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Chapter 1         

 





The energetic morning sun did little to brighten this patch of suburbia gone wrong. A dismal gray concrete jungle adorned with graffiti, litter and the odd dead car. A city planner’s dream turned nightmare, dismantled to an eyesore of tension and instability, providing a bitter home for many a disillusioned native on the one hand, a humble beginning for many an immigrant on the other. 

   “So, the day has arrived. Bet you thought it never would, eh? You know, in a way I’m sad you’re leaving us. You’ve proved a positive model for many here and your debt to society, as they say, has been paid in an exemplary manner. That doesn’t happen often. It’s almost a pity we couldn’t do it again.” 

   The speaker chuckled in good-humored way. 

   A quaintly decorative nameplate hung on the front door, identifying the home of the Pannick family. Inside was a sparsely furnished little apartment, badly in need of refurbishing.

   On a highchair by a small dinner table on the kitchen sat a merry boy of almost three, yelling and banging his plastic spoon on a plate with happy colors, making clear his demands for an improvement in the service.

   His pretty young mother busied about in the tight little kitchen, juggling morning duties with a smile on her fragile face and a tune on her lips. 

   A well-built, handsome man dressed in a white t-shirt and worker’s jeans slipped into the kitchen and almost startled her with his embrace and his kisses. They exchanged sweet nothings in an east-European language. The little boy wriggled joyfully and banged harder, threatening to split his colorful plastic cutlery. For retribution he got a kissing hug and a nip on the cheek, as if he was dearly missed already.

   Then Daddy grabbed his lunchbox and headed out. Through patterned kitchen curtains Mummy watched him go, waving goodbye until he was out of sight.

   “Seriously,” the calm and sober voice continued. “I have no doubts the City Attorney will find my report a rare pleasure to read. He’ll be very intrigued to hear you’re actually the descendant of a Slovakian prince. Tell me Mister Pannick, with all the time you’ve had to think about the future, what’s the plan? How do you feel about the next chapter in your life?”

   Workers strolled through the gates of the gasworks, Daddy among them, wearing a baseball cap backwards, talking cheerfully to a coworker. Inside the towering complex was an intense, steamy world of gleaming bodies in dirty white t-shirts, steel piping and dark, hissing machinery. 

   Daddy, oily-faced after an hour or so into the shift, read off a pressure gauge and made a note on his clipboard. A foreman patted his back in passing, getting a happy cheerful greeting in return.

   He looked at the next gauge, tapped it.

   Now he screwed up his eyebrows. Something wasn’t right, the reading was wildly off. Rushing to another station further down, he compared another gauge. He checked the system being monitored.

   Something was very wrong.

   His face changed to a picture of alarm.

   He scooted down the gantry to a third station, screaming warnings and waving frantically to his colleagues. Puzzled faces looked his way. Confirmation hollered from another section. 

   A blaring alarm began and workers started rushing out. Daddy dived for a huge valve and turned with all his might. A gauge shattered its glass. Pipes shook from escalating pressure.

   Another valve next to him sprung a screaming leak. His eyes widened in horror.

   The next moment his face lit up in bright orange and a colossal explosion rocked the gasworks, sending fireballs skywards, spreading death and mayhem in a fiery, white-hot hell.  

   A second, lighter voice broke in on the conversation. A younger man speaking with a note of confidence and achievement. 

   “Overwhelmed I can imagine. I wouldn’t answer that if I were you, Mister Pannick. Sitting in this awful place, who can plan anything? It takes reality to shape reality, I always say. Thank God you’re finally out of here. Suffice it to say, George, his time within these walls has been well spent. Mister Pannick has learned new skills, mechanics, chemistry and a degree in applied electronics. Radio something, whatever it was. That’s what I call rehab by the book.”

   Two men in dark suits came down the road and stopped. The little boy sat on his tricycle among a feeble scattering of toys on the postage stamp front yard. He looked back at them and offered an unsure little wave. The men glanced at each other and stepped up to the door.

   Wiping her hands Mummy came to answer and, after their polite introductions, invited them in. 

   The boy turned on his tricycle and watched through the kitchen window, with the patterned curtains drawn aside as usual. The men were explaining something to Mummy. She put her hands to her mouth. She jerked and started falling down and the men had to hold her. They helped her to the kitchen chair. She began to cry. He knew because the window was open and he could hear it.  

   “And thanks to the therapy sessions with me he’s successfully come to terms with what amounts to terrible childhood trauma,” the lighter voice continued. “But that’s all been worked through, that and the subsequent pain of growing up in, well, less than fortunate circumstances.”

   The echoes of his mother’s crying and the day of change floated like acidic mists behind the tense eyeballs of Phearan Pannick as he gazed into space, reliving his earliest memory. The gleaming coupe stood outside the guard booth by the entrance to a brick fortress. An inner set of heavy gates topped with coils of barbed wire was closed behind them. From towers revolving searchlights scanned the area and regularly splashed the entrance with their bright, slow-moving beams. 

   The prison warden stood leaning in on the driver’s side. He offered an encouraging smile to the young man clutching a duffel bag with a teddy bear tied to the top. 

   “It takes little to send a young boy down the wrong road and I’ll say you’ve had one mean streak of bad luck. But I promise you son, the slate’s clean now, you go on out there and build a life for yourself, you hear me?”

   The young man had his gaze forward in a private sphere and didn’t answer. 

   “That’s exactly what he’s going to do,” Doctor Burwell said with a friendly nudge.

   A barely noticeable twitch and Pannick came back to awareness. He turned mildly to the others and let out a weak grunt.

   The therapist looked back at the warden with a confident smile and turned the key.

   “Thanks for everything, George.”

   “Thank you, doctor. And all the best now.”

   The warden stepped back with a little salute as the tall chain link fence rolled aside. The gleaming sedan slid out into the darkness, leaving the prison behind and made its way over an endless pier. A solitary narrow ridge sticking out of the body of water surrounding the walled island.

   Speeding along empty roads they passed a dead industrial district with boarded up buildings and empty lots. Rusting freight cars stood on railway sidings overgrown by weeds. The road went by the old gasworks. The buildings and towers stood like silhouetted shrines against the night sky, silent for near on two decades and now providing warmth only for foxes and bats.

   None of it appeared to interest young Pannick who seemed lost in the moment, his eyes up through the window, absorbed by the rhythm of passing streetlights. 

   Can’t blame him, thought Burwell to himself. First hour of freedom. A moving experience. Quite natural to want to savor it all with an air of profound respect. The doctor smiled at his silent passenger. He switched on the radio and selected a station playing gentle classical music. 

   The car turned onto the massive Bay Bridge. A long suspended giant passing over the water towards a spotty nebula nestled on the opposite coast.

   The sprawling, bustling city of Stoker Bay. 

   Pannick had his eyes forward, fixed into space, yet seemed completely aware of his whereabouts. 

   “Would you mind stopping?” he asked. “I would like to see the view before going further.”

   “Why, of course. That’s a very good idea. The view is splendorous.”

   The car pulled up on the side of the deserted bridge. Pannick stepped out and stood by the railing. They had stopped about halfway across. Fresh sea air blew on him. He was joined by the psychiatrist who buttoned his tailored jacket and inhaled deep, hands on the railing, reveling in the invigorating moment and the stunning view of the city lights shimmering in the distance. 

   “You know, in a way I envy you,” he began. “Being able to start so completely afresh. No ties, no commitments, no unwanted connections that stay on like a stubborn rash. Most of us, at best, change jobs, homes, even relationships, but the world still looks basically the same. But you have the benefit of this being really the first day of your life, as though the past never existed. You are, in a very true sense of the word, reborn.”

   Pannick lowered his gaze and stared down through the dark void to the distant streak of glitter at the bottom. His eyes fixed, insane, fearful. 

   “It’s been nice knowing you, doctor. I will never forget all you’ve done for me.”

   Burwell laughed.            


   “What are you talking about? We’ll be seeing each other regularly. After all, you’re one of my success stories. I shall follow your progress keenly.”  

   The young man looked slowly up, eyed the bridge both ways. No traffic. He turned to the doctor who returned the odd, tense look with an encouraging smile and a hand on his shoulder.

   Pannick’s head dipped slightly and something passed over his eyes. All of a sudden his hand shot up like snake and grabbed Burwell’s throat in a crushing grip. He began pushing him over the railing. The shocked man gurgled and tried helplessly to fight back, gripping the railing in panic. The young man was too strong and kept pushing him, bending him deeper and deeper over the edge. 

   “Fear, doctor!” he snarled. “Fear is a way of life! My life! And your death!”

   Burwell couldn’t get a word out, his grip slid loose finger by finger. His legs came up and he went over. Arms flailing he dropped into space. With eyes ablaze Pannick watched him fall and waited for his trailing scream to end. It did, with a faint splash. A small spot of white foam in the dark shimmering satin far below. 

   The young man backed off the railing, checked the bridge for other traffic. None was there. He leaned into the car, untied the teddy bear from the ropes of his duffel bag, tore its head off and pulled out a thick wad of hundred-dollar bills from the stuffing and shoved it in his pocket. He threw the pieces over the edge and sat down in the car, breathing heavily.

   The frightened boyish stare was gone. His eyes were now cold pools, his finely featured face taught with dark purpose. He turned the key, revved high and drove away, jerking and crunching like a beginner.

   Headlights licked the dusty road running through the old industrial area. The sedan drove along slowly. Pannick had returned to the factory graveyard. He pulled over onto the gravel and let the beams light up a fenced off area. On the padlocked gates a large board hung, flaky with age. The faded lettering was covered over with careless graffiti. 

   Pannick took in the old corporate board, once proud and bright. He looked moved.

   “Some paint, in happy colors,” he murmured, wearing a child’s absorbed face. “And curtains maybe, with patterns…”

   His countenance darkened again and his voice turned into a deep snarl. “Welcome to your new home, your highness, we await your rule…”

   The old sign read, ‘Stoker Bay Council. North Shore Gasworks’.





Chapter 2         

 



A throng of journalists had assembled outside the doors of City Hall where a small press platform had been set up. News crew floodlights broke the dark of the late evening and there was a buzz of expectancy in the cool air.

   Finally the big door opened to emit Mayor Ted Reitman and two of his men into a crackle of action and flashbulbs. They looked formal in hats, silk scarves and dark overcoats and mounted the platform with the light, buoyant steps of good progress.

   Smiling in the lights Reitman motioned for calm. 

   “Thank you for coming, I understand you have many questions. I won’t answer them now. Instead, let me just say this, the negotiations thus far have been a success. I’m pleased to report to you that our program to attract greater corporate investment to Stoker Bay now has the full support of the industrial commission.”

   The gathering of interested townsfolk cheered and questions from the press flew like a blast of hail. News cameramen buffeted for space, holding their cameras aloft.

   The live news feed came through a small portable TV-set sitting on a workbench elsewhere. It was crammed to overflowing with dissected electronic apparatuses, mechanical parts and pieces. Above it was a window covered with a night shade, its edges taped to the frame. A makeshift curtain hung on the inside, roughly hand-sown from dirty strips of colored fabrics.

   Yellowed newspaper clippings covered the wall, all of them about the old gasworks explosion and the introduction of an environmental bill in Stoker Bay, along with pictures of Mayor Ted Reitman.

   On the little camper television the press conference continued.

   “While some issues remain to be resolved, such as the concern over our twenty-year-old environmental law concerning industrial waste, I’m confident we shall come to a full agreement and proceed towards a time of greater employment opportunities and prosperity for our great city. That’s all ladies and gentlemen, an official statement will be issued by my office tomorrow. Thank you and goodnight. Now I’m going home to my wife.” 

   On the wall, painted in large blotches of bright color, hung a piece of broken mirror. Pannick was standing before it wearing a green t-shirt. He dipped his fingers in a pot of green paint and stroked the color over his cheeks in a slow, ritualistic manner, as if applying war paint. 

   “Why, certainly we will, Mayor Reitman,” he uttered slowly. “We will come to a full agreement…”

   Outside City Hall, Reitman’s statement brought a fresh storm of interest. At the back of the noisy crowd Vicky Sheldon, a pretty sixteen-year-old in ponytail and glasses who just wouldn’t be contained, called out in excitement.

   “Mayor Reitman! Mayor Reitman!”

   At the sound of the young spirited voice, Reitman turned, looked over the crowd and pointed to the girl who was frantically waving her pad and pen. 

   “Alright, I’ll take just one question from the young lady over there.”

   A couple of the news cameramen turned to focus on the object of his accommodating interest. 

   “Still pushing for Bible reading and prayer to open parliamentary sessions, Mayor Reitman? Such as this one?”

   The question proved nothing short of a head-turning departure and stunned the crowd to a tense silence. Pannick looked toward the TV and had time to register the exuberant young girl before the camera whipped back to Reitman who looked calm, if not amused. He afforded himself a smile and looked over the crowd.

   Pannick stared at the screen, waiting with the crowds gathered outside City Hall for a reply.  

   “Let me assure you, and everyone else who is listening,” the Mayor of Stoker Bay began with calmness and authority, “this ambition continues unabated. Any good leader needs to understand and apply humility before God, and be led by Him and seek His wisdom, if he or she proposes to be a successful leader. Thanks for the question.”

   He stepped down and the crowd lifted again, presenting a mixture of respectful applause and confused booing. Vicky was cheering away, jumping up and down, dancing with joy, as if she knew the Mayor’s position but wanted to hear it again just for her own and the rest of the world’s sake.

   Reitman and his men left the stand, signaling patient refusals to answer any more questions from the body of shoving, racing journalists that had to be held back by firm-jawed security men. 

   Pannick’s stare was fixed on the blurring screen. Paint ran down his gaping childlike face and dropped onto the t-shirt. Fear and rage came over him like a tidal wave and contorted his features. Erupting into a fit of frenzy he hurled the paint pot at the TV, shattering it to pieces and dousing the workbench with green emulsion.                            

   The cameras flashed at the entourage making for the car below the City Hall steps. Vicky made her way through the crowd with the litheness of a cat and came up to an immovable bar clothed in black fabric positioned in front of the long black car. 

   “That’s far enough, kid,” snapped the muscular bodyguard, his set jaw barely moving. 

   “Thank you, Mayor Reitman, I’m praying for you!” she shouted over the unyielding arm. The well-groomed gentleman stopped by the car door as it opened for him.  

   “Vicky Sheldon,” he said with a smile and stepped up. The bodyguard glanced around in heightened alertness, his lower lip jiggling as he mumbled into an invisible mike. 

   “It’s good to see you,” Reitman went on. “You know, not long ago I would have found your question awkward and embarrassing in a situation like this. But not anymore. Thank you for your continued prayer support. Let me assure you, we need it more than ever in here.”

   “You’ve got it, sir,” Vicky beamed. 

   “Thanks. Your grandfather is well I trust?”

   “Gives me a run for my money.”

   “Uh-oh,” the gray-haired gentleman said with a wide smile.

   “Hang on,” he then said, remembering something and looking at her with narrowed eyes, determined to get it right. 

   “It’s next week isn’t it?”

   “Your memory is serving you exceptionally well, sir.”

   Reitman laughed and took her hand, triggering a surge of camera flashes. 

   “Congratulations to you, Vicky. And to you know who, too,” he added with a wink and stepped back to the car.  

   “I’ll make sure to pass it on, sir,” she said with a sweet wave. “Good night, Mayor Reitman. All the best to Mrs. Reitman.” 

   The Mayor nodded back as the door closed. 

   Inside, he told the driver to stop by a flower shop on the way.  





Chapter 3         

 



Vicky came around the corner onto Lisle Street, walking with brisk steps toward the other end where a bookshop occupied the corner. She saw the light from the windows falling onto the pavement and remembered with regret that the place was open late tonight. 

   Why call it a book night? she wondered, slowing somewhat. Gramps might as well be honest with himself and call it a free sandwich night. Three times he’d done it and the same thing happened every time. Church people don’t go out at night to buy books. They come round for a nightcap, browsing through the books while enjoying his free tea and sandwiches and insightful chitchat.

   In her mind’s eye she saw a collection of empty trays in the kitchen. Once the sandwiches are finished the visitors leave, with an empty promise of coming back to actually buy the book at the next scrumptious book night.

   “It’s all about building relationships,” Gramps would say. A notion she doubted as she walked along, not expecting much in the way of food left to build a relationship to.

   She hadn’t been home all day and the last thing she ate was lunch at school, not counting the half sub at Bandini’s. The rest of the evening was spent preparing this week’s article for ‘The Light Stand’, the monthly nerd paper she and her Christian school group had started. It had gained a surprise circulation outside school reaching into three digits.

   This week’s piece by Vicky was on Christian leaders and the effect their stand could have on the rest of the community. Hence the outing to City Hall this evening.

   ‘It Is Written’ boasted the wooden sign above the shop windows, softly illuminated by a thoughtfully placed streetlight. The sign was done up in British public house green with light brown letters. At the end it read, ‘Est. at Calvary’, an expression of Humphrey’s sense of humor.

   She picked up the sandwich board that had fallen over on the pavement. It was one of those that newsstands used, with a diagonal wire mesh over the latest breaking world events. In this case, ‘Open till 9pm for tea, books & chat!’ 

   Vicky glanced at her watch as she made for the door. It was way past ten. 

   “Father Patrick’s language is so colorful, always has been. He paints with words that put you right there with all that gritty determination. The shining muscular bodies, the snap of leather gloves scuffing together, and the bell! Oh, how sweet the sound!”

   Sister Mildred, a loud and solidly built nun was talking to Humphrey Sheldon. She had a book on the spiritual symbolism of boxing in one hand and a sandwich in the other.

   Humphrey was around sixty, tall and slim with a curly bush of white hair under which his clear eyes twinkled behind gold specs that rested happily at the end of his long nose. He wore a cardigan with suede elbow patches that looked like it had been bought before the London Blitz, immediately placed in a time capsule and opened this morning, flawless and old-fashioned.

   Right now his attention was directed to what was under Mildred’s blue and gray veil and robes. A pair of screaming red gym shoes of a late and youthful model. They offered such a startling contrast that Humphrey had a hard time to refrain from laughing.

   Saved by the bell, he thought as Vicky stepped in, rattling the chimes through the calm atmosphere.

   “You’re certainly right there, Sister Mildred,” he offered in distracted relief, gambling on a general response as he hadn’t paid the deepest attention to a word she had said. “Victoria my dear!”

   “I tell you, it made the noble art of nun’s kickboxing my passion,” Mildred went on, spitting crumbs. “Second only to the Good Lord himself, of course.”

   “Yes, a gifted sports writer is Father Patrick,” said Humphrey, opening his arms to embrace Vicky. “Hello darling.”

   “Hello Grandpa. Sister Mildred.”

   “Hello Victoria,” Mildred said, bringing out a blue checkered, rather masculine, handkerchief to wipe her mouth with. “You’re out late, my dear. I don’t think that’s to be recommended. Despite everything I’m teaching you.”

   “Certainly isn’t,” Humphrey stepped in. “And the habit’s wearing heavily on my personal health. Well, have you discovered anything you didn’t already know?”

   “The press mob’s working overtime down at City Hall, waiting for news on the talks,” Vicky explained. 

   “Ted pleased?”

   “He’s winning the commission over. Should mean more companies and more jobs in the area. Plus he’s making the Word of God a part of local government.”

   “Good on both counts,” Mildred agreed.

   “Any sandwiches left?”

   “Look in the usual place, darling.”

   “See you Thursday, my pet,” Mildred called after her. “Time flies, Humphrey. I must be off.”

   “So soon?”

   Mildred blew her prominent nose into the handkerchief with the resonance of a bass trombone. 

   “Oh yes I must,” she said, straightening. “I have a dining set coming in that needs redoing. We had a donation of a ton of vegetables to the soup kitchen and the nursing home. Besides that, the gym needs work. Did I tell you your granddaughter ripped the speed bag off its hinges last week? The sand bag’s going to throw in the towel before long, too.”

   She shook her head.

   “Did she really?” said Humphrey with an amazed chuckle. “She didn’t say anything to me.”

   “She’s far too modest that girl.” 

   “Getting her out of such habits is proving difficult.” 

   “You keep trying, Humphrey. Same again next week?” 

   “I suppose so, as long as you keep coming I shall view it a complete success.”

   “Now that’s enough of that, you flatterer you. I’m off.”

   “Grandpa!” called a peeved voice from the back.

   “Goodness, are they the all finished again?” said Humphrey in disbelief and looked back at Mildred who raised her hand. 

   “I claim innocence on the grounds of irresistible hospitality,” she said, making for the door. “Now you go and fix the poor girl some decent nourishment before she goes transparent. You can’t live on sandwiches alone you know. Not even yours, Humphrey.”

   His eyes fell again on her bright red trainers.

   “Sister Mildred, curiosity bids me, weren’t those blue last week?”

   “Yes, and with any luck, next week they’ll be green. Goodnight.”

   “Goodnight,” he said to the chiming door.

   He shook his head in amusement and walked into the backroom.



*                       *                  *



Vicky sat with her schoolwork by the small kitchen table in the private area of the shop. Humphrey came in after tidying up, locking up and turning the lights off. 

   “Taste alright?” he asked and sat down opposite her.

   “It was just fine, grandpa. I’m sorry I was angry earlier.” 

   “Don’t worry about it, my love. I’m surprised at the attraction those humble sandwiches generate. Something to do with a hitherto undiscovered magnetism I’m sure.” 

   He gestured to her empty plate.

   “Those frozen bachelor things are pretty dull but with a side salad or something they can work out not too bad.”

   Vicky put her pen down and rubbed her eyes behind the glasses. 

   “I wish you’d start cooking again. You used to do it so good! Why don’t you anymore?”

   Humphrey averted his eyes with a lame shrug. 

   “I can’t seem to find the time.”

   “You’ve got the slowest shop in town!”

   “Alas, yes,” he sighed. “So my accountant keeps telling me.”

   “You should start selling DVD’s and t-shirts and jewelry and stuff.”

   “Must I really?” 

   “It might attract a wider crowd. Young people have money. My friends buy new stuff all the time. But not from here because you have nothing they want.” 

   “What’s wrong with good old-fashioned reading?”

   “Nothing. But when in Rome do as the Romans do, and Romans buy DVD’s, mp3-players, cell phones and computer games. You should also consider chocolate bars, chewing gum, soda and ice cream.” 

   “Lord have mercy.”

   “And sandwiches! They’re a proven customer magnet!”

   “I shall have to expand my license if I start charging for sandwiches. We’ll have regular visits from Board of Health inspectors. I’ll have to get mousetraps.”

   “Since there are no bill collector traps, it could be worth a shot.”

   “We’ll see,” yawned Humphrey. “Any thoughts on a birthday present?”

   “None. We can’t afford it anyway and it doesn’t matter.”

   “Let’s call it a hypothetical question born out of a sincere interest. Besides you’re not old enough to be disinterested in your birthdays. That’s my privilege.”

   “If I could choose I’d like a good way to get the Word of God out there.”

   “How about a soapbox? A favored tool used by all of God’s old generals.”

   “Yelling on a street corner isn’t my thing, grandpa.”

   “I suppose not. Takes a certain kind of mind. Whatever happened to all the fools for Christ I wonder? Don’t see many around these days.”

   “They’ve gone home for the major Sabbath rest and left the dull intellectuals and the chickens to finish the job.”

   “Perhaps that’s why it’s taking so long. Oh well, don’t know about you but a rest sounds just about right. I’m going upstairs. You might want to consider a similar course of action yourself. It’s eleven thirty.”

   “I will grandpa, I promise. I’m just going to finish off. Okay if I borrow some paper? Mine’s finished.” 

   “Go ahead. Don’t know what you do with it all, I must say.”

   “Schoolwork. They load it on us.”

   “Glad to hear it,” he said, heading up the creaking wooden staircase. “Goodnight darling. Don’t forget the lights.”

   “I won’t. Goodnight grandpa.”





Chapter 4        

 



Not far from there, deeper into the Stoker Bay backstreets where alleys were darker and the squares smaller and quieter, a shadow crept along a wall. An agile, slim creature tiptoed along the littered sidewalk of a square with a small park in the middle. It moved with soft, dancing steps, passing older parked cars, darkened entrances and steel shutters strewn with graffiti. 

   The slim character stopped in front of one plastered shop front and pulled out a spray can from a belt of several around his waist, like a tooled-up suburban graffiti bandit out for a night’s work marking up territory.

   With a furious hiss the word ‘Fear!’ became the new replacement, covering up the old in huge, green and frantic letters, running down the corrugated steel.  

   Further up the street was a dead-end alley with trash containers at the back, and a homeless bum struggling to get a fire going in a coffee tin. With shaky fingerless gloves the end of a matchbook had been reached and the situation was getting critical. This had to work. The old man was on all fours blowing the feeble glow to life, alternately fanning it with his hat and feeding it bits of newspaper.

   Finally it lighted up, sending up warming tongues of fire. He rubbed his hands over the heat, relieved at his achievement. 

   All of a sudden a monster jumped onto him out of nowhere and knocked him over. A hoarse grunt of abject terror left his purple lips and he found himself pinned to ground by a green spandex beast sitting on his chest. He couldn’t move or breathe. Pannick, his face a shocking mask of caked and cracking paint, stared close at him, yelped like a puppy with eyes wide as if beset by some unbelievable terror himself.

