  "But a guy could do some damage from those catwalks."
"I was thinking that too," Lewis said.  "But if I'm up there, and you're down here with Stasi…."
"That makes you the insurance policy," Mitch said.  "We'll try to talk them down, and if we can't, you can warn them off.  They won't immediately know how many guys are up there, and you're damn accurate."
"And you're out to dry," Lewis said.  "If Stasi's right and they're packing heat."  
Mitch shrugged.  "We scoot for the mine entrance.  You cover us.  There's not any way for them to approach that isn't exposed to somewhere above."
Lewis looked up, taking in the grid of catwalks.  "To that one there," he said, pointing to one near the ore hoist.  "And it's got that big metal pulley for cover."  He glanced down at the packs.  "What have you got?"
"Water, warm clothes, first aid kit, some sandwiches, a thermos of coffee, crackers and peanut butter."  Mitch hoisted one up.  "Toilet paper and Hershey bars and candles.  I like to be prepared."
"Can't argue with that," Lewis said.  "It sounds like we're ok for a couple of days if we have to be."
"That was the idea.  And there are some blankets out in the truck I haven't brought in yet."
"Ok," Lewis said.  "Let's count on putting this stuff back here inside the minehead, and then I'll go look for a spot up on the grid."
"Mitch?"  Stasi called from the mine office.  "I think you should take a look at this, darling."
"I wonder what she found," Lewis said, and they made their way in to see.  There on the dusty table that had no doubt once held the mine's books was a radio.
"Huh," Mitch said.
It was an old set, the kind Lewis remembered from his childhood, but it looked like it was all in one piece.  Mitch went down on one knee to inspect it.  "It has power," he said.
"I wonder if it's got an antenna," Lewis said.  His eyes traced the wires where they went into the wall.  "I bet it's set up to transmit."
"Why would you put a radio in the mine office?" Stasi asked.
Mitch shrugged.  "Tesla wanted to talk to somebody.  Maybe to his lab back in town.  I don't know.  Thirty years ago there weren't a lot of radios out here, and there sure weren't stations transmitting like there are today.  But it looks like it probably works."
Lewis took the headset off the hook and put it on, the worn leather cracked against his ears, tuning for KFXF in Denver.  Suddenly the music came in loud and sweet, Bing Crosby singing Broken Hearted Me.  "Loud and clear," he said.
Stasi frowned.  "Tesla liked to dance?"
"This means we're not cut off," Mitch said.  "We can radio out if we need to."
With a screech the music cut off in a rising wail of static.
Stasi looked out the door.  "The machine is powering up!"
"Turn it off!" Mitch said, snapping the radio off.  "It might be triggered by radio!"
"It's not stopping!"  Stasi's eyes were wide, and Lewis hurried to the door too.  The thing in the middle of the floor was glowing, rising webs of light dancing around the globe in the center, brighter and brighter, shifting toward ultraviolet.
"What the hell?" Mitch said.  
There was a low thrumming noise, felt as much as heard, and the hairs on the backs of Lewis's hands stood on end.
"Get down!" Mitch said, grabbing Stasi's arm and dragging her to the floor.  "Ground yourself as much as possible.  And don't touch anything metal!"
Lewis threw himself flat on the weathered boards, his feet somewhere around Stasi's head.  "It's going to discharge!" he yelled.  His hair was standing on end now, lights like St. Elmo's fire dancing around the exposed metal of the struts, like standing in the middle of a field with a thunderstorm bearing down, ionized air rushing past him.
Stasi squeaked.  The noise rose in a crescendo, the lights flickering almost painfully bright.  Lewis squeezed his eyes shut, his fingers digging into the boards, heart racing.
There was a sudden flash, bright enough to leave an impression behind closed eyelids, the roar of thunder coming after almost instantly, like standing next to a near lightning strike.  And then quiet.
Lewis opened his eyes.  The machine sat there silent and dark.  The air smelled like ozone.
"What the hell," Mitch said, raising his head.  His hair was covered in dust.
Stasi's eyes were wide.  
"It's lightning," Lewis said.  "It's creating a lightning strike.  That's what happened to us and Rayburn.  It would jump to anything metal that was above it, like an airplane.  Jesus Christ."
"Did the radio do it?" Stasi asked.  She picked herself up to a sitting position.
"Maybe.  I don't know," Mitch said.  "But I think we'd better leave the radio alone just in case."
"I'm with you on that," Lewis said fervently.
 
The Dude bored west at its normal cruising speed.  Alma kept her hands away from the throttle, despite the temptation to push it forward, bring them home at closer to the Dude's top speed. But that would just waste fuel, and there was no need for that, not yet.  The headwind had diminished significantly from yesterday, and the air was generally calmer.  She had the Dude at six thousand feet, between a patchy layer of clouds that did nothing to hide her big landmarks, and a haze of ice crystals far above them, and she made herself relax into the rhythm of the flight.  She'd sent the telegram, and Mitch and Lewis would know what to do — get the sheriff to help out, stop somebody stealing scrap out of the Silver Bullet.  They might even be able to get the Reserves involved, if they were lucky.  It would all be fine.
Jerry was drowsing in the co-pilot's seat, as though he hadn't gotten enough sleep the night before, and she touched her stomach for reassurance.  She couldn't help thinking about Gil, about the last time, and she couldn't decide if she wanted to kick him or kiss him.  Maybe both, she thought, and guessed Jerry would have been happy to help either way.  Only Gil would have leaped to that solution.  
She glanced over her shoulder.  Tesla was settled comfortably in his seat, one of the blankets tucked around his legs, reading what looked like a very serious journal.  If he'd only mentioned earlier that people might be after his death ray, or that the thing in the mine was a version of the death ray — though she supposed she might have guessed that, considering its results.  She shivered then, in spite of the mink cuddling her.  It was an ugly thought, machines like the Silver Bullet strung out across the countryside, waiting to strike down attacking aircraft.  It was an answer to bombers, she supposed, but — not a good one.
She looked out the windshield again, picking out the broad line of the Platte River off her starboard wing.  She'd decided to stay on the northern course rather than cut cross country and risk hitting the tail of the storm.  Not much further now, and she reached for the radio, adjusting the dials to the frequency for the North Platte field.
Jerry stirred at the movement, opening his eyes.  "North Platte?"
"In about half an hour."  Alma glanced back into the cabin again.  Tesla had discarded his journal, was jotting notes in his morocco leather case, mechanical pencil flying.  "I don't know what anyone thinks they could do with the death ray, or whatever it is.  It's enormous — it must be four stories tall.  I don't know how you'd be able to dismantle it without somebody noticing."
"That would be nice," Jerry said.
"You don't think so."
He shook his head.  "You said yourself that it looked a lot like some of Tesla's other devices.  I'm guessing there are a few key components that you'd want to take and then the rest you could build from a good set of photographs and Tesla's notes on his other machines."
Alma grimaced.  It had been a faint hope at best. "Well, let's hope Lewis and Mitch figure out something to do about it."
"They can call the sheriff," Jerry said, but he sounded as doubtful as she felt.  
"And tell them what?  Spies are stealing a death ray?"
"Somebody's looting what's left of the mine," Jerry said.  "I know, it's not much, but it's something."
"Maybe Mitch can get Colonel Sampson to do something," Alma said and reached for the radio, cutting off any answer Jerry might have made.
There wasn't a lot of traffic at North Platte in the middle of the day.  Alma got the fuel truck set up and made her way across the tarmac to the main terminal.  It was quiet, too, even the coffee shop empty, the waitress perched on the end stool reading a magazine, and Alma's shoes were loud on the linoleum as she made her way to the manager's office.  The door was closed, but there was a light on behind the pebbled glass, and she tapped gently on the frame.  She heard rustling, and then the door opened, the manager still settling his coat on his shoulders.
"Can I help you?  It's Mrs. Segura, isn't it?"
"That's right. I think you have a telegram for me."
"Telegram?"  The manager shook his head.  "I'm sorry, Mrs. Segura, not that I've seen.  But let me check, just to be sure."
He pawed through the handful of papers on his desk, then leaned into a second, smaller office.  "Sybil?  Have we gotten any telegrams today?"
There was an indistinct murmur, and then an older woman appeared, shaking her head. "Not today.  Were we expecting one?"
"I was hoping for one," Alma said.
"Sybil, this is Mrs. Segura, of Gilchrist Aviation," the manager said.  "My wife, Mrs. Thomsen."
"Oh, my."  Sybil wiped her hands nervously on her skirt and took the hand Alma extended.  "It's a pleasure — a real honor, Mrs. Segura."
"Thank you," Alma said.  "I sent a telegram from Cedar Rapids this morning, asking them to answer here, and — well, I thought it would be here by now."
"The boy hasn't been out today," Sybil said.  "And the mail's been and all.  I'll run up to the tower, though, and see if somebody got lazy and radioed it."
"That's a good idea, Syb," the manager said, and the woman hurried away.
"I'll just see about getting some coffee," Alma said, and turned back to the coffee shop.
Jerry was there ahead of her, the Dude's shiny new thermos unstoppered on the counter while a fresh pot brewed and the waitress sliced up ham for sandwiches.  "Any news?"
Alma shook her head.  "Nothing."
"Damn."
"Surely they got it already," Alma said.
"Maybe not."  The sandwiches were finished, and Jerry reached into his pocket for his wallet.  "Even Western Union has delays.  Or if Mitch and Lewis were out on a job —"
"Stasi could phone Western Union with the answer," Alma said. "Everybody knows how to do that."
Jerry nodded, his eyes grave behind his glasses.  
"Mrs. Segura?"  Sybil Thomsen came hurrying across the lobby.  "I spoke to the boys in the tower, and they said they haven't gotten anything, either.  Sometimes the boys in town get lazy, they don't want to bike all the way out here, so they radio the messages.  But not today."
"Thank you for checking," Alma said.  Her mouth felt stiff, as though she were cold.
"I told them you were expecting a message, and they said they'd radio if one came in, as long as you were still in range."
Alma caught her breath.  "That's very kind of you."
"It sounds important," the other woman said, with frank curiosity.
"I just need to know if they got my telegram," Alma said.  
"Then we'll know what to do," Jerry added, with a smile.  He slid a dollar across the counter and waved away the change.  "The fuel should be loaded by now."
"Yes," Alma said, and managed a smile for Mrs. Thomsen. "Thank you for all your help.  I really appreciate it."
They made their way back to the Dude in silence, and Alma concentrated on her checklist.  The field mechanic helped started the engine, and she taxied slowly alongside the runway, automatically checking the windsock and the empty sky over the field.
"Gilchrist, this is North Platte Tower," a bored voice said in her ear.  "You're clear for takeoff."
"Tower, this is Gilchrist.  Roger that — you don't have any messages for me?"
"Sorry, Mrs. Segura."
"Thanks anyway."  She took a breath, made herself sound firmly professional again.  "Gilchrist ready for takeoff."
"Roger that.  Have a good flight."
Alma lined the Dude up on the runway and advanced the throttle, automatically compensating for the increased weight of fuel.  Plenty of fuel to get them home, even fuel to waste if she wanted to make better time.  She left that thought unresolved, concentrating on the feel of the controls, the lift on the wings.  The Dude rose eagerly, and she turned west again, following the line of the South Platte River.  She could follow that to Greeley and cut south to Denver, or strike out cross country after they passed Sterling — probably the latter, she thought.  Maybe they just didn't get the telegram, or maybe they hadn't had a chance to answer her, for whatever reason.  But she wanted to be home.
 
It was a few minutes after eleven by Stasi's watch.  She unwrapped some peanut butter crackers and considered them carefully.  Or rather she considered the Death Ray carefully while eating peanut butter.  It had powered up again at five until ten after its first run at ten after eight and they'd all taken shelter in the minehead while it discharged again.  They were further away, but it was no less alarming.  And Stasi began to wonder.  "The proof," she said, "is in the pudding."
Lewis looked around from where he was keeping watch through one of the broken windows, watching for Kirsch and his boys.  "What pudding?"
"The second time," she said slowly, "We didn't touch the radio.  And it went off anyway."
"Yeah."  Lewis frowned like he wasn't sure what she was getting at.
Stasi licked peanut butter off her fingertips.  "Don't electrical things…like clouds…build up a charge?  Like combing a cat?"
Lewis blinked.  "Why would you comb a cat?"
Mitch came out of the office, glancing up at Tesla's device, which for the moment was not doing anything.  "To make it spark with static electricity," he said.  "It scared my little sisters."  Mitch grinned.
"Exactly," Stasi beamed.  "But doesn't that work because it builds up or something?"
"Sure."  Mitch reached for the wax paper packet of crackers.  "Static electricity builds up a charge when you comb a cat.  Just like it does on the wings of a plane when the atmospheric conditions are right."
"How long does it take?" Stasi asked.
Mitch shrugged.  "It depends on the weather."
"But it's some predictable amount of time?"
Lewis put his head to the side.  "So you're saying that Tesla's machine builds up a charge and then discharges, rather than it's discharging from the battery?"
"I'm just wondering," Stasi said.  "The second time we weren't touching anything.  We weren't even near it.  But it was an hour and three quarters later.  If it is building up and discharging, wouldn't it do it again at about twenty till twelve?"
"Assuming the weather hasn't changed much?"  Lewis asked.  
"It's got to build up a charge somehow," Mitch said slowly.  "Which would mean that right after it discharges it can't do it again immediately.  It would have to recharge before it could do it again."
"Exactly, darling!" Stasi said.  "Just like when a fellow…."
"That's an interesting thought," Lewis said quickly.  "That would mean there's a time when it's safe to get near it."
"And a time when it's not."  Mitch nodded.  "We can test that.  Let's see what happens around twenty till twelve."
Stasi looked up at the Death Ray.  It was rather tall and pointy and bulbous.
Lewis's head went up.  "We've got company," he said.  "A car and a truck."  They were coming up the road slowly, careful of the snow.
"Stasi, time to get back in the minehead," Mitch said, bundling up the crackers and helping her to her feet.  Lewis had already slung his rifle over his back by the strap and started up the ladder to the catwalks above.
"Now don't do anything foolish," Stasi said.  "I mean it."  
"I won't," Mitch said.  "I'm just going to talk to them."
 