   “Boo!” he screamed in the bum’s face and burst out laughing. He pounded the old man’s chest before leaping off. He sprayed the word ‘Fear’ all over the laying figure and darted out of the alley.

   With paint running over his face the homeless old man gasped for a breath that wouldn’t come and he rolled over on his side, clasping his chest in severe pain. The firelight from the coffee tin danced in his fluttering eyes before they glazed over, unresponsive, in the sudden and complete stillness of his body.       


   The still night air was cut with a scream. It came from across the street, from the little park in the middle of the square. Pannick came leaping over the iron fence, shaking his spray can. Blood dripped off his hands. He stopped and threw darting gazes over the street. The paint on his face was split and flaking, making his appearance hideous.

   A taxi came around the corner and headed in his direction. He darted out onto the street right in front of it. With a squeal of brakes the cab avoided him and skidded into a parked car with a smash of glass and crunching metal. Alarms went off and the engine hissed. Pannick jumped onto the crumpled hood of the taxi and stood like a skinny Hulk roaring in the spurting radiator steam.

   The door opened and the driver fell out onto the road. Crying out in horror he scrambled to his legs and ran away from there as fast as his legs could carry him.

   Pannick laughed and sprayed the windscreen from edge to edge. Then he jumped onto the other cars, spraying his insignia all over them. He leapt onto the sidewalk, stopped and gazed frozen-like at a small shop window.

   Inside were home appliances, mixer taps, kitchen tiles, and a heater. A gas heater.

   He uttered a grunt, like in deep pain. Then came a shriek and he attacked the window, spraying it, creating a green veil all over it until the can was empty. Out of paint he hammered the window with the dead bottle, shaking the glass violently until it finally shattered, setting off the burglar alarm. His face in a frenzy, Pannick reached in and pulled out the gas heater and threw in onto the ground, again and again, like it was a beast that had to die.

   A yell from an upstairs neighbor distracted him, lights were coming on behind several windows. The green creature looked up at the disturbed audience, hissed at them all and ran off, disappearing like a shot into the dark. 





Chapter 5         

 



It looked like a headline.

   ‘Extra! Only one way to the Father!’ The scripture under it read, ‘I am the Way and the Truth and the Life, no-one comes to the Father except through me. Signed, J. Christ’.

   The little tabletop printer was humming quietly, spitting out sheet after sheet of this declaration.

   A long zipper was pulled up all the way from the crotch to the high neck. It looked like a black flight suit, sown in to fit more snugly. Black racing driver shoes were slipped on and laced up. They showed signs of age, just like the thick leather belt which was serious biker-size and had extra holes punched in to make it fit the narrow waist it tightened around.

   Slim leather gloves came on. A tight hood, like a women’s hat from the 1920’s, was pulled over the blond curls. A staple gun was loaded full and slid into a side holster. The bundle of finished printouts was slipped into a flat backpack, also black.

   Vicky turned and checked herself in the bedroom mirror.

   Despite not being a glamour outfit the old flight suit was hard-pressed to conceal the fact of a trim body occupying it. She looked tall and athletic in the curious garb, the result of not only a secret training regime she was dedicated to but also, she had to admit, the positive effects of a non-excessive diet, courtesy of Grandpa’s entrepreneurial success.

   On her wall hung a painting that Grandpa’s artist friend Mike had done when she was small. At the time he had asked her what she wanted to be when she grew up and she told him, as if it was the most obvious thing.

   A superhero. 

   So that’s what he drew. Just how prophetic it would turn out to be neither he nor Grandpa could ever have guessed, let alone believed. But little Vicky swallowed it hook, line and sinker. She knew all along.

   And now, years later, the girl in the mirror may have looked like a superhero on a budget but there was no budget to her heart’s attitude. Behind the slender black mask her crystal blue eyes were alive with purpose. She was loaded with Grace and burning with zeal.

   The serious young lady looked at her from the framed picture. Vicky sucked in her cheeks the same way as the cool girl in the painting and tilted her head forward and threw a mean stare at the mirror. She couldn’t resist it. Try as she would she fell for it every time. 

   “Okay Lord, Biblegirl is ready,” she said in a low husky voice. “Let’s do it!”

   She turned to go, but then bounced quickly back to the mirror and added, “Oh, and in case I forget, Mayor Ted Reitman says congratulations.” 

   “I appreciate that, thanks,” said the black crusader to herself and left the room. 

   Biblegirl put an ear to her grandfather’s door. Hearing the sound of peaceful snoring, she whispered a prayer for God to keep him that way and crept downstairs, stepping on the edges to avoid the creaking of the old wooden steps.

   The night was cool and broken clouds passed over the moon. It gave a spooky light that Biblegirl appreciated on her missions. Grandpa called it a ‘bomber’s moon’ and said that’s what the olden days pilots used to call a hide-and-seek moon like that.

   She liked that too.

   The black-dressed crusader slid round the corner to the front of the shop, having exited from a side door that faced the other street. She scooted up to the crossing, ran over Lisle Street and disappeared.

   Unaware that she was being observed.

   Through one of the first floor windows a figure in a nightcap was looking over the street with a concerned look on his old face.

   Humphrey let the curtains fall back and consulted the clock. He muttered a sincere prayer for the protection of his only grandchild, wrapped himself in a robe, stepped into his slippers, grabbed his flashlight and some keys from under his pillow and moved quickly downstairs.

   Behind the kitchen was a decently sized storage room. Humphrey slid aside the drapes covering the doorway, turned the key in the lock and slipped into a cramped world of book-laden shelves, stacked boxes and, occupying at least half of the space, a mysterious section that appeared to be nothing short of a workshop for military engineering.



On a public notice board down the next block hung an earlier scripture sheet.

   It had read, ‘God will be the sure foundation for your times, a rich store of salvation and wisdom and knowledge; the fear of the Lord is the key to this treasure’.

   The bottom part of the paper had been torn off. Biblegirl was amazed and pleased that it wasn’t all gone. She pulled out a new sheet from her backpack, grabbed her staple gun and thumped the new scripture stuck and moved on. 

   Two streets away was the next notice board on the crusader’s round. The old passage was gone, ripped off as they usually were by some unfortunate soul whose loose-fitting innards couldn’t withstand such seismic provocation.

   But, in a matter of seconds the new one was in place, blasting afresh the living life-giving Word to every passerby who cared to throw a glimpse at it.

   A few blocks and boards later she came down a street that led to a small square and a fifth board.

   She had to stop for moment and just look. The whole board was emblazoned with a huge green scribble, spelling out the word ‘Fear!’

   She felt a ripple in her spirit as she took it in. There was a disturbing feeling about it. A cold creepy sensation that came out of the big runny letters. The way it was written, like in a burst of rage. A ravaged, senseless mind and soul bound by chains. A caged animal heaving at the bars that restrained it, unable to break free. And this was the roar that came out of it.

   The board stood in front of a small park with a statue among greenery and benches. The park was cordoned off and on the other side of it she could see a couple of light bars flashing.

   A beat cop came up to her as she stapled the new scripture onto the board. She recognized him. 

   “Hi, Officer Jackson, what’s going on?”

   “Biblegirl. I thought it was you. Correction, I knew it was you. Who else goes around town dressed like that, putting up Bible verses everywhere?”

   “We all have our quirks, Officer Jackson.”

   “Doing the rounds a little late aren’t you? Don’t you know there’s a crime wave goin’ on?”

   “There’s always a crime wave going on. All the more reason to battle it.”

   “Say, you ever heard of that fella,” began the policeman. “What’s his name, that ol’ Indian guy with round glasses, went around wearing diapers all the time…”

   “Ghandi?”

   “That’s the guy. He was into all that silent action, no force stuff.”

   “This is way up from what he was doing, Officer Jackson. This is warfare in the invisible realm.” She pointed to the flyer. “And this right here, sir, is a thousand pound bomb with delayed effect splinter charges.”

   Jackson rested his eyes on it.

   “I’d never’ve guessed it.”

   Biblegirl snorted and looked around.

   “So what happened here?” 

   “Just a break-in and a car wreck. The work of some loony. Sprayed half the square green, ran straight out into the road, forced a cab off the street, vandalized a store and vanished. A regular nutcase.”

   Looking past the policeman, Biblegirl had noticed a couple of more places down the street plastered with the disturbing logo, like the rampage of a furious insurgent during a revolution.

   She also noticed activity in the park. 

   “Oh no, someone get mugged?”

   A stretcher emerged from behind the statue and was carried off to a waiting ambulance on the other side. Two police dogs sniffed around the gravel path and the bushes with their blue-coated masters shining flashlights and picking about. 

   “Never you mind.”

   “Not at liberty to say, huh?”

   Officer Jackson rediscovered his donut and steaming paper cup of coffee. 

   “There’s a Veerhovend creepy feeling around here, do you notice it?” said Biblegirl.

   “No.”

   The Word crusader nodded in acceptance of the policy rules the officer was abiding by. His lips were sealed concerning details of unresolved incidents resulting in personal injury.

   “And you should be moving on, Biblegirl,” he added. “You’ve made your mark. Don’t mind sayin’ I prefer your kind of activism.”

   Biblegirl looked down the alley across the street. There was that little glow at the end. She knew old Mister Trent usually used the alley for a roofless bedroom when the shelter was too full to admit him.

   He always did appreciate the scriptures she gave him. Although he wished the paper was thinner so he could roll cigarettes with it. The fine pages of the pocket New Testament she’d given him some time ago was good for that, and since he’d crushed his reading glasses in a fall that’s the best use he could put it to. 

   “Would you do me a favor, Officer Jackson?” she asked the policeman. 

   “Sure. If it gets you moving on out of here.”

   “It will. You know, coffee stains your teeth and donuts aren’t going to improve that waistline of yours, so if you don’t mind…”

   And before he knew it she had lifted his favorite substances out of his surprised hands and was crossing the street with them, making for the alley.

   Biblegirl could sense something wasn’t right as she entered the alley and moved quickly up to Mister Trent’s still figure lying on a stretch of cardboard. Litter was everywhere. Light fluttered weakly in the coffee tin.

   “Mister Trent?”

   Approaching she saw the green streaks crisscrossing him and her heart jumped. 

   ”Mister Trent!” 

   She crouched beside him, looked into the glassy eyes and felt his stubbly cheek. It was cooling.

   “Officer Jackson!” she shouted.

   Hearing the alarm in her voice Jackson came dashing over the street.

   “It’s Mister Trent! He’s dead! It looks like he’s had a heart attack or something!”

   “Oh my God!” blurted Jackson in a puff. 

   He felt the old man’s neck, and cursed.

   “It’s that nutcase! He sprayed him all over! Scared the daylights out of him! Shut his ticker right down!”

   He ripped out his radio and requested an immediate ambulance. 

   The red and white emergency vehicle stood flashing at the alley entrance as Biblegirl came out of it. Tears were running down her cheeks. Tears of sadness and loss, tears of anger, tears of gratefulness for the mercy of God, before whose eyes Mister Trent had permanently remained whether he knew it or not. In whose eyes he was worth much more than any sparrow that ever hit the deck since the day of creation. Before whose merciful eyes he would now stand, and be considered through the spotless sheen of Christ’s blood that made way, effortlessly, for him to enter the eternal rest of God.

   Biblegirl wiped the streaks of light makeup dragged down over her flushed cheeks. Her face was set like flint, her lips muttering warfare prayer as she went. She completed her round in record speed, slamming each sheet up on the face of secularized dullness, driving each staple as if deep into the flesh of the enemy.

   Running as fast as she could she made a long way around back to Lisle Street, trying to burn off the adrenalin that flowed through her system and threatened to keep her awake the rest of the night.

   As she disappeared around the corner, having left the final board with the scripture firmly attached to blast its message into the night in bold black, an angry hiss filled the air and blanketed the words in dripping green. 





Chapter 6        

 



A pair of wild eyes behind a fresh mask of lime-colored paint popped around a corner. They scrutinized the pillared arches of City Hall that lay across the quaint and silent Capitol Square atop the hilly part of Stoker Bay.

   Particular attention was being given to an armed security guard ambling up from the back of the building. He crossed the front in no hurry at all and disappeared again into the shadows of the opposite side.

   Pannick leapt out, squirted over the slanting cobblestones right up to the big wall, peeked around the corner, then shot down the declining side alley after the guard.

   Reaching the bottom of the little slope the green figure stole a glance down the back of the building. The guard was turning round the far corner heading up to the front again to complete the circle. On the back wall was a fire escape and under it a wiring box. Pannick made straight for the box, pulled off his small backpack and unzipped a toolset. 

   Opening the cover he set to work with the speed of someone who knew exactly what he was doing, with the added pressure of having only a short while in which to do it. Wires were cut, splayed strands twined, short circuits struck, new connections inserted, a little box of tricks was taped fast and switched on. His hands moved with fluency and skill, his green face a mumbling spectrum of psychotic concentration with ticks and all.

   The sound of distant nighttime traffic drifted through the air, filtered with a soft wind rustling through foliage. Behind him tall and proud junipers lined the rear border of the backyard of City Hall, known as the Lawn of Seats for the many events that took place there in the course of the social calendar.

   For the uninvited the tall evergreens presented an unmistakable and majestic feature along the one mile stretch of sandstone cliff that overlooked the coastal highway a hundred feet below and the bay beyond sparkling in the moonlight.

   Westwards the grand Bay Bridge hung like a glittering band, stretching over the waters to the northern shore, now a dark rolling belt across the horizon, specked by lights under a star-studded velvet sky. All of it lost to the focused figure working in the shadows under the fire escape. 

   Within a couple of minutes the guard had completed another lap of his vigil and was coming back down the slope again. The green commando perked his ears to the crunch of approaching footsteps and a whistled tune. The operation was executed to the exact second, the cover replaced and secured, tools slipped into the backpack. 

   The guard’s long shadow appeared, growing rapidly. Pannick jumped like a cat, reached the bottom rung of the raised fire escape ladder and hauled himself up with the power of a gymnast, hanging upside down and still. The guard came around the corner as the brief reverberating creak and drone of the metal structure faded into silence.

   Passing underneath the uniformed watchman took his hat off and ran his fingers through his hair.

   He stopped, and felt his hair again.

   He wasn’t imagining things, something did fall on his head. A flake of green paint. He looked up, thinking a new paintjob must be due for the fire escape, and was met by shocking, hideous, lime-colored, eye-popping hysteria.

   Before he could raise his sub-machine gun a shower of green stung his eyes. A flurry of swinging legs erupted and kicked him senseless to the ground, a sprawling heap. 

   Hanging from the ladder, Pannick listened for any attention the disturbance might have caused, then pulled himself up again to the platform and began a swift and silent climb.

   At the top, Pannick stopped to look over the peaks of the junipers at the distant water. He leaned on the railing and looked down at the guard lying far below. Flashbacks rose up. His face tightened, not from inklings of remorse or regret. Rather, a deepening resolve to let it all continue along its path.

   He had to.

   The choice wasn’t his, he was a puppet on a string. Not moving of his own volition but tied to a conveyor belt, moving forward, driven ever onward by a dark force that ran his being every conscious moment with a mind-twisting, four-letter stranglehold.

   The glass disc came off, attached to a suction cup. The fracture sensor in the frame was stone dead, as was every other alarm in the top floor. Pannick put away the diamond glasscutter, reached in and opened the emergency exit beside the window.

   Pushing aside the heavy curtains he found himself in a polished conference room. Its door led to a wide corridor, decorated with chandeliers and public service legacy mounted in gilded picture frames, currently illuminated only by a security light at the end.

   He passed a number of closed offices on one side. Pressrooms, media center, intelligence office and bathrooms on the other.

   At the end he reached his objective, a wooden door with a brass plaque reading, simply, ‘Ted Reitman’.

   Nimble fingers picked the lock in seconds. Closing the door behind him the green burglar found himself at the goal of his quest, the final destination. The Mayor’s office. With a mesmerized look he gaped around at the mahogany and leather and the genuine oils and all those volumes.

   He chuckled in childlike fascination.

   Pannick plumped down in the great chair and spun around. Felt the drawers. All locked. He let it go at that. He picked up an inscribed gold fountain pen standing in a chunk of polished marble, examined it, rolled it around in his fingers.

   Then he hardened his face, snapped it in half and poured out the ink on the shiny tabletop and threw the bits at the bookshelf. In an instant he switched to the lightning quick mind of a technical genius with ticks to match. Pulling off his backpack he had his tools out again and began an operation that would, in essence, eradicate the security status of Stoker Bay Mayor Ted Reitman’s private office. 

   After about ten minutes the olive engineer stepped off the visitor’s chair he’d been standing on and looked up at the top corner opposite Reitman’s desk. There was a tiny inconspicuous black dot in the wall. He went to the window with a small mains-powered transmitter, pulled out a long antenna, turned a dial and pressed a button. 

   A bat hanging from the old gasworks’ windowsill might have heard it. Inside Pannick’s abode on the other side of the bay a short series of clicks and whirrs set off on the overloaded workbench. A DVD-deck lying under sheets of Stoker Bay City Hall floor plans started recording. Nearby a new small TV screen presented a live signal, a grainy monochrome wide-angle image showing the Mayor’s office with Pannick visible by the window. 

   Turning the dial to a new position, he pressed the button again and pulled out a Veerhovend, adapted cell phone from his backpack. 

   Under the workbench in the gasworks hard drives ticked away and diodes flared on a jumble of humming devices. The TV screen showed Pannick moving away from the window, studying his gadget.

   The two-inch screen in his hand fluttered, scratched and stabilized. A wide smile cracked over the green face, bringing off flakes. He sprung into a dance, twirling over the expensive rug in silly ballet moves, as could well befit his olive tights and tousled hair, singing Strauss’s ‘Blue Danube’ and spraying the office with bursts of green in time to the music.

   He enjoyed his spectacle on the tiny monitor, before ending it with a deep bow.

   “And now, boys and girls…” he said, putting away the phone and donning his backpack.

   His voice came over loud and clear in the laboratory, the recording signal skipping happily on the digital window of the video deck.

   He smiled grandly for the camera, continuing, “…It brings me such great joy to welcome you to the greatest fun anybody ever had! The first show on my personal, shocking, entertaining, frightening, Fear TV!”

   With that he began running amok, destroying the room in a mad rage, ripping the books off the bookshelf, toppling the desk, carving up the chair, smashing lights and ripping the canvas paintings. The room was laced with his spray can leaving the word ‘Fear!’ to scream from every wall.

   He froze in front of a small portrait of the Reitman family, casual and smiling. With a bitter, uncomprehending glare he head-butted the glass frame and tore out the picture to keep. 

   A knock on the door made him gasp.

   “Mayor Reitman…?” asked a strong voice. “Is that…? Who’s in there?” the voice demanded.                   

   Pannick’s stared at the door, panting with fright. Drops of blood ran down from his forehead onto his nose.

   “I didn’t scare anyone did I?” he responded in a distraught whimper, too quiet to be heard outside.

   Keys started rustling outside and he gasped again.

   Outside the door the guard turned the key while grabbing his revolver with the other hand.

   He pushed the door open and looked inside. Eyes and ears peaked he stepped in, gun leading the way. At the sight of the destruction he let out a breathy cuss. The window was wide open. He ran up to see what fool burglar was hanging outside.

   But there was no one.

   He scratched his head and turned back.

   And stood face to face with a heart-stopping green monster. 

   “Boo!” said Pannick and sprayed.

   The guard yelled from the sting and fell to his knees, rubbing his eyes. A few seconds later his groans were silenced when three hundred pounds of mahogany bookcase crashed down on him. 

   By the wall where the bookcase had stood Pannick listened for an instant. He gazed up at the camera with a serious expression.

   “And that was a word from our sponsor,” he said and broke into a mindless grin and ran out.  



Chapter 7         

 



“The mysterious green attacker that has caused widespread vandalism and terror in Stoker Bay for the past two weeks, leaving three dead and several injured, struck again last night, this time in City Hall. Two security guards were seriously injured and the apparent target, Stoker Bay Mayor Ted Reitman’s private office, was completely destroyed.

   “Reitman, who was not at his Fairview Town offices at the time, is said to be shaken by the nature and force of the attack, which took place around three a.m. and followed acts of vandalism in two separate parts of the city earlier in the night, resulting in the death of a 64-year-old homeless man.

   “According to the police the motive of the mystery attacker has been to cause fear and panic, but after last night’s attack on City Hall the police are now considering the possibility of a vendetta aimed at Mayor Reitman, but by whom and for what is still unclear. Security will be stepped up as a result…”

   “Vendetta?” exclaimed Humphrey, switching off the old leather-bound transistor radio. “Who could possible have a vendetta against Ted? His stance and policies have always been on the up and up and he’s shown it, all the way.”

   Vicky sat opposite him at the kitchen table with a towel covering her head, her face hanging low over a hot mug of tea.

   “Are you quite awake my dear?” her grandfather inquired, glancing over his morning paper. 

   “Yes thank you, grandpa, I am,” confirmed a voice under the towel, much to Humphrey’s relief.

   He turned the page with a healthy rustle.

   “Good. Saves me from the one-sided occupation of talking to myself.” 

   “What I can’t understand is how the guy got in,” the girl’s voice continued. “City Hall is guarded around the clock these days. They’ve got alarms and stuff too, don’t they?” 

   Under the towel Vicky was exploiting the full benefits of steaming tea before it cooled sufficiently for the drinking phase, by letting its vaporous heat rise up and do nothing but good to assorted pores, blackheads and other indecencies ravaged on her by a frivolous teenage complexion.

   “Most certainly,” said her grandfather. “But whoever this green perpetrator is he possesses up-to- date skills in electronic engineering and unspeakable audacity. Like a volatile member of a militant fraction of some fringe political party.”

   “I think it’s some out of control person who’s driven by fear and wants to spread fear. He’s got some huge chip on his shoulder and it’s eaten into his spirit. He made a real mess of Baker’s Square the other night. You heard the news. Scared an old homeless person to death.”

   “That was in our neighborhood?” exclaimed Humphrey, sitting up. “And how do you know that? The announcer didn’t mention any other places.”

   “Come on grandpa, word does get around.”

   “Ah.”

   “I’d expect Mayor Reitman could use some encouragement right now,” she went on. “I thought I’d write to him.”

   “Yes, that’s a very good idea I’m sure,” mumbled Humphrey in an absent note and turned the page.

   Back in her room it didn’t take long for Vicky Sheldon to assemble an arsenal of thousand pound scripture bombs to encourage the Stocker Bay Mayor. Her fingers flew over the keyboard. 

   “Resist the devil and he will flee from you,” she said out loud as she wrote it, adding another, “For God has not given us a spirit of fear, but a spirit of power, of love and of a sound mind.”

   In closing she included a brief prayer for Reitman’s protection and strength.

   The printer clonked out of its humming standby and set about producing the result while she applied a touch of mascara to her lashes. Lashes that were in her own opinion a teeny bit too short and required enhancement, particularly when placed behind a pair of bookish spectacles with plain glass in them. 

   She slipped them on in front of the mirror, straightened the plain dress opted for today and moved her toes in the equally plain, modestly heeled pumps. She evaluated her reflection a moment.

   The whole thing was a strategy, a device, subject to continuous development and tweaking as conditions required. Its purpose was to strike that delicate yet all-important balance between repelling and attracting. Keeping the self-absorbed, noisy boys at a distance while generating attention from the more thoughtful and interesting ones.

   Since these were usually of a shyer disposition, life in the public domain, such as school, was all in all rather peaceful yet provided sufficient positive acknowledgement for her flag-waving, insistent hormones. Reminding herself of all this, she slipped on a colorful Stoker Bay Coalers baseball cap.

   Grandpa’s voice called from downstairs with another bulletin regarding the clock’s relentless progression and told her to get a move on.

   He’s in a hurry, she thought, sealing the envelope. There’s plenty of time, wonder what he’s up to this morning? 

   Something certainly had affected gramps lately. Project mode, she suspected. She hadn’t seen it for a long time, not since Grandma passed away, but the signs were there again. Tiredness in the mornings, a shorter distance between elation and annoyance, a pre-occupation with something that had little to do with books not selling and money not coming in.

   She was a touch concerned about it but felt glad for it at the same time. But mostly she was plain mystified. Because she had no idea what the project was. He flatly denied any extracurricular activity going on whenever she asked him about it.

   But something was definitely up. 

   She slipped the bag over her shoulder and skipped downstairs. 

   “Now, if you see Ted, be sure to give him my best,” Grandpa said, offering his cheek in demand of a kiss that he maintained old age deserved, and followed her to the door. She promised she would, if Reitman was at all available and pointed out that that was very unlikely. 

   Humphrey locked and bolted after her and watched her cross the street. Then with eager glee he rubbed his hands and entered the backroom. 



A handful of journalists hovered around the steps of City Hall, smoking, gossiping, ready to catch the latest developments. Policemen stood at the entrance, answering questions with official ignorance and not admitting anyone, not even the mailman, who was moved to dump the swelling bundle in the officer’s arms and stomp off in a huff.

   He passed Vicky who came running up the stairs, waving her envelope. 

   “Wait!” she shouted.

   “Fan mail?” the officer said. 

   “This is a long shot okay, but is Mayor Reitman in and is there any way I could see him for about five seconds and give him this?” 

   “No,” snapped the officer and held her envelope up to the light.