Mitch walked out toward the entrance, in front of Tesla's device, his hands well away from his sides.  Outside, a car door slammed.  He was acutely aware of Lewis, sliding silently into a prone firing position on the boards above.  If he hadn't known where he was, he wouldn't have spotted him.  Even with bright sun outside, the shadows in the building were deep and Lewis could be perfectly still.  He could see that there were six of them now, a man with graying hair in a good overcoat in front, and five other guys behind who looked like hired muscle, two of them wearing jackets too thin for the cold.  Kirsch's guys from LA, Mitch thought.  They'd driven up in the truck but they weren't really prepared for Colorado winter.  That was a piece of information to file away behind his eyes.
They saw him, and Mitch raised one hand genially, laying the good ole boy on thick.  "Hey!  How you boys doing?  You looking for something?"
The man in the good overcoat shaded his eyes, then stepped into the shadow of the building.  "We've got a salvage permit from the state," he said.  "We're here to disassemble the equipment."
Mitch's friendly smile didn't waver.  "I don't reckon so," he said.  "That device belongs to Dr. Tesla.  I work for him, and it don't come down until he says it does.  It don't belong to the state."
"It's on state land," the guy replied.  That must be Kirsch, the one doing all the talking.  
"That may be," Mitch said.  "But it belongs to Dr. Tesla.  It doesn't go anywhere without his signature."  Time to give them an out.  "You come back with that, I'll help you boys take it apart."  Maybe they'd go back to town, forge a signature and come back.  That would stall things half a day, hopefully long enough for either Alma or the Guard to get here.
Kirsch frowned.  "You work for Tesla?"
"Yep."  Mitch grinned.  "Real interesting job."
Two of the boys in the back cast each other wary looks.  
Kirsch wasn't going to back off.  "We've got a salvage permit from the state," he said.  "So we're taking it down."
"I reckon I can't let you do that," Mitch said.  Sweat popped out on his back, crawling under his coat.  Six on one.  That was going to be fun.  But if he went to the right he'd give Lewis a clear field of fire….
Kirsch took a step closer.  He was shorter, but he had a kind of bulldog tenacity that made you not want to mess with him.  "If I were you, I'd get out of the way, pal."
"I can't do that," Mitch said.  "I got my job to do."
"If that's how you want to play it."  Kirsch reached in his coat and pulled out a .38 Special.  "Now step on back and nobody gets hurt."
Beneath his feet, Mitch felt a rumble, the device beginning its power up right on time.  "You really don't want me to use it, do you?" he asked.  One of the boys took a step back involuntarily.  The device was beginning to light, creepers of current rising along the struts.  "Cause I will if I need to."
"Mr. Kirsch," one of them began.
Kirsch extended the gun.  "Now listen here, pal.  You turn that thing off and get out of the way."
"Can't do that," Mitch said.  Which was literally true.  He didn't have the faintest idea how to turn off Tesla's device.  
The throbbing was getting louder, the streamers brighter, shifting from blue to indigo.  The bulb at the top was beginning to glow.  Mitch could feel the electricity in the air, like standing in the face of a coming storm.
Kirsch glanced up at the machine and Mitch punched him.  It was a good, solid roundhouse, knocking him backwards into one of his guys, the gun clenched in his hand.  He was going to regret that in about three seconds.  
One of the boys yelled, and another started backing away.  Lightning jumped along the coils, the noise rising to a roar.
Mitch threw himself flat, grounding himself as much as possible, hoping Lewis had the good sense to put the rifle down and not be touching it.  He squeezed his eyes shut.
Lightning crackled, the sound almost simultaneous, a blinding flash that seemed to crawl along his backbone, punctuated by the screams and yells of Kirsch's men.  He opened his eyes to see them running for the door, the flash's negative image still dancing in his eyes.  Kirsch was holding his right hand to his chest, the pistol left on the floor.  The current would have jumped to it, an electrical burn serious enough to knock the man down and out of it.  
Sure enough, he was being dragged along by his boys, stumbling between two of them as they ran back out into the sunlight, jumping in the car and truck like the hounds of hell were after them.  
Mitch grinned and stood up.  Stasi was peeping around the minehead entrance.  "Darling, are you all right?"
"I'm fine," Mitch called back.  He tilted his head up.  "Lewis?"
Lewis stuck his head over the edge of the catwalk.  "All good up here.  Though I don't want to be that close to that thing again when it goes off."
Stasi glanced at her watch.  "Twenty till twelve.  So one twenty five for the next one."
"Right on the dot."  Mitch couldn't stop grinning.  
Lewis was climbing down the ladder.  "You think they'll be back?"
"No doubt about it," Stasi said.  "There's a lot of money in this.  As soon as they get their breath back and have a stiff drink, they'll realize none of them were really hurt.  And yes, they'll be back.  And it won't work a second time."
"Not to mention that we can't actually make it happen when we want it to," Mitch said.  He picked up Kirsch's gun.  Yep, a .38 police special.  He tucked it in his waistband.
"You don't have a problem with that now?" Stasi said.
"I think I'm a little busy right now," Mitch said.  "Now let's go see if we can raise Alma on the radio.  She ought to be inbound about now."
"I'll find the Frontiersman's frequency," Lewis said   A shadow seemed to lift from his face at the idea of reaching Alma.  "Let's see where she is."
 
The South Platte River lay off the starboard wing, a dark and definite line cutting through the patchy snow and scrub.  Alma glanced at the compass again, though she knew the heading hadn't changed, looked back at the mountains rising beyond the windshield.  They'd just passed Sterling, the town name painted large on the roof of a barn just off the main road; another seventy miles, give or take, and they'd be over Fort Morgan, and she'd have to choose, strike southwest for home, cross-country without a lot of landmarks, relying on dead reckoning and the beacon at their home field, or follow the South Platte on to Greeley, then turn due south to follow ridge and road.  The sensible thing would be to follow the river, but the unanswered telegram nagged at her, pushing her to hurry.
There was no point in changing course before Fort Morgan, though, and she made herself relax, shaking out first one hand and then the other.
"Everything ok?" Jerry asked, and she forced a smile.
"Fine.  I just wish we'd heard from Lewis."
Jerry nodded.  "Yeah."
There were clouds building over the highest mountains, still miles away and high enough that she didn't think there was much weather behind them.  Cut south from Fort Morgan, and she'd be home long before they were a problem, anyway.
The radio crackled in her ear, a faint voice patiently repeating.  "Gilchrist Frontiersman, this is Gilchrist base.  Come in, please.  Gilchrist Frontiersman, this is Gilchrist base."
Alma snatched at the microphone, forgetting radio discipline. "Lewis?  Is that you?"
"Al!"  Lewis's voice was freakishly clear, then lost in a burst of static.
"Say again, Gilchrist base?"
"Sorry, Frontiersman."  Lewis had himself under control again, too.  "I read you loud and clear."
"You, too," Alma answered.  "We're a bit past Sterling, that's about an hour and a half from the field.  Did you get my telegram?"
"Telegram?"
Alma could almost see his frown.
"The one I sent from Cedar Rapids this morning?"
"We're not at the office," Lewis answered.  "We're up at the mine."
The mine.  Alma swallowed the words, and was proud of how steady her voice was when she spoke again.  "Lewis, there's a good chance that Pelley's men are heading out there —"
"They've already been.  Don't worry, we're fine.  Mitch ran them off with Dr. Tesla's device."
"You figured out how to turn it off?"
"Not exactly."  
"Lewis —"
"It's still running," Lewis said.  "It's on a steady cycle, builds up a charge and then discharges about every hour and forty-five minutes."
Alma glanced at the clock in the Dude's dash.  "When did it last go?"
"It'll go again at three-ten," Lewis answered, and Alma gave a sigh of relief.  They wouldn't be anywhere near the mine until three-thirty.
"Ok," she said.  "What's the snow like up there?"
"Nothing new since day before yesterday.  Pretty good cover everywhere."
Alma stared into the clouds, visualizing the land around the mine.  "What about the clearing where the Ford crashed?  How bad is that chewed up?"
"You can't land there —" Lewis stopped abruptly.
"Can't, or you don't want me to?" Alma asked.  "Lewis, I've got Dr. Tesla with me.  You need him."
"Yeah, I know."  To her surprise, Lewis didn't sound unhappy, just thoughtful.  "Hang on a minute."
Alma waited, the static singing in her headphones, and then Lewis's voice returned.
"The Ford went down pretty easy, just dropped in straight, and Mitch says he doesn't think the Reserves messed it up much getting the trucks in.  You might be able to put the Dude down in the Ford's track.  I've got the truck, and I can come get you."
"I'll radio when I get close," Alma said.  "And I'll pass over the mine just to be sure."
"Roger that," Lewis said, with a belated return to procedure.  "Just — be careful. We've chased these guys off once, but Stasi thinks they'll be back, and I agree."
"I will be," Alma answered.  "I'll radio again when we're in sight of the mine. Frontiersman out."
"Roger," Lewis said again.  "Gilchrist out."
Alma replaced the microphone, aware of Jerry's wary stare.  "We're going to land at the mine," she said.  "Pelley's men are already there."
"Can we?" Jerry asked.  
"We're certainly going to try."
 
There was no point in questioning Alma when she got that look about her.  The Dude droned on to the west, and after a bit Alma checked her instruments and sent them into a shallow bank.  She straightened onto a southwest heading, and Jerry knew they were committed.  Not that Al would try to land if it was impossible, but — she'd do everything short of that.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement in the cabin, and looked over his shoulder to see Tesla fumbling with his seatbelt.  "Do you need a hand with something, Dr. Tesla?"
Tesla smiled.  "Oh.  Yes, that would be kind, Dr. Ballard."
Jerry glanced at Alma, who nodded.  "Go ahead.  We're still fifty minutes out."
"Ok."  Jerry worked himself out of the co-pilot's seat, balancing awkwardly on his wooden leg, and let himself fall into the seat opposite Tesla.  "What can I do for you, Dr. Tesla?"
"My carryall."  Tesla waved at the satchel strapped to the rear bulkhead.  "At least — do I understand that we should expect trouble at the mine?"
"Yeah," Jerry said.  "It sounds like Pelley's men are trying to take your device."
"William Pelley," Tesla said.  "So he's behind all this?"
"We think so," Jerry said.   "You know him?"
"Only by reputation," Tesla answered.  "But what I have heard, I don't like at all.  If you'd just bring my carryall forward?"
"Of course," Jerry said.  He braced himself against the bulkhead to undo the straps, then pulled the bag forward so that it sat between their seats.
"Thank you," Tesla said, and unlatched the top.  "Might I ask, Dr. Ballard, what your specialty was in the war?"
"I was in the artillery."  Jerry craned his neck, but could make out only two pairs of pliers sitting atop dark metal shapes that were unpleasantly like grenades.
"Excellent.  That should prove useful." Tesla rummaged in the bag, and pulled out an egg-shaped metal canister with a narrow neck and what looked like a screw cap.  He used one set of pliers to open the top, then reached into the bag for a metal cylinder the size of a pencil.  "These aren't really very damaging — it's just photographic flash powder — but it certainly should surprise anyone on the ground.  These are contact fuses, of my own design.  They're very stable, it really does take falling out of an airplane to set them off.  Which was the problem."
Jerry nodded, speechless, as the old man added the fuse to the first casing, and set it carefully aside.  He pulled out another egg-shaped container, armed it, and a third, then produced a longer cylinder, this one conventionally bomb-shaped, with a pointed nose and fins at the other end. Tesla turned it fins-down, holding it between his knees, and used the second pair of pliers to unscrew the heavy nose.
"Now this is a bit more interesting."  He tilted the bomb so that Jerry could see into the interior. Jerry leaned to look, but could make out only what looked like a coil of wire beneath a miniature pinwheel.  "I haven't really had occasion to try these out, but in theory this should build up a significant electrical charge as it falls through the atmosphere, which will then discharge on impact.  I expect you'll just get a shower of sparks, alarming to look at but not particularly damaging, but if one were to strike metal or an already charged object, you could achieve a significant discharge."
A flash powder grenade and an electric bomb, Jerry thought.  Well, it was better than nothing — a lot better than he'd thought they had. Maybe they could do something to help.  "How many of those do you have?" he asked.
"Nine of each." Tesla finished adjusting something in the cylinder, and replaced the nose.  "Eighteen in total."
"Jerry?" Alma called, and Jerry levered himself out of the rear seat, took his place his in the co-pilot's seat again.  "Jerry, are those bombs?"
"Oh, no," Jerry said.  "Not conventionally, anyway."
Alma gave him a sharp look. "And I'm guessing the other ones aren't grenades, then, either?"
"Nope."  Jerry looked over his shoulder again, and Tesla smiled happily as he screwed the nose onto yet another of the electric bombs.  "The things that look like grenades are full of flash powder, like for cameras, and the bombs are supposed to give off some kind of electric shock.  Or maybe just sparks."
He saw Alma blink, then shake her head slowly.  "Well. If nothing else, it'll get their attention."
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
The Silver Bullet Mine
 
December 20, 1932
 
Stasi paced by the front windows looking at her watch.  It had been twenty minutes since Tesla's device went off again, and Mitch and Lewis were moving boards and the empty trestle tables around to block off most of the broken first floor windows.
"How's that?" Mitch asked, arranging a board so that it covered all but the bottom left hand side of the window.  It was three thirty, and the sun would soon move behind the mountains.
"Perfect."  Lewis squatted down to look out.  "I've got a good clear range all the way down to the road.  Well, except for that shed, but they're going to have to come around it one way or the other."
Mitch nodded, checking the space at the next window a yard away.  The tables covered it to a height of five feet, with room to stand behind it with the pistol's barrel sighted just over the top.  It was a perfect set up for him.
Stasi frowned.  "I don't like this," she said.
"Do you have a better idea?" Mitch asked.
"Someone is going to get hurt this way."
"Yeah," Lewis said.  "They are."  He looked like he actually wanted to mix it up.
"Is this really worth getting shot for?" Stasi asked.  She was frowning, an expression like she really didn't like this at all, and he wondered what their barricades reminded her of.  Something bad. 
He put the gun down.  "It's ok," he said.  "We're not going to get shot.  They're not suicidal.  They're not going to rush a setup like this, especially when they see that we've got more than one armed man."
"And if you get shot, what then?" Stasi demanded.  "Am I supposed to hold them off over your and Lewis's dead bodies?  Crawl over your corpses to get to the window?  For what?  For some idea?  If this is your idea of some heroic last stand, some perfect way to go, let me tell you that it isn't.  It's just hell."
He took both her hands, willing her to see him instead of whatever she saw before her eyes.  "Stasi, that's not what's going to happen."  There weren't any good words, but there were some true ones.  "I'm not that guy."
"Lewis…."
"Lewis isn't that guy either."  He squeezed her fingers.  "This is a calculated risk with the odds running our way.  I don't play it any other way.  Remember?  The ace who's still alive?"
She searched his face, and then looked away, faint color coming to her pale cheeks, an expression that was more like Stasi.  "Well, it's all one to me, darling."
"You just handle the radio and keep up with Al.  We can deal with these guys."
"Mitch."  Lewis was still looking out the window.  "They're back."
"It's ok," Mitch said, and let go of her hands.  "Really.  I promise."  He thought of something she'd believe, or at least believe he believed it.  "I don't make promises I don't think I can keep."
The truck was pulling up down the hill away from the building, the car behind it screened by the bulk of the truck.  Somebody had a brain.  Mitch turned back toward the window.  And there was Kirsch, wearing gloves this time, his right hand bandaged.  That burn must hurt.
"I thought you boys packed up," Mitch called out.
"I figure we can come to an arrangement," Kirsch replied.  He tipped his hat back on his head.  "How about two hundred dollars to make yourself scarce?"
Mitch paused like he was considering, Stasi hurrying across the dusty floor toward the office and the radio.  "I don't reckon so," he called back.  "I figure we can handle this."
One of Kirsch's boys looked at him doubtfully, having caught the 'we'.  
"Dr. Tesla must be paying you a lot of money," Kirsch said.
"You do know we've got a radio," Mitch said.  "National Guard's on its way up here."
One of the other men shifted from one foot to another, but Kirsch smiled thinly.  "I don't think that's very likely," he said.  "If it were, why would you stick your neck out rather than just let them handle it?  Do you really want to do this the dirty way?"
There was the sharp report of a rifle and the dust kicked up inches in front of Kirsch's foot, Lewis showing off his marksmanship.  Crap, Mitch thought.  He'd figured he could stall them a few more minutes.
"I reckon we do," he said.  No warning shots for him.  He only had the six cartridges in the cylinder.  He'd have to make them count, but he'd rather it didn't come to that.  Killing a man from an airplane was bad enough without making it face to face.
Kirsch and his boys scrambled all right, back behind the truck and the nearer shed.  Lewis held his fire.  Mitch waited.  They seemed to be having some kind of heated discussion back there, probably about who the sucker was who was going to make a run across Lewis's field of fire.  Tesla might not be paying him squat, but Kirsch had better be ready to pay these guys plenty to walk into that.
"What's going on?" Stasi called from the office.
"A little contract renegotiation," Mitch replied.
"I have Alma on the radio," she said.
"Super," Lewis said.  He was lying prone, his shoulders perfectly relaxed, sighting along the rifle barrel through his constructed blind.
Whatever Stasi said next was drowned out in a hail of gunfire outside, two or three pistols opening up from the shelter of the truck.  Mitch ducked down, acutely aware of the thinness of the boards that protected him.  They couldn't see where he was, but it might not matter.  He squinted out.  Yep, that was the point of it, just as he'd expected.  The fire covered the movement of Kirsch's men, two of them scrambling in each direction, toward the shed and the other end of the building.  Lewis opened fire, two warning shots down the building, stopping one in his tracks to run back behind the truck while the other threw himself to the ground.
"Try not to kill anybody," Mitch said.
"That would be hard to explain," Lewis replied.  
"Sure," Mitch said.  The other two had gained the shed.  They'd be working their way as close as possible to the end of the building against the mountain and the windows there.  Those windows were boarded, but they hadn't had any way to nail the boards in place.  They were just propped and braced with a turned over table, and there was no way they'd stop anybody for more than a couple of minutes.  "Lewis, down to the right."
At that moment there was the crash of the table toppling backwards.  Two men pushed, breaking out the last of the window frame in a tinkle of remaining glass.  Mitch swung around and fired, his arm not yet at full extension.  
"Yow!"  One of them lunged back, clutching at his arm, the other dragging him down against the outside wall.  
Lewis looked up, one eyebrow rising.  "I thought you said not to kill anybody."
"I just winged him," Mitch said sheepishly.  It had been pure instinct.  "I think."
The two men against the wall made a run for the shed and Lewis shot after them, a wide shot that pinged the corrugated steel of the roof, ringing like a cowbell.
There was a long silence.  Dust motes drifted in the beams of sunlight coming in through the upper windows, the last rays of the day on the longest night of the year.
"Think we scared them off?" Lewis asked quietly.
Mitch shook his head.  "I'm not betting on it."
 
Alma pitched the Dude into a steep dive, shedding altitude as quickly as she dared. Stasi said Kirsch's men were back; Lewis and Mitch were armed and ready, but there was no way they could hold Kirsch off for very long. She could see the mine buildings just ahead and to her right, the mountain rising above them.  There was a truck pulled up in the open space where the railhead had been going to be, a car tucked in behind it, and there were five or six men on the ground outside.  The sound of the air changed as Jerry rolled the cabin window down, and the Dude's balance shifted slightly. Alma touched the rudder to compensate, glanced over her shoulder a final time.  Jerry was on his knees in the right hand seat, hanging on with one hand, the first of Tesla's bombs ready in the other.  Tesla had the other bombs ready, laid out neatly in groups of three.
She saw all that in an instant, before she focused on the group outside the mine.  The last radio message had said Lewis and the others were inside and going to stay inside, trying to keep Kirsch out as long as possible, and that meant anyone on the ground was an enemy.  She steadied the Dude twenty feet above the treetops, low and level, tipped right wing down to give Jerry his best aim.  She saw him move, once, then twice, and then she rolled left, banking away from the mountain behind the minehead. She heard a bang, then saw a brilliant flash and another bang, the figures scattering for cover.
"Come around again!" Jerry yelled, but she was already lining up for another pass.  
She brought the Dude in lower this time, barely at treetop level, heard the bang as another of the flash powder bombs landed, and then a weird shrill whistle that ended in a frenzied popping like a string of firecrackers.  Another bang followed, and another, and she pulled the Dude up sharply as they reached the trees on the far side of the mine.
"I believe they're shooting at us," Tesla called.
"Jesus!" Jerry said, in almost the same instant, and Alma risked a backward glance.  "Al, they're shooting —"
"What kind of gun?"
Jerry paused.  "Pistols, I think?  I didn't see anything bigger."
"That can't do much harm," Alma said.  Unless a bullet hit her, or severed a control cable, or damaged a control surface — it might punch a hole in the gas tank, but unless it caused a spark, the Dude probably wouldn't explode.  She pulled back on the yoke, scrambling for altitude, the motor straining.  The Dude rose into the late afternoon sunlight, and she banked again, choosing her line.  
Outside the mine, the packed snow was spread with fans of burnt powder where the flash bombs had landed.  The one electric bomb was spinning like a dying top, still spraying gusts of sparks.  Two of Kirsch's men had taken shelter beside the tumble-down shed that had held the mine's donkey engine, and two more crouched beside a heap of spoil.  The rest of them were huddled by the truck, and even as she watched, one of them jerked to his feet and dragged himself into the cab.  A good sign, if they were planning to run, but if not…
"Use the electric bombs," she shouted and saw Jerry lift a hand in answer.
Speed, she thought.  If they were shooting, speed was her friend.  She let the Dude climb further, up into the last of the sunlight, filtered by thin cloud at ten thousand feet.  She could see her line then, and turned the Dude on its wingtip, over and down like a stone, arrowing for the ground.  One of the men by the shed made a break for the truck, then darted back, arms up to protect his head.  Lewis, she guessed, shooting from inside the mine.  He wouldn't miss much at that distance, and she hoped he'd remember they'd be better off if Kirsch's men got away.
And there was her mark, and she hauled back on the wheel, leveling out a hundred feet above the ground.  She could see one of the men taking aim, then another, felt the Dude rock as Jerry tipped more bombs out the window. There was a smaller bang, and a sound of breaking glass, but she didn't dare look, concentrating on pulling up and away. Light flashed behind her, a fountain of sparks from the first bomb, then the flash and bang of powder, then sparks again and a sudden vivid crack of blue fire bright as lightning.  
"Jesus!" Jerry said again, and she looked back to see him fumbling with a piece of the floor matting, trying to brace it across the rearmost window on Tesla's side. A bullet must have hit it, but Tesla didn't seem to care, twisting to see the effects of his bombs.  
"That's very interesting —"
Kirsch's men by the shed broke for the truck, hurling themselves across the snow and into the car drawn up behind it.  Kirsch was yelling at them, waving his pistol, but it didn't look like he was getting very far.  A moment later, he'd pulled himself into the cab, and both car and truck turned for the access road, tires sliding and gripping in the snow. 
"Leave the window, Jerry," Alma yelled.  "We're going after them."
Jerry waved a hand in answer, dropping the mat, and dropped back into his seat. 
"Let's make sure they stay gone," Alma said, almost to herself, and banked the Dude.
It was harder to follow them on the winding road, the steep slope on one side and the overhanging trees cutting off her view.  Jerry lobbed another flash bomb after them anyway, and it hit with a satisfying crack and flash. Three miles on, the road leveled for a brief instant, and Alma dove on them again.  She caught a brief glimpse of someone hanging out the car's window, trying to get a shot at her, but then Jerry had dropped two more bombs, and the car swerved and skidded before it disappeared into the trees again.  
"I don't think they're coming back," Jerry shouted, and Alma nodded, banking the Dude into a rising turn.  Kirsch's men were still making tracks for Colorado Springs, taking the snowy road at reckless speed, and she reached for the radio.
"Stasi?  Stasi, can you hear me?"
"I hear you."  Stasi sounded unusually subdued.  "They've gone. And we're all fine."
"They're still making tracks for town," Alma said. "I think there's a chance we've run them off permanently."
"I don't know —"
"Tell Lewis I'm putting down in the clearing where the Ford landed.  Can he bring the truck to collect us?"
"Just a minute, darling, I'll ask."
Alma circled the mine, frowning at the light.  The sun was well below the rim of the mountain; she needed to land soon, or head back to a lighted field. Not to mention that it was four-thirty, and the device was supposed to go off again in twenty-five minutes.  Was there more static on the frequency, or was that just her imagination?
"Alma.  Lewis says he'll follow you there."
"Roger that," Alma answered.  "See you soon."
Jerry pulled himself into the co-pilot's seat, fumbling with the seatbelt.  "I've got Dr. Tesla strapped in," he said.  "Are you really going to try it?"
"Oh, yes."  Alma nodded.  "Piece of cake."
Jerry stared at her.  "And when was the last time you landed in an open, unprepared, snow-covered field?  No, on second thought, don't answer that!"
Alma grinned in spite of herself, and banked left, searching for the break in the trees.  Yes, there it was, a nice long open stretch, perfect for the rail terminal if that had ever been finished, and definitely long enough for the Dude to land.  Takeoff might be a bit tight, but she'd worry about that later.  The main thing was to get Tesla up to the mine.  
The wrecked Ford was still crumpled at the end of the clearing, one wing shattered against the trees.  It had left a long trail in the snow, still visible in spite of the earlier snows, and she circled twice, studying it.  The Guard trucks hadn't cut up the ground much at all, and it looked as though this was her best bet.  And she'd need to do it soon, before the light went any further.
She brought the Dude around a final time and skimmed the length of the track once, skis just touching the snow.  She felt no major obstacles, and came round to make a second pass, then a third, packing the snow a little more each time before she lined up for the landing.  She dropped in over the trees and the broken Ford, shedding speed and altitude as fast as she dared. She was still too fast as she skimmed the snow, kissed it once, twice, the skis rattling, then dumped the last of the lift.  The Dude dropped hard, fighting her, tail still up and no control, and she kicked the rudder, trying to get some kind of steering.  The tail came down, swerving hard to the left; she fought it back, no brakes, just the control surfaces to slow her, flaps down and the trees still coming, fast, too fast. She held on to the bucking wheel, and at last the Dude slowed enough for her to swing it into a wide circle.  One ski tugged and sank in the unpacked snow, but she gunned the motor and pulled free on to the harder pack.  Through the trees, she could see the lights of the truck, picking its way down the access road, and brought the Dude to a stop.
"Nice flying," Jerry said, in a strangled voice, and the truck pulled to a stop, Lewis opening the door to wave from the running board.
They made it back to the mine in deepening twilight, which made the lights crawling behind the mine windows even brighter by contrast.  Mitch and Stasi were outside, Stasi hunched in her best coat, which didn't seem to be doing much to cut the wind, but she waved a hand in greeting.
"Darling!  You're just in time for the fireworks."
Mitch nodded, glancing at his watch.  "We've got less than five minutes — nice flying, Al."
"Thanks," Alma said, sliding out of the back of the truck.  Lewis came around to help Jerry, and together they grabbed Tesla's satchel and the Dude's toolkit.  
"Very interesting," Tesla said. "Very interesting indeed."
"I wouldn't go in there, sir," Mitch began, but Tesla ignored him, brushing past him into the flickering light.
"Dr. Tesla?" Alma said, and started to follow, but Lewis caught her arm.
"Wait."
Through the open door, Alma could see the strands of electricity crawling down the legs of the device, a weird blue-violet that was both vividly bright and strangely hard to see.  Tesla stood near the base, staring up at it expectantly, just as he'd stood in the lab in town all those years before.  And then there was a crack of light and sound, enough to jar the ground under her feet, but Tesla never moved.
"There's a safe spot," Jerry said, in her ear.  "That's how — there has to be."
"Fascinating."  Tesla's voice carried in the echoing silence.  "That's not at all what it was supposed to do."
Alma saw Lewis and Mitch exchange looks, and then Mitch cleared his throat.
"Be that as it may, Dr. Tesla, there are some nasty and determined people after that thing.  And we need your help."
"Of course." Tesla gave him a cheerful smile. "Let's see what I can do."
"And in the meantime," Lewis said, "let's get under cover."
 