   “Okay. Will you please see to it that he gets it? It’s very important.” 

   “More important than this load here?” 

   “No offense sir, but that’s quite possible.”

   “I’ll hand it in and we’ll hope for the best, whaddaya say?”

   “Appreciate it, thanks.”

   He disappeared behind the tall wooden door that slammed shut.

   Vicky turned to his partner.

   “Grumpy today, isn’t he?”

   “And a good morning to you too, Miss,” the second cop said, crossing his arms.

   “Wow,” Vicky mouthed to herself and turned back down the stairs.  

   Inside, the officer walked through the reception, currently a hive of somber activity with staff busy on phones, a jittery press officer ripping through his Filofax and a policeman chuckling with two craftsmen over paper cup coffees.

   The rubber-banded pile was left on the crowded counter. Immediately the bundle was rushed off to inner quarters.

   Leaving Vicky’s unattached letter left on the wooden surface.

   Only to be promptly buried under a stack of internal mail, thumped down by a vacant mail clerk who rolled happily on with his cart, his neck strap iPod shifting observance from his vibrating mind. 



Chapter 8        

 



Humphrey put the pen down and reviewed his list. He double-checked against the pencil drawings and sketchy circuit diagrams done out on bits of loose paper spread out over the desk.

   Looked like it was all down on the list, for now. He folded the piece of paper, smiling to himself. Then he locked up the backroom, hid the keys under the pillow upstairs, slipped on his tweed jacket and grabbed his favorite antique, a gentleman’s walking stick with a silver knob, and hit the streets.

   The bookshop wasn’t due to open for another hour so he had time to visit the hardware store. Like many hardware stores, McCoy’s opened early on weekdays for all the craftsmen needing supplies for the day’s jobs.

   Old man McCoy, who no longer worked the store but his son did, had once bought a book at It Is Written. Humphrey remembered it. It was an interesting volume about Biblical carpentry and gave insights into how Joseph and his sons might have designed and made furniture back in those days.

   After he had gotten his own supplies he had in mind to do some food shopping. But he wasn’t quite sure what. Steak and kidney pie, which he loved and knew how to make, was off the budget for the moment. Had been for too long.

   Vicky, however, had not seen that particular loss as one of the downsides of slow book sales.

   Humphrey sighed as he walked, tapping the elegant ebony walking stick on the sidewalk in time with his step. If only we’d do better business, he thought. He kept a cheerful heart about him when Vicky was around. But the whole situation was rather a predicament.

   He had savings put away. Not much though. Enough to make a rainy day seem less rainy perhaps, but nonetheless fairly damp. The expenses he was about to incur at McCoy’s would make the towel wetter still.

   Another sigh passed Mister Sheldon’s lips.

   With the cost of running the bookshop and the rent bill and whatnot, practical life was getting to be a terrible squeeze. And he was too old for that sort of a strain. God was faithful, yes, and He was even older. But being God give Him a vantage point that included no uncertainties.

   It’s different for us, thought Humphrey. And that’s where faith comes in. Which is a gift, as the Bible makes clear. Sometimes the gift doesn’t seem quite big enough for the demands placed on it. But then, that’s when weakness comes in. Treasured weakness. That double-edged place when God is the most powerful in His dealings with a person.

   Thankfully, His mercies begin fresh each day, thought Mister Sheldon and found a spring of fresh hope edge up the corners of his mouth. He usually did when he thought of that.

   His fingers wrapped around the list in his pocket. What he had in mind to purchase as he bent his steps closer to the hardware store was really out of reach. Irresponsible even. Downright reckless. He changed the word ‘purchase’ to ‘investment’, and that made it easier to motivate.

   It was Vicky’s birthday after all and she was all he had left.

   That was a mercy in itself.

   

The glass door slid open as Grandpa Sheldon came upon the entrance to McCoy’s. He straightened his tweed jacket and walked in. And bumped right into a big cardboard box carried by someone. The collision jolted them both and knocked a few things onto the floor.

   “Dear me, I do beg your pardon,” Humphrey exclaimed, grabbing the box to help steady the big load. “Are you alright? Got your balance back? It was the reflection on the glass, you see. I didn’t notice you coming toward the door. I was looking at something else.”

   A pair of frightened eyes peered over the top of the box. Humphrey looked at the youthful and delicate face and wondered what bothered him. Something it was. Perhaps his credit limit was reached or he was overworked. He was a good-looking young man, and by all accounts very busy.

   An apprentice craftsman of course, thought Humphrey. Learning the ropes. Paying his dues with real hands-on experience. His messy crop of hair was dyed harsh blonde and made the splashes of green paint stick out.

   Humphrey leaned down to pick up a bulk reel of electronic cable that had fallen out, and a tub of some chemical compound. Filler or something.

   “There, you’re all set to go again, son,” Sheldon smiled, putting them back, overfilling the box and hiding the boy’s face. “Watch your step now.”

   The young man didn’t utter a word. No thanks. Nothing. He just hurried out and disappeared down the street, the stuff shaking in the box.

   Humphrey shook his head and mumbled.

   “Modern youngsters, either too scared or too busy to say thank you. Oh well…”

   The younger of the McCoy’s stood behind the counter. He saw what happened and gave a nod of his head.

   “Strange young feller, ain’t he? Don’t say much. But he’s a good customer. Been comin’ in several times over the past few months, buyin’ loads of gear. Near on emptied my stock of spray paint.”

   “At least he’s occupied with constructive things,” Humphrey said.

   “Wish more kids were,” McCoy replied with a laugh. “Keeps ‘em off the streets.”

   Vicky’s grandpa couldn’t agree more. They had the usual quick chitchat, talking about old man McCoy and the weather and that old book. Then Humphrey got down to the project he was engaged in, without mentioning it in specific detail. In fact there were hardly any details at all. Apart from the birthday coming up. He handed over the list of things he needed.

   McCoy Junior looked it over and whistled.

   “Leavin’ the book business, Mister Sheldon?”

   “Oh no,” Humphrey laughed, “Merely doodling, you might say. By the way, would it be all right if that went on my account?”

   Humphrey felt uncomfortable to ask that of him. McCoy nodded as though it was a question so unnecessary it didn’t need answering.

   “Incidentally, how is my account?” asked Humphrey.

   “Growing,” said McCoy, not looking up. “Don’t worry, Mister Sheldon. You’re one of our small customers. Not like the Delaney Brothers or someone like that.”

   And without pausing he went into a piece of news about how dry rot had been discovered in a building belonging to the oldest insurance company in Stoker Bay, whose insurance company in turn—not themselves, ‘cause that’d be potentially fraudulent or whatever it was—refused to pay up and recommended the original builders be sued. Problem was, the original building contractor had gone out of business thirty-five years ago when the last owner died of old age.

   The legal wrangling was not yet solved but the dry rot couldn’t sit around and wait so—and this was McCoy’s point—Delaney had put in an order for eighty-five thousand dollars worth of new supplies. Bringing their total, this month only, to just south of three-hundred grand. And their accountant left yesterday for a two-week wreck-diving vacation in the West Indies.

   “So you see,” McCoy said, “A couple hundred left hanging a while from good private customers like yourself, Mister Sheldon, ain’t exactly our first concern.”

   “Well, even so,” Humphrey said, suppressing a twitch of humor he felt edging itself up through his neck. “One must be responsible even in the small things.”



More newspaper clippings on the walled scrapbook in the gasworks. Fresh white ones now, with today’s date. They hung thumb-tacked over the faded yellow ones. The pictures showed Ted Reitman standing before the throng of reporters outside City Hall last night.

   Phearann
Pannick’s sat at his cluttered workbench, mixing a chemical together in a stained and dented old saucepan. The rubbery paste looked thick black chocolate spread. Sheets of greaseproof paper lay on the desk.

   He glanced up at the television. Above it was a cardboard sign with scattered letters cut out from a newspaper. ‘FEaR
Tv!’ it said. A streak of green paint colored Pannick’s forehead, like he had begun applying his makeup then forgotten about it.

   The small screen showed a fixed camera angle looking down from a high corner in Reitman’s office. The Mayor stood there with staff members talking to two repairmen. The bookshelf had been lifted back up. Other than that the place was a still a total disaster area.

   Pannick grinned. He thrust his chin at the screen and blurted out the mocking heehaw of a rude child.

 

The school day was over and Vicky Sheldon trotted down the sidewalk with a friend from class. They were having a conversation about this and that, mostly everything, but really nothing.

   Vicky slipped her heavy backpack from one shoulder to the other. There was no doubt in young Trevor’s mind that the load was manageable for her, but still he offered to carry it. At least to end of the block, where they would part ways. Because he lived across the street from there.

   Vicky declined with due grace. The bag was heavy, what with all the schoolbooks and pads and the folded jumper the afternoon had become too warm for. She was determined to carry it herself. She always had. Why should she stop now?

   Besides, she always welcomed the opportunity to work her body. Poor Trevor would probably collapse under the weight of both his and her bags.

   The slightly-built lad looked over his glasses at her.

   “Once you get to know me better I promise you’ll find I really am quite interesting,” he said, changing shoulders for his own bag, which was surely heavier than Vicky’s. He had a laptop in there and a bunch of extracurricular books like dictionaries and popular science volumes. Or whatever it was.

   “Despite my beliefs,” he added, becoming downcast all of a sudden.

   “I think you are interesting, Trev,” the girl said with encouraging emphasis. This was true, partially. Trevor was interesting. Certainly more interesting than most other boys in school. The whole truth, however, was that Trevor was just a bit too interesting. There was a fine line there and dear old Trev was leaning to the left of that like a small dinghy in a gale.

   “What you believe doesn’t make you any less interesting,” Vicky went onto say. “It’s just that I don’t agree with your beliefs.”

   “Don’t you think you could try? I mean, let’s say we get married, with radically different opinions. What would that do to our children—?”

   Trevor had to stop because Vicky had screeched to a halt.

   “What?” she exclaimed, her stunned gaze boring into his eyes. “What are you talking about?” She was almost about to laugh.

   “Well, now’s not a good time, of course,” Trevor explained. “We’re still in school. And I have a few preliminary discoveries of great importance to make first, make a name for myself and get me on a firm financial footing.”

   “What!?” Vicky shouted much louder, arms flying out. “Are you proposing to me? Is this some sort of silly Oxford Darwinist joke or something?”

   Trevor looked puzzled, then he shook his head. “Not that I’m aware of, no.”

   “What makes you so certain I want to marry you?”

   Trevor took off his glasses and nibbled on a stem.

   “Nothing at all to be honest. I was just applying a new branch of mathematics to support an essentially logical deduct—”

   “Stop! Thank you!” Vicky said and began walking again.

   “I could work out the probability of such an event occurring!”

   “Would you, please?” said the flustered girl. “You’ll find the odds so astronomically small you’ll stop suggesting such a crazy stupid thing. For starters, how many guys are there on Earth?”

   Trevor slipped his glasses back on and came after her.

   “That’s astronomically huge or microscopically small, by the way. And it’s not a stupid as you think.”

   “Oh, it’s way up there,” Vicky said, laughing.

   “The male population is at least three and a half billion with the vast majority being completely uninteresting to you.”

   “I’ll agree with you there. You’re still talking needle in the haystack odds. I rest my case.”

   My goodness. What a fellow this was. He was so interesting there should be a new word for such a state of being. Like ‘colossadumb’, or something.

   “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Trevor said, crestfallen once more. “It’s my beliefs. There in the way of personal happiness. I’m doomed. All great minds are. We’re heretics. Just look what the Catholics did to Galileo.”

   “I won’t do what they did, I promise. I’ll be your friend, by the traditional definition.”

   “You will? Even though I believe the Earth is flat?”

   Vicky gave him an impatient glance. He grinned.

   “That was pure witticism, you have my word.”

   She nodded.

   “I’m never going to know with you, am I?” she said.

   “Told you I was interesting,” he said and went for a wink with one eye but the other followed along making it a big blink.

   Vicky was lost for words.

   As they reached the crossing she looked across the street. There was a corner shop with a newsstand. A headline caught her eye.

   The bold letters sent a chill down her spine.

   Trevor stopped and adjusted his glasses. He looked up at Vicky. The girl with glasses too and fabulous locks not hidden by a ponytail was about half a head taller than him.

   “Well, here’s where I cross over,” he said with a resigned shrug, becoming more serious again. “And I guess you will carry on down the street. Unless you want to cross over to the other side with me and walk down that side, but there’s no practical gain in that. I mean, eventually you’ll have to cross back over again. I promise I’ll come and visit your dad’s bookshop on Lisle Street. I checked it on the map. It’s just down another two blocks and to the left.”

   He pointed and Vicky gave an absentminded nod to the helpful info telling her where she lived. Her mind was absorbed by the afternoon’s headline.

   “Is it really only religious books?” Trevor asked.

   Another vague nod.

   “Not a DVD in sight,” she said. “Might find a sandwich though…”

   “Okay,” he replied, not quite getting it. “Well, it’s been nice talking to you. And walking with you—”

   “You know,” Vicky said all of a sudden. “I think I will cross the street with you.”

   “You will?” Trevor said with a start. He was wholly unprepared for such a sudden and uncommon development. “Why? I mean, yeah, that’d be nice. I do enjoy your company. Like I said, you’re smart and intellectual and that gives me a good vibe. But that’s not all you are! Don’t get me wrong. It doesn’t end there. I mean, you’re more than the owner of a good brain. You’re also, uhm, special in several other ways. Quite out of the ordinary. By that I mean—”

   Trevor wanted to say that she was a phenomenon in terms of physical composition and structure, a singular milestone and a pure victory in evolutionary advancement. As well as being on an intellectually compatible wavelength. In short, she had it all.

   But this wasn’t easy for him to say, since he was new in class and he was from Oxford in England and the son of a Darwinist professor who looked just like him. The glasses anyway.

   And here was this girl, the nicest in school by far. And she believed in Creation. And he wanted to get her attention.

   He had an uphill struggle. All nerds did. Just look at Galileo, or Einstein.

   “Wait!” Trevor said. Vicky was already halfway across the street.

   “Wait what?” she said, glancing back over her shoulder, waving him on. “You live over here don’t you?”

   “Yes but—”

   She stopped outside the corner shop.

   There it was, the headline in big black letters.

   ‘REITMAN REVERSES STAND ON FAITH’

   



Chapter 9        

 



Vicky came out of the shop, paper in hand and Trevor behind. She folded it open.

   “He’s doing the right thing, the Mayor is,” Trevor said. “Taking a cautious step backwards on his personal religious beliefs is a wise move.”

   “No he’s not and no it isn’t,” Vicky snapped, shaking a new fold into place. “He’s giving in to fear. This is the time when he should be even bolder, show whoever it is doing these attacks that he won’t be moved.”

   “Coming out with all that faith stuff is very provocative to some people.”

   Vicky stopped reading and looked up, thinking for a bit.

   “You’re right, Trev. It is provocative. Faith is extremely provocative. To someone who is driven by fear.”

   “I’m not sure I follow you,” Trevor said.

   Vicky turned to him with a quick smile. Her thoughts were elsewhere.

   “Thanks for the reminder. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

   Before he could reply she refolded the newspaper and set off down the street, leaving him standing on the corner, even more confused because she headed in another direction.

   “Where are you going?” he shouted and pointed. “You live over there!”

   “I’m going to get provocative!” she shouted back.

   “You’re what?” Trevor cried out. “Where? To whom?”

   She was gone. The young lad scratched his head and made a helpless gesture.

   “Why not to me?” he mumbled, shoulders sagging. With heavy steps he mounted the stairs to his door. “She’s right. The great odds of that ever happening are one in three and a half billion…”



Vicky stood on the back of the crowded tram car. Her thumb flew over the cell phone buttons, getting a text message to her grandpa, saying she would be home a little later today.

   The bell clanged. Before the tram came to a stop she leaped off and ran up the cobblestone alley into Capitol Square. Her watch was closing in on four o’clock. So was the dial on the clock tower atop the City Hall mansion. She ran over the square, which seemed to take ages to cross.

   By the entrance the guard turned to the clerk sticking his head out the big wooden door as an elderly couple exited.

   Apparently ignoring the girl running towards the building, the clerk signaled to the cab driver that these were his passengers, scanned the square, said something to the guard who lifted a white-gloved hand, then closed the doors.

   “Wait!” Vicky shouted.

   She passed the cab and darted up the short stone stairs and was stopped by the security guard. This one was not here this morning. His gray uniform was newly pressed and his machine gun recently polished. City Hall still had an image to maintain before visitors.

   “Too late, Miss. The government offices are closed for the day.”

   “But I must see the Mayor! He needs me!”

   “Not quite yet he doesn’t, Miss. Elections ain’t for another year.”

   Vicky stomped her foot in frustration. Plus she was worked up with worry.

   “Will he be coming out soon, do you know? He always finishes at four, doesn’t he?” 

   “I can’t say, Miss. For security reasons he no longer uses this exit.”

   The guard tugged at his white gloves of which he evidently was proud and clasped his hands over the stock of the gun. He gave Vicky the standard ‘anything else I can refuse?’ stare.

   Just then a limousine came rolling over the square. It passed by the front of the mansion and disappeared behind the corner, heading down to the back of the building.

   “Of course not,” said Vicky, gesturing to the obvious. “Because he uses the rear exit. Much safer.”

   The girl looked back at the uniformed man and flashed him a smile. Then all of a sudden she darted down the stairs and headed after the black Jaguar.

   “Hey!” the guard shouted and grabbed his machine gun. But he relaxed in an instant and leaned back against the wall, reaching for his walkie-talkie.

   Vicky came round the back, only to see the car doors close and the driver get back behind the wheel. A bunch of journalists hopped about the car, firing question and cameras. Camping tables and chairs stood on the lawn. The media was on an open stake-out.

   Vicky waved and called Ted Reitman’s name but her voice meant nothing in all the loud excitement. The car started moving away.

   Coming against her with a white-gloved hand in the air was the other guard.

   “I’ve been expecting you,” he said with all the seriousness of a brick wall. “Either you show me a valid press card or you get outta here.”

   Vicky stopped. Feeling the disappointment all the way into her shoes she could only watch as the gleaming black car rolled off.

   “I write for a school paper with a surprisingly big circulation,” she said, looking up at the guard. “Doesn’t count, huh?”

   The guard shook his head as expected.

   “That leaves you with the only other option,” he made clear and pointed a stern finger. “Go.”

   In the Mayor’s limo Reitman let out the sigh of a burdened man. He hadn’t responded to the questions and didn’t feel like it. At the moment he was in ‘no comment’ mode and they would just have to settle for that. The photographers gave up running alongside the car and fell behind. They had their ‘pressured leader leaving in his car’ shots. That would have to do for tomorrow’s pages.

   Reitman dropped back against the headrest and closed his eyes.

   “What do you think of all this, Solomon?”

   The driver looked at him in the mirror.

   “It is in the lap of the gods, sir,” he said in a singular tone.

   “I suppose. Since I’m inclined to monotheism and believe there’s only one God working in and through all of us I have little choice than to assume his lap is big enough to hold the matter, however difficult it is.”

   “A very plausible assumption, sir.”

   

   “Y’er the Sheldon girl, aren’t ye?”

   Vicky looked up at the old groundskeeper as he came over the grass, rake in hand.

   “Yes, I am. Who are you? I haven’t seen you before.”

   “Jobe Henderson’s my name, Miss. Just tendin’ to the flowers every now and again. Guess I’ve just missed ye. Not usually here in the afternoons, y’see.”

   He was a kind-looking old man, very skinny, with pleasantly sad eyes and a tanned face that gravity and other forces had stretched over innumerable years. Wore his pants high. His belt was halfway up his body. A wheelbarrow stood behind him on the lawn.

   “That explains it,” Vicky said. “I’m here to see Sister Mildred and work out a little. I’m not usually here this day of the week but I felt the need to get a few things out of my system, you know?”

   “Oh, the gym. Aye, Sister Mildred talks about ye and the sessions the two of ye ‘ave.” Jobe chuckled and danced his fists close to his chin, ducking and darting his face like a boxer.

   “Hope she doesn’t say too much,” the girl said, feeling a touch embarrassed. She brushed dead grass off the small marble block.

   Jobe put the rake to the grass and began scraping together the brown flower petals scattered about the place.

   “Ne’er goes away, Miss.”

   “What doesn’t?” she asked, lifting her eyes to what he was doing.

   “The sense of loss. Ye always miss ‘em.”

   “Oh.”

   Vicky looked back at the plaque on the chunk of marble. Her parents’ names were engraved on the brass and the date of their births and of their deaths. The figures told a story of a young married couple torn away from this life far too early. Both through the same sudden and shocking event, separated only by one day as one life hung on past midnight in a hospital bed.

   “I never really knew them,” Vicky said. “But they’re always there, somehow.”

   “Aye, that’s what I mean,” said the sinewy old man.

   “I miss them in the sense that I always wonder what they were like and what life would have been like growing up with them. How the things that I’ve inherited from them, personality and stuff, looked like in them, if you know what I mean.”

   “Unnerstand ye perfectly, Miss. Whatever those things mighta been, I’m certain they were good in ‘em, an’ how sad they couldn’a seen just how very fine ye ‘ave made them to be in yer’self, me dear.”

   Vicky smiled. That was a lovely and kind thing to say.

   “Thank you, Mister Henderson. I hope you’re right.” She straightened up. “Well, I guess I have to go now. Sister Mildred is probably waiting.”

   Jobe said he had some leftover petunias. He nodded down at her parent’s stone.

   “Would ye like me to plant them here for ye?”

   “That would be very kind,” the girl said. “But I don’t want to give you extra work, Mister Henderson.”

   “It’ll save me work, Miss,” he said with a smile and began to rake the grass again. “Now off ye go, Miss. An’ give that speed bag all it can take and then some, includin’ one from ol’ Jobe. He’ll like that.”



Back on Lisle Street, Humphrey sat by his trusty workbench. That fine piece of ancient furniture was an oak chunk with cuts and stains and solder burns and drill holes and all other markings of a long life in the service of backroom engineers, generations of them.

   Hiding most of the battle scars was a clutter of electrical and mechanical scrap spread out in a well-loved and perfectly organized utter mess.

   A magnifying glass with a circular strip light hung on a spring arm before Mister Sheldon’s face, making his eyes huge as he peered through it.

   He looked inspired. 

   The goods he had purchased lay before him, relieved of their wrapping. Little boxes and plastic bags everywhere. His fingers played with a small steel canister, something like a carbon dioxide cartridge for soda makers. Wires and thin hoses sprouted from holes drilled in the tiny flask’s side. Half were attached to a curious electronic component dangling alongside. The rest waited to get hooked up.

   He glanced at a wall clock and smiled with satisfaction.

   “Excellent, still time,” he muttered.

   Next to him, among all the bits and pieces, lay his cell phone still folded open, having delivered the message that his dear granddaughter would be later than usual.

   Humphrey clamped the canister to the bench, made some temporary connections, started a small compressor and with nimble fingers pressed two wires to the poles of a powerful battery.

   A sharp snap rang out in the small storeroom. Papers fluttered over the bench, lifted by a kick of air. A small but thick cloud of white gas had suddenly appeared and spread quickly into nothing.

   On the shelf beside the bench there was now a black mark. An exclamation of satisfaction bounced from Humphrey’s lips and he got up to take a closer look. It was a small fragmented ink blob. Looked like a Chinese symbol, stamped there with a decisive hand. Humphrey watched the shine of the fresh ink fade as it dried. 

   He sat back down and reached for a set of tiny pliers. Adjustments were needed. Just then a short and bright clamor struck his ears. An unwelcome sound at this particular time.

   The chiming of a doorbell.

   A customer had entered the bookshop.

   Humphrey snorted and got up with a grumble. 

   “Never a moment’s peace!”



Snappy thuds reverberated in the small chapel. The roof was high and pointed, causing most of the roomy effect. Lighting fixtures hung from wooden crossbeams.

   One such beam had a strong chain attached. At the end of the chain was a sand bag, currently getting walloped by Vicky with as much power as she could possibly muster. Her sleeveless light gray sweatshirt was turning dark gray from sweat.

   “That’s it, Victoria! Keep those feet moving!”

   Sister Mildred, wearing her customary nun’s veil and a screaming pink track suit, shouted ringside encouragements at her pupil. Except, she wasn’t ringside. There was no ring. The pews were stacked against the walls and the floor of the chapel was occupied by an exercise bike and other bits of equipment.

   “Lean in for the body strikes!”

   The robust nun held the bag, keeping it steady during the barrage, every now and then turning it.

   “And lean back after the kicks! Not before! Don’t make it obvious what you’re going to do! That’s my girl! Surprise me! Sock it to me!”

   “That’s an old expression, Sister Mildred!” Vicky panted through gritted teeth, slamming the leather with a fierce kick.

   “Oh is it?” said the nun, giving the bag a quick turn. “Forgive me, dear. What should I say? Gimme all you got!”

   Vicky’s answer was a thunderous kick that rattled the chain.

   “Yes, that worked a lot better!” Sister Mildred said. “Gimme more of all you got!”

   The drained girl slammed a short series of rapid strikes into the long-suffering sack and stopped. A trickle of sand fell onto the floor from a ripped seam in the bag. Vicky let her arms drop, shaking them. She pulled off her big red gloves and leaned on her knees, heaving for breath.