Lewis followed Alma and Tesla across the open space of the mine building.  His heart had slowed from the rush of the fight and now he felt loose and hyperalert, ready to take on anything.  It was illusion, he knew.  There were plenty of things he couldn't and shouldn't take on, but right now he coasted on a natural high of pure adrenaline.
"I imagine they'll be back," Dr. Tesla was saying.  "Very inconvenient.  But it should take them some hours to restore their shattered nerves."
"And then what?" Mitch asked.  "The Guard may get up here tomorrow, but we can't hold off an army, and Al can't pull that stunt again in the dark."
Alma nodded.  "The temperature is dropping and we're going to have to try to stay warm in the mine office.  The main space is too open for body heat to help much, and those upper windows are broken out."
Tesla looked pleased.  "Fortunately, I have plans for eventualities."  He stopped just short of the minehead, his eyes twinkling.  "Did you really think I had a lab that I couldn't heat?  In Colorado in the winter?"
Alma blinked.  "This space is wide open and I don't see any kind of furnace."
"Not up here, my dear," Tesla said.  He reached in his pocket and pulled out a metal cylinder, then stretched up and inserted it into the first light bulb socket in the row at the minehead.  "Down there."  The bulbs all lit, a row of bright light leading into the mountain.
"How did you…" Alma began.
"All in good time," Tesla said, and set off down the ore tracks into the mine.  
Behind Lewis, Stasi said to Mitch in a stage whisper, "You see?  I told you he was a vampire."
Tesla stopped and turned back.  "Nonsense, miss," he said with a wink.  "There are no such things as vampires.  Except for Countess Bathory of course, but I'm sure you know that story.'"
"Of course, Dr. Tesla," she said.  "I'm honored to make your acquaintance."
"Come along, then," Tesla said, and led the way.
Mitch raised his voice.  "Where are we going?"  It seemed that they were following a gentle slope deeper into the mine, squared walls occasionally showing a branching corridor following a vein, shallow and empty.  The electric lights above blazed brightly.
"My lair," Tesla said cheerfully.
There was a metal door across the corridor set tightly into the walls on either side, maybe an added protection for the active part of the mine or a safe chamber or something -- Lewis wasn't certain.  Tesla pushed the door open one handed and they followed him in, Alma stopping in the middle of the room and turning around.
Lewis blinked.  The walls of the room were raw stone, but there the resemblance to a mine ended.  It was brightly lit with a furnace in the corner of the room, laboratory tables down the center swept clean of everything but a layer of dust that had accumulated.  White metal cabinets lined two walls, while the others held a cot and a blocked off area with a curtain pulled back to show a commode and sink of plain white porcelain.  Glassware was neatly arranged in an open fronted cupboard along with Bunsen burners and other equipment.  Along the wall beside the door was a complicated console that looked as though it belonged in a radio station, all wires and switches and tubes.
"These are the controls for Silver Bullet," Tesla said.  "It's quite useless without them, I assure you.  That's simply the transmitter above.  This is the actual device.  Oh, and my lab."  He swung the metal door closed and dropped the locking bar across it.  "And they'd need a blow torch to get in.  And a considerable amount of time to use it."
Alma laughed in sheer delight.  "This is wonderful!  This is amazing!"
"I thought you would like it," Tesla said with a little courtly bow.  "Now if we can get the furnace going, we should be completely comfortable.  I expect the tinned food has given out, however, so unless…."
"We have food," Mitch said, putting a pack down on one of the lab tables.  "Dinner, anyone?"
They ate sandwiches perched on metal stools around the lab table.  By this time Lewis was actually hungry, and relief made him curious.  "Why did you build this lab all the way out here, Dr. Tesla?"
Tesla looked across the table at him, fixing him with a rather intense gaze.  "Can you imagine trying to build this in town?  The city fathers were somewhat upset with me after some other experiments didn't entirely go as planned."
"He electrified the sewer system," Alma said with a glance sideways at Tesla.  "It was terrific!"
"I'm glad Miss Sullivan enjoyed it," Tesla said.  "Unfortunately others weren't so amused.  It seemed that renting a space far enough from town that unfortunate side effects wouldn't be observed was the wisest course."  He folded his hands.  "My goal was the wireless transmission of electricity, freeing devices from the plug to the wall and making electricity free to everyone, anywhere, any time.  This device was the first step toward atmospheric transmission."
"Only it didn't work," Mitch guessed.
"Not as planned," Tesla said primly.  "I believe you can see that it works."
"It works brilliantly!" Stasi said.  "I've never seen a more wonderful death ray!"
"I imagine you've never seen another death ray at all."  The corner of Tesla's mouth twitched.
"Not per se," Stasi said, her expression animated.  "But I've seen a few mysterious devices in my time and this is absolutely the most interesting."
"I shall have to find out what other mysterious devices you've seen," Tesla said.  Lewis got the distinct impression they were playing with each other.  "I shouldn't want this one to fail to measure up."
"Oh, it's head and shoulders above the others," Stasi assured him.
Jerry cleared his throat.  "The problem is how to we prevent these men from taking it.  They're not going to give up easily.  We may have scared them back to town, but I don't think we've scared them off for good."  He looked at Lewis.  "Do you?"
"I doubt it," Lewis said.  
"Then we will have to put on a better show," Tesla said.  "Something dramatic enough that they will leave Silver Bullet alone forever."
"You could rip out their throats with teeth and claws," Stasi suggested, hopefully tongue in cheek.
"Unhygienic," Tesla said distastefully.  "And unlikely.  But I do have a few odds and ends around here that might serve the purpose.  If I might rely on your help, Mrs. Segura?"
"Absolutely," Alma said.
 
Somehow, helping Dr. Tesla seemed to have changed very little over the years. Alma trailed after him, collecting the coils of wire and less identifiable objects that he unearthed from various cabinets, then held things in place as he tinkered with objects she barely recognized. Finally, she hoisted the satchel containing the remaining bombs, plus the new boxes that he had built, and followed Tesla back to the device itself.  It hadn't gone off since they'd reached the inner chamber, so presumably Tesla's control panel worked as well as he claimed. Even so, Alma couldn't help casting wary glances over her shoulder as she ran strands of wire across the dirt floor.
"Unfortunately, there are only two flash bombs left," Tesla said. "But they are easy to detonate with electricity. Let's put them both in front of the main door — that ought to deter anyone from coming inside."
"It won't do more than discourage them," Alma said, stringing the wire. "Not once they realize that's all there is."
Tesla nodded. "I'm afraid they'll only be warning shots — a shot across the bow, as it were."
"It won't stop them."
"No."  For a moment, Tesla looked all of his seventy-three years, but then he straightened.  "However, they will buy us time, as will these."  He lifted the first of boxes out of the satchel. "It's a pity they won't actually explode, but they should give us a fountain of sparks.  I doubt anyone will be eager to run through them, at least not until they're quite sure they'll come to no harm. And I believe I can keep them guessing."
Alma looked up from nestling the first of the flash powder bombs in the hold she'd carved in the floor by the door.  "You don't mean to confront them yourself."
"But I must," Tesla said. "They will believe almost anything from me, and that will definitely work in our favor."
"But —" Alma closed her mouth over her automatic protest, less because she thought it would offend Tesla to mention his age than because she remembered how useless either protest or persuasion had been thirty years before. "What exactly do you have in mind?"
"We will place the flash powder bombs by the door, and set them off as soon as these men threaten me.  We will also have the Silver Bullet up and running; the discharge will deter them considerably, I believe.  We will use the spark fountains to keep them from reaching the mine entrance, and to distract them while Silver Bullet recharges."
"How long does it take to recharge?" Alma attached the wires to the first flash bomb, twisting them neatly into place, and moved on to the second.
"Thirty seconds."  Tesla had the second box in hand, looking around as he considered its placement.  "Of course, the more time the power has to build, the stronger the discharge, but since it can't easily be directed, the strength doesn't so much matter."
Alma straightened from the second bomb and ran her eyes over the cavernous space.  The Silver Bullet would be impressive, but it wouldn't take Pelley's men too long to figure out that it wasn't under Tesla's control, and then there would only be the flash bombs and the fountains of sparks to keep them from rushing him and the entrance to the mine.  Of course, they could post Lewis and Mitch in the entrance, but Mitch only had a few shots left, and Lewis, for all he'd brought a box of shells out from town, didn't have unlimited ammunition, either.  And, yes, they could retreat to the laboratory and lock the door, but she wouldn't put it past Pelley's men to have dynamite and the experience to use it.  Presumably Colonel Sampson was on his way, but he couldn't be there before dawn even if he'd started as soon as Mitch warned him.  And the last thing she wanted was to end up trapped in the lab where Pelley's men could conceivably use them as leverage — threaten to blow up the mine shaft or something like that.  Even if it was just a bluff, Sampson wouldn't risk it, not for a machine he didn't understand.
She looked up at the Silver Bullet again, the bulbous head and the twisting cables almost invisible in the shadows.  "What if we just let them take whatever it is they want from the transmitter?  You said the real Silver Bullet was in the lab."
Tesla looked conscious.  "I may have exaggerated slightly.  There are components here that shouldn't fall into Mr. Pelley's hands."
So much for that bright idea.  Alma picked up the spade again, and began digging a shallow hole for the first of the fountains. "If the Silver Bullet's discharge could be directed — you used to throw sparks in the lab in Colorado Springs."
"That was a much smaller current," Tesla said.  
Alma concentrated on her digging, unsure how to phrase her suggestion.  The last thing she wanted was for Tesla to dismiss her as a hysterical female — to think she'd become less intelligent as she grew older, to see him view her, not with contempt, he wasn't that sort, but with pity.  But. Mitch was all fire, Lewis strongly of air; together they could direct the lightning — possibly Mitch could do it himself, come to that, and maybe they could do it without Tesla realizing what had happened, though a steady run of near-hits would strain a lesser man's credulity.
"You have an idea," Tesla said.
Alma shook her head. Better to talk to Mitch first, be sure he thought he could do it, before she mentioned it to Tesla.  "Nothing useful."
"That's a shame," Tesla said.  "We could certainly use a more detailed plan."
Alma nodded.  It took an hour to finish running the wiring back down to the lab, and then Tesla spent another hour attaching everything to a new section of the control board, laying out the switches so that they mimicked the position of the bombs in the building overhead. The rest of the controls were equally uncomplicated. There was the main power switch, now safely in the "off" position, and then a locked switched labeled "Discharge."
"Flip that," Tesla said, "and the device will emit a sizable spark. Once the power is turned on, however, you'll need to discharge the device within the next hour and forty minutes, or the machine will discharge itself rather than risk overload.  As you've seen."
"Right."  Alma studied the panel, not quite able to believe that such a simple set of controls could master the machine in the chamber above them.
"This side board controls the flash bombs and the spark fountains," Tesla continued.  "All of which I have labeled."
"Right," Alma said again. Yes, everything made sense, and once she'd talked to Mitch, she might have something to add, but there was one obvious problem.  "But how do I know what's happening up there?  Won't Silver Bullet scramble the radio?"
"It would, if we were using radio," Tesla answered.  "I'm afraid we had to resort to more mundane methods."  He opened a wooden panel set into the wall beside the control boards, revealing a cylinder set with an eyepiece and twin handles.  It looked, Alma thought, like a submarine's periscope.
"Trench periscope?" Jerry said, in the same moment, and Tesla gave a pleased nod.
"A bit more elaborate, but, yes, the same principle."
Jerry stepped across to peer through the eyepiece, using the handles to swivel it from side to side, then stepped back, nodding. "I can spot for you, if you'd like."
"For Mrs. Segura," Tesla answered. "I'm relying on her to man the controls."
Alma peeked through the eyepiece herself, amazed that she could make out anything in the darkness. But there was the open door, the snow reflecting pale beyond it, and the shadows that were the device's legs.
"That's impressive," Mitch said. "But we'll need to post a watch."
Tesla smiled. "I believe that's taken care of already."  He bent over the control board and flipped a series of switches running along the top. A light flickered, a quaver of yellow, then strengthened slowly.  "It's always important to know when one had visitors. Particularly uninvited ones."
"What is that?" Alma asked.
"There's a pressure plate buried under the access road, spanning the entire roadway."  Tesla looked distinctly smug. "When a car or truck crosses it, it deforms just enough to close a radio circuit, and a bell rings in here.  I expect it was quite loud earlier, in fact.   When the signal goes off, we have approximately ten minutes to get ready."
"Do we know it still works?" Lewis asked, coming to stand at Alma's side.  She leaned against him for an instant, grateful for his warm strength.
"Oh, yes," Tesla said.  "If it didn't, we wouldn't have any signal here."
"That's good enough for me," Mitch said, and Alma felt Lewis relax slightly.  "So now what?"
"I suggest we all attempt to get a good night's sleep," Tesla said.  "Because I'm very much afraid those men will be back, and sooner rather than later."
"That's an excellent idea," Alma said.  "If I could just have a quick word with you two first…"
She drew Mitch and Lewis away from the controls, leaving Jerry still testing the periscope under Tesla's supervision, while Stasi busied herself replenishing the stove.  Lewis shook his head, keeping his voice low.
"I'm not sure I like this plan a whole lot, Al.  That device, Silver Bullet, it's not going to scare them off forever."
Mitch nodded. "And Sampson — assuming he's on his way, which I can't promise, I don't see how he can get here until after daybreak."
"I know," Alma said.  "That's what I wanted to talk to you about.  Lightning is fire and air —"
As always, Mitch was with her instantly.  He was quicker than he looked, a good brain hidden behind the lazy facade. "You mean, use — occult methods — to steer it?"
"Is it possible?" Out of the corner of her eyes, Alma saw Lewis grimace, bur she kept her attention on Mitch.  She was all earth, her talents were antithetical to what was needed, but Mitch was fire through and through.  She saw him take a breath, considering, working out the possibilities before he answered.
"I can't control it," he said. "It's too big, too powerful. I'd have to make it attractive — make the target literally attractive to the lightning, and that's — another charge, maybe?  Path of least resistance? Something like that."
Lewis shook his head. "I'd worry about drawing it down on us by mistake."
"No," Mitch said slowly.  "I think I can see how not to do that, anyway. And maybe how to direct it?  But it's a big risk, Al."
"It's a bigger risk if we don't try it," Alma said, and the others nodded in solemn agreement.
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
The Silver Bullet Mine
 
December 21, 1932
 
"Well," Stasi said.  "This time I'm down a mineshaft in the middle of the night with a mad scientist.  You do take me the loveliest places, darling." 
Mitch glanced over at the other side of the lab where Alma and Tesla had their heads together.  "Better than a mausoleum in New Orleans?  We've got lights and food."
"There is that," she said.  Stasi leaned back on his arm and the wall, sort of comfortably cuddling up on him as though he were her own personal sofa, which was nice.  It was after midnight.  She looked drowsy, as well she might since he'd woken her up at 3:45.  He was kind of tired himself.  And there wasn't anything that either of them needed to do right that minute.  It might be time for a nap.  Mitch closed his eyes and leaned his head back.  
"There's never a dull moment around here," Stasi said contemplatively after a long silence.  "You wouldn't think small town life would be so exciting.  Plane crashes and rings of international antiquities conspirators and strange occult happenings."
"You don't miss LA?"  He didn't open his eyes.
"Darling, I can't set foot in LA," Stasi said.  "You do realize that it's positively full of people who either want to kill me or arrest me."
"I can see that's a drawback," Mitch said.  He felt like a weight had lifted and it took a minute to figure out why.
"No, I'm far better off out of that," she said.
"Henry offered me a job in LA," he said.  He felt her stiffen against him, her shoulders suddenly getting tight against his arm.  "Top test pilot for Republic, with a blank check to run things however I want."
"How very nice for you."  Her voice was suddenly cool.
"I've decided to turn it down," Mitch said.  It felt good to say it, to have the decision made for better or worse.
At that she craned her neck to look up at him and he opened his eyes.  "What?"
Mitch shrugged.  "I wouldn't like it.  And there are things that are more important than money."
"Don't you want to be Republic's top test pilot?"
He did.  And he didn't.  "Not more than I want some other things."  It was hard to put into words, but he looked for them anyway.  "You've got to decide what's most important in life.  I've got a good job here and people who count on me.  I've got the search and rescue flying and the Reserves.  I like living here.  I belong here.  And if you aren't hankering to go back to LA either…"
"There's nothing I need in LA," Stasi said.  Now all he could see was the top of her head.  
"It's just money," Mitch said.
"And respect."
"I reckon the people who count respect me right here."
"I think they do," Stasi said.  She put her head down on his shoulder and didn't say anything for long enough that he dozed off.
 
Lewis was almost asleep stretched out on a blanket on the floor when Alma stepped over him for about the fourteenth time ducking behind the curtain to use the facilities.  He rolled over, frowning.  When she came out he got up, drawing her aside into the corner away from Jerry napping on the cot, Tesla hunched over the control panel, and Mitch and Stasi curled up all over each other in the corner.  "Are you ok, Al?"  If she was getting sick….  "You've been in the lavatory a lot…."
Her mouth opened and closed, and then instead of saying that she thought she was getting a touch of something but she was sure she'd be fine, her entire face lit up.  "I'm wonderful," she said.  "I just need to go a lot.  It's perfectly normal."
And then he knew.  He knew for sure and he was certain it was written all over him.  "Al," he said.  He couldn't think of anything else to say.  "When?"
"June," she said.  "Midsummer."  Her eyes were bright as stars, her whole face alight.  "Everything is fine."
He gathered her into his arms, heart too full for words, too full of thanksgiving, as though his entire being were transformed into prayer.  "June."
"June 20, if you want to be specific.  Give or take a few days."  She didn't take her eyes off his.  "You knew?"
"I guessed," Lewis said.  "And Stasi's reading…."
Tears started at the corners of her eyes.  "Said what?"
Sorrow and pain along the way, but there was time enough for that.  "The page of cups," he said.  "Summer's child with a fish in her hand, the child of love and light."
Alma's voice was choked.  "The page of cups is the card for a Cancer, June 21 to July 20.  That's exactly right."
"Our child."  It was strange to say the words, but it was time.  "Our son or daughter."  
 
The sound of the bell jolted them all awake. Jerry rolled upright on the cot as Dr. Tesla flipped on the rest of the lights, and shrugged himself back into the topcoat he'd been using as a blanket.  Ten minutes from the sound of the bell to the mine buildings, Tesla had said, though Jerry was willing to bet Kirsch and his men would take a little longer.  After yesterday, they had no idea what else might be up here, and Kirsch wasn't stupid enough to rush in blind.
The others were up and moving, too, Alma already at the control console, frowning as she adjusted settings under Tesla's last minute instructions, Lewis loading his rifle.  Mitch and Stasi had disentangled themselves and now Mitch was checking his revolver while Stasi hunched herself further into her inadequate coat. She had to be freezing, Jerry thought.  He was none too warm himself in spite of the furnace, and there wasn't a lot of coal left to keep it going. On the other hand, surely they weren't going to be down here more than another day, not with Sampson on his way, and Jerry limped quickly across to open the door and feed in two more shovelfuls of the crumbling coal.
"Thank you, darling," Stasi said, with what sounded like genuine gratitude, and Tesla nodded his approval.
"Yes, there's no need to be uncomfortable."
"Dr. Tesla," Lewis said.  "Are you sure you won't let me or Mitch do the talking?"
"Neither of you is familiar with the device," Tesla answered, straightening his tie before pulling on his overcoat.  "Nor do you know where all the safe spots are.  And besides, Kirsch is much more likely to believe anything I say.  No matter how improbable."
"True enough," Mitch said, and Lewis gave a little shrug.  
"But you'll let us cover you from just inside the tunnel."
Tesla nodded. "In fact, I insist."
Lewis grinned at that, and Jerry glanced at his watch.  Four thirty-five in the morning, and maybe six or seven minutes before Kirsch's men arrived.  He took his place at the trench periscope, pressing his forehead against the cold metal.  The room above was dark and empty; the door showed brighter, fingers of snow drifting in from the opening, and he could just distinguish the door of the office at one extreme and the legs of the device at the other.
"Mrs. Segura, if you would switch on the power now?" Tesla said.
"Right."  Alma unlocked the main switch and moved it to the on position.  There was an odd deep sound, almost like a groan, and Jerry felt the hairs prickle on the back of his neck.  Tesla's device was working, drawing power from its mysterious source somewhere deep in the mine.
"We should go up now," Mitch said.
Tesla nodded.  "When they reach the door, turn on the lights — the switch is just inside the tunnel entrance."
"Good thought," Lewis said, shouldering his rifle.
"Yes, you'll be even more deeply in shadow." Tesla looked over his shoulder. "You remember our signals, Miss — Mrs. Segura?  Dr. Ballard?"
"Oh, yes," Alma answered, and Jerry nodded. Mitch unbarred the door.
"Close it most of the way behind us," he said, to Stasi, "but leave the bar ready in case we need to make a quick exit."
"I'll watch for you," she said, and he gave her a quick smile.
"Thanks," he said, and then they were gone.
Jerry turned back to the periscope, swiveling it to survey the minehead again.  Still dark and still empty — no, wait, there was Tesla, the white of his collar showing clearly in the dark.  He chose his spot carefully, the safe spot, where the lightning would not strike, and clasped his hands behind his back. A light flashed outside the door, the yellowish light of a car's headlight, then came again more strongly.
"I see car lights," he said.
"Ok."  Alma's voice was steady.  "Everything's ready."
The light swung again, came to a stop with the car positioned so that a broad fan of light came in through the open door.  Tesla shifted slightly, a black silhouette against the sudden brightness.
"The car has stopped."  He was falling back into wartime habits, announcing each action as though Al were his gun crew, waiting to fire.  "Nothing yet — wait, there they are."
More shapes moving against the light, two, no, four, and then a fifth, and abruptly the interior lights blazed on, freezing Kirsch's men in their tracks.  They were armed, Jerry saw, but still only with pistols, and they still hadn't managed to find clothes heavy enough for the mountains.  Tesla said something, and Kirsch leveled his pistol, then flinched back:  Lewis had fired from the tunnel mouth.  In the same moment, Tesla's hand moved behind his back, showing a single finger.
"Fire the flash bombs," Jerry said.
Alma flipped both switches and Jerry closed his eyes.  Even through his eyelids, the flash was staggering, and he had to blink hard before he could make sense of the scene. "That's given them a shock."
 
Mitch flinched at the flat crack of light and heat, saw Lewis steady his rifle, unfazed by the explosions.  Kirsch's men had fallen back a little, but they were quick to realize that no one was actually hurt, and edged forward again.  Kirsch leveled his pistol, and Mitch saw Lewis line up a chest shot.  Not that it would necessarily save Tesla if Kirsch shot first, but it was all they could do at the moment.
"Look, Doc, you had your chance to turn a profit on this this," Kirsch said. "You turned it down.  Now all that's going to happen is you're going to get shot if you don't back off."
"I really don't think so," Tesla answered. "I'm sorry to tell you that your employers have failed to give you significant details about this device, and about your job.  I suggest that your wisest course would be to leave now."
Mitch took a deep breath. This was his moment, his chance; he focused on fire, on the spark latent in the lighter in his pocket, on the fire leashed in Tesla's device. He could feel it building, the hairs on his hands and neck tingling. It just needed guidance, a target, just a nudge in the right direction.  The nearest one, he thought, that's the target.
"Don't make me laugh," Kirsch said.  "Look, old man, we've got the guns —"
"And I have the lightning," Tesla said.  A couple of the hired men took a step back, but one of them lifted his pistol. Mitch swore under his breath, trying to shift his attention, and Tesla waved his hand.
Bolts of light leaped from the tower as though Tesla's gesture released and directed them, the flat crack of thunder shaking the earth. At least two of them struck the man with the pistol, knocking him backward; another struck Mitch's choice, and the others lashed out apparently at random.  The rest of the hired men ducked and cowered.  Mitch blinked hard, partly dazzled, and saw smoke rising from the soles of the fallen men's shoes.
"You're going to regret that," Kirsch yelled, and a couple of the hired men eased forward, trying to get on Tesla's flank.  The old man's hand moved again, and a fountain of sparks erupted in their path. The leader yelped, beating at the front of his jacket, and the other man dragged him back.  The fountain sputtered and died, and Mitch thought he heard an alarm clock ringing, down in the depths of the mine.  He frowned, not wanting to be distracted, then realized what it must be:  the warning from the road, Sampson's men in heavy trucks passing over the pressure plate buried under the snow and dirt.  Ten minutes, he thought, glancing at Lewis, and Lewis nodded back, settling the rifle more comfortably against his chest.
"No, gentlemen," Tesla said. "You and your employer are going to regret interfering with my work."
Mitch centered himself, choosing his targets — Kirsch, for one, and then the two leaders, each one held in his mind, tagged with a flame to draw the flame.
"Get him!"  Kirsch waved his men forward.  "He's just an old man —"
Silver Bullet groaned, light running on the cables below the bulbous head. Mitch felt the lightning gather, hovering in the air, trembling beneath his skin. Tesla lifted his hand, pale blue and purple fire dancing on his fingertips.  Kirsch hesitated, but the hired men were moving in, oblivious to the threat.  Mitch shifted his targets, picking the three in the lead, just as the lightning burst forth.  The bolts arced through the empty space, blasting the first man off his feet and sending the rest of the gang dodging for the door.  Kirsch screamed a curse, and Lewis fired, a neat shot that kicked up the dirt at Kirsch's feet.  He worked the bolt and fired again, chipping wood from the edge of the door, and the last of the hired men darted out into the snow.  Mitch saw the flash of headlights as they got the truck into gear.  Kirsch looked wildly from the door to Tesla and back again, then followed.
"Damn," Lewis said.  "It looks like we've got them."
Mitch nodded as the truck's engine roared to life.  With luck, Sampson's men would realize what was happening, stop them before they got away, but even if they didn't —  "We did it," he said, and knew he sounded surprised.
"Of course we did, darling." That was Stasi, coming up the long slope from Tesla's lab to take his arm.  "Dr. Tesla wouldn't let us down."
 
Mitch shoved his hands into the pockets of his jacket, wishing that Colonel Sampson and his men had brought coffee since they hadn't managed to stop Kirsch and his goons.  But they were here, that was the main thing, a good two dozen of them milling around the minehead in the rising light, staring up at Tesla's now-inert device while Sampson tried to make sense of the story.  The company medic had confirmed that the two men were dead, electrocuted, and they'd been wrapped up in canvas and stowed in the back of the unit's truck.  Mitch didn't envy them the drive back to town.
"So this is the navigation hazard you told me about?" Sampson stared uneasily at the darkened tower, the sphere at the top nearly lost in the gloom.  Alma had cut the power, so at least it wasn't glowing blue and purple any more, but the guardsmen had all seen the lights crawling behind the broken windows.  Outside, the sun was just rising, the sky white with cloud.  "How the hell does that work?"
Mitch hesitated.  He wasn't really sure he understood that part himself, but Tesla turned to face them. He looked surprisingly alert for a seventy-three-year-old man who'd just made a cross-country flight and then been up most of the night preparing for Kirsch's arrival, almost as though the electricity had reinvigorated him.
"Colonel — Sampson, is it? Thank you so much for your help.  Your timing really was superb."
"You're welcome," Sampson answered.
"I'm afraid the Silver Bullet device is a hazard to aviation," Tesla went on, "and I deeply regret that it was made active. When I set up my lab here in the mountains, I thought I was far enough away from civilization to be safe, but I had no idea that mankind would advance so rapidly.  And particularly aircraft! Why, when I had my laboratory here, the Wright brothers were working with kites and gliders.  It's remarkable how far the field has advanced in only thirty years."
Sampson looked up at the tower again.  "So this shoots out a beam of lightning and knocks planes out of the sky?  Like in the funny papers?"
Tesla looked blank.
Mitch said, "Buck Rogers?  The Han disintegrator ray?"  He saw Sampson's grin, and shook his head.  "Never mind."
"Well, clearly it doesn't disintegrate anything," Tesla said.  "That's another project, using completely different principles."
"Is it," Sampson said, his voice flat. "So what does this thing do?"
"It could conceivably knock down a low-flying plane," Tesla conceded. "A direct hit would be quite damaging, I imagine, particularly at a low altitude where the pilot had little time to recover.  But I believe the significant effects are from the larger electromagnetic field and/or the radio blast it generates."
"It interferes with radio," Mitch said, to Sampson.  "And it also knocks out any electrically-powered instruments and controls on board.  We were just lucky we were in the Terrier when we got hit.  I haven't upgraded all her systems yet."
"Sounds like that was a good thing," Sampson said, and Mitch nodded.
"Yes, sir."
Tesla said, "Of course, any sufficiently strong electrical current will interfered with radio transmissions and other electrical equipment in the area, and if it's strong enough, it will overload and knock out other systems. The difference here is that it can be focused and directed.  At least to an extent."
Like when you waved your hand and threw the lightning? Mitch thought.  He was all too aware that not all the damage in the minehead had been his own.
"And if you lose instruments up here, even for a little…" Sampson shook his head.  "And a lot of these newer planes, they have electrical controls, actuators and such."
"Yeah," Mitch said.  He could still taste the terror, seeing half the instruments dead and feeling the Terrier heavy and sluggish under his touch. Good as he knew he was, they were still lucky to have gotten out alive and with the plane in one piece.
"That is not what it was meant to do." Tesla looked genuinely distressed. "I can only assure you of that."
"So how did it get turned on?" Sampson demanded.  "I mean, I'm sure you didn't leave it running — and anyway, it couldn't have been running all this time, or we'd have had trouble before this."
"I don't know."  Tesla looked even more unhappy. "I had set up the system so that I could trigger it remotely, by radio from my lab in Colorado Springs — the whole point of the experiment was the wireless transmission of power, and I was hoping to cross the gap, so to speak.  Without, of course, any of the unfortunate side effects."
Like electrifying the sewers, Mitch thought.  He'd heard the story from four or five different guys in the Legion, and he had to admit that Alma's version sounded positively sober by comparison.  "Colonel, I was thinking — maybe it was Rayburn's flight?  I got the impression they were doing some kind of radio direction-finding test…"
Sampson held up his hand. "That's classified, Major.  But — yeah, that makes some sense."
"I'll need to have this dismantled," Tesla said. "I don't really want to leave the components here, not after someone has demonstrated the lengths they're willing to go to get their hands on it."
"Yes, about that," Sampson said. "Any idea who they might have been?"
"Thugs," Tesla said.  "Ignorant thugs."
"I think I can guarantee the whole thing will pass as an unfortunate accident," Sampson said.  "If those boys were dumb enough to run in while that thing was running — well, they were just lucky they weren't all killed."
Mitch saw Tesla glance at him, and met the look with his most dopey grin.  Tesla's mouth twitched, but he looked back at Sampson.  "I have any number of competitors, Colonel, and most of them would go this far if they thought they could get away with it. I only wish I could be more specific — but I'm more grateful that I can say for your help."
Sampson looked dubious, but Tesla's attention was already back on the device.
"I wouldn't have to take everything, of course.  Just the dome from the top of the tower, and the torus, plus a few of the control components from the lab itself.  The rest will be perfectly harmless if left here."
Sampson shook his head. "Tell you what, Dr. Tesla.  How about my men help you collect those pieces, and then we can crate them up and take them back into town? I'm sure the sheriff — what's his name, Sorley?"
"Donnelly."
"Would be happy to lock them up in the jail until you can arrange to take them back to New York."  Sampson gave a crooked smile. "I can't imagine he'd have much business over Christmas."
"Probably not," Mitch agreed.  He looked up at the tower, and suppressed a groan at the thought of taking it all apart. At least it would be warmer working down in the lab.
"Not you, Sorley," Sampson said, and Mitch started.  "You and Segura have done your share — done a damn good job, in fact, given what you're dealing with here. Not to mention that you're beat.  Why don't you take the ladies and head back into town?"
"Thank you, sir," Mitch said. "I won't say no."
Sampson turned away, frowning up at the tower, and Tesla edged closer.  "I appreciate your assistance last night," he said quietly, "but I am very curious as to how you did it."
Mitch hesitated, not at all sure what he wanted to say. He didn't really feel like telling one of America's leading scientists that he'd actually used magic, and he wasn't going to think up anything technical that would have a snowball's chance in hell of fooling Tesla.  "You were throwing that lightning yourself.  How'd you do that?"
Tesla's back stiffened. "That would be a trade secret, Mr. Sorley."
"So's what I did," Mitch answered.
Tesla's eyebrows rose sharply but then he smiled. "I'll speak to Mrs. Segura, then."
"That would be best," Mitch said.
"Dr. Tesla," Sampson called, and Tesla turned away.
Alma and Stasi emerged from the tunnel sharing Alma's mink, Lewis following with the faint smile he'd worn since the night before, and Jerry limping at his heels.
"If you'd drive me and Al to the clearing," Lewis said, "we'll get the Frontiersman home."
Alma seemed to struggle for a moment, then shrugged out of her half of the fur coat. "You'd better have this," she said. "It's a longer drive back."
"Oh, thank you, darling," Stasi said, and a wicked smile flickered across her lips. Somehow she'd managed to repair her lipstick, and the scarlet was brilliant against her snow-white skin. "I think I'll be all right, with two gentlemen to keep me warm."
I'll keep you warm any day.  Mitch swallowed the words as inappropriate, especially since Jerry would be riding with them, and nodded to Lewis. "Sure thing."
"It'll be good to be home," Jerry said, and they made their way toward Alma's truck.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
December 24, 1932
 