   Sister Mildred pulled the towel off her neck and threw it over the girl. She grabbed a chair and sat down with a thump, like she was also out of breath.

   “I say, that was a bit of alright, Vicky dear!” she said with a laugh. Under the towel the girl’s head bobbed up and down. The nun eyed the girl with suspicion.

   “What brought on your sudden burst of unhinged energy, I wonder?” 

   “Oh, nothing special,” Vicky replied. She sat down on the floor and undid the bandages around her knuckles.

   “Oh yes, something quite special I reckon,” Sister Mildred said. “Care to tell me what it is? Nothing to do with your grandfather I hope.”

   The nun rose from her chair and opened a window. The place smelled of rubber mat, physical exhaustion, talcum powder and deodorant on fire.

   “No, he’s fine,” said the girl and lay down on her back, arms stretched out. She was still panting. “I’m worried for Mayor Reitman.”

   Sister Mildred tipped her head at the clarification she was seeking. Knowing Vicky Sheldon like she did, this made sense.

   “You’re not the only one, my dear.”

   “The newspaper says his openness on issues of personal faith may have offended some people.”

   “I’m sure it has. It always does, you know. Just look at Christ himself. Got the whole establishment so thoroughly worked up they killed him.”

   “I’m angry that he’s taking back what he said. He put God up front, publicly, and now took him away again.”

   “You mustn’t believe everything the papers say, dearest. They bend a person’s statements all the time. And don’t you be getting offended either,” she added, lifting a warning finger. “Even if it were true what they say. You can never know what’s in the depths of that man’s heart or what he’s really going through, even though he’s in the papers every day and you think you know him.”

   “He’s scared.”

   “Wouldn’t you be?”

   Neither said anything for a little while.

   “You think someone’s trying to kill the Mayor?”

   “Well, not by trashing empty offices at night they won’t,” Sister Mildred said and shrugged her big round shoulders. “Politicians live a dangerous life these days. It’s the most thankless of jobs. Let’s just be thankful we have one in this town who at least tries. The best we can do is keep our heads and attitudes down—in silent support.”



Chapter 10      

 



He never knew what hit him. Came at him from the back, out of the dark, hissed ‘Boo!’ into his neck, and crash—his head was struck by an oil tanker. Deep blackness rose up from the sides, swallowing him whole and down he went into merciful oblivion.

   Phearann
Pannick stood there in the olive spandex outfit, his face caked in thick green paint. He looked down at the unconscious guard. Theatrical concern was written all over his face, like he was an innocent passer-by and stumbled upon the horrific scene.

   “Oh, somebody scared you good, didn’t they?”

   He lifted his face to the night sky and laughed out loud, only to cover his mouth like an over-acting clown, kicking himself for making such a noise. He scanned the area with wide eyes, looking over the heads of the non-existent crowd of jubilant kids. 

   The circuit box under the fire escape received new surgery. Big cutters did swift work with the replacement locks and bars. Within a minute the electronics watching over City Hall was a confused bundle of chips, mumbling incoherent nonsense to one another. Despite all attempts to proof it, the Stoker Bay government building was again just a baby with candy. Pannick rubbed his little robber hands like a big kid about to get some.

   The ladder came down and the agile green burglar pulled himself up.



   ‘Do not be afraid. Be bold and very courageous, for I the Lord your God am with you’.

   A staple in each corner and there it was, smack in the middle of the notice board, like a statement of purpose for the board it sat on. Biblegirl shoved the staple gun into her holster and rushed down the street to the tram stop.

   Biting off bits of tape she papered up the post with the message. Whether passengers the coming morning would take it as an omen to using the Stoker Bay tram system was nothing she could do much about.

   A cab drove by, slowing to offer its service to the lonely girl. It was one o’clock in the morning. The trams had stopped going hours ago, didn’t she know that? The cabbie wound down his window as Biblegirl waved to him.

   Before he could say anything he had a flyer in his hand.

   “The end of the world draweth nigh, eh?” he said and laughed, thinking she was a religious nut of some sort. Not that she looked like one.

   “Eventually,” she replied. “Drive safe now, sir.”

   “If you say so.”

   The taxi drove off. Biblegirl watched as the cabbie threw the paper out the window, a crunched-up ball.

   “Oh well,” muttered the black-dressed crusader. “It’ll make sense to him another time.”

   She crossed the road and legged it up the cobblestone alley, passed a dark and narrow cross street and reached the top of the hill. Here she slowed and took a cautious peek round the corner. Capitol Square was quiet as usual. The guard at the front entrance offered a sobering presence, machine gun glistening under the light of the lamp post.

   From somewhere she heard a gang of youngsters hollering and making a fuss. They kept their distance from the guarded square. Down by the main road a police car cruised past. There was tension in the air in this part of town.

   How best to get to the back of the mansion, she asked herself, sneaking another look round the corner. That is the question. The trail of scripture bombs had led this far and Biblegirl wasn’t going to call it a night until the final target had been reached. She wanted to plaster the place. Make sure there was no chance anyone could avoid seeing the encouraging words.

   The rear entrance was the primary goal. Mayor Reitman just had to be reached with a boost to his spirits. He’d know who it was from the instant he saw it and that alone should make him smile. Biblegirl really wanted to give him that.

   The guard looked drowsy.

   Hm, if I could only get closer. Perhaps take a long way round and climb over the iron fence by the side of the house. That was the best shot, she decided.

   The girl in the black jump suit darted back down the alley, turned into the dark cross street and disappeared into the blackness like a cat on a good night’s hunt.



The office was covered in plastic drapes. Even the floor was covered. The whole room had to be redone and work was already underway. The desk stood there, isolated from the rest of the room like an island, ready to serve its owner regardless. The Stoker Bay Mayor couldn’t possibly work in there when the room was in such chaos.

   Pannick looked back down the corridor. One of the other doors must be the temporary office. Whichever room it was there was no camera there. He had hidden a camera in this one. For a moment Pannick looked confused. He didn’t see this coming. Was he going to miss the fun now?

   He looked back into the big corner office. Then he broke into a childish, wicked laughter. Pulling up an aluminum ladder he got up and cut a small hole in the plastic sheeting, way in the corner.

   There, now the small concealed camera had full view of the room.

   He got off the ladder, leaving one foot on the bottom rung and looked up toward the camera, hand on hip.

   “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls!” he exclaimed with an absurd grin. “Welcome to tonight’s special show!” Reaching inside his shoulder bag he continued, bending his voice in comical exaggeration. “A show full of laughs and fun, tomfoolery and great surprises!”

   His smile gleamed as he brought out the marvelous surprise and clutched it close to his face like a cute little pet. A taped up bundle consisting of five sticks of hand-rolled dynamite wired to a box of tricks and a cell phone.

   “In the land of Fear we just looove big surprises, don’t we, boys and girls? Mmh, yes we do!” He bobbed his head like an animated preschool teacher. He flicked a couple of switches. The device beeped into standby, flashing ominous little red and yellow lights.

   He tittered to the camera. Wasn’t this wonderful fun?

   The small lens behind the speck of a hole in the wall registered it all, sending the signal to the makeshift base in the gasworks across the bay where various devices blipped and hummed in synchronized obedience.

   “Where shall we hide it?” he asked, gleeful eyes roving the place. Seeing the desk he gasped and pointed. “Here!”

   He dropped down on his haunches, pulled out a roll of tape and began affixing the bomb to the underside of the drawers, tucked into one corner. The desk would have to be turned upside down to discover it.



Fairview Town was the hilly part of Stoker Bay and a natural place for the government offices. The City Hall mansion up at the top with Capitol Square stretching out before it, had been the seat of control for the entire district for over two-hundred years. Through the years the square had seen executions, slave markets, debates, riots and elections. Townsfolk and visitors from all walks of life had trodden its famous cobblestones.

   The stones had been replaced twice since the early days, as had the iron fence that ran the perimeter of the grounds, from the edge of the cliff with the tall junipers and up the sides to the front where it stopped, just past the building. The square and City Hall on its north side was thus wide open to the town’s citizens in an attitude of welcome maintained since the days of the founding fathers. But only from the front, which, of course, is the proper way for a visitor to enter a building.

   From the dark cross street Biblegirl had turned up another alley, even narrower and darker, bringing her up to the estate from the side. Out of view of the guard.

   She stood in the shadows, looking at the fence.

   The upright bars of the eight-foot-high railing were topped with medieval spears, more decorative than sharp. She would manage those okay. The dense greenery that skirted the fence on both sides and ran all the way around the grounds, that was a bigger problem.

   The outside was unkempt compared to the mansion side. The council guys spent most of their time in the parks while City Hall had its own gardener. And they were both tax paid. She scanned for the best place to get through the shrubbery, found a less dense spot and noticed something.

   Several broken twigs.

   Somebody had been there already, and recently.

   Probably a desperate press photographer, thought Biblegirl. Then her thoughts went to the attacker. He had to have entered someway. A chill went down her spine. She tightened the straps of her backpack to quench the irritating sensation.

   Getting up the railing was easy for the agile crusader. With care she made it over the spearheads and slid down the iron bars into lush evergreens. A minor ruckus of crackles and snaps erupted when her feet touched the carpet of shredded bark spread out over the narrow flower bed.

   She ducked under and waited for a reaction. No footsteps could be heard. Nothing but the crickets in their nightly choir practice. From under the bushes Biblegirl stuck her face out into the moonlight and listened one more time. The guard must be good and drowsy. Good. 

   Popping out of the flowerbed she ran with soft steps down to the rear corner. The crackle of a walkie-talkie from somewhere around the back startled her. The front guard had a wingman around the back.

   She froze as she listened. Coming over the walkie was, “Hey Cameron, I can hardly keep my eyes open. I’m goin’ for some coffee.”

   No reply was made.

   “Cameron, can you hear me, over?”

   No sign of life. Biblegirl looked round the corner. There on the gravel under the fire escape lay the other guard, still as death. Inexperience getting the best of her in this situation, the honest young girl ran forward to see what was wrong.

   Not another victim, she thought in utter dread. The fire escape ladder was down. Was somebody up there? Another attack on City Hall?

   The guard groaned as she approached. He was alive, but only just. He tightened his muscles, trying to move, but slunk into unconsciousness again. A horrific mess of blood on the side of his head had flooded his ear with red and streaked down his cheek.

   Biblegirl leaned down, touching the man, trying to get a response from him. It was no use. Her own heart beat like a hammer. This guy needed help, right now.

   Before she could think another thought, she heard the metallic rip of a gun being cocked and a shout coming from behind her. 

   “Hey!”





Chapter 11       

 



She leaped to her feet. The front guard had come down to the back to see what was going on. He appeared out of the opposite corner, gun shoved to his shoulder. He assessed the situation like he saw it.

   The way he probably wanted to see it.

   Biblegirl couldn’t get a word out before a shot cracked out. It clanged into the fire escape, sending a ricochet singing over her head.

   Vicky Sheldon was too shocked to scream. She sprang into a panicked run, heading back to the spot where she had climbed over. Another shot was fired at the black-dressed assailant. The bullet struck Biblegirl’s backpack, toppling her forwards into the gravel. Another shot whined overhead and cracked into the flowerbed, kicking bark bits into the air.

   The girl raced on for dear life, making the corner as the guard reached his companion. Now he really assessed it like he saw it. Flicking a switch on his gun he yelled after the brutal attacker and set off in hot pursuit. He was gonna nail this mystery nutcase once and for all, good and proper, and save the day.

   Coming round the corner he saw his target climb up the enclosure. He fired a burst from his machine gun. The lethal hail ripped around Biblegirl, sparking off the iron railing with twanging spits. Plaster turned to dust on the wall of the building on the other side. The sleeve of the girl’s suit caught on a spear as she flung herself over. It tore a gash in the material and scraped her lower arm. Her glove ripped. 

   Biblegirl fell headlong into the prickly bushes, cutting and scratching herself everywhere. Driven by adrenaline and feeling nothing she got to her feet and leaped out of there like a deer scared out of its wits, twigs and leaves flying about her. She ran down into the blackness of the dark alley and safety.

   Seeing the surface damage to the old building beyond the City Hall perimeter put the guard in second thoughts. He could almost feel his wallet shrink as the cost of repairs was chopped out of his wages. Turning back with a curse, he yanked out his radio and called for help. He couldn’t believe his misfortune. Nor his poor aim.

   He was watched by a pair of curious eyes. Following this from the high window of the corner office was Pannick. In his hand was a spray can with fresh green paint all over its nozzle and running down the side. It had worked hard.

   He turned back into the room, puzzled. He gave the can a light shake, rattling the steel ball inside, thinking for a moment.

   “Who is this figure that stalks me, I wonder,” he said with fascination, drumming on his chin. His expression turned to a small child’s, full of guilt and drawn to confess with deepest remorse, “I hope I haven’t scared her.”

   He wiped a non-existent tear from his eye, then changed his mood completely. A wicked, knowing sneer broke over his features.

   “But I think I shall…”

   He closed the window silently and stepped into the room. The work of marking up the territory again was done. The sheets of plastic covering the office were sprayed all over, floor to ceiling, with his familiar message, ‘fear! fear! feel the fear, mayor?’ and so on.

   Hopping onto the desk, he gazed eagerly into the camera up in the corner and with a mad clown’s grin, said, “That’s all for now, boys and girls. It’s time to go! Watch out for the surprise!”

   He slid off the furniture, gave his usual theatrical bow and was gone.

   

Biblegirl ran back down the cross street, back down the first alley and made for the main road below with streetlights and shop windows and normal things. Running in the middle of the road she drew a beep from a cab. The street was more or less deserted. A bum slept in the doorway of a dry cleaner’s.

   Another taxi came up alongside. The driver wound down his window and asked if she wanted a ride. Biblegirl didn’t reply, just shook her head. He grumbled something about the way she was moving she hardly needed one, and accelerated away. A couple of late night strollers stopped and looked at the black-clad runner passing by on the street, wondering if she was being chased by a car or something.

   As if playing to their suspicions, sirens cut the air and a police car approached. But it rushed past in the other direction. It didn’t stop for the girl but the officer not driving sure turned his head.

   The screaming siren and the sharpness of the flashing light bar seemed to wake Biblegirl up from her shocked run from danger. She slowed and got on the sidewalk, still at jogging pace. The first look backwards since everything went crazy revealed nothing or no one behind her. Just Fairview Boulevard at night. Not the busiest of places.

   The police was of course responding to the guard’s emergency call. She heard another siren in the distance. And here comes the ambulance, she thought. Hope the injured guard makes it okay. Jogging down the road, Biblegirl prayed for the guy. It was all she could think of doing.

    The black-dressed crusader, battle-scarred and shell-shocked, kept to the well-lit main streets and reached Baker’s Square not long after.

   She crossed her local patch of cobblestones, avoiding the little excuse of a park in the middle. Officer Jackson wasn’t on his regular turf tonight. Not as far as she could see anyway.

   Just as well, she thought. Seeing her in the state she was in now would turn him into a probing interrogator. ‘How about we go talk to Mister Sheldon about this, huh?’ All that sort of not very helpful stuff.

   Approaching Lisle Street, Biblegirl sat down on a bus stop bench. There was no one around. She had to collect her thoughts, calm down and get her breath back to normal. The aches and pains and stings were beginning to set in now.

   “Man, what have I just gone through?” she mumbled and slowly rubbed her face as she made one.

   This was pushing the superhero envelope just a bit too far, thank you very much. If Grandpa ever found out about tonight he’d blow a fuse. Maybe for good.

   Her suit was ripped in the sleeve. The scratch on her arm bled. The least of her worries. Dust and dirt all over her, even in her hair. She pulled a twig out of her locks. 

   And she had taken a bullet! Or her backpack had.

   Remembering what should surely be totally unforgettable, she pulled off her backpack and checked it. A hole the width of a pencil right in the outside pocket—that contained her Bible. Opening the compartment she felt the smell of burning paper. 

   The Bible was punched through all the way into Ecclesiastes. A drill hole with sides scorched black. And there sat the bullet. Unbelievably, still warm. Its tip surrounded by King Solomon’s poignant words of wisdom on how meaningless everything was. 

   Vicky Sheldon lifted her eyes to the dark sky. She couldn’t believe it. Nor would anyone else if she told it. And who would she tell it to? The few faint stars visible up there flickered. Looked to her like the universe was winking at her.

   This had to stay between her and God.

   She turned her head to the post. The flyer she had taped up less than an hour earlier, now spoke to her. Not the first time that had happened. The Word was good like that. You fling it out for others and it can bounce right back and hit you in the head. Like a welcome spray of cool blown back by the wind, refreshing the gardener watering the yard.

   She read the words. ‘Do not be afraid. Be bold and very courageous…’

   “Yup, that’s it,” she muttered, leaning back in the bench. “Takes courage to speak. Takes courage to shut up too. Perhaps the most courage is needed in just being very still.”

   After a couple of minutes of stillness, or attempting to find stillness, she got up and headed home. Walking the last bit. She had a Veerhovend feeling inside her. A sense of impending doom.

   Probably just shock, she told herself.



Folding up her suit, she hid it well in the back of her closet. It hurt, seeing the damage to her beloved Biblegirl suit. She’d have to clean it and patch it up and get it back in shape, but not tonight. The gloves were a write-off. The right one was beyond repair, and that took the pair with it.

   Another backpack was dragged out. A real rucksack in ancient leather, totally ugly. Looked like something an old man would use hiking in the Austrian Alps.

   But it didn’t have a bullet hole.

   On the other hand, she thought, changing her mind. A hole is just a hole. Who would ever suspect the little rip was from a bullet? Gunfire damage wasn’t part of regular wear and tear on clothes and accessories. It wasn’t the first question anyone would ask. ‘So Vicky, who shot you?’

   If they even cared to notice.

   She decided to stick with her battle-scarred mission backpack.

   In the bathroom she cleaned her scratches and scrapes. She was bruised from head to foot. Give it a few days and she’d be a walking rainbow. How would she solve PT class? And Sister Mildred? The dear old nun would rip her veil in rage and blame herself for not giving the girl better fighting skills. Vicky would never hear the end of it.

   Nor would Grandpa.

   She sat down on the bed and was about to set her alarm clock when there was a sharp rap on the door downstairs. Leaping to the window, she pulled aside the curtain. Down on the street stood a police cruiser and two officers by the door.

   Her knees almost gave way.

   They’d seen her. Someone had seen her. The guard had identified her. Everybody knew! Hang on, knew what? She hadn’t done anything. Well, a bit of trespassing perhaps. But there was a reason. A very good reason.

   Do not be afraid. Be bold and courageous, for I the Lord your God am with you.

   The words sat on her lips and somewhere within the loose confines of her wobbling heart, as it was at the moment.

   Vicky opened the window. Speaking quietly, she asked what the matter was.

   The officer said to come down and open the door. It was not a request. It was an order.

   Vicky, her mind numb, was about to give an evasive response of some kind. Like, it’s late, my grandfather’s asleep. Could you maybe come back tomorrow?

   A creak startled her and she spun around. It was Grandpa, softly pushing open her door and looking in. He had his sleeping cap on and his night shirt, but he was very much awake and had been for a long while.

   Looking as serious as only grownups can, he said, “I think you had better answer the door, don’t you?”



Chapter 12      

 



“Unfortunately, Mister Sheldon, your granddaughter is going to have to accompany us to the station for questioning.”

   The officer doing the talking was experienced enough to wait until the elderly gentleman had sat down and put his mug of tea safely on the table. They all sat in the darkened bookshop, in a cozy reading corner with old-fashioned tables and chairs and single overhead light spreading a soft glow from under its big Victorian lampshade with cracked fabric and a circle of small tassels.

   The officers had said no thanks to tea, as had Vicky.

   “This is outrageous!” Humphrey exclaimed, referring to the entire matter.

   He still had his nightshirt on and woolly slippers, and his long night cap which hung down on one side. The officer’s younger partner found Mister Sheldon’s appearance rather comical and he had to concentrate more than at any time today not to betray his growing amusement.

   “Tell me again, Officer Dunhurst,” went on Vicky’s grandfather, finding the whole thing impossible to believe. “What is it Victoria is supposed to have done?”

   Vicky sat next to him and felt terrible. She didn’t want to do this to Gramps. She hadn’t done anything, but it had turned into something anyway. And it was looking pretty bad.

   The officer repositioned himself in the chair. He had given his speech already and didn’t like repeating himself. Tea had been turned down twice and it was time to be going. There were other things to do at the station tonight, a whole lot of other things. And this little arrest was unfortunately very much a part of it.

   The officer repeated himself.

   “She is a prime suspect in a brutal assault of a City Hall security guard.”

   “Yes,” Humphrey mumbled, “so I gather.”

   He scratched his head and only now remembered he had his night cap on. He took it off, folded it into a very tidy pile while preparing his thoughts. The younger officer was facing a major challenge.

   Humphrey cleared his throat and turned to his granddaughter.

   “Vicky darling, stand up will you please. Thank you. Now, Officer Dunhurst, if you would be kind enough to consider this child for a moment. Does it seem likely to you that she is capable of taking down a professionally trained security man on duty?”

   Officer Dunhurst gave the girl a bored look, humoring the old fellow and his logical reasoning. Before he could say anything, Humphrey added, “May I ask, was the guard armed, by any chance?”

   The policeman sighed. His patience was beginning to wear thin. 

   “He was carrying a sub-machine gun.”

   Mister Sheldon threw up his arms. The younger officer was getting interested now. Humphrey was about to drive his point further when Dunhurst stopped him and laid the law down.

   “We have witnesses, Mister Sheldon! Witnesses that claim they saw a figure matching what I am looking at right now in height and build and hair color, not only at the scene of the crime but moments later, running from the scene of the crime, in the direction of this part of town! If that isn’t enough, we have a colleague on the force, night patrolman Bertie Jackson, known to you I understand, Miss Sheldon, who says he saw you crossing Baker’s Square at a running pace—”

   “I never saw him! How could he—?” Vicky blurted out, instantly realizing what she had just done.

   Humphrey closed his eyes, not from surprise or dismay, merely resignation at life’s relentless capacity for coming along with things you could do so well without.

   The policeman finished his sentence even though it was completely unnecessary.

   “—saw you crossing Baker’s Square at a running pace, as if you had left somewhere in a hurry, and making a beeline for Lisle Street, which is right here.”

   He exchanged a look with his partner and stood up.

   “Well, Miss Sheldon. Thanks for clarifying that for us. Saves us the trouble of getting a warrant to search this place for your black outfit. At this stage, I’m pretty sure your signed confession at the station will suffice. If you’ll excuse us, Mister Sheldon.”

   “Stop!” cried Humphrey, and they did. “Let go of her. She’s no criminal! And she goes nowhere without me! I’m coming along!”

   “With all due respect, Mister Sheldon,” said Officer Dunhurst, “It’s a bit too late now for a show of parental responsibility.”

   Humphrey rose and locked eyes with the policeman. Vicky looked with a flash of anger at the officer and said in a low voice, “You have no idea how below the belt that was.”

   “Vicky dear,” said her grandfather, eyes staying firm on Dunhurst. “That’ll be all. It has been a long day for everyone.”

   And with that he went upstairs to change, the younger officer following him. 

   

   “Night patrolman Bertie Jackson,” Humphrey said. His voice was calm and slow, musing somehow, and very reassuring to Vicky, who at the moment felt worse than she had ever felt in her life. “How would you come to be acquainted with a night patrolman at Baker’s Square?”

   Tears trickled down the girl’s face. She sat beside her grandfather on a hard bench in a holding cell in the basement of Fairview police station, waiting for their case to be dealt with. There was a backlog upstairs and it might take a while before they could take her statement.

   Confession they called it.

   Statement was Grandpa’s word.

   Across the wall of bars in the neighboring cell a very skinny young woman sat on the floor in the corner, hugging her legs and sleeping with a slight snore. The poor girl looked like she hadn’t slept in days. Her cheeks were hollow, her hair a stringy mess and she had a useless little skirt on and ripped net stockings. A short leather jacket had to do for a blanket. Badly worn high-heeled shoes lay on the floor, kicked away in disgust.

   When they were ushered in to the cell she had said some awful things to Grandpa, upsetting Vicky. The woman wasn’t herself, just acting some sad part. Grandpa told her there was hope even in the darkest of hopelessness and she was worth so much more than she had ever been given to know.

   The young woman didn’t want to listen. She just laughed, wondered if he was rich, cursed and went and sat down, away from them.

   Vicky thought she knew a lot of things, but all this sent chills down her spine. Would her spine ever get used to this kind of treatment, she wondered. She felt like she was in hell. The cold walls smelled of concrete dust and a waft of dried urine came from somewhere. These people were lifeless wrecks. Some of the policemen looked just as dead.

   Being Biblegirl was cool in the beginning. Now it was all caving in. How much Veerhovend misery was out there? Tons, she knew. Unimaginable suffering and sorrow. Up close like this was difficult. She couldn’t handle it. It overloaded on her. In her face like never before.

   Was this world even saveable? What would it take? Slapping up little flyers suddenly seemed so useless. How could she ever hope to do anything useful in a world as crazy as this?

   If she would ever get through this.

   Be bold and very courageous, for I the Lord your God am with you.