Colorado Springs
 
Lewis was finishing up reading for Stasi, a nice easy practice reading on what she was doing the coming weekend, perfect for learning to use Tarot cards.  He turned the last card over carefully, just in case it was something dreadful.  "Two of cups?" he said doubtfully.  The picture showed a man and a woman toasting each other with big goblets.  This must be one of those where you could just look at the card and tell the story.  "You're going to a party and people are going to drink and make toasts?"
Stasi smiled.  "That doesn't take much prognostication, darling, since we're all going to the dance at the American Legion tonight.  I'm assuming there will be drinks!"
"So this card means a party?" Lewis asked.
"That's one thing it might mean," Stasi began.
Alma came in frowning and laid the newspaper Mitch had brought back from Salt Lake on the table.  "This is really disturbing," she said.  "I've been reading through the whole thing."
"Yes," Jerry said, coming through the kitchen door with Mitch behind him.  "But it makes a lot of sense to people who are desperate."  He looked like he was searching for words, leaning heavily on his cane, gold-rimmed glasses catching the light.  "A couple of weeks ago I was in the Automat," he said.  "And there was a man and a woman and a little girl about six.  The little girl and the woman were splitting one plate between them while the man-made soup out of hot water and ketchup.  The problems are real, Al."
"Do you think Roosevelt can fix it?"
Jerry took a deep breath.  "I think he'd better.  If we don't fix it soon, things are going in a very bad direction.  Pelley's going to start seeming reasonable to a lot of people who aren't crazy or evil."
Lewis frowned.  "If I had to see my child in want like that, with no job or way to make a living…."
"Extreme solutions would start seeming reasonable," Jerry said.
"They always do," Stasi said quietly.  "And then the things that the consumers will do to hang on to the status quo get more extreme in turn."
"We're not there yet," Mitch said.  "And maybe we won't be."
Alma didn't take her eyes away from Jerry.  "And you think Nostradamus is right that there's going to be a war bigger than the Great War in 1939?"
"I don't know, Al," Jerry said.  "I don't know if it's truly inevitable, or just possible."
Alma turned around.  "Can you read on it?" she asked.  "Stasi?  Is that possible?  If it's as big and inevitable as all that, it ought to be like reading to see if a mountain is there."
"I can try."  Stasi took the cards back from Lewis, and he watched her shuffle.  Knowing more, he understood why her face went blank, eyes closed as her hands moved.  He could almost feel the ripples spreading out, her question radiating from a center point like radio waves from a transmitter.  What will happen?  Will there be war?
Her eyes were still closed when she turned the center card, the wheel of fortune.  Stasi opened her eyes and touched it with one forefinger.  "Anything can happen.  Nothing is inevitable.  Everything is in motion, everything up in the air."
She turned the second card.  "The chariot," she said.  "The chariot of state is driven by the king, the white horse and the black harnessed together.  It is his decisions that prevent the chariot from wrecking."
"It's up to Roosevelt," Mitch said, nodding.  "It depends on what he does."
"I'd say so."  Stasi turned the card for the past, the man dangling upside down.  "There have been sacrifices.  The Great War."
And on a personal level, Lewis thought.  Stasi was reading this as though it were for nations, but it was also for them. 
"In the present, the nine of wands," she said.  "A pause in the struggle.  The calm before the storm."  Her long fingers flipped the next card and laid it out.  
A skeletal knight rode a white horse, a black banner held before him with a white rose upon it.  
"Death," Lewis said.
"It doesn't mean literal death," Stasi said.  "It means change.  Lots and lots of things will change, darling."
Alma let out a deep breath.  "I think this reading is too general," she said.  "Lots of things will happen and lots of things will change.  I think we could all guess that."
"I agree," Stasi said.  "There's not much point in me going on, darling.  I don't think it's possible to read on something as big as this.  All I can get are generalities.  Nothing specific enough to do any good.  We all know Roosevelt is the new president and that it will matter what he does.  That's not news."
"I suppose not," Jerry said.
Mitch was frowning.  "There's going to be a crisis, but we can't prevent it.  The problems are already here.  And so we just do our part as best we can.  That's all we can do, and all anyone ever can."
"Exactly, darling," Stasi said chipperly.  "I'm afraid that's all I've got, Alma."
Alma nodded.  "I suppose," she said.  "Thank you for trying, Stasi."
"You're welcome."
Lewis got to his feet.  "I'm going up to shave and get cleaned up for the dance tonight.  If you still want to go, Al?"
"Yes," she said, and he watched her face relax.  "Of course I do."
"Ok," Lewis said.  "Let's go and have a good time.  We've earned it."
"We have," Mitch said.  "You coming, Jerry?"
"When hell freezes over," Jerry said, deadpan, and Mitch laughed.
"You mean an American Legion Christmas party isn't your idea of fun?"
"It's my idea of a circle of hell," Jerry said.
Lewis scooted around the table, passing behind Stasi as he did so that he could see the final outcome card in her hand, never laid down and never read.  Beneath a full moon a long, white dog lay beside a tombstone, its head upraised in a mournful howl.
Stasi looked up at him, her lips creasing in a forced smile.  "Not a very useful reading," she said.
Lewis squeezed her shoulder.  "Nothing I didn't know," he said quietly. 
 
The Torpedo pulled out from behind the house, the motor complaining at the low gear.  Mitch had the top up, Jerry saw as he peered out between the living room curtains, not that it would do much good in this weather. He'd looked remarkably pleased with himself at supper, and Stasi had been smiling like a cat in cream — they'd put both politics and the Tarot reading behind them, and good for them. Whatever was coming —and Jerry couldn't fool himself about that, he had a bad feeling that Pelley might have a handle on the relevant quatrain — whatever was coming, they couldn't stop it. And so they might as well seize the good things while they still could.  
Alma's truck followed more sedately, Lewis for once in the driver's seat, Alma bundled in her mink over the ivory dress she'd worn for Henry's victory party.  It fit a little differently now, the sleek bias-cut fabric falling in a new pattern.  Most of the men would think she'd just gained a little weight, but the other women would note and wonder.  And, God willing, in June there would be a child, hers and Lewis's, not to replace the one she'd lost, but entirely their own.  
Alma had left the drinks tray on the sideboard, the good glasses and the ice bucket and the bottles of acceptable whiskey that Mitch had taken in part payment for some job or other, and he poured himself a stiff drink, chipping off a few pieces of ice to mellow the liquor.  He turned and his eyes fell on the mantle, where Gil's picture still stood.  It was the best one taken after the war, Gil's hair streaked with gray, his face more heavily lined, but the indomitable grin unmistakable, and Jerry lifted his glass in silent toast. Only Gil would have tried a stunt like that, and it had damn near worked, too.  There was no one like him.
A shadow moved in the hall, and Dr. Tesla came into the room, blinking in mild surprise.  "You're not going to the dance, Dr. Ballard?"
Jerry shook his head.  A year ago, he thought, he would have gone.  He'd have enjoyed daring anyone to say anything about Stasi and their broken "engagement,"  and then he'd have used his leg as an excuse to sit in a corner and get quietly drunk, but after New York, he couldn't bring himself to pretend.  He'd go back to the city, he thought. There was no one like Gil, no, but there was, at worst, congenial company, and at best there was work and the promise of Alexandria to plan for.  "Would you like a drink, Dr. Tesla?  It's bootleg, but not bad."
"Yes, thank you."  Tesla settled himself in the armchair by the window, where Gil's chessboard was still set up.  They'd have to move that when the baby came, Jerry thought, and busied himself with the bottles.
"Ice?"
"Please."
Jerry brought the drink across, the floor and the pattern of furniture familiar enough that he could manage without his cane as long as he moved carefully, and Tesla accepted the cut-crystal tumbler.
"Ah, thank you." He nodded to the board.  "Do you play?"
"Not so much anymore," Jerry answered, and lowered himself into the armchair opposite. "But I'd be glad to give you a game, if you'd like."
"A pleasant way to pass the time," Tesla said.  He was sitting in front of the white pieces, and Jerry wasn't about to argue.
"Your move."
"Oh, thank you, Dr. Ballard."
They traded moves, pawn, knight, bishop, the pieces deploying across the board, fanning out in a pattern at once unique and familiar.  Jerry lit a cigarette, rested both elbows on his knees as he considered the board.  Tesla frowned thoughtfully, sacrificed a pawn and then his king's bishop.  Jerry eyed that uneasily, knowing he was being tricked, but could see no other response. A dozen moves later, he saw the trap, but it was too late.  Tesla drove him back across the board, fighting a desperate rear guard action, and at last he tipped over his king.
"I concede."
"Well played," Tesla answered.  "Another drink, perhaps?"
"Yes, definitely."  Jerry started to get up, but Tesla was quicker, collecting both glasses. He poured them each a fresh drink, adding the ice with fussy care, and nodded to the mantle.
"Is that Mrs. Segura's first husband?"
"Yes.  That's Gil — Gil Gilchrist."  Jerry set his fresh cigarette on the edge of the ashtray, and accepted his glass.  "How are you planning to get back to New York, Dr. Tesla?"
"Well, I have to arrange to ship the Silver Bullet first, and I expect that will need to go by train.  I may talk to Colonel Sampson about perhaps arranging for some sort of guard on the crates, if Pelley is this eager to obtain the device."
"I'd hope you'd scared his men badly enough that he'd have trouble getting anyone to take the job," Jerry said.
"So do I. But I don't want to rely on it."
"Probably wise."  Jerry took a long swallow of his whiskey, and picked up his cigarette again.  "If you don't mind my asking, what are you going to do with it?"
Tesla leaned back in his chair.  "Lock it up safely for a start.  Then I'll approach the government and see if they'd be willing to fund further research.  It's certainly effective, but — indiscriminate."
Jerry grinned.  "Presumably that can be fixed."
"Possibly.  Or possibly not.  I won't know until I have more time to examine the system, run a few tests of my own.  And, to be honest, that depends on funding."
"So much of science does," Jerry said.
"Indeed so."  Tesla considered him for a moment.  "Dr. Ballard, may I ask a possibly indelicate question?"
"You can ask," Jerry said, warily.
"By any chance, is Mrs. Segura expecting?"
Jerry allowed himself a smile, and told himself it wasn't relief.  "Yes. Though she's not told more than family yet."
"Of course.  I merely wondered."  Tesla smiled himself.  "I wish her all the best.  She was such a clever little girl."
"She still is," Jerry said.  "Though not so little."
"No."  Tesla reached into the pocket of his vest, pulled out a locket attached to his watch chain.  The scrolled surface was blurred, worn from much handling, and he carefully freed it from the chain.  "Christmas Eve.  I have spent many Christmas Eves with friends, though not often ones as dear as these."
He slid a thumbnail into the latch and pressed it open, then handed it to Jerry, who took it curiously.  On the right was the portrait of a woman, her back mostly to the camera, her head tipped back to show a pile of wavy fair hair and a strong profile.  She wasn't conventionally beautiful, but there was something about her, about her pose and her hinted smile that drew the eye — someone you'd want to know, the sort of person who'd catch your attention across a crowded room.  On the left was a nice-looking man with a bushy, square-cut beard, his long face vaguely familiar.  Jerry frowned, trying to place him, and Tesla smiled.
"Robert and Katharine Johnson."
"Robert Underwood Johnson," Jerry said, the image clicking into place.  "I was on the Italian front — he did good work there.  I think one of Al's ambulances originally came from him, from the American Poets' Ambulances. And I've enjoyed his poetry, of course."
"Yes."  Something like regret and affection crossed the old man's face.  "He doesn't write so much these days, sadly. His health isn't the best, and, of course, he has other responsibilities.  And Katharine has been gone these eight years.  But they were — and Robert is — such dear, dear friends.  It's impossible not to remember one's loved ones at times like these."
There was a note in his voice that made Jerry look up sharply.  Surely Tesla couldn't be suggesting — he was famously celibate, after all, had proclaimed that he lived only for his work.  But the faint, sweet smile seemed unmistakable:  even if it had been entirely platonic, this was unmistakably about love.  And not just for Katharine, not for her alone, or why carry her husband's photograph as well?  Jerry had thought he was alone.
"They're lovely portraits," he said, carefully, and handed the locket back.
Tesla closed it and returned it to his watch chain, tucking it carefully into the pocket of his vest.  "Katharine's is very good.  Robert's, sadly, doesn't do him justice.  But it's the best we had."
"It can be very hard to find ones that do," Jerry agreed, and let his eyes stray to Gil's portrait.  It caught the strength and the mischief, but not the magic.  He lifted his glass.  "Absent friends."
"Absent friends," Tesla echoed, and the crystal rang softly as their glasses met.
 