   The words were in her heart, just a soft buzz now. The noise level everywhere else was so high it drowned them out. Emotions and feelings crashed about inside her like waves against battered cliffs. Her stomach hurt.

   She was so disturbed she quivered.

   And her tears just wouldn’t stop.

   Wiping her runny nose on the back of her hand, she tried to collect herself for what she had to say. She had hurt Grandpa, betrayed a trust and basically acted like a total idiot.

   She felt every bit a small girl right now.

   “Grandpa,” she began in response to his question, again stopping to wipe her insistent nose. “I have something to say.”

   “I’m listening,” he answered in his soft voice. A voice so full of strength and authority that it made it easier and more difficult at the same time. It would make her words come. And it would ruin her.

   “The reason I know Officer Jackson is because… Well, he’s a beat cop. I often see him over on Baker’s Square when I’m out. He works night patrol and I… I often go out… at night, after you’ve gone to sleep. I just put up scriptures on notice boards and posts, that’s all I do. Nothing more than that. Officer Jackson calls me an activist. He means it friendly of course. And that’s why I keep asking you for paper all the time. It’s not really for schoolwork. Some of it is. Anyway, it’s important work, and good work. I… I thought it was anyway…”

   She paused for a bubbly snivel. Her voice kept breaking with emotion and she couldn’t help it. Humphrey’s powerful silence was such an honesty magnet.

   She carried on. No choice.

   “You always taught me to love the words of the Bible, to appreciate them and learn them, treasure them. And I do! I want to share them with the rest of the world. I mean, look at this place, doesn’t everybody in here need to hear them? Hear what God has in store for them, hear how much he really loves them and wants to heal their hurts, lift them up, take them out of whatever they’re in?”

   The words came easier now as she began to drive home her defense, ‘cause that’s sure what it started to feel like. In spite of everything she actually did believe in it. The tears were slowing now but her eyes still stung.

   Grandpa made a sniffing noise. Not from crying. Just a dry one, like ‘Okay fine, go on’.

   She did.

   “And so when Mayor Reitman took back his open show of faith after what happened, I wanted to encourage him. I wrote him a letter, like I said I would. I guess he didn’t get it, or was too busy to read it after the attack, since it wasn’t from anybody important. But I had to reach him, I just had to. Remind him not to be afraid, but carry on being bold and courageous. And I wanted to do it where he couldn’t miss it. Right on the door to City Hall, where he goes in! So I climbed over the fence, and there was this guard, lying on the ground. I saw him. He’d been hit on the head. Then this other guard shows up and sh… shoos me away!”

   That was a save in the last millisecond. If she had said ‘shot me’ Grandpa would have surely died.

   She looked down at her clasped hands tightly pressed between her knees. “And here we are.”

   Another sniffing sound came from Grandpa, a little longer with a quick little rub of his itching nose. If it really was itching. The gesture said, ‘There’s more and I know it so let’s have it’.

   Figuring the worst was over she pulled an efficient sigh and continued.

   “Remember the picture Michael painted for me when I was small?”

   Grandpa didn’t answer. He just took a deep serious breath that seemed to say, ‘How could I ever forget.’

   “Well, that’s who I wanted to be,” Vicky went on. “A superhero like her. And that’s what I want to be at night, a secret hero secretly sticking up scriptures on lamp posts. That’s the idea anyway. A lot of people know me. Like Officer Jackson. You might not believe this, but even Mayor Reitman knows me.”

   Grandpa didn’t appear to be impressed.

   She sighed in dismay.

   With a shrug she spoke again. Her voice was gloomy. “Well, I guess that’s the end of that now. I guess it was pretty stupid. Didn’t seem to be doing any good anyway,” she added with a nod toward the other cell.

   Vicky looked down. It was the end of the road. In a way she felt almost relieved. Perhaps it was just a serious need to get out of this hideous and sad place, get back to normal. Wipe all this horror off.

   But what about Mayor Reitman? She didn’t know what to do. Right now everything felt hopeless.

   The way Grandpa said it was more like a mutter. Like he was trying out the word for himself. A new word he had never used before.

   “Biblegirl.”





Chapter 13      

 



Vicky started and looked at him. What did he just say? Did she hear him wrong?

   She hadn’t, because he repeated it, with a sigh for good measure. Several times he quietly said the word ‘Biblegirl’, shaking his head along the way like it was a hopeless thing.

   Vicky was flabbergasted. That name had never been mentioned anywhere around him. She couldn’t think where he might have heard it. It wasn’t written down anywhere.

   Except in her heart.

   Sister Mildred didn’t know about Biblegirl. The dear old nun and kickboxing coach was otherwise rather a blabbermouth. Officer Jackson knew about her, but on the flipside he didn’t know her real name or where she lived.

   The only one who really knew that Vicky Sheldon and Biblegirl were one and the same was the Stoker Bay Mayor, Ted Reitman, friend of the family. Mayor Reitman and a few local bums. Kind of a funny paradox, but there it was.

   So how could Grandpa possibly know?

   She looked at her only living relative, the dear old man with his gray curls, even untidier than usual since the sudden and disturbing events of the night had made his physical appearance the last thing on his mind. He sat next to her on the cold bench in the precinct jail, overcoat still on, over his knee-long nightshirt. Well-polished black shoes on his bare feet. He looked funny.

   But right now Vicky was looking at a mystery.

   “How…?” the girl began. That was about all she could get out. Grandpa tightened his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close in a warm embrace.

   “You don’t think I know anything, do you?” he spoke into her hair and kissed the top of her head. Vicky could sense he had a smile of some kind on his face.

   He went on. “Just because I have a silly little bookshop which nobody cares about because it doesn’t sell mp3-players and nose rings. Well, I do know a few things. I know you love Scripture and want to share it with the world. And you might find this hard to believe, even somewhat disappointing, but the fact is I know all about Biblegirl, your most daring, and I must say frequently trying, alter ego.”

   He took her shoulders in his hands and looked at her. Vicky stared into Grandpa’s eyes in disbelief. She felt thrilled and busted all at once.

   Grandpa couldn’t help but chuckle at her confusion. He said, “My dear, who do think has been praying for you all this time?”

   Her eyes widened.

   “You have? I mean, h—have you?” she stuttered.

   “Mostly to keep myself sane, I shall be quick to admit,” he said with a quick nod. “Had I been of a right mind I should have stopped your nightly excursions long ago.”

   “They’re missions, Grandpa. Missions.”

   “Forgive me. I stand corrected. ‘Missions’. But no, I couldn’t somehow. Much to my personal distress I couldn’t bring myself to hinder your ministry. Or should I say, Biblegirl’s.”

   “Bet you’re regretting it now, huh?” Vicky said after a moment’s pause.

   Grandpa laughed and shook his head.

   “No I’m not. Trials and testing we must expect. It is part of growing. Builds patience and character, as I’m sure you know. The Bible even talks about that.”

   Vicky shrugged.

   “People like those particular scriptures even less,” she muttered.

   They were silent for another moment. A door opened and closed upstairs and a voice said something to someone further down the corridor. The sound stirred the sleeping girl in the other cell. She slid down to lie on the concrete floor, bumped her head and mumbled a curse. Within seconds she was gone again.

   “What do we do, Grandpa? I mean, about Biblegirl.”

   “Not sure really,” Humphrey replied with a casual voice, like he was discussing dull book selections with a distributor in the same predicament as his bookshop. Having apparently nothing of interest to offer.

   He said, “I suppose we’ll have to mend the damage to your suit, for one thing.”

   Grandpa was just amazing, Vicky thought. No wonder he had worked in military intelligence or whatever it was. He didn’t miss a beat. Yet you would think he did, being old and wearing woolly jumpers with suede elbow patches, living in a world of stuffy books.

   Some of Vicky’s classmates certainly thought so, the non-interesting boys especially. They were always making comments to the effect that surely she could fool her old grandpa and come along to this and that party.

   No way, she would say. Besides, I’m not interested, or did you fail to hear that the first time you asked. They never did. Non-interesting boys had bad hearing as a rule. But here she had been going on in just the same way. Playing the part of a vital superhero, out running at night, thinking all along that she had fooled Grandpa.

   Yup, she really was just a little teenage dork. Her head didn’t move, but in her heart she was giving her head a good hopeless shake at her stupid self.

   Grandpa continued along his train of thought.

   “And if Biblegirl is to carry on roaming the streets during uncivilized hours I seriously think we must increase her self-defense lessons with Sister Mildred. She’ll wonder why of course, but we shan’t say anything.”

   “We can’t afford it, Grandpa,” Vicky said.

   “We can’t afford not to.”

   “I can take care of myself.”

   Grandpa let out one of his telling sighs again. “This may not always be the case, my dear Victoria, as this night has proven.”

   “That we’re sitting here has nothing to do with self-defense or any kind of physical action, ‘cause I didn’t do anything, as you well know.”

   Grandpa nodded complete understanding.

   “Self-defense is also a matter of the soul and the mind, not to mention the heart. Without doing anything, as you say, you still managed to land yourself in plenty of trouble. Because you didn’t defend yourself from a foolish thought, a foolish idea, a plan that wasn’t thought out well at all. While the physical act didn’t hurt a single soul it created dire consequences, from which you could have—and should have—defended yourself. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

   “Self-defense is more than beating the crap out of a sandbag, or an attacker,” Vicky said, eyes down.

   “It is indeed, honey. It’s about beating the living daylights out of the foolishness that finds its birth within even the best of us, all too often. That’s the first and biggest fight.”

   Grandpa was right. It made sense. Inside her heart she knew it to be true. She pondered it for a while, letting it sink into her inner being.

   She glanced into the neighboring cell.

   “Do you think she’s hurt anyone?”

   “Probably not nearly as much as others have hurt her, and the pain she carries is so big she has lost the will to fight. And a soldier without the will or strength to fight is the first to get stripped naked and beaten to death.”

   Vicky rarely heard such harsh truth coming out of Grandpa’s mouth. Yet it was impossible to deny. The images that flickered past in Vicky’s mind made her shudder. She almost wanted to weep again, now that a bigger picture was becoming clearer and she felt smaller still.

   “Are you mad at me?” she said at length.

   “No my dear,” Grandpa replied with all the comfort she was used to hearing in his voice. “I am not mad at you.”



Footsteps woke her. She didn’t know she had been sleeping. At first she had no idea where she was but the bars and the gray walls brought it right home. As she looked up, her head in a mist, a policeman appeared with sleeves loosely rolled up and a shoulder holster tucked to his left chest.

   Grandpa’s greeting was a rasp. “Good morning.”

   He sounded as stiff as she was.

   The policeman greeted them and unlocked their jail door.

   “Miss Victoria Sheldon,” he said, sipping his paper cup coffee. Under his arm was a bunch of documents. “Good news. The District Attorney’s office has dropped the assault charges.”

   “About time too,” Humphrey said and moved to get up. “It took them this long to figure that out?”

   Vicky looked over at the other cell. It was empty.

   “No, they figured that out shortly after you got here.”

   “What?” cried Mister Sheldon. “Why didn’t you come and let us out right away? We’ve been here all night!” He stretched the stoop out of his back and shook life into his limbs. It was a delicate procedure.

   The policeman returned a sober look at him while taking Vicky’s arm.

   “There’s still the matter of trespassing and unlawful entry into City Hall premises,” he said. 

   “I didn’t mean to do anything wrong! I just wanted to—”

   “Save it for the DA’s hearing, Miss. You’ll see him in a minute. He’s upstairs.”

   “Why exactly is this such a huge matter?” Grandpa asked. “You’ve got jackrabbits trespassing every night. What do you do, shoot them on sight?”

   “That’s been known to happen, sir.”

   Grandpa’s point wasn’t the sharpest. He was grumpy this morning and he had every reason.

   Vicky asked a more serious question, one that had been on her mind all night.

   “There’s been another attack on the Mayor’s office, hasn’t there?”

   The detective didn’t answer.

   “Will the guard be alright?” Vicky asked.

   “Looks that way. He’ll be sent home from hospital this afternoon. His buddy’s still in intensive care though.”

   Vicky stopped in the middle of the stairs.

   “What buddy? You mean the one that—”

   “The one that shot you, yeah.”

   The girl winced. Now it was done. All hope was lost.

   “What!?” roared Grandpa on cue and stopped on the stairs. “You’ve been shot!?”

   With a beating heart Mister Sheldon looked over his granddaughter like she was a Greek statue in his care, irreplaceable in value and originality, fragile from head to toe.

   “You look alright,” he said, failing to find any cracks or chips or missing parts anywhere on the girl. He stared at her in disbelief.

   “I am alright, Grandpa. It was nothing, really. Hit my backpack and punched a hole in my Bible. I’m fine. Didn’t hurt me at all.”

   “But who in the world—!?” Humphrey looked at the plainclothes detective. “What ignorant fool shot my granddaughter!?”

   “City Hall security, sir.”

   “And these people can’t tell the difference between a teenage girl and a jackrabbit!?”

   The cop had to laugh but he kept it small.

   “I’m sure they can, but with the situation up on Capitol Square being what it is no one is taking any chances. Anyway, like I said, the guard that shot you was assaulted after you left. When the ambulance arrived they found both guards down.”

   “Oh no,” Vicky said, appalled. Then a frightening thought struck her. She looked up at the policeman. “That must mean the attacker was there all the time, like inside City Hall. Maybe in the Mayor’s office again. And when he came out—”

   “That fiend could have knocked you down as well!” Humphrey shouted, his tormented soul splitting at the potential horror of it all.

   The cop offered wholehearted agreement and sipped his coffee.

   “Be grateful you didn’t stay long, Miss Sheldon.”

   They reached the top of the stairs and entered a corridor. The police station was already busy with ringing phones and officers moving about, some in uniform and others in ordinary clothes. A foreign-looking cab driver had some gripe and stood by a counter barking to a lady officer.

   “Miss Sheldon, you’re allowed one quick phone call.”

   “I don’t know who to call.”

   “I do,” Humphrey said. “What time is it?”

   “Six twenty.”

   “Good. The Mayor will be up by now.”

   “You want to call the Mayor?” The detective laughed at the idea. “Here’s a recommendation, okay. Go for professional legal counsel. The Mayor’s a good guy I’m sure but his office is a busy place at the best of times. Right now it’ll be impossible to get through, or have you already forgotten? And they’re not open till nine anyway.”

   Humphrey ignored him and felt his coat pockets.

   “Blast, I forgot my wallet at home.”

   Vicky pulled him down and whispered a number into his ear. The officer watched them.

   “What, you all know him personally?” He said it more like a joke.

   “Thank you, my dear,” Humphrey said to Vicky. “I’m glad one of us has a functioning memory.”

   He turned to the detective and squared his shoulders. “Family friend, actually. Now, detective, if you will please lead me to the nearest telephone I dare say we shall have this matter sorted out presently, to the benefit of all. I’m sure you have better things to do than keep innocent civilians incarcerated.”

   Mister Sheldon received a dry look from the policeman.

   “This way,” he said and turned, chucking the paper cup into a trashcan.





Chapter 14      

 



The sun edged above the high-rises, drying dew off roofs and structures, warming pigeons and their annoying smaller relations, the sparrows. A squadron of them dropped down onto the pavement and pecked at the grains of dirt between the sidewalk slabs, only to flutter off into the air again in fright as a garage door beside them began to slide open with a clang and a squeak.

   Out of the underground parking space rolled Reitman’s black limo. The car turned onto the street and made its way around the block and into uptown traffic. A couple of streets down it turned into a slow street and stopped outside a stylish townhouse. At the top of the stairs two armed policemen guarded the entrance.

   The driver greeted them, staying behind the wheel. He reached for a newspaper.

   About five minutes went by, normally not enough to get to the sports section, which is why this experienced driver began there. The townhouse door opened before he could finish. Without disgruntlement he folded the paper neatly and put it away, knowing there would be plenty of time later. He replaced his cap and donned a professional smile.

   Ted Reitman stepped out into the morning crispness with briefcase in hand and a cell phone to his ear. He nodded to the instantly sharp guards. A pair of early bird reporters snapped into action, stomping out their cigarettes and flipping open their pads. The round of questions was met with a mere cold hand as the Mayor’s attention was absorbed by the phone call.

   “You what?” he exclaimed to the caller.

   The driver swung open the door and Reitman said good morning and thank you with one brief nod.

   “For goodness’ sake, Humphrey. Why didn’t you call me earlier?”

   He sat down in the shiny Jaguar and the door was pressed shut, sealing off the journalists. One of them wiped his jacket after spilling his coffee.

   In the limo Reitman carried on.

   “Nonsense! Do you think I get any sleep these days? Put the detective on the line!”

   The big black car rolled away, watched by a homeless bum in a stained canvas overcoat, several sizes too large. Broken black shoes, also too big, were on his feet.

   The figure stood in a small leafy park occupying the corner of the block. Behind him the café hut had its shutters closed, tourist season over. Tables and chairs were piled up under a plastic sheet, roped to the side of the cabin. Under the bushes to the rear, behind trashcans, a body lay on the ground, covered by a grimy blanket. Only two shoeless feet stuck out.

   The bum watched as the limo disappeared into traffic. His broad-brimmed hat had a rip in it. A scarf loosely wound covered half the face but didn’t hide the staring wide eyes, glazed over with curiosity and fear, or the flakes of green paint dropping onto the scarf from the contorted brow.

   Pannick’s countenance shifted from mild curiosity to hatred. He stepped back to the body, sprayed his four-letter motto all over the blanket. He dropped down in a squat as if he suddenly realized it was almost daylight and he had to hide. Looking through the bushes, he seemed more scared than ever. Then he covered his mouth with both paws, like a child, smothering his laughter.

   “It’s almost time for the morning show!” he said, turning to the corpse. Putting his hands to his cheeks in mock dread, he whimpered, “Hope it won’t scare you!”

   He stood up, pulled his hat low, pocketed his hands deep and walked away with a stoop and a limp. Just another aimless, homeless old person, muttering to himself.

   Bending his steps away from the park and into a side street he came upon the parked sedan. Doctor Burwell’s once fine executive automobile was badly in need of a wash. The original color was almost completely obscured by dust and streaks of dirt. Scrapes and marks had accumulated all over. Both the front and rear bumpers were split and crushed in several places.

   Pannick hurried the last few yards up to the car and jumped in. The young man’s gear shifting had improved over the months but the clutch had taken a lot of punishment. Squeaking and straining the car rumbled off down the street.



   “We cannot thank you enough, Ted,” said Humphrey Sheldon. He and Vicky sat down in the spacious limo with the Stoker Bay Mayor.

   The driver wasted no time steaming them out of there, leaving the entire station corps standing on the sidewalk, surprised at the uncommon visitor. Just wait till the day shift hear what they only just missed. Never before had the Mayor himself fetched suspects from the Capitol Square precinct and driven away with them in his official limousine.

   Reitman had cleared the matter up in no time and Vicky Sheldon was exonerated of all charges. The detective scratched his head. The district attorney stood beside him, arms crossed, wind and dignity knocked out of him.

   “Think nothing of it,” Reitman said, responding to Humphrey’s expressed gratitude. In his hand was a copy of the scripture bomb Biblegirl had intended to deliver to him. She had slipped one into her pocket as a backup for whatever might happen to her and Gramps.

   The Mayor read it like it was a constitutional amendment. His eyes stayed long on the words, taking them in over and over again, giving his heart time to really embrace them.

   Vicky remembered often seeing him on television debates looking just like this, leaning his head on his fingers in thought as he applied complete focus to the issue before him, making sure not to miss a thing and get caught off-guard on some detail. 

   “I needed this from day one and I still need it today,” he said after a minute. “Maybe now more than ever.”

   He took off his glasses and looked up. There was a shine in the edge of his eyes.

   “Thank you, Biblegirl.”

   “You’re welcome, sir,” Vicky said. She could feel Grandpa raising his eyebrows, sitting next to her. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get it to you without creating such a fuss. I guess I should have just called you.”

   “Not necessarily easier,” he warned with a laugh. “It worked today, but not always. But there’s also this, we wouldn’t want to infringe upon Biblegirl’s methods. Of which I thoroughly approve.”

   He smiled as he refolded the piece of paper and slipped it into his pocket.

   Vicky and Grandpa realized at that moment that Reitman could not have heard the news about Biblegirl getting shot, and both decided not to say a word about it. Vicky had been worried her grandfather would go terminally ballistic if he found out. Now Gramps was worried for the health of the Stoker Bay Mayor himself, should he be burdened with such alarming details.

   Reitman leaned back. He was intrigued that Humphrey knew about his granddaughter’s secret and wondered how long he had known. Because obviously Biblegirl wasn’t aware of his knowledge of her laudable project. He winked at her as he posed the question to her grandfather.

   “I’ve known since day one of the enterprise,” Mister Sheldon explained. “Thinking back, I’m pretty sure I saw the telltale signs of a madcap enterprise taking shape in a youthful mind even before then.”

   The Mayor laughed.

   “Well, let’s keep it under wraps, shall we? I hereby give the formal blessing of Stoker Bay City Council to Biblegirl and her mission.”

   He stretched out his hand and Vicky took it without the slightest hesitation. Grandpa chuckled. 

   “Covered by the unofficial secrets act, I hope,” Vicky said.

   “Oh, most assuredly!” roared Ted Reitman. He was having a good time. The unexpected detour this morning was turning out to be just what the doctor ordered. A bit of encouraging fun. And he needed it.

   The limo pulled up outside the bookshop. A delivery van stood there with its back door open. Vicky hadn’t seen this van before. Most of the vans or cars bringing books bore the distributors brand on them. This one had the name of a technical supplier Vicky had never heard of.

   “You sure you won’t join us, Humphrey?” the Mayor asked. “I’ll have you back in forty-five minutes.”

   Humphrey shook his head as he looked out. “No thanks, Ted. You two go ahead. I have a delivery to see to.”

   “Good old Humphrey, always working,” the Mayor said.

   “Tell that to my accountant,” Mister Sheldon replied. He shook Reitman’s hand, gave him the sincerest of thanks for his top level rescue, and stepped out.

   Grandpa waved at them as the limo moved on then stepped up to the van.

   “Perfect timing!” he said, rubbing his hands. The delivery man stepped out and handed him a plain brown-wrapped cardboard box.

   “Starting a printing business or a tattoo parlor?” he asked.

   “A bit of both actually,” Humphrey said. “It’s permanent ink, right?”

   “Sure. Practically stitches itself on.”



Chapter 15      

 



The Mayor’s office had been attacked again. The cops wouldn’t comment, in true tight-lipped fashion. But Reitman had admitted to the fact.

   Biblegirl was not only curious but anxious too. She wanted to see the damage and this was as good an opportunity she would ever get. If she saw it she might get a better picture of what was going on inside the person. This crazed vandal had an unresolved thing in his heart the size of Mount Everest. It had blown his mind to smithereens and made him a killer.

   And what was the deal with City Hall? Why was the Mayor such a big target?

   “I just want to try and understand,” she said.

   Reitman sighed.

   “So do I.”

   He liked her mature interest in the matter and wanted to encourage it. She could not be a part of the official police investigation, obviously. But she had an angle, an approach than no one else around him had. And to him that was a special and important support.

   Although she was just a teenage girl, as some might say, her heart and her drive inspired him. She had smarts and she had leadership potential. If local government had more people like her in its staff they could really achieve something.

   Reitman was concerned about her day in school after such a bad night. She would be alright, she assured him. She’d been through worse. Although last night, sitting there in the jail with the walls of life caving in, she couldn’t think when.

   “Solomon,” said the Mayor as the limo entered Capitol Square, “we’ll let our guest out by the front door. No need to expose her to the vultures.”

   “Very good, sir,” the driver replied.

   The big black car came to a halt beneath the front stairs. Stretching to attention the two guards wondered about this change of procedure.

   Vicky stepped out, followed by Reitman who merely looked out and instructed the guards to let the girl in and keep it quiet.

   “Wait in the reception, I’ll be there in two minutes,” he told the girl.

   She darted up the stairs and was ushered inside in a hurry as if she was part of a secret operation.

   The driver maneuvered the limo down the small slope by the side of the building to the rear. The sun streaked through the tall junipers onto the Lawn of Seats. A bunch of people were assembled around the City Hall staff entrance. Plainclothes detectives and their uniformed colleagues, a forensics’ crew in overalls lugging kitbags, and the ever-present band of reporters and TV-men.

   A path was cleared for the Mayor’s limousine, which seemed to gleam with spotless brilliance even on sad days. Cameras and recorders came up. Reitman stepped out. Questions were ignored and waved off. He disappeared inside and left it to the men in black suits and earpieces to stiff-arm the media.

   Solomon moved the car out of the way and settled back, grabbing his newspaper. Of all individuals involved in the recent goings-on, his daily pattern was the least affected.

   Reitman was given the latest by his aides who strained to keep up with the Mayor as he made his way through to the reception. Things were getting busy here already. Phones rang, and it wasn’t even seven yet. Vicky stood off to one side.

   The young guard was talking to her and she looked focused on making up believable excuses for her presence. If the Mayor didn’t show up soon she wasn’t sure what would happen. Either he’d sound the alarm on her, or ask her to dinner. Both notions troubled her equally as much. She had a thought of telling him she’d just spent the night in jail.

   “Biblegirl!” Reitman called out, relieving a most difficult tension.