"Lewis!  Good to see you!  Alma!"  Teddy Bergdorf shook Lewis' hand enthusiastically.  "How have you been, buddy?"
"Pretty good," Lewis said, a silly grin on his face.  No, he wasn't going to say it, but he looked like he was about to pop.  "How about you?"
"Great," Teddy said.  He split the difference, neither trying to hug Alma or shake her hand, which was how it fell out a lot of the time.  "Where's Jerry?  I haven't seen him tonight." ."  He dropped his voice.  "Is he hiding because of Mr. Winchell's column?  I sure would be.  Jeez."
Alma took a deep breath.  "That's really between Jerry and Stasi, Teddy."
"I know but…"  Teddy's broad face frowned.  "She's a real nice girl.  It's got to sting, being dumped like that in the paper.  He oughtn't have done that.  Peebles over at the hardware store told me that she hadn't even seen the column.  She's got to be heartbroken."
"She and Jerry weren't really…" Lewis began, but Alma elbowed him.  "I mean, there are other guys who…"  Alma elbowed him again.
"I imagine Stasi will be fine," Alma assured him.  "And Jerry felt like it would be rude to leave Dr. Tesla on his own on Christmas Eve," Alma said.  "You know, since we hauled him out here and all.  And Dr. Tesla didn't want to come along."  
Teddy nodded enthusiastically.  "I bet an American Legion dance isn't really Dr. Tesla's kind of party.  It's a shame, though.  Lots of people around here remember him and wouldn't mind saying hello.  Why, I remember the time he electrified the whole sewer system!  The fire hydrants were spitting sparks!  I was a kid and thought it was pretty damn neat.  Excuse me, Alma."
"I thought it was pretty damn neat too," Alma said.  "And remember, I was a year behind you in school.  I was a kid too.  But no, not his kind of party."  She refrained from saying that an American Legion dance was also Jerry's idea of a circle of hell, especially if half the town was going to be on his case about how he'd presumably broken Stasi's heart!  She could see that he'd much rather spend the evening losing at chess to Tesla.  
"Well, it's my kind of party."  Teddy clapped Lewis on the arm.  "And if you're looking for something a little stronger than punch, there's something in the kitchen that'll take care of you."
"Thanks," Lewis said.  He looked like he was walking on air as it was.
Teddy moved off, and Lewis looked at her, a silly grin spreading across his face again.  The orchestra was playing something slow now, and he dropped his voice.  "Do you think you can still dance?"
"I can't ever dance," Alma said.  "You know I've got two left feet."
"So do I," Lewis said.  "But maybe we can kind of muddle in a circle."
"That works for me," Alma said, and put her hand on his shoulder.  "If we sort of rotate over here we won't get in people's way."
It was, Alma thought, a perfectly satisfying interlude.  Tesla's device was disassembled and under lock and key in the jail, which was about the last place Kirsch and his guys would hunt for it, presuming they were in any condition to hunt.  Well, and they were terrified of Tesla, which definitely had its advantages.  She doubted they'd mess with him in New York, not after that performance.  She had to admit it had been pretty amazing.
"Penny for your thoughts?" Lewis asked.
"Just wondering what will happen to Silver Bullet," Alma said.
"Tesla will probably sell it to the government for ten million dollars," Lewis said, shaking his head.  Other couples danced around them, a slow and laborious fox trot.  
Alma dropped her voice.  "If he can ever figure out how to make it not down our planes too.  A weapon that kills all your own men too isn't such a good deal."
"Yeah," Lewis said grimly.
Stasi and Mitch ended a reasonably competent fox trot at the edge of the floor nearby.  Mitch looked at her questioningly.  "You still game?"
"You know it, darling," Stasi said with a wicked glance.  
"Ok."  Mitch took off his coat and tie and draped them carefully over the back of a folding chair.  "Hey Al, will you watch my coat?"
"Watch it do what?" Alma asked as the music ended.  It wasn't as though the Legion was full of coat thieves who would pounce on Mitch's unattended suit jacket.  And yes, it was kind of hot in here with everyone dancing.  She supposed some guys were starting to take their coats off.
"Very funny," Mitch said, heading off toward the bandstand.
"And my bag?"  Stasi laid her bag on the chair too.  
"Ok," Alma said.  
The music had stopped and Alma looked at her watch.  11:15, about 2/3 of the way through the evening.  The strings of Christmas lights over the dance floor gave everything a festive glow, and the band was mellow.  There was a lot to be said for friends and fun on Christmas Eve, and if Jerry would rather play chess with Tesla, that was Jerry's idea of fun. 
"Want some punch?  Are you thirsty?" Lewis asked solicitously.  
She wondered if he actually planned to keep that up until June, asking her if she needed anything every five minutes.  It was kind of sweet.  "I'm ok.  Thanks."
"Ok, boys and girls," the band leader said into his microphone, "The next one up is a special request, so hang onto your mittens!"  He grinned as he turned around to the white-jacketed band.  "Let her rip, boys!"  
One lone tenor sax started, a meandering solo line over a drum beat, the opening bars of French cabaret music, and Lewis looked at her questioningly.  Alma shrugged.
From opposite sides of the dance floor Mitch and Stasi approached each other, a too-casual saunter exactly on the beat, eyes locked even as she tossed her head with all the exaggerated flamboyance of a film diva.  They reached each other in the middle of the floor and she turned away.
He grabbed her, yanking her around roughly, pulling her against him and dragging her sideways into long matched steps, provocative as a tango.  She jerked away and he caught her by one hand, twisting her around entirely and throwing her to the floor, her fingers opening against the painted concrete.  There was a general inhalation of breath.
He walked around her, reaching down and pulling her up, pulling her close into the dance again, body to body in a wide circle, brutally tight.  
"What the hell is that?" Lewis said quietly.
She stopped, pulling away, her foot rising as though to kick him.  Instead he caught her ankle, caught the hand that rose to slap him, pulling her off her feet and spinning her around, skirt flying up to show scarlet combinations and black garters, obscene and provocative and utterly indecent, ritual mating and ritual violence.
"I know what it is," Alma said.  "I just wouldn't do it in public."  
He spun her off and Stasi rolled across the floor again and lay unmoving, skirts up and legs akimbo.  This time he stalked around her again and she kicked up into his hand.  Casually, he struck a match off the sole of her shoe and lit a cigarette, dropping her foot like it was nothing more than a match book, walking off a couple of steps.
"Jesus Christ," someone said behind Alma, probably Teddy.
Stasi moved.  She picked herself up slowly, everything on the drum beat, walking around him as he tossed the cigarette away.  Her hand came up again to slap him but he blocked it, knocking her to her knees.  She slid up his body, face against his groin, then belly, then chest, until her hands reached his shoulders and then they moved like dancing again, the long matched steps, so close together you couldn't fit a piece of paper between.
He jerked away but she pulled him back, face to face and into a lift, her legs around his waist and his arms around her, letting go so that her arms trailed, head down with her skirt around her waist, scarlet combinations and the gap of creamy skin between the top of the stockings and the wide leg of the underwear.  
Lewis made a strangled sound.
Mitch lifted her back up, body to body, her legs still around him and then unfolding into the long matched steps.  Another turn, and this time she jerked away, and he pulled her back on the beat.  She raked his chest with her hands, tearing open his shirt, one white button flying and bouncing across the concrete floor.  He caught both of her hands and her feet slid out from under her, sliding entirely between his legs on her back.  He let go with one arm and stepped over the other, jerking her sideways and then to her feet, back into the long matched steps.  Stasi's head lolled back as though dazed, white throat and the swell of cleavage from her disarranged dress, his shirt open to the undershirt against her chest.
She pulled away on the beat, staggering, and then turned back to him, pulling him face to face again, sliding down his body open handed, face to his chest and belly and groin before she sunk to the floor.  One shoe had come loose and lay on its side, her foot bare in its black backseam stocking.
There was a sort of collective sigh of lust around the room.  Or maybe it was disapproval.  But nobody moved.
Mitch hauled her back to her feet.  This time her arms twined around his neck and he lifted her up, holding her against his chest and carrying her off the dance floor, out of the room while she buried her face against his throat and the music ended.
The shoe lay in the middle of the floor.
There was an instant of silence and then everyone started talking.
"What the hell?" Lewis said.  "Mitch?"
Alma just shook her head.  It was momentarily hard to talk.  "I just…."
"What the hell," Lewis said again.  Outside there was the roar of the Torpedo's eight-cylinder engine starting.  "What was that?"
"An Apache dance," Alma said.  "You've seen them in the movies, right?"
"Um," Lewis said with a mumble that suggested he never watched the dancing parts of movies.   There was a rising babble of voices around them.  "The whole town's going to be talking about this."
"I expect so," Alma said briskly.  "Will you get Stasi's shoe, please?"
Behind her, Teddy Bergdorf shook his head.  "It's always the quiet ones, isn't it?" he said admiringly. "That's good old Mitch.  And if Jerry broke the engagement, another feller's got the right to make a move, right?"
 