   Faces turned his way, then towards Vicky, and back again. The Mayor returned the confused stares. “That’s right, you heard me. Folks, meet one of this administration’s special associates. Ever wanted to see a superhero? You’re looking at one right there. Come on, my dear. We’ll go upstairs.”

   The guard raised his eyebrows. He and the others watched as the unknown young lady joined the Mayor’s group at the foot of the wide staircase. They all walked up. With a certain caution the aides began offloading information on him again. Appointments, phone calls, decisions, signatures, cancellations, scheduled and unscheduled duties of the day, last minute changes due to the events and so on.

   Vicky’s head spun. The Mayor himself had not only given her his blessing in private, but now also acknowledged Biblegirl in front of City Hall personnel. She wished she had her suit on, polished and fresh, snug and awesomely cool.

   “Ever been up here before?” Reitman asked.

   “Never been past the reception,” Vicky said. “I hope nobody finds out I’ve been here today.”

   “Yes, you’d never life it down in school, would you?” he said with wonderful understanding. The Mayor turned to his people. “This is a confidential visit. Nothing to the press, okay?”

   Assurances were made that this would not reach the press.



The small television screen showed the grainy image of Ted Reitman’s office. The corner view presented no movement at all. Just the empty room, the plastic sheeting shredded and covered in green slogans.

   Forensics guys had photographed the place, dusted for prints and scoured over every surface, scraped up paint samples. But they had left and the place was now still.

   Phearann
Pannick ate his dripping peanut butter and jam sandwich and stared with anticipation at the screen. The Fear TV Morning Show was about to begin and he couldn’t wait.

   He stopped chewing to listen. Voices came through the loudspeakers. Someone was approaching the Mayor’s office. Pannick put his sandwich back on the dusty workbench, right where he’d made it minutes earlier among grimy tools and runny paint pots.

   The esteemed star was sure to arrive soon.

   Pannick’s face fell like a disappointed kid’s when he saw two policemen enter. They were describing the damage to somebody who had yet to walk into the office.

   Wait, this was interesting all the same. Pannick blew air from his pursed lips and clapped his hands softly, like the tension was more than he could take. Who were the policemen talking to? Come on, step into the show you! Whoever you are! Take your place!

   Pannick shrieked. There he was! The star made his entrance! It was him! The man himself! The Mayor! There he stood in his office, shaking his head in dismay at the destruction, like a true performer. 

   And who was that with him? A girl?

   Pannick looked closer. His forehead screwed up and his eyes narrowed. A serious and professional demeanour all of a sudden. An instant chameleonic change from flailing madness to a sharp calculating mind.



Chapter 16      

 



In the office Reitman and Biblegirl inspected the damage. The policemen were excused. The Mayor wanted a moment alone in here, with Biblegirl. She’d never seen anything like it, or felt the spirit of someone not present so clearly. She shuddered. 

   “This is the same guy who’s been marking up territory around town.”

   “So they tell me,” was Reitman’s reply.

   The word ‘Fear’ was sprayed all over, along with taunts like ‘Feel it, Mayor!’, ‘Feel the fear!’ And an odd one, ‘Remember aghast!’. All in streaky capitals. The protective plastic was ripped and hung in ribbons in places. The preparations to repair the office from the last attack had been destroyed and the work would have to start again.

   “There’s no doubt that it’s directed at you, sir,” Vicky said. “He’s been howling around elsewhere, spraying his thing, but this is his target. Question is, is it at you specifically, or just the office of the Mayor? Personal or political?”

   “It affects both just as much, I can tell you that. I can’t see a message anywhere. What’s the guy’s peeve? He’s not exactly hitting at specifics.”

   “Could be to him. For a crazed mind it could be anything, a tiny detail or something huge, like the ozone layer.”

   “Not sure how crazy he is,” Reitman said. “He’s de-wired the security system, twice. Takes a skilled mind for that.”

   “Psychopaths can be geniuses.”

   Back in the gasworks, Pannick hollered at the television, “Can’t you see!? Are you blind!?”

   In his hand was a copy of Biblegirl’s latest scripture. The sheet was ripped in the corners where the staples had been.

   It was as if he didn’t see the words. The admonition to not be afraid went right by him. He saw the paper as a manifesto from a vigilante like himself. He didn’t like it. His message was greater. Hers was a distraction. And she seemed to be lessening the effect of his message on his target. She was a bad enemy, working closely with the target.

   “What do you make of this, sir,” Vicky said and crouched by a messy patch of letters. They were sprayed too tightly together and had run into one another. But there was one interesting detail. Two numerical digits.

   “ ‘Remember aghast’? What’s that mean? It’s in a several places, two over there and this spot here.”

   Reitman turned and bent down. 

   “Well, he guessed that one correctly. We’re aghast all right.”

   “This one’s got a number after it.”

   “So it does,” said the Mayor. Vicky followed the lines with her finger.

   He said, “Looks like a twelve, or a seventeen. I’d say a twelve.”

   Biblegirl nodded.

   Then it hit her. 

   “Sir, it’s a date! It’s not ‘aghast’—it’s August! He’s saying ‘Remember August 12’!”

   Pannick stared at the screen in fascination. He bounced off the stool and laughed and clapped his hands like an enthused member of a live sitcom audience.

   “The star has an assistant, the star has an assistant!” he sang out loud in the manner of a playing child and skipped around the room, clapping in time. “And she’s got the message, she’s got the message!”

   “You’re right,” Reitman said, studying the discovery in new light. “August 12. What’s the significance of that I wonder? That’s over a month ago. Nothing particular happened in Stoker Bay on that day that I can recall. If he’s warning us of a terrorist attack next August he’s certainly giving us plenty of notice.”

   “I don’t think it’s a warning about the future, sir. He’s written ‘remember’. He’s talking about the past.”

   Pannick kept on singing. “The girl’s got the message, the girl’s got the message!” On the television he heard the Mayor’s voice say, “I think you’re right, Biblegirl. You unraveled it!”

   This stopped Pannick flat.

   “Biblegirl!”

   He leaped back onto the stool and grabbed the piece of paper again. At first he looked confused as he looked it over again. Then he laughed and clenched his fist.

   “Yes! It is you!”

   Leaning forward, he studied the girl on the screen as she stood there in the office with Mayor Reitman.

   “I hate you!” he hissed.

   It became a senseless scream.

   “I hate you so much!”

   The piercing yell travelled through the power plant, reaching down into the vast empty production halls where only rats stopped and perked their ears in the dust.

   He crumpled the sheet of paper into a ball and threw it at the screen with another scream. Dipping his fingers into a pot of green paint he drew his fingers over his cheeks, lining them with green.

   “Wait!” he exclaimed, like a new idea struck him.

   With a wicked sneer he murmured, “Why don’t we kill two birds with one stone, eh, boys and girls? Don’t you think it’s time? Yes, I think it is!”

   He reached for a cell phone. After wiping the paint off his fingers onto his t-shirt, he pressed a number on the keys with slow and precise motions.

   Then he slid off the stool and moved it to one side as if preparing for something great. This was too big to sit down for, he wanted to stand up. With his thumb over the call button he held the cell phone aloft.

   A torch for his cause.

   It was a huge moment. 

   He stood at the pinnacle of his life’s purpose. Every life’s purpose. Chin wobbling from immense emotion, he uttered, “Fear is everyone’s friend…”

   And then pressed the key.

   In a just a few seconds the connection would be made. The cell phone taped to the underside of Reitman’s desk would receive the signal and send a voltage to start the ringing tone. That voltage would trigger an instruction in the attached box of tricks, making the detonators spark, igniting the black dough hot dogs and half of City Hall would cease to exist in a shocking explosion.

   What fun!

   But just as he pressed the key, someone entered the office. A technician.

   “Excuse me, sir.”

   The interruption threw Pannick into a fluster and he thumped on the closing key to stop the call before it connected. The ceremony had been disturbed. It mustn’t be allowed to continue.

   Gasping in horror, Pannick stared at the screen.

   Nothing happened. A fraction of a second from hookup the cancellation was made. The office was still there, and the picture was steady. The Mayor was still alive. Never, never disturb a ceremony like this. As soon as the technician left the proceedings could resume.

   Oblivious to the whisper of eternity flashing by, the Stoker Bay Mayor Ted Reitman nodded his attention toward the technician.

   “Sorry to intrude,” the guy said, “but we have to cut the power for a short while.”

   “Very well,” Reitman said. “We’ll step outside. Seen enough?”

   “I have indeed,” Vicky replied and they walked out of the camera’s view.

   “No!” Pannick cried. “I wanted to watch!”

   The office was again empty. 

   The technician’s voice was heard saying that they only needed a couple of minutes and power would then be back. Reitman thanked him. There were a couple of shouts of instruction and seconds later a soft crack hit the speakers and the signal was gone.

   Nothing but snow on the screen.

   Pannick’s eyes were wide and frightened, filled with paralyzing guilt.

   “Please come back,” he pleaded in a distraught whimper, cradling the cell phone to his chest with both hands, stroking it like a tiny pet. His gaze dropped to the floor and tears streamed down his cheeks. He was inconsolable.

   “Please come back…”

 



Chapter 17      

 



The Mayor and his young guest stood in the light of a window at the top of the stairs. The building was dark.

   “That date is a historical reference,” Vicky said. “I’m sure of it.”

   “We could go back in the records a few years, see what we come up with.”

   “How long would that take?”

   “We have a computerized database in the records’ office. I’ve seen them work in there, they’re pretty fast. Dug stuff out for me in no time. It’ll be a couple of hours before they’re in though.”

   Just then the lights flickered back to life and the low hum of air conditioning began again.

   Vicky looked at him.

   “Do you think I could have a try?”

   Without saying another word the Reitman led her back into the corridor. He picked up one of the in-house security staff on the way, a broad-shouldered fellow whose black suit had a struggle to fit around his high-fibred bulk. They turned a couple of corners and came upon the records’ office.

   The locked blipped open and they entered.

   It was smaller than Vicky expected. The walls were lined with shelves and packed with boxes of microfilm, disks and drives and memory cards. Old meets new in magnificent alphabetical order, the girl thought. In the middle half a dozen work stations fought for space on two tables.

   The emergency power packs had done their duty during the short power cut. All the machines hummed on standby like nothing had happened.

   Reitman touched a mouse and the screen came to life. The security guy found the password in a little black book that was chained to his pants, and within seconds they were in.

   Vicky took a seat without asking and started scanning the interface.

   “Looks simple enough,” she said, finding her way around. The Mayor gave the suspicious guard a reassuring look.

   “One of our talented new associates,” he said. 

   “Give me ten minutes, sir,” Vicky said, already keying in search criteria.

   “Excellent!” the Mayor replied. “Come on, Stewart. Let’s leave Biblegirl to it.”

   “Biblegirl?” the guard said. He leaned in and spoke low. “She some kind of specialist?”

   “Superbly talented and highly trained,” Reitman smiled and grabbed his arm, leading him out. The door was left open a crack.

   Mayor Ted’s great, Vicky thought. His acknowledgment of her warmed her heart and inspired her to do a better job in everything. With that said, she focused hard on the information on the screen.

   Events in Stoker County last August 12, titled and described in one line, appeared in a long list. Nothing stuck out and Vicky didn’t expect it to. She punched in the year before. Short of a brush fire that threatened national parkland north of town there was nothing that could trigger a personal vendetta against the Mayor. Murders and muggings and robberies were horrific enough, but hardly connected to Reitman himself.

   Sure, people could get angry and bitter over cutbacks and layoffs and go crazy about decisions taken over their heads. Stupid decisions, as many invariably felt they were, pointing at the untold suffering that came if it to the community and individuals. Blame often went to local government for not supporting its citizens, when that’s exactly what they did. At least tried to. Sometimes things were just so complicated.

   Often there were other factors involved that local government couldn’t do anything about. Like paranoia. Statewide, national or global. All of a sudden it gets into the heads of people that times are bad, and that affects behavior, creating factual signals to that effect. Next thing you know, you have a self-fulfilling prophecy going on. All out of nothing.

   At school Vicky was learning about national economics. The curves and the cycles, boom times and recession, the tangibles that steered them. Mostly borne out of collective whims it seemed. The control of spending using interest rates, balancing imports and exports, all that stuff, to avoid things going down the toilet. 

   But there hadn’t been much turbulence like that in Stoker Bay, not as far as Vicky knew. Hadn’t seemed that way. Stoker Bay didn’t swing back and forth. It had a permanent gray soot about it that seemed stuck on the walls.

   Her grandfather’s bookshop was a good example. It was in constant recession, which made the grass look greener everywhere else, of course. Even though things were perhaps just as bad.

   Stoker Bay wasn’t a steel or timber town. It didn’t have a huge shipyard. Nor was it a center for, say, the automotive industry. Like most small cities it had some of all those things and more, but in much smaller bits. The town didn’t rest on one thing. It was small businesses that came and went. A clothes shop here, a convenience store there. If one closed down another would take its place. Take the malls. They were like parking houses for shops. Under one big permanent roof things would change and move.

   Several big corporations had divisions in Stoker Bay, but such large establishments seemed part of the permanent geography. They felt the tides, sure, but they were always there. Never moved. They got printed on maps, like the mountains.

   So what was it? What fuelled such insane hatred of the Mayor? What had his office done?

   She picked the dates off, year by year.

   Going back a full decade now.

   Here one item caught her attention. ‘Violent demonstrations outside City Hall to mark tenth anniversary of gasworks explosion’.

   This felt familiar. Vicky clicked on the link to read more.

   There was a lot of fuss back then, she remembered. Rowdy crowds, police swinging batons at bottle-throwing youngsters. The whole thing escalated into a riot that set in motion many more people than were originally part of the demonstration. Anything for a brawl. Around town cars were set on fire and shop windows got bricked.

   She learned that a bill to stop reckless waste handling had been passed ten years prior to that time. Twenty years ago from now in other words. She wasn’t even born then.

   Vicky lifted her face in thought.

   The controversial Stoker Bay environmental bill. A blessing for some, an irritation for others. Like always. It kept popping up from time to time and she remembered the Mayor mentioning it as recently as the other night when he spoke outside this very building.

   It was all about stopping reckless disposal of hazardous chemicals into the waterways and unrecognized dump sites in woods and deserted areas around the county.

   An obvious thing, but still it caused concern.

   The issue was especially hot now that the city was trying to attract corporate investment. If it was awkward and cost extra to run your factory in Stoker County because you weren’t allowed to just chuck your waste out the back door, then a company might choose to put their factory somewhere else. Somewhere where the laws were more lenient.

   It was a tricky balance for local government. Yes, the city needed employment opportunities. But you can’t have cancer breaking out like a local dialect a few years down the line. Two-headed cattle grazing on fluorescent pastures.

   She went back ten years to the gasworks explosion. She didn’t know much about it, it was so long ago. There was a memorial set up outside the Stoker Bay City Museum. The schoolteacher pointed it out on each class visit. It was the biggest tragedy in the city’s history. A lot of workers were killed and many more injured. 

   Twenty-seven, she read. Over seventy people injured, most of them scarred and disabled for life. To make matters worse the plant was closed down after the accident at a large loss of labor, affecting not only workers at the plant but subcontractors of all kinds. From equipment suppliers and cleaners to lunch diners and coffee shops. Bus routes were cut.

   If that wasn’t enough, there was a huge debacle surrounding the damages awarded to the victims’ families. Unscrupulous company lawyers shamefully litigated to reduce their client’s compensation packages, holding to lack of evidence. Where were the bodies? Due to the intense heat many of the casualties were completely reduced to powdered ashes. Could it be categorically proven that they were there at the time?

   The court battle took years and the oil and gas company that owned the plant in turn sued the city of Stoker Bay, blaming its too stringent environmental bill. They got nowhere with that. But, the interesting point was the history of the bill itself.

   It was the brainchild of a certain young and up-and-coming politician.

   “Ted Reitman,” the girl read in a whisper, and lifted her eyebrows.

   Just then the Mayor stepped back in the records’ office.

   “What’ve you got, Biblegirl?”

   “I think I’ve got the beginnings of something,” the girl said slowly, eyes on the screen. “Let’s call it a potential.”

   “That’s more than the police have,” he said, leaning over her shoulder. “Let’s hear it.”

   His breath smelled of coffee. She couldn’t believe how adults drink it without milk and sugar. Grandpa would stoop to coffee occasionally. Otherwise it was mostly tea.

   “I’m reading about the gas explosion that happened twenty years ago.”

   “Oh yes, what a dreadful nightmare that was,” Reitman said, grabbing a chair. “Took them a week to put out the fire in the pipeline. Wait now, you think there’s a connection between that and what’s going on here?”

   “I don’t know. It’s a huge disaster, the biggest ever in town. The company put the blame on the environmental bill.”

   Reitman agreed with a shrug and leaned back. He spent a moment collecting his thoughts.

   “We were one of the first cities to take carbon dioxide emissions seriously,” he said with some pride. “However, not all the corporate chiefs approved of our assiduous interest in these issues. In the case of GasCorp, the company maintained that the cost of adhering to the requirements of the proposal would mean compromising other areas, such as safety and quality. The bill was passed and in order to comply with new legislation they chose not to spend but compromise. The tragedy was a fact five months later. It was subsequently discovered that the company mismanaged other toxic waste as well.”

   “It was greed wasn’t it?” Biblegirl said. “They wouldn’t dig into their profits to pay for whatever was necessary to clean up their emissions, so they just took the money from somewhere else. Cut corners. Like, cut staff for instance. Bought crap parts instead of good parts. And that didn’t cut it at all.”

   “You got the picture very clear,” the Mayor said with a sober nod.

   “Who was behind the bill, sir?” Vicky asked, giving him a careful look.

   “Well, it was the result of a team effort. But I was the one who pushed for the bill and in the end got it passed. I wasn’t Mayor then. I wasn’t even running. I was young and hungry and saw an opportunity to make a name for myself and get me on the road towards governor. It was a good cause, mind you. Not just something taken out of a hat to forge a political career. It was good and important and it meant something to me. And to the majority of the people of Stoker Bay as it turned out.”

   He stopped and lowered his head like it had become too heavy to hold up all of a sudden, thereby missing Vicky’s nod of agreement. He moaned and ran his hand over his hair.

   “Good grief. Don’t tell me that’s what’s behind these attacks.”

   “Could be at the root of it,” the girl said.

   The Mayor shook his head.

   “It’s been over twenty years. That’s a long to time to be bearing a grudge. Anyone personally affected by that disaster would be at least middle-aged by now. According to the police these attacks are the work of a young psychopath, with educated technical skill, good physique, and a deeply damaged but still very capable mind.”

   “Maybe it’s a relative of one of the victims,” Vicky suggested. “Or someone’s child. Someone whose life was completely disrupted by the accident. Perhaps they lost a parent. Or both parents. And life became an endless nightmare of foster homes, abuse and all the rest of it. Trauma like that could destroy a young mind. If the seeds for madness were already there, genetically or for some other reason, complications at birth let’s say, then that kind of trauma could certainly be enough to create psychopathic behavior.”

   Reitman looked at the girl with increased respect.

   “I suppose you could be right,” he admitted after a moment’s thought. “With a predisposition for mental disturbance, all you need are the right triggers and away you go off the deep end.”

   She nodded.

   “And I’m not happy to say this, sir. But it looks like you’re the trigger. You were in the spotlight then, and have been ever since. That bill is part of your political history. Your legacy. Everybody who’s interested knows that. As good as it was this guy obviously sees it, and you, as the cause of all bad things that have happened to him. All the fear he’s felt all his life, he blames you for it.”

   The Mayor got off his chair, unable to sit in it any longer. These revelations stirred his inner being. A normal opponent would have been preferred. Political opposition was a piece of cake compared to this. Parliamentary backstabbing, no problem.

   But this!

   He felt it disturbing and most bizarre, the idea of a lunatic genius having it in for him. However, Biblegirl’s words were impossible to ignore. They were onto something now.

   He stopped his pacing of the little room.

   “How on earth do we find him? The police have no prints, no objects, fibers. Nothing. They’re doing a trace on the paint he used, which will lead to the paint manufacturer of course, where else? And that leaves us with nothing.”

   Vicky thought for a minute. Reitman sat back down but it did no good and he got up again, stretching his collar that was feeling a bit tight. 

   “Is there a list of all the victims?” Vicky asked.

   “There must be, yes,” the Mayor reasoned. “The police would have all that information in their records. Give them a call.”

   “Do you think you could ask for it, sir?” Vicky Sheldon said, with a small smile at the Mayor’s suggestion. “I don’t think I’m in the police department’s good books at the moment.”

    The joking tone of her remark passed Reitman by. He was just too preoccupied. A distant grunt was all he could offer. Stretching over the table he grabbed the phone, ready to exercise authority and speed the course of progress.





Chapter 18      

 



Humphrey Sheldon closed the lid on the small machine and tightened the two screws. It was a dictating machine. The sort of pocket-size gadget a busy person would use to help him remember things when there’s never a pen and paper nearby, as there typically never is when the muse strikes.

   Or, when he was driving, when many good ideas come to many people. Some of these people’s livelihood depend on not losing that great untimely bang of a thought, so they speak it into this handy device and later jot their brilliance down on a handier medium. Like paper, with a pen.

   Humphrey never used his. It had been a gift from a distributor. He never quite knew why.

   He found it an amusing instrument and couldn’t help but wonder if the Bible had not been an even bigger book had the Old and New Testament writers had the use of a digital dictating device to add excess to their inspiration.

   While sitting in the whale’s tummy for instance. Or rolling home on a chariot after another victory. Or in Roman house arrest, waiting for more ink to be fetched by the house boy.

   Perhaps that’s why God had the Word written before He released modern technology to mankind. Safe it from having great ideas added. Less is more, experienced artists often say. That ancient truth had its origin with the Lord. Of that Humphrey was comfortably certain. 

   He wrapped the device in brown paper. Victoria would be home any minute and he wanted to be out of the backroom before she arrived.

   Just as he drew the drapes over the storeroom door the bell tinkled. Grandpa spun around and beamed a smile at his granddaughter as she stepped into the bookshop.

   “Victoria, my dear!”

   He hurried to hide the small package under the counter. There was already another package there, wrapped in the same brown paper.

   His hands came up on the counter and he grinned.

   “So, how was your day? Did they honor you in any way at school?”

   “To my great relief they did not.”

   “I beg your pardon?” Humphrey exclaimed. “No flowers or anything? No even a song?”

   Vicky kept shaking her head.

   “I was shown utter disregard, just like on a normal day. No one knew, or if they did they took no notice. And for that I am extremely grateful,” she added, palms extended. 

   “I can’t believe it. Why didn’t you say anything? They would’ve been happy to sing for you!”

   “Yeah,” she agreed with a dry laugh. “I’ll bet they would’ve just loved it. Of course I wasn’t going to say anything! I don’t want to embarrass myself!”

   She wanted to add that things were bad enough as they were, but that would have stung them both.

   She said, “Every year I check the calendar to see what day my birthday falls on. If it’s on a weekend I’m cool. Otherwise, it’s a matter of keeping a very low profile.”

   “Does everybody feel that way?”

   “About their own birthday? We got some Veerhovendos who don’t, but most everybody does.”

   Grandpa chuckled in disbelief.

   “I really don’t know what this world is coming to.”

   Vicky had to smile. It was the same routine every year. Gramps would ask these silly, obvious questions and she’d reply in kind.

   Stepping around the counter she kissed his cheek.

   “Thanks for asking, but the last thing I want is to be made a fool of in front of the whole class.”

   He grabbed her and held her in a big hug and kissed her hair.

   “Well, they don’t know what they’re missing. By that I mean… Oh dear, what do I mean?”

   Vicky laughed. It was all part of the game. 

   “Happy birthday, my darling Victoria,” he said and smiled down at her. “Notched up another one, just like that. Doesn’t seem that long ago since your last birthday. Turned my back and one more chapter went by. I hardly had time to get into the last one.”

   She looked up at the twinkling eyes.

   “Thanks, Grandpa.”

   “If you keep this up you will get older, you realize that?”

   “Yup,” she sighed. “And pretty soon I’ll be getting a job, making my own money, meeting some interesting wonder-oaf, stretching my wings, conquering the world…”

   “You’ve been flapping them quite a lot already.”

   “I’m sorry you got ruffled, I really am. I feel terrible about that. And where exactly did you get that paint spot on your nose may I ask?”

   “Goodness gracious!” Humphrey exclaimed with a start, quickly feeling and wiping the end of his nose.

   “Been fiddling about in the storeroom, have you?”

   “Indeed I have,” he replied quickly, clearing his throat, hoping she wouldn’t go anywhere with it.

   “Not spending too much time in there, I hope. Don’t you have stuff to sell? What are you doing back there?”

   Humphrey felt like a boy caught in the act and his grade teacher had him against the wall.

   “Oh, just making things decent,” he replied with a quick cough into his fist. “We do have to look after the premises, after all. Even those areas which are secret. Private! Staff only sections. Like, um, storerooms and such. Even kitchens. My goodness.” He waved his arm in that direction like the place was an eyesore.

   “You’ve got secrets back there?” she asked, keeping her suspicious glance on him. “You’re not in military intelligence any longer, Gramps. This is a bookshop.”