The Torpedo turned onto the main road in a spray of gravel, and Mitch let out a whoop.  Stasi flung her head back, laughing.  The heavy car picked up speed, clinging to the curves of the road, but he was careful of black ice anyway.  You couldn't be too careful.  The hazards were part of the game.
"Darling, did you see people's faces?" Stasi shrieked.  "Lewis looked like he'd swallowed a fish!"
"I couldn't look at anybody," Mitch said.  "I couldn't look at anybody but you.  And remember what I was doing," he added quickly.
"You were perfect!  Absolutely perfect!'  She threw back her head, laughing all the way to the moon.  "Darling, you have that perfect glower.  It looked like you wanted to rip all my clothes off and have me right there!"
He downshifted for the first slope.  "Isn't that how it was supposed to look?"
"Exactly, darling!  Vicious and cruel and so goddamned handsome.  You looked like sex on feet, darling."
"I thought that was you."  Up the hill, around the switchback, the Torpedo singing and Stasi shrieking with elation, it was all Mitch could do not to yell for the sheer joy of it.  Ok, maybe he would.  And he let it rip.
Stasi laughed again.  "That's quite a scream.  Is that a rebel yell?"
"Close enough," Mitch said.  Up the final part of the gravel road.  The lights were on downstairs in the house, no doubt Jerry and Tesla playing chess and drinking Benedictine.
"You're an absolute scandal.  You'll never be able to set foot in the post again," Stasi said.  
"I doubt that.  I'm the Deputy Commander."  He pulled the Torpedo up under the leafless trees.  "I'd have to throw myself out."
"And you look like such a nice, wholesome boy too," Stasi said speculatively as he killed the engine.  "Who would have thought you'd make such a good gangster?  Hard-drinking, hard-punching…."
"You don't think I'd make a better gumshoe?" he asked, coming around to open her door, the refrozen snow crunching under his feet.  "It takes one to know one and all that?"
"That's true," she said.  "Straight out of Black Mask or Weird Tales.  The kind who's always roughing someone up and being stuck up by a dame."
"And you're just the dame to do it," he said.  He was holding the door but she wasn't getting out.  He looked down and she wiggled the toes of her bare foot.  
"One shoe, darling," she said.  "I lost the other one at the dance."
"Just like Cinderella."
"Only I have no taste for princes."  
With that kind of lead, how could he resist?  "Maybe you like hard-boiled dicks better."
"Maybe I do," she said.  She wiggled her toes again.  "Snow.  Ground.  Foot.  I think you'd better carry me."
"I probably should," Mitch said, and bent down while she got her arms around his neck again.  A familiar weight, and a familiar tugging of muscles in his abdomen, but not too much.
"Too heavy?" she asked, holding on tight.
"I probably can't carry you up the stairs," he said.  "But across the lawn…."  The snow wasn't that deep, but it had refrozen to ice where he'd swept the outside stairs.
"I'll hop on the stairs if you'll give me your arm."
"Of course."  It was freezing.  And that might be because he'd left his overcoat and suit jacket at the post, and his shirt was open down the front.  Yeah.  But Stasi couldn't be any warmer.  She'd left her overcoat too and was just wearing the little black dress she'd worn for dancing.
There was something inherently silly about hopping up the steps with his arm around her waist and Stasi with one bare foot and one high-heeled shoe.  But at least he had his keys.  They fell in the front door together, laughing, and he turned the light on while she took the other shoe off and turned on the radio.  The light made everything spring suddenly into focus, the stove left to warm the room, the pile of quilts and blankets on the unmade bed, his clothes from yesterday on the floor, his leather jacket over the corner of the washstand, the December issue of Weird Tales peeking out from under the bed.
"Darling, they'll be talking about it for ten years!  I can't believe you actually did it!"
"I'll do pretty much anything with sufficient provocation," Mitch said, as barefooted she got up and spun around, taking one hand so she spun back into his arms.  
"Oh yes," she said, "just in time with the music."  The long matched steps to the right, just like they'd practiced them, around in a circle, body to body.  So beautiful, so hungry, her lips parted, a world of heat uncoiling inside him, forever frustrated and burning.
She put her hand on the back of his neck, inside the open collar of his shirt, and drew his face down to hers as they stopped, swaying.
That.  Just that.  Hard and right and perfect, her tongue darting inside his mouth, the way she felt pressed against him, her belly tight against his pelvis, tilted forward as though she could get what she wanted.  As though she could have everything.
Frustration and anger burned into pure desire.  Everything.  Tighter.  Closer.  Hotter.  Enough flame would quench anything.  Or if it didn't, who cared?  The feel of her hips under her dress, silk stockings and soft skin and those scarlet combinations, the rough prickle of hair beneath them, oh God and wet where his fingers touched it.  She was soaking, so turned on, and she shivered, shifting her weight to get his fingers where she wanted them, hanging on to him like she'd fall over if she let go.
He might fall over.  They might fall over together.  So it was better to make it a controlled fall, side by side on the quilts with her leg over his.  Plenty of room for his hand in the loose combinations.  She let out a moan, her eyes closed and her head falling back, the pulse jumping in her throat.  How could he not kiss it?  
And there were Stasi's hands getting his shirt the rest of the way open, pulling his undershirt out of his waistband to reach under it, sliding across his back.  Her nails caught, and he took a ragged breath.  
"You like that," she said, "you like it when I mark you."
"Mark me."
Those red, red nails scoring down his back.  Maybe she was actually drawing blood.  If so, it felt good.  Mark me, bleed me, give me something….  Struggling out of shirt and undershirt, the cool air almost stinging.  
She shifted her weight, hips moving to get his hand where she wanted it.  
"That," he said.  "Right there."  Coarse hair and soft lips, that hard little knob against his thumb, slick and soft as she rocked against his hand.
"Right there, darling."  Her voice was breathless, eyes half closed, her lipstick smeared.  His Dragon Lady, his dame, his tough girl completely undone, putty in his hands….  "You're a man of the world.  You know what a girl needs."
"I do."  And he did.  He used to.  Those party girls, those bad girls, they'd never complained.  They'd learned it all together, Mitch and those girls who knew what's what.  He liked pleasing them.  He liked the abject surrender when they lost it completely, blind and deaf to anything but sex.  He could give her that.
Her head fell back.  "So long," she said.  "Taking so long."  Not quite letting go, not quite yet.
"However long it takes," he said.  His voice sounded rough even to him.  But he wasn't in a hurry for his own satisfaction.  There wasn't going to be any, so it didn't matter, a minute or an hour.  "As many times as you can.  I'll watch you over and over again."
Her back arched, nails digging in as though spurred.  
"You like that idea, don't you?  Me watching you.  Everybody watching you.  Showing off for everybody."  Smoking hot, the idea of anybody seeing this, logical conclusion to the dance.  He'd break, he'd explode, if there were any way to do it, anything that would work.  
But this worked for her.  Her hips were jerking now, her breath fast, and she went rigid as he felt everything tighten.  Her head snapped back as on and on she rode the wave, screaming something incoherent as her whole body shook.
So beautiful.  So vulnerable.  The line of her throat, the swell of breast, the tenderest tissue under his thumb, pressure and pleasure and power.  Everything.  
And nothing.  No release for him, no end to this.  
Her head dropped forward and she curled against him, spent and small, holding him with hands that were suddenly loose, and he clenched his teeth so he wouldn't shriek in frustration.  
She shifted and he moved his hand.  Stasi sat up, the light on the bedside table behind her silhouetting her like everything he'd ever imagined in a girly magazine, pulling her dress off over her head.  The red combinations were loose, and she tossed the dress on the floor.  She sounded breathless.  "Take off your shoes, darling."
"Shoes?"
"Shoes."  He did and she drew him up against her on the bed, hoping she wouldn't try to open his belt, but no.  Just like that, bare chest against her arm, bare feet against her ankles, but nothing else.  She put her hand on his shoulder and smiled, a remarkably open smile of nothing but pleasure.
"What?" he asked.  He'd never seen it before, and it rang like a gift.
"Just thinking that you have wonderful shoulders."  She ran her hands up his arm and over, looking at his back.  "Oh dear.  I'm afraid I did quite a bit of damage."
"I don't care," he said.  It was hard to talk, hard to breathe, tied in a knot of everything impossible, between the devil that was her and the deep blue sea of nothing.  "Good?"
"So good, darling."  She leaned in and kissed him, sharp and sweet and hotter than ever, gasoline on fire.  His heart was pounding, hands clenching.  There had to be something.  Something.
And then she pulled back a little, her eyes serious.  "Do you trust me, darling?"
"Anything," he said.  "Anything you want."  
"Lie on your stomach and let me touch you."  
The sheets were cool against his face, cool against his chest, and he turned his face to the pillow.  Relief, almost, to look away.  Relief to breathe.  And there were her hands on his back, sweeping over the scratches she'd made, pain and touch and gentle cool hands.  He took a long breath.  He could ride this down.  It didn't diminish, but he could breathe.  
"I do like your shoulders," she said, long fingers tracing down his spine, across his ribs.  "And you have a nice back too.  Darling."  Pressure at the base of the spine, just inside the waistband of his pants.  
His breath caught again.  That was raw, bright as fire.  
There was a smile in her voice.  "Oh, you like that."
"Yes."  
Her hand under the waistband, held flat by his belt, pressing and kneading.  He'd liked that, once, the way a woman clutched at him when he was inside her, and the memory came to him with sharp edges, clear as it happened fifteen years ago.  Every sense remembered.  Or at least some did, unexpected pleasure.
And there was her other hand plucking at his belt on the side.  "Take this off," Stasi said.  She bent, her lips brushing his shoulder.  "Do it yourself.  I won't touch and I won't look."
Her lips against his shoulder, her hair sweeping across his arm as she bent, fallen from its pins and waves, the warmth of her body beside him….  She wouldn't look, not if she said she wouldn't.  Stasi didn't lie about things like that.  And what could she see if he was lying face down?
He undid the belt with one hand, unbuttoned the top button.
"Better, darling."  Her fingers slid inside the waistband of his pants, inside the waistband of his shorts, pressure and long, sweeping strokes across his buttocks, like and unlike memory, enough to raise the temperature again.  "There now, darling."  There was a caressing note in her voice, as though this time she meant it, for all that Stasi called everyone darling.  
"I need…."  There were no words.
"I know."   She bent and kissed his back, a trail of kisses down his spine, light and unpredictable.  "I know you do, dear."
Mitch clenched his eyes shut.  His hands closed on the pillows.  Dark.  He could breathe in the dark.
She shifted again, her legs moving, and then she worked his pants down an inch or two in the back, one hand still moving in small circles at the base of his spine, lower and lower.  
He flinched as she touched deeper.  "Um," he managed.  "I don't do that…."
"Don't, or don't want to?"
Breathe.  He had to breathe.  How high could you go without ever coming down?  He was going to break.  He was going to scream.  
"Never have," he whispered.
"Well, then."  She turned his cheek to her.  "Look at me."
She sat beside him, one leg up and one down, the combinations only half covering her pubis, lace pulled aside.  "Look at me."  She pulled the fabric back, his own personal peep show, everything exposed, pink with arousal and glistening.  She swept her finger back and forth, rubbing and pulling at her lips, wetting it with her own juices.
There was some strangled sound he realized was his own moaning.
"Trust me," she said, and knelt up over him.
He closed his eyes and waited, arms shaking.  Her finger slid inside him, slippery and enormous, wrong and tight and so hot.  Torment, surely.  But not pain.  Terrible, unexpected, strange, pinned like a butterfly, like some noble captive in a weird tale.  Her hand on his back, her finger seeking.
"There," she said.
Light.  Like light behind his eyelids, like sparks jumping a firebreak.  Like someone grabbing balls that weren't there, like caresses used to feel, a hand closed tight about the root in a way that did nothing anymore….  Bright.  So bright, so sharp and so utterly impossible.  Mitch screamed.  It seized him, it shook him.  It grabbed him by the neck and wrung him out, lightning through every limb.  Screamed, and it washed over, one single long seizure, swifter and not as deep as before, but oh God release. 
And then he was holding onto the cool pillow, tears starting at the corners of his eyes.  A shadow moved over him, her hand receded, and she slid down to lie against his back, her arms around him.  
"There, darling," she said.  "There.  Just breathe."
If he tried to speak, he'd cry.  She could probably tell anyway.  His shoulders were shaking.  He was shaking.  
"Good?"
He could nod.  
Her hand against his shoulder, wrapping around his upper arm, her cheek against his back.  "There, darling."
He turned over, reaching for her blindly, gathering her up into his arms, face against her hair, body to body and heart to heart.  There were no words for this.  There are no words for a miracle.
It was a long time before anyone spoke.  
The room was quiet except for the radio, Fred Astaire singing on softly that he was caught night and day, day and night.  Outside there was the rattle of Alma's Ford coming up the road, the sound of it choking back to stop under the trees.  A piece of wood popped in the stove.  Sense returned.
Her hair was soft under his hand, brushing it back from her face.  Her powder had rubbed off, and lipstick too, so beautiful and more human without the mask.  Mitch found his voice.  "Why?"
She didn't look up, only opened her fingers against his arm.  "Well," she said lightly, "I suppose it's because I love you so terribly."  But her voice broke.
"Oh."
Impossible and true, his miracle, his joy, his playmate.  His friend and his partner in crime and his amazing, inexplicable lover.  Stasi.   There's only one thing you can say when you come up against magic like this, and Mitch waited a long moment in silence to find the right words, to make them good and true and real.
"Not tomorrow," he said.  "Because it's Sunday and it's Christmas Day.  And not Monday, because it's a federal holiday, but Tuesday.  Will you marry me on Tuesday?"
She looked up and her lashes were wet as though she'd been crying too, dawning belief in her eyes.  "Yes."
"Just yes?"  Mitch blinked.
Stasi's lips parted in a wide smile, insouciant as ever, his bad girl, his dame, now and forever.  "Yes, darling."
 



Epilogue
 
December 25, 1932
 
Lewis woke wrapped in a sense of complete well-being.  As a child this had been the most perfect morning of the year, and now that he was a man it was still pretty much perfect.  What could be better than waking up late in the snow light, listening to the radiators popping as the house warmed up, with Alma cuddled up under the comforter beside him?  And there was something else too, the tantalizing smell of something baking.
Lewis rolled over.  Alma's eyes were open, a small and secret smile on her face as she looked at him.  "Good morning," she said.
"Good morning."  That smile still.  "What are you thinking?"
"I'm thinking that maybe next year at this time will be the first time ever that Santa Claus visits this house," she said.
"Oh golly," Lewis said, and squeezed her tight, still almost flat against him, just a little pooch that looked like she was gaining weight.  "Oh golly."  An actual person, a real child, their child who would live in this house….
Alma's stomach rumbled.  "I'm starving," she said.
"I can make you breakfast," Lewis said, swinging his legs over the side of the bed.  "Whatever you want.   Eggs.  Pancakes.  Ham."  He put on his clothes as quickly as possible.  "Toast.  Jam."
Alma just put on her old velvet bathrobe, the one Gil had given her a decade ago that she loved so much.  "We'll see," she said, and leaned against him for a minute before she opened the door.
The bathroom door opened at the same time and Jerry came out looking scrubbed and shaved, wearing his tweed jacket with the patches on the elbows.  "I smell something good," he said.
"Al needs breakfast," Lewis said.  "I'm going to make breakfast."
Al had stopped, putting her hands to Jerry's lapels.  "Merry Christmas, Jerry."
"Merry Christmas, dear."  He put his arms around her, pulling her into a warm embrace.  "It's good to be home."
"It's good to have you home," she said.  "You know that's what we always meant.  That wherever you went, you'd always have a home to come home to.  And I still mean that."
"I know," he said, and gave her another hug.  "I'll always come home, Al.  No matter where I go."
"And this will always be your home," she said.  "No matter where you go."
"Yes," Lewis said, and held out his hand for Jerry, who shook it firmly.  "We're family."
"All of us," Al said, casting a glance southward at her belly.  "Us, and little Unnamed."
"So have you decided what you're naming him?" Jerry asked as he started down the stairs carefully, the others following slowly.
"Not Lewis," said Lewis.
"Not after my father," Alma said.  "His name was Cuthbert."
"What was your father's name, Lewis?" Jerry asked as he reached the bottom.
"Isidore," Lewis said.  "Not much better."
"The Gift of Isis?  That's not bad."
"You know, it might be a girl," Alma said as they went down the hall.  "That is equally likely."  She pushed open the kitchen door and they all stopped dead.
The wonderful smell came from a big plate of cinnamon rolls which were cooling on the table half frosted, apparently by Mitch, who seemed to be wearing frosting on his nose.  Or at least temporarily seemed to be wearing frosting on his nose, as Stasi seemed to be trying to lick it off while he fended her off with a butter knife covered in frosting.  Mitch was in his pajama bottoms and a sleeveless undershirt, and so was Stasi -- Mitch's undershirt and pajama bottoms, as they had a fly, which was just….
Lewis boggled.  
Jerry gaped.
Alma busted out laughing.  "Good morning," she said brightly.
"We thought we'd make cinnamon rolls," Stasi said.
"She thought we'd make cinnamon rolls," Mitch said sheepishly, butter knife in hand.
"I like cinnamon rolls," Al said, coming in and sitting down at the table.  "I don't suppose you made coffee too?"
"We were hungry," Stasi said with a transparent glance at Mitch, who didn't look nearly embarrassed enough.
"I made coffee," he said.  "Want some, Al?"
"That's why I asked if you made it," Alma said.
"I'll get you coffee," Lewis said quickly.  Mitch might not be embarrassed, but he certainly was.
Jerry put his head to the side with the air of someone considering a difficult problem.  "What," he asked Stasi, "are you wearing?"
"Pajamas," she said cheerfully.  "I thought it was better than the alternative."
Mitch turned about as red as the combinations Stasi had certainly been wearing last night.  Lewis had gotten a good look at those combinations at the Legion Dance, along with half the town.
Alma helped herself to a cinnamon bun.  "These are good."
"Thank you."  Stasi beamed.  "I had an able assistant.  He's very good at beating batter."
Lewis gulped.  "I could make eggs," he said.  "They're nutritious."
Mitch retrieved his own coffee cup, wiping the frosting off the end of his nose with the dish towel.  "Hey Al, are you doing anything on Tuesday?"
"Actually, yes," Alma said.  "It's going to be pretty busy.  I've got Joey Patterson moving cargo for the Salt Lake flight on Wednesday, and I've also got to put Dr. Tesla and all of his crates on the train to Chicago."
"Do you think we could switch the schedule and have Lewis take Salt Lake this week?" Mitch asked.  "Lewis, I could trade with you and do Amarillo on Friday."
"If you want," Lewis said.  "I can do Salt Lake and you can do Amarillo, sure."
"Why aren't you flying Dr. Tesla back to New York?" Stasi asked.  "Rather than sending him on the train?"
Alma laughed.  "A transcontinental cargo run full of nothing but Dr. Tesla and his death ray on an IOU?  I'm not that crazy.  He'll actually pay up for a two thousand mile air charter when hell freezes over!  No, he can take the train.  It's a perfectly nice train all the way to New York!"  She took a big bite of cinnamon roll and chewed thoughtfully.  "Tuesday's going to be a mess.  I've got all the December billing to do, and there's everything that piled up while I was in New York.  It's going to be busy.  Why do you ask?"
Mitch looked like he was trying not to grin and failing miserably at it.  "If you've got a few minutes, you could drop by the courthouse and be a witness.  For a wedding."
"Whose wedding?" Lewis blurted a second before he got it.  He looked at Stasi.  "You're getting married?"
"When did that happen?" Jerry asked.
"Presumably while you were playing chess with Dr. Tesla," Alma said, getting up and giving her a hug, adding something low in her ear that sounded like it included the words 'aircraft maintenance.'  
Stasi laughed, her head against Alma's shoulder, dark hair against bright.  "Anything goes, darling."
 



The Colorado Springs Evening Telegraph
 
Announcements
 
To Mr. and Mrs. Lewis Segura of 1104 Cheyenne Highway, a daughter, Isadora Mary, on June 21, 1933 at 9:51 in the evening at St. Francis Hospital.  Mother and daughter are both healthy.
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