   “Nothing back there that warrants inspection at this time, my dear. And yes, the days of glorying in the inconspicuous are sadly gone. Now, speaking of a job,” he went on, confidently reclaiming the conversation. “Did I ever tell you of a modest enterprise that could use a beautiful and clever young associate to take it over and guarantee its future success? There’s a certain amount of reading involved. Come to think of it, you might have to make a sandwich or two as well.”

   A soft laugh passed over Vicky’s lips and she embraced her grandfather again, arms tight around him.

   “Best little bookshop in all of Stoker Bay.”



The Mayor’s limousine pulled up to a stop by the curb. Solomon leaped out, buttoned his uniform jacket and scanned the street as he hurried around to open for the Mayor.

   Reitman got out and disappeared inside the shop while his driver stayed by the car, as he usually did outside this place. It was a small flower shop and one that the Mayor frequented. They knew him. They also had a good idea which flowers the Mayor liked to buy his wife.

   Being a knowledgeable and understanding horticulturalist the shopkeeper often prodded the Mayor to push the envelope a little and surprise Mrs
Reitman with the unexpected and exotic. Breathtaking and wildly romantic.

   Sometimes Mr
Reitman was game for such bold recommendations, sometimes not.

   This late afternoon he was game—within limits—only because his mind was just too absorbed by his other troubles and pretty flowers was the last thing occupying his thoughts.

   Maybe in the shape of a funeral wreath, he sighed, and was immediately showered with the gravest concern and a string of sympathetic enquiries.

   Solomon stood straight-backed by the shiny car. It was, in spite of everything, a nice afternoon. He whipped out a handkerchief and wiped a speck off the passenger door. Bringing a whistle to his lips, he moved along one step and began rubbing up the shine of the side mirror.

   In the reflection he noticed someone loom behind him.

   He turned and faced a homeless person. Slight build, in a way too large stained overcoat. Woolly hat drawn low over the forehead and a sleek face, covered in hideous green paint, grinning like a madman tired of waiting and not about to take no for an answer.

   Before Solomon could say a word a long and narrow screwdriver pointed in his face. The driver’s brown eyes widened with horror and he stared at the sharp steel rod glinting in the fading light.

   Pannick laid an arm over Solomon’s shoulder and pressed the tip of the screwdriver against the man’s stomach, making him stiffen with fear.

   Must be some crazed drug addict at the end of the line, Solomon thought, prepared to do exactly as the guy said. He’d never been mugged before but he knew these sudden, desperate acts all too often ended in death.

   “We’re changing shifts,” Pannick whispered into his ear, then put a finger to his lips. “But keep it quiet! It’s not as scary as you think! It’s worse!”

   Solomon barely nodded and hoped his silence showed good faith or something of that kind. He could smell the paint, cracking with every move of the guy’s face. Flakes fell onto his dark blue uniform like an outbreak of green dandruff.

   Pulling him along with unexpected strength, Pannick led him to the rear of the limo.

   “We’re changing shifts,” he repeated. “Open the boot!”

   Wary of the sharp point prodding his side, Solomon reached down. His shaking hand searched for the button while keeping his eyes on the young man. The wide black boot lid slid open with a silent hiss, a huge gaping mouth.

   “Take your jacket off and your hat!”

   The driver obeyed, Pannick snatching the clothes from him. “Now get in!”

   He glanced around. The street was calm. The open boot lid created additional cover.

   Solomon didn’t hesitate but climbed in and lay down.

   “There’s nothing to be afraid of!” Pannick said in a tone of mischief, like they were in on it together. “But who knows, I might be wrong!”

   He put a finger over his lips again and shushed him. Pulling his grubby overcoat off, he threw it over the driver and tucked him down. “No, I’m not wrong. I’m never wrong!”

   He slipped on the driver’s jacket and the cap, and closed the boot.

   Mayor Reitman came out of the shop with a bunch of flowers loosely enveloped in thin white paper in his hand. He’d been gone not two minutes. The sidewalk was quiet. His driver sat back behind the wheel and the engine was running.

   Reitman walked over to the vehicle and climbed in.

   “I noticed you didn’t open the door for me, Solomon,” he said, sitting down on the spacious compartment, laying the flowers on the beige leather beside him. “Not that that is a major problem. Just a bit unusual.”

   The driver yanked the lever into drive and hit the pedal. The big black vehicle leaped into motion, throwing Reitman back against the seat.

   “My word, Solomon! What are you—?”

   The engine roared and the tires squeaked for grip as the powerful car took off down the street. The doors clicked shut and the glass partition slid up.

   “Solomon!” the Mayor demanded, pulling at the dead door handle. “Is this some kind of joke?” He banged on the glass.

   Pannick turned his face and grinned at him. The Mayor froze. Solomon was gone and in his place sat a green-faced freak. In an instant he realized what had happened but couldn’t see why or how it was even possible, or who this person was.

   “Who are you!?” Reitman cried.

   Pannick’s voice came over the speaker.

   “Fear, Mayor Reitman! Isn’t it good!?”

   A chill of realization gripped the Mayor’s spine like an electric current. For a moment he just gaped.

   “It’s you!” he blurted out.

   Pannick looked forwards again and did so in the knick of time. He screamed and pulled at the wheel, narrowly avoiding a collision with a parked car. The limo scraped along its side with a terrific squeal, showering sparks. The mirrors of both cars smashed to smithereens.

   Pannick yelled like a kid on a rollercoaster.

   “Whoa! Almost got me there!”

   He laughed and raced on, zigzagging over the narrow street, leaving the blaring car alarm behind them.

   “Where are you taking me?” a shocked Reitman shouted, banging away on the glass and pressing buttons on the passenger console. Nothing worked. “Where is my driver!?”

   “Mayor Ted Reitman,” said Pannick’s exhilarated voice over the speaker. “I am taking you to the end of an era! And the beginning of terror! Ending in a fiery doom! Hmm, yes, I kinda like that… A fiery doom!”

   He screamed with laughter.





Chapter 19      

 



Vicky ran her finger down the list. Darkness had fallen outside her window. Just a rim of orange hinting behind the houses to the west. The desk lamp filled the corner of her room with yellow light.

   The police had been kind enough—gone to the trouble, that is—of supplying additional information for the Mayor. Not only had they scoured their own databases but they’d also flashed badges at County Records over the phone, something the Mayor could have done himself since that resource was housed in the same building.

   But one doesn’t tell the Chief of Staff to stop being a lazy bother and get off his own butt and go downstairs for what he needed.

   The resulting fax was a few pages long and came in before lunch. After school Vicky went by City Hall to pick it up. The envelope sat in the reception waiting for her.

   On the tram she had sneaked a peek at the documents and couldn’t wait to get home to study them closer. A buzz of anticipation had dug itself into her heart. She felt sure something would come up.

   As she pulled out the paper-clipped bundle her eyes fell on a Post-it stuck on the front sheet. Reitman had written a note for her, giving the name and direct line number to a police officer at the station. Any questions, all she had to do was call.

   Vicky had smiled when she saw this. She could hardly believe it. A little yellow Post-it with a message from the Stoker Bay Mayor, addressed ‘Biblegirl!’

   “This is way cool,” she whispered and stuck it on her mirror. A quick change of mind and she slipped it into the top drawer, out of sight.

   Right then. Here was a comprehensive list of victims of the gasworks accident. It gave not only names but also mentioned those who were still alive, their next of kin. And, what was of even greater interest, those who were still domiciled in Stoker Bay.

   At school she had felt so tired she almost fell asleep at her desk. Now she was wide awake, all her attention focused on getting deeper into this mystery. The only thing she’d allowed herself to do before sitting down was take a quick shower.

   There hadn’t been time that morning and for the rest of the day she had paid for it. Feeling like an outcast to herself. Self-conscious and socially wasted. A fugitive inside her own body, which felt to her like a dusty horrible shell in which absolutely no comfort or attraction could be found.

   Not until freshness had been reestablished.

   The non-interesting boys didn’t notice any lack. At least not of the latter.

   Self-consciousness does enlarge things. She believed that. Even if it didn’t, it seemed all that the noisy boys saw—when their attention on occasion slid her way—was this bookish girl with a delectable amount of potential. The unfathomable reason as to why this potential was never realized put a strain on their brains. You could see it in their arrogant expressions. The manners they carried to hide the short circuits in their hotwired heads when faced with contradictions in way the world worked. Their world.

   The interesting boys, in particular those occupying the serious end of the nerd-o-meter scale, poor Trevor-from-Oxford territory, had an aura all their own in terms of freshness. Her state today, by comparison, was a mild and personal experience.

   Grandpa was downstairs, conspicuous as a sore thumb, preparing for her birthday celebration. He had acted all unknowing and claiming he simply wanted to prepare dinner and do so without disturbance.

   He would shout when ‘dinner’ was ready.

   Vicky had been at her desk for a little while. It didn’t take her long to narrow the list down to the fourteen names that fit the criteria. She adjusted the towel turbaned around her head and leaned back, thinking.

   If the IRS could supply taxation information on these fourteen, then we could see who was working and making a decent living. In other words, who did not have obvious reason to be making Ted Reitman a scapegoat for a current life of misery.

   She wondered for a minute if the policeman could be coaxed into acquiring such info. And how long would it take? Was there any gain in it? Any other way to pursue this? She looked at the list again. Fourteen names. She read them. Nothing stuck out.

   Perhaps she could dig out their phone numbers from the white pages and give each one a call. The phone book was downstairs and she was not supposed to disturb Grandpa during his dinner charade. But even with the phone numbers, what on earth would she say to these people? What would she ask?

   Hey, y’all got a bone to pick with the Mayor?

   Phoning felt like an okay method in principle, the more she thought about it. It was just nailing an acceptable approach. She lowered her head into her hands and sighed to God for wisdom.

   Her thoughts went to school. Last spring they’d devised and conducted surveys at school for social studies class and that involved calling people on the phone, asking how many times a week they went to the supermarket, how many pets they had, did they use public transport to get to work and whatever else.

   She looked up.

   Hmm. A survey.

   Why yes, that could be it. Just say you’re conducting a survey!

   About what though? 

   As she began battling that problem, to come up with believable questions and a good reason, Grandpa’s voice rang out. The dinner curtain was going up. It was show time. Vicky rolled her eyes but in her heart she felt warm. Along came these moments every now and again when it felt like there was only she and Gramps left in the whole crazy world. And this would be one of those kinds of moments. Another regular one was Christmas. It was nice.

   “Be right down!” she called out with a serious and unmoved tone. She scribbled some notes and twiddled the pen a few seconds in contemplation before laying it down. Taking off the towel around her head and hanging it over the chair, she switched the light off and left her room. 

   The sight that met her downstairs was familiar.

   For the past several years the script had been pretty much the same. The bookshop was dimly lit. Candles burning everywhere. Thanks to an endless supply from Sister Mildred. Made Vicky think of Mass every time. The lamp over the table in the reading corner was the only electric light.

   The table was set. Two tea cups, two saucers and dessert plates. Deep red paper napkins. A birthday cake of modest proportions was standard, as was the softly colored envelope containing the standard birthday card.

   Grandpa had a feel for birthday cards. He always picked one with some original and tasteful motif. Never an image of balloons or a cartoon of a teddy bear with a dorky hat or something of that nature. He’d go for the serene and poetic instead.

   So much calmer, Vicky thought. It helped take away the tiresome obligation to be loud and cheerful, a disposition that suited neither of them. 

   And then there was the wrapped parcel on the table.

   This year there wasn’t one.

   Hoping her face didn’t betray any reaction to that, she sat down. She really didn’t feel a thing one way or the other. It was alright. Things were tough and she knew it, and Grandpa’s love and kindness and their relationship was gift enough.

   Vicky blew out the small group of candles on the cake. Their number was never representative of her age. Always far fewer, and Grandpa could savor his usual ‘you can’t possibly be that old’ spiel.

   There was something different about this year all the same. An excited tension in the air. She couldn’t put a finger on it at first, not until Grandpa said, “Aren’t you going to open your card?”

   There it was. It was Grandpa. He was different. He was impatient.

   Vicky had barely bitten into her first mouthful of cake. She stopped chewing to eye him. He hadn’t touched his cake at all. That was the thing, to cut the cake—then get on to the other things. Like the card.

   But Gramps couldn’t wait.

   For the card?

   She put down her spoon and grabbed the envelope. What had he tucked away in here?

   “Gramps, you’re acting Veerhovend.”

   “Who, me?” he said with a quick glance around at the empty shop, still leaning on his crossed arms.

   Vicky chuckled. She drew out the birthday card, and had to gasp.

   “Oh wow…”

   It was a hand-painted picture, the actual original, done right on the front leaf of the folded card. The image was of a young woman’s face, close on the eyes as they looked sharply into the distance, ready for action. Locks of hair blew across the cheek.

   In an instant Vicky realized it was a picture of her. Or supposed to be anyway. A bit heavy on the glamour though, which was a familiar trait of this particular artist. The smoky eyes and parted lips, perfect skin. Vicky could only wish she was as beautiful. But she didn’t mind. The little twitch of embarrassment left as quick as it came and was replaced with a kind of inspiration.

   “Have you gotten back in touch with Michael?”

   “Indeed I have. And the old rascal sends his best wishes.”

   It was obvious that Grandpa wanted to wait till later to tell more about his friend, who had evidently reappeared out of the woodwork after many years of unexplained bohemian absence.

   Vicky saved her questions and opened the card.

   The greeting read, ‘Happy Birthday—Biblegirl!’

   Below the words was a circular logo with the letters ‘BG’ bent and warped into an evocative, action-packed shape. As letters go.

   She put a hand to her mouth. A laugh came from her heart and her eyes moistened up. This really was… She didn’t know how to put it. It was absolutely and absurdly wonderful. Grandpa was nuts. And simply the best.

   “Oh wow,” she whispered again. “I got my own badge. Biblegirl has. It’s totally awesome, Grandpa. Totally awesome. Michael did this too?”

   “After my instructions,” nodded Humphrey, not hiding a sense of pride. He went on to explain, “I wanted to put that on the cake. Alas, my baker’s skills weren’t quite up to it. For that I beg your forgiveness.”

   A smile had stuck itself on Vicky’s face. She shook her head slowly, just gazing at the logo. It was a superhero’s insignia, no doubt about it.

   “Thank you, Grandpa. Thank you so very much. And hey, what is this?”

   Taped to the back of the card was a key. A normal door key.

   She picked it off and looked at it. Just the card and cake would have been more than enough, but here was an added element of mystery and anticipation. She hardly dared think that Grandpa’s preoccupation over the past few weeks had to do with her and this moment. If it was so, then it was beginning to make sense. Or was it? Surely he hadn’t gone to all that trouble, whatever it was, just for her birthday.

   A key meant something, though. The symbolic value was huge. The implications almost dizzying. Especially when Grandpa’s eyes had sparklers in them.

   “Well, I must say, that is most curious,” he said, looking through his glasses at the object like it was a strangest thing. “It would appear to be some sort of a door-opening tool.”

   She nodded past him. “This go to the backroom?”

   He turned his head.

   “We have a backroom in this place?”

   Vicky got up with a laugh and hugged him, kissed his cheek and just loved him. Then she bounced behind the counter and pulled the curtain aside, revealing the door. The door was obviously not new to her but she hadn’t had the key to it. Never occurred to her to want a key to the storeroom. Now, suddenly, it inspired the deepest curiosity.

   “Good heavens!” Humphrey exclaimed, getting up. “Will you just take a look at that. A door. I’ll have to take this up with the landlord.”

   Vicky chuckled. With greater excitement than she wanted to show, she fumbled with the key to insert it and then turned. The heavy thump indicated steel under the wood veneer. It was on old fire door from whatever business had been there before, back when the house was built, over a century ago.

   The hinges gave off a gentle squeak of metal. It had been ages since she’d been back here. She remembered it as just a backroom full of stored books that hadn’t sold and took too much space in the shelves outside. Grandpa hadn’t had the heart to throw them away.

   That’s the way it still looked, only a bit smaller.

   She stepped inside, eyes searching. For the first question of walkabout quiz or something. She didn’t know what.

   Humphrey followed her in.

   At the back was a table, an office space. And not just an office space. Looked like some sort of a workshop. This was new to her. She walked up to it.

   “What’s this, Grandpa? You’ve— Oh!”

   It was two things, almost exactly at once. Like a double ‘ta-daa!’ One in each corner of the eye. First she saw a painted sign on the wall above the bench. It read ‘Biblegirl Ministries Technical Dept’. It had an charming handmade feel to it and expressed Grandpa’s sense of humor without being in any way belittling or disrespectful.

   The other thing made her jump at the sight. She gasped. There was Biblegirl! Or the suit anyway, hanging up on a dressmaker’s dummy. The black jumpsuit looked fresh and clean. The rips and tears were fixed and a new belt hung around the waist. A big hefty belt with a matt black buckle. Around the belt were attached strange things. Several small canisters and, stranger still, several small darts.

   “I’m sorry there are no gloves,” said Humphrey with a note of apology. “I didn’t have time quite frankly.”

   Vicky could barely hear what he said. She could have looked at the suit for an hour and not seen anything missing. On the contrary, there were additions. Seeing them now made Vicky gasp and widen her eyes.

   Over the left hip hung a huge holster!

   Had she gotten a new stapler? A super-duper staple gun? It was on the wrong side. But turned so she could grab it with her right hand.

   The thing looked huge!

   But if that was the case, why was the old holster still there, on the right side where it always was?  

   “Oh my goodness, Grandpa! What have you done? I don’t get it! This is—”

   She was lost for words.

   The fact of a humble little birthday celebration had disappeared from her mind. This was unreal. The whole suit looked power-packed in some Veerhovend, wonderful way. Just looking at it made it hard to believe it was hers. She felt light-headed. And that new big holster thing. What was that all about?

   Unbuckling the holster flap, she pulled out the piece. It felt heavy. And it certainly was a gun. Of some sort. A huge one.

   “This doesn’t look like a staple gun, Gramps,” she said as if they were both making the discovery.

   “I should jolly well hope not,” Humphrey laughed, sipping his tea.

   The extraordinary object had the appearance of an oversize competition air pistol, with sights and shaped handgrip, and a whole lot bigger barrel size. Plus a few extra attachments that were clearly Grandpa’s work.

   She looked at the black monster and didn’t know what to say. Her mind reeled. What had he done?

   Biblegirl, that’s who she was. She flung up scriptures around town. Very subtle and non-violent, in that way. Nothing you’d associate with commando activity in the military sense. Had he gone crazy? Had his mind flipped from the real world to a fantasy? The old military intelligence career come back to haunt his brain in some kind of senior, post-midlife super-crisis?

   “Gramps,” she said, turning to him, her head hollow. “This is a real gun!”

   Humphrey scratched his beard as his eyes wandered over the thing, like it was some vaguely interesting article they’d found on the supermarket shelf and neither of them could make heads or tails of it.

   “Yes, it does look rather like a real gun, doesn’t it?”





Chapter 20     

 



Vicky took a small step back.

   “A real gun?” 

   “If by real you mean one that actually works and shoots, yes.”

   “But—”

   Vicky was speechless and a whole lot more confused than was normal on a birthday.

   She almost shouted.

   “What am I supposed to do with it?”

   “Well,” said Grandpa Sheldon, “firearm tradition dictates that you aim it at a specific target and pull the trigger, and if you’ve done it right you hit it with whatever it is you’re shooting.”

   His granddaughter stared at him.

   All she got back was what just seemed to be a dumb smile.

   “I can’t go around shooting—” She couldn’t even say the word ‘people’ so she blurted out, “—things!”

   Another dumb smile from the elderly dear sweet man she thought she knew. 

   “Well,” this particular man began again with the most careless of shrugs. “Like I said, it depends entirely what it is you shoot.”

   “Excuse me?” She jerked her head as she said it.

   “I mean, shoot with. The ammunition. Which, incidentally, is called ordnance.”

   She looked at him, reading his expression for leftover sanity. For all the strangeness he was uttering, there seemed to be some there. Her eyes dropped back down to the massive, inexplicable weapon in her hand. It was getting more intimidating by the second.

   “What are you saying? This is like a water pistol, dressed up like a space cannon?”

   She didn’t believe a word she was saying and carried on nonetheless, “Or a super-special technical whizz-thing pea-shooter gun? Or is it a zapper gun? Like the police have? Gives uncontrollable idiots an electric shock?”

   Humphrey kept shaking his head and smiling.

   Vicky softened her tone.

   “I appreciate your concern, Gramps, but I don’t need to zap people to defend myself. I’m a kick-boxer! And I’m good, really good.” She shoved a finger against his chest. “Hasn’t Sister Mildred told you? I tore the speedball apart! Kinda embarrassing and I didn’t want to tell you but now I think you need to know! And the sandbag’s splitting at the seams!”

   She put the finger to her own chest.

   “I did that!”

   Humphrey was nodding away, taking the onslaught of superfluous information bravely and with the utmost amusement.

   Vicky went on, “You see? What I’m saying is, I really don’t need this. It’s pretty and all. Cool and whatever. Really cool. But it’s just not me. Come on, Grandpa! I’m having a birthday! I’m trying to grow up! Become a big girl! I don’t want to play with toys! Oh! Wait a minute! Is that what you think of Biblegirl? That it’s just a game for me? It isn’t you know!”

   She didn’t really believe that of him but she was confused and that in itself made her angry. Dear old Grandpa. Mindless or not, he had thrown her into uncharted territory without advance warning. She had not seen this coming.

   Humphrey was moved and touched and more amused than he could possibly have expected. Prepping her would have spoiled the surprise. But coming at it cold like Vicky did, he could see how the poor girl might have misunderstood the whole thing. His heart swelled with love and compassion for his adorable granddaughter and bearing to see her bewilderment no longer he took her into his embrace and fondly kissed her head.

   “No my darling, I do not think Biblegirl is a game for you. And let me make perfectly clear—once more—that it’s no game for me. But your stubborn mission and your heartfelt desire to reach out to the community is truly special and I can’t help but want to support it. Wholeheartedly.” 

   She looked up at him. He had his finger of emphasis out to drive home his sincerity. She wanted to believe him on those points. Never before had a grain of doubt fluttered past. But tonight he sure bowled her a cricketer’s screwball.

   Her grandfather had more to say.

   “For a long time I’ve wanted to, but not known how best to go about it. Apart from closing my door and getting on my knees and having the sternest of dialogues with God. But then a practical idea came to me. A little way to increase the efficiency of Biblegirl’s ministry.” Humphrey grinned. “If you ask me, it’s quite ingenious.”

   Alright, this was more like it, thought Vicky. Seem to be back on track again. She gave him a half smile in return and looked back down at the gun. Although, was there really a practical idea in here somewhere? She wasn’t too convinced about how practical or even helpful this particular idea would be.

   Her face took on an expression of doubt that couldn’t be helped and she asked, “So you mean this is just a prop? To make Biblegirl look cool?”

   Grandpa laughed out loud.

   “No, I think Biblegirl looks plenty cool enough as it is, if you don’t mind. And this accessory is not merely for show. By no means. It does have a practical purpose.”

   Before she could resume her protests Grandpa grabbed her gently by the shoulders and pointed.

   “Before you say anything more, let’s just try it, okay? See that blank piece of paper up on the wall? Aim the gun at it, line up the center of the sheet in the crosshairs. Ah, but first we have to put a round in the chamber.”

   Putting his hands over hers on the gun, he led her fingers to the lever that opened the barrel. He reached toward the suit, slipped a dart from the belt and inserted it into the barrel. It was a strange looking dart, with a bulbous tip instead of a needle.

   Closing the gun, keeping his hands wrapped over hers, he said, “In the stock, where your hand is, are two cartridges of compressed gas. They drive the weapon. Now hold it just like you see the cops do on television shows, your left hand clasping underneath. They’re not entirely wrong, those fellows. Aim it gently now, hold it steady…”

   He let go and moved behind her, holding her shoulders for support.

   “Grandpa, you are out of your mind,” she muttered and pressed her lips together.

   She would humor him just this once. But no more, ‘cause this was insane. Birthday or not.

   “Shh,” he said, his mouth close to her ear. “Concentrate honey. Aim for the center of the paper. Then squeeze the trigger. Don’t pull it. You squeeze it…” 

   Vicky held her breath for a second, enough to keep the gun still and the white area centered right in the crosshairs, and began to apply pressure to the trigger.

   She’d show him. Whatever craziness Gramps had in mind, it wouldn’t get the better of her. No way. She’d fire this silly thing and that would be that. Back to the cake and the treasured sanity of a peaceful birthday.

   A thud and a whoosh rang out as the gun fired, sending a tremor up her arms. She yelped and everything turned white before her. It was a cloud of gas. Hid her vision of the wall and the target.

   She felt Grandpa’s hands gripping tight around her shoulders.

   “Ha!” he shouted. “Well done!”

   Vicky lowered the gun, eyeing it in her hand. She felt an odd sense of surprise. Like the weapon had an opinion of its own and had suddenly expressed it with power, silencing all those there present. Certainly her.

   A coil of smoke drifted from the muzzle. She brought it up to her mouth for a closer look. It smelled fizzy in a Veerhovend way, like a bottle of mineral water when the cap comes off. She blew on it, instantly realizing that this is what every cool gunslinger does. Blow smoke from the barrel.

   Now she really felt silly. Gramps had tricked her to make a dork out of herself. But the gun was smoking.

   Grandpa chuckled and waved the cloud away, looking toward the far wall. He pointed, unable to contain his excitement. With a laugh and a resounding clap of his hands he exclaimed, “Well honey, what do you think of that?”

   “Of what?”

   Vicky looked up from the gun. She had forgotten that there was a target involved. She looked past Grandpa. There on the piece of paper was a black circle. Not quite the effect she had expected. Not that she cared. Shouldn’t it just be a single black dot? Like a hole?

   “Okay, so I hit it.”

   She went to replace the gun in the holster on the suit, but then changed her mind and laid the weapon on the bench. Biblegirl wasn’t going to run around town with toys. If she wanted paintball fun she’d join the nerds playing Action Man with ink pots in the forest on Saturday afternoons.

   Which would never happen because for one thing, that’s when she caught up on sleep.

   “Victoria, my dear. You didn’t just hit it.”

   Grandpa had her eyes on her.

   He was serious.

   “You marked it.”

   He put weight on the word, and beckoned with his finger to come closer. Vicky stepped up.

   As she approached she saw what the circular mark was. The line of the circle was about an inch in diameter and turned out not to be a solid line at all. More like a peppering of tiny dots.

   But wait, the dots weren’t there just any old how. They looked organized.

   Oh my goodness, the dots weren’t just dots—they formed letters!

   And the letters formed words!

   Vicky gasped. She leaned in close.

   Victoria Sheldon, alias Biblegirl, could hardly believe her eyes.

   ‘be bold and courageous. the lord is with you’

   Humphrey’s face was all smiles. He stood back and savored his granddaughter’s reaction. The girl studied the small circle like it was a sprinkling of diamonds. She read the words that formed it, over and over again.

   The letters were indeed made up of dots. They looked much like the way the readout panel of a technical instrument showed its figures. Made her think of the endless ribbon of digits running sideways on the board above the entrance to the stock exchange building.

   She was flabbergasted.

   “How on earth…?”

   “Simple technology really,” said Grandpa with his clever voice. “A laser-cut template behind which rests a tiny sponge containing a dose of high-speed printer ink. Pressed together upon impact the template folds out, the ink is forced through the cutouts, marking the surface it has struck. The dart and all the other pieces bounce off thanks to the recoiling action, leaving the ink to air-dry. Which it does in about two-tenths of a second, give or take, depending on the surface. It leaves a permanent mark.”

   “Amazing…”

   Vicky’s voice was a bare whisper. She had never seen anything like it. This brought a whole new set of possibilities for Biblegirl. Her mind reeled and she could hardly feel the floor.

   Grandpa chuckled. He put his arm over her shoulder.

   “Just imagine,” he said. “This way you can reach higher, metaphorically speaking and also in the literal sense. Just think of all those places where a paper and stapler won’t work—”

   He was cut short as Vicky turned to fling her arms around his neck and almost attacked him in a tight bear hug.

   “It’s wonderful, Grandpa! You’re such a genius!”

   Humphrey laughed and held his granddaughter as she was erupted in a burst of enthusiasm. He had to steady himself against the nearby bookshelf to keep balance.

   “Well,” he began, becoming a little bashful. “I’m not sure about that, my dear. I just fiddled around a bit. Have to do something to keep me from mental indigestion. Must encourage the old gray matter to keep battling on, you know. No matter what. Anyway, happy birthday, my darling. I am so glad you liked it.”

   “I do. I really do. I’m sorry I doubted you at first.”

   Grandpa laughed. He was enjoying the moment.

   “Oh, don’t be sorry about that. Just like the apostle John said, we must test everything before we buy into it. And, well, looks as though we have. With approvable results.”

   They left the storeroom and sat themselves back down in the reading corner for more cake. Humphrey showed her again the workings of the gun, making sure she knew exactly how to use it and care for it properly.

   She would try the suit on next. She’d save that until a little later. It felt like an unveiling. A celebration, in more ways than one. A milestone. Tonight’s round for Biblegirl would mark the beginning of a new chapter in the secret superhero’s history.

   She smiled at the pun. Yep, the coolest marker pen in the world had just been given to her. And mark it up she would. Within the bounds of the law, of course. That was the unwritten agreement, as Gramps made clear.

   Wow. This really was the coolest birthday ever.

   There was a knock on the door. Humphrey consulted his pocket watch, and screwed up his eyebrows.

   “Who could that be? Not Sister Mildred, I hope.”

   “Sister Mildred?” Vicky exclaimed. “Did you invite her?”

   Grandpa shook his head.

   “She is quite capable of inviting herself but I was under the distinct impression she was busy—”

   Another firm knock rattled the shop door and a voice boomed out.

   “This is the police, open up!”





Chapter 21      

 



Vicky’s mouth fell open. She stared at her grandfather.

   “Now what did I do? I haven’t done anything!”

   “This does seem rather curious,” he replied, sitting up straight. “You go open up darling. I’ll hide this, I have to confess, rather incriminating evidence.” 

   Moving quickly, Grandpa grabbed the gun and the darts and canisters and disappeared into the backroom. He came back out within seconds and closed behind him, twisted the key and shoved it in his pocket. The curtain was pulled and Grandpa gave a nod. All clear.

   A third knock shook the glass. The policemen seemed ready to bust the door down.

   “Coming!” Vicky shouted and opened.

   There stood two police officers. Not the same ones as last time, which Vicky wasn’t sure did much to improve the cordiality of the moment.

   They looked, well, not happy. Uncomfortable, to say the least.

   “Good evening,” said Vicky with a smile.

   The captain gave a flat smile back and spoke.

   “Miss Victoria Sheldon, otherwise knows as Biblegirl?”

   Vicky swallowed. Things were going just a bit too fast here. As of tonight she was armed and now, apparently, she was known officially as well.

   “Ye-es.”

   Humphrey came round the counter and approached, straightening his cardigan.

   “Good evening, officers. What appears to be the problem?”

   “Mister Sheldon, sir,” said the policeman, touching his cap. “Sorry to bother you. It is our understanding that you and your niece here are on friendly terms with—”

   “Granddaughter, actually. But thanks. A compliment not fished for but still given is as sweet as a kiss on the mouth. I’m paraphrasing King Solomon. Not the statutory guidelines for police conduct, of which I am all too familiar. Do go on, constable.”

   Vicky stiffened. All these British words Grandpa like to use. When the mood fell Grandpa could be cheeky, he really could. And no wonder, after the ordeal they went through the other day at the hand of the police. Were they about to repeat their mistake? Judging by the obvious awkwardness on their faces she didn’t think that was very likely.

   “Beg your pardon, sir,” the officer said, looking away for a second. “You and your granddaughter are personal friends of Mayor Ted Reitman. Am I right?”

   The two strong arms of the law not only looked embarrassed. They looked uneasy for some reason. Something had happened. Something big.

   “That is correct,” Humphrey replied. “Why?”

   “Let’s us ask the questions, if that’s okay with you. No offence. When did you last see Mister Reitman? And I mean in person.”

   The policeman looked as if he knew the question was a strange one, but there was no way around it. He had to ask it.

   Grandpa raised his eyes and thought for a second.

   “Three days ago, in the morning. The Mayor rescued myself and Victoria from the dubious hospitality of the Fairview Town precinct jail, an incident that should be known to you, either by rumor, jest or disciplinary action, seeing as it was your colleagues that took us in.”

   He gave the officer a stale smile.

   Vicky picked it up before things crossed the borderline into the land of severe tension.

   “That’s right. My grandfather was dropped off here at the bookshop and I went along with the Mayor to City Hall. We did some work together for a while. Then his driver, also called Solomon by the way, drove me to school. Which was really embarrassing, but survivable.”

   She tried a lighthearted smile.

   It struck nothing.

   The police cruiser stood on the curb. The window was open a crack and Vicky heard the intense traffic over the radio. There was activity in town tonight. Something had happened and it had to do with Mayor Reitman.

   Things began to feel unsettling.

   The policeman bit his lip as he looked around again. Consternation racked him. His mind worked on possibilities but wasn’t finding any and things did not look good at all. His partner stepped back over the sidewalk to take a message. He voiced a reply into the mike on his shoulder strap.

   Vicky caught something about a negative and a copy and a ten-four at the end.

   “Okay, last question,” the first one said, straightening, suffering along with his required duty. “Can you people tell me your whereabouts tonight, from six o’clock onwards?”

   Vicky and her grandfather exchanged stunned looks.

   “We’ve been right here all evening, sir,” said Vicky. “It’s my birthday if you must know.”

   The officer nodded and looked at Humphrey, as if he would appreciate confirmation on that.

   “Precisely!” Vicky’s grandfather exclaimed. “Our evening has been spent together celebrating Victoria’s birthday. It’s an annual occurrence. We even have cake left, if you chaps would like some.”

   He gestured inside. The policeman took a look through the doorway.

   The candles made sense. And there was the table in the corner. The rows of bookshelves blocked part of the view, but he could believe there was a cake there. Cups and saucers were visible.

   It all seemed to be on the up and up.

   “Alright, thanks. Sorry to bother you, folks,” he said, touching his cap again. 

   He turned to go. Then he stopped with a thought.

   “If you should hear anything… No, never mind.”

   He dismissed it and continued to the police car. His partner got in behind the wheel.

   It was useless. When before in the history of this town, or any town, have the police gone around asking ordinary citizens if they’ve seen the city’s mayor anyplace? ‘Cause he was kinda like, er, gone.

   And this much was obvious to Vicky and her grandfather. No line of police questioning could hide such a calamitous problem.

   “Excuse me, sir,” she called out. “Has something happened to Mayor Reitman?”

   The officer opened the car door. He made a pained face into the distance, then glanced back and nodded to them both.

   “Happy birthday, Miss Sheldon. Mister Sheldon. Enjoy your evening.”

   He got in and the big white cruiser rumbled off down the street.

   Vicky watched it disappear around the first corner. She stepped back inside the shop and Humphrey locked up.

   “What do you make of that?” she said, looking at her grandfather.

   “I certainly don’t like the sound of it,” he replied.

   They sat down at the table and discussed what they had just heard. Or, to be more exact, what they hadn’t heard. Because what the police didn’t say spoke almost louder than their words.

   Mayor Reitman was somehow unaccounted for.

   If a normal person goes absent for a few hours nobody cares. But someone like the city mayor steps out of the well-organized schedule, slips out of sight of his entourage of aides and guards and planners without notice, even for an extended bathroom visit just to clear his mind, a city-wide alarm erupts.

   Vicky had more cake. Nothing like cake to soothe a disconcerted mind. She knew calorie remedies were destructive but it was her birthday, and what an emotional ride the evening had proved to be. No need to worry, she’d run it off soon enough. The cake, that is.

   Birthday cake was one of those things in this world that just had to be finished. Grandpa’s sweet tooth seemed to need only one slice to fill up and be satisfied. The responsibility was thus left solely on her.

   “All we can do is wait for the news, if there’ll be any,” he sighed, switching off the radio.

   There was nothing on the half-hour bulletin.

   Having thought about it for a while, Grandpa felt doubtful that there was anything to worry about. Reitman was known to like his privacy and he guarded it. Perhaps he had simply gone out of town to be alone and get a perspective on things.

   With all that had happened lately, the police were naturally on edge. Someone must have mislaid updates on his whereabouts and a departmental panic had resulted. Information didn’t reach where it was supposed to go and in these circumstances no news is worse than bad news and pushed the red button is.

   On Humphrey’s recommendation she tried to lay the subject to rest. He was sure it was nothing. So he said. But it sat there being disturbing in the back of her mind nevertheless. She knew it troubled him too, behind his twinkling smile.

   Vicky put the last of the washed dishes on the rack to dry. Before taking on that regular little chore Humphrey had said he wanted to do the dishes, since it was her special day.

   But she had insisted, saying, “I’m spoiled enough already, thanks to you. You only have yourself to blame.”

   Grandpa had chuckled at this, looked up and muttered, “Now there is an interesting predicament.”

   Vicky wiped her hands and hung up the towel. The humble festivities had definitely wound down. Grandpa sat at the table with his eyes in a bunch of leaflets and brochures from distributors. They bored him.

   She went up and hugged him from behind and kissed his cheek.

   “Thank you for the best birthday ever, Gramps. You’re the best. I love you.”

   He patted her hand.

   “You’re welcome, my dear. Wish I could do more.”

   “I don’t want more.”

   “Remind me to quote you on that.”

   She laughed and went around the table to face him.

   Fists on her hips she said, “Now, Grandpa, I am going to try on the suit. Because you see, Biblegirl has been off duty three nights running and the world is collapsing. There is work to be done.”

   Humphrey took off his spectacles.

   “Maiden voyage, eh? And I suppose it can’t wait?”

   She shook her head.

   “There’s a time for everything, as my friend and uncle King Solomon once said for all mankind. And tonight it’s time for Biblegirl to resume operations. Look on the bright side, it’s unusually early in the evening for a Biblegirl mission.” She held out her hand. “Birthday present, please?”

   Humphrey looked lost for a second.

   “Ah yes, the key!” He dug in his trouser pocket and pulled it out. He’d forgotten he still had it on him after the sudden visit by the police. 

   “A superhero’s got to have a secret base,” she said, opening the storeroom.

   “I’d hardly call that a base. Merely a technical department. A very modest one.”

   “I think it’s great.”

   Vicky got the suit and headed upstairs, carrying it like it was a wedding gown. 

   “You’re giving me work as well, you understand that?” Humphrey called out after her. “As you know by now, the official term for such a position is accomplice! An accessory! Prior to, during, and after the fact!”

   “That’s great, Grandpa,” came the reply, “Because the fact is every superhero’s got to have an accomplished sidekick.”

   “Great Scot,” Humphrey moaned, rubbing his forehead that was beginning to throb. “I’m in it up to my King Edward suspenders.”



Chapter 22     

 



Officer Jackson licked the sugar from his lips and warmed his hands around the large paper mug. The coffee steamed as attractively and aromatically as only vending machine coffee can. Particularly to a beat cop at the beginning of his night shift when the sleep he got during the day was lousy thanks to screaming kids at home from school.

   Screaming not so much because of the coughs they had, but because the coughs seemed get so much better by lunch, as is often the case, God be praised, and all the expendable energy that had accumulated began to find marvelous, noisy ways to get released.

   And Mrs. Bertie Jackson, overseer and executive chief of all things domestic, was in no way able to get time off from her professional nursing duties at Stoker Bay General, as she rarely was, beseeching notwithstanding, defying all of Bertie’s logic even to the most stretched degree.

   Bertie wasn’t looking forward to tonight. For his shift he had a choice of patrolling Baker’s Square and the surrounding blocks. Or station duty.

   Jackson figured that sitting behind a desk at the precinct, answering phones—which would be busy tonight—and running dispatch—which would be even busier—and writing and filing other people’s reports—which would surely be a bigger load than ever—would land him fired before morning.

   Simply because he’d fall asleep on the job.

   Never mind the huge emergency going on.

   A busy main floor at the precinct was a drone that invoked sleep. Very different from yelling kids, bouncing like basketballs around the house, making him a woken, walking zombie. An extremely angry woken, walking zombie. 

   At the precinct he’d be gone in two minutes. Slide comatose off his chair and hit his head on the floor.

   Naturally, he’d get flowers to brighten his hospital room. But that’s about all they would brighten. The dismissal letter could lean against the vase in its pink envelope, making an attractive still life image upon which to rest his eyes and keep his concussed brain very still. 

   Nope.

   Fresh air was his only hope on nights like this. Bicycling from the precinct, he knew he’d made the right decision. The laws of living had governed it.

   Baker’s Square was quiet. He hoped it would remain so for the duration of his shift. He was not up for any major action.

   A soft wind rustled the bushes in the small park in the center of the square. Officer Jackson turned his head. Turned out to be not the wind but a cat. It had pounced on something, a mouse probably, evidently missed and lost interest.

   Empty-mouthed, the cat exited the shrubbery in a casual trot, jumped up on one of the benches in the middle where the gravel paths met and leaped from there up onto the base of the statue at the center. There on the concrete block it sat down to view the surroundings and smell the air.

   Jackson stretched and took a lungful himself. It was a fresh night. Nippy and with just enough wind to feel like one’s cheek was caressed by a cold hand. Just what the doctor ordered, thought Bertie, when the threat of sleep was your shift partner.

   It was the time when the summer had bowed out for the season but it was hard for everyone to let go of the dazzling performance. But the lights were dimming and the air cooling. No getting around that. With reluctance nature was accepting the unfolding of time and about to yield to seasonal change.

   The leaves had yet to turn but it couldn’t be that far off now. The cat seemed to ponder this probability as it looked up at the trees that rose from the park to create a nice wooded patch in the cobbled square. A bit of the real world in the midst of all the angular stuff.

   Officer Jackson swept his flashlight over the park. The creature stopped licking its paw and looked back at him. The two yellow dots shone like the headlights on a distant car.

   He clipped the flashlight back onto his belt and blinked tiredness out of his eyes. He’d make the night in awake mode all the way and feel good about it, or bust. The donut, the first of several he’d already decided upon, was a gift from on high. A kiss of life to a destroyed man. With the napkin he wiped the last of the sugar off his lips.

   And the blessed vending machine coffee.

   Ah yes, there is still hope, he thought and drew the encouraging fragrance of it deep into his lungs.

   A voice called out from behind him.

   “Good evening, Officer Jackson!”

   The sturdy cop stretched out his left arm to bring his wristwatch into view. He had his big blue departmental windcheater on and hidden beneath its folds were lots of things. Lowering his eyes to his timepiece, he turned slowly around.

   “Early tonight, Biblegirl?” he said, not yet looking at her. “A tactical change?”

   Then, lifting his eyes and noticing the updated suit, he raised his eyebrows with a surprised grunt. 

   “Wow, kiddo! New kit! What happened? Let me guess, High Command promoted you?”

   The girl approached with a confident strut. She drew a new scripture sheet from her backpack, followed by her regular stapler from the smaller holster.

   “You might say,” she said with a grin, ready to take on the notice board. “The upgrades you see are a birthday present. As of today. Tonight. You’re the first mortal to see them. Feel privileged.”

   “Birthday, huh?” said Officer Jackson as she passed him. “I guess congratulations are in order then.”

   “Yes they are. My grandfather made an excellent cake. Shame you missed it. Too late now anyway, it’s all gone. Oh well.”

   Bertie chuckled at the confident young lady. He looked her up and down, eyes settling on her loaded belt.

   He said, “That’s serious hardware you’re totin’ there, Biblegirl. A gift to mark the day I ‘spose.”

   Biblegirl smiled. “Mark is correct.”

   “I sure hope it’s just an image thing, or I think I’m going to have to ask to see a license.”

   “Image?” she returned, punching home the first staple. “What makes you think it’s just image?”

   “Well, ain’t it?” he asked. “Hey, aren’t you missing a cape or somethin’? And where is your rocket-powered vee-hickle anyhow?”

   He glanced around, enjoying himself with a country bumpkin act.

   Looking straight up, he said, “Boy, sure hope it ain’t
hoverin’ buv my head. This’d be a bad place to be if it runs outta gas tickin’ over up there.”

   Biblegirl shook her head. If only the other policemen were a bit more like this one.

   The second and third staple thumped into the fiberboard.

   “Nope. Cool as it is, it’s not merely an image. Don’t mind telling you, Officer Jackson. It’s the real thing. Perfectly lethal actually.”

   For a second or two he looked at her. Then he snorted and broke into a new and different smile. He’d been down this road before with Biblegirl. She was one serious young lady, committed to her cause and convinced of the power of her message.

   “Alright,” he said and blew gently into his coffee. “You’ll be glad to hear it looks the business anyway, and I say that with the authority of one who knows what the business looks like. Just don’t go walkin’ into a bank wearin’ all that, that’s all. Let’s see, what are you going to kill us all with tonight?”

   He stepped up to the board. Biblegirl affixed the last corner and stood next to him.

   He read it out. “Trust in the Lord with all your heart, lean not on your own understanding.”

   “King Solomon wrote that,” Biblegirl said. “In the book of Proverbs. I feel a Proverbs season coming up.”

   “Is that right? King Solomon, huh? Wasn’t he the wise one? Hey, wasn’t he the one with a thousand wives or somethin’ outlandish?”

   “Yeah, that was before wisdom kicked in.”

   Bertie Jackson laughed. “I’ll say.”

   Biblegirl turned to face him.

   “I have to ask you, Officer Jackson. How come I didn’t see you the other night? The night of the second attack on City Hall. I know for a fact that you saw me come through here, but I sure didn’t see you.”

   “That’s my stealth capability in action,” Jackson said, sticking the wooden coffee stirrer into his mouth like a big toothpick. “Now you see me, now you don’t. That kinda thing. Takes a lot of training. Years and years.”

   “Yeah well, whatever, I just wish you could have been stealthier than reporting it to your supers.”

   Jackson had to think back for a second.

   “I didn’t report anything. They asked me over the radio if I’d seen you. Figured your granddad was worried about you or somethin’.”

   “Were you hiding? Where were you?”

   He nodded toward the park with snappy sigh. Her interrogation was becoming annoying.

   “I was back there takin’ a leak.”

   She looked at the pint-size paper mug.

   “You drink too much coffee, Officer Jackson.”

   “Don’t you start!”

   “Guess what happened?”

   “No idea. I hope everything went okay. Your granddad give you a piece of his mind?”

   “No, the police did. They blamed me for the attack.”

   He was astounded.

   “You gotta be kiddin’!”

   Laughter left his lips.

   “Why in all the world would they do a crazy thing like that?” he exclaimed.

   “You tell me.”

   She didn’t want to get into the story of Biblegirl being at City Hall at the time. Trespassing at that.

   She went on.

   “Then guess what happened.”

   “I ain’t
gonna even hazard a guess, Biblegirl. But look, I’m grabbin’ my mug here with both hands in case I drop it. There, ready for anythin’. Go on, tell me.”

   “Me and my grandpa spent a night in the slammer!”

   His mouth dropped open. This one was nothing short of a shocker. 

   “What!?” he cried. He was glad he held his coffee good or it would’ve spilled over his boots. Vicky was sure it would.

   Half a second went by then he burst out laughing.

   “Are they insane?” He couldn’t believe it. “What were they thinking!?”

   Vicky thought that this was probably not an uncommon question among baffled beat cops, baffled in regard to the actions of their precinct captains and lieutenants and the detectives. Like workers on many a factory floor all over the world, stunned by the cockeyed ideas of their managers and executives.

   Not seldom was the disbelief understandable.

   Bertie Jackson felt sorry for the girl. Even more so for her grandfather. What a horrible ordeal.

   “Man, that’s an outrage! And you? Biblegirl? Attack City Hall!?”

   “I know!” Vicky shouted, gesturing along. “It’s a hoot! Then guess what happened!”

   “No way! I’m on night shift, I ain’t
guessin’ nothin’! Just tell me!”

   “We got bailed out! At dawn! Guess by who!”

   “Dunno! The archangel Michael!”

   Biblegirl gave a quick little shrug to that.

   “Some would say close, others hardly. You ready for this? We got bailed out by none other than Stoker Bay Mayor Ted Reitman! In person!”

   “Whaaat!?” he roared.

   Biblegirl gave up a vigorous nod.

   “Yep, sure did. And after that I went to City Hall with him and we worked together for forty-five minutes! We were colleagues, Officer Jackson! Me and the Mayor! What do you think of that?”

   Jackson laughed and had to stomp the ground. This was over the top.

   “Whoa! You hit the big time, Biblegirl! No wonder you got a new suit!”

   I guess that could be partly why, thought Biblegirl and giggled, looking down at herself and her polished boots, patting her holsters.

   Officer Jackson was amazed. He was enjoying the story. It was just the kick he needed to get through a bummer night shift. And he liked Biblegirl. He was happy to let loose a big reaction. He whistled and gestured. This was as far off the wall as he’d heard on along time.

   “Man, I am blown away! You—and the Mayor!?” His head rolled in disbelief. “I’ll be doggoned! You’re in the high cotton now, Biblegirl! Care to tell me what you guys worked on?”

   “The current problem of course, what’d’ya think? The attacks and all that.”

   “Yeah, that ain’t no small matter,” said the policeman after a few seconds of silence, during which the sparks and fun clouded over a bit.

   Bertie’s expression calmed. It switched over to a look of concern. She’d seen it before. And this was partly her plan, to get the conversation going in this direction. Officer Jackson was about the only cop she felt good with right now. It seemed as if she’d succeeded in gaining his special confidence. For the moment anyway.

   “No, it’s a terrible matter,” she said, her speed down. “I found out a lot while I was over there.”

   “Get anywhere on your investigation?” he asked her, studying her face.

   She appreciated his choice of words. It was a proper investigation.

   “Yes, I think we did.”





Chapter 23      

 



There was a pause between them. Their eyes were on each other but their thoughts strayed for a moment.

   “Something’s happened to him tonight, hasn’t there?” she said, more like a statement than a question.

   Jackson sighed and then nodded, eyes wandering over Baker’s Square. Words didn’t readily want to come from him so Biblegirl pushed it a notch closer to the point.

   “Officer Jackson, I know something’s happened. We had the police at the door again tonight, asking pretty Veerhovend questions. It wasn’t difficult to get what was going on. Would I be far wrong in thinkingH Mayor Reitman has been… abducted?”

   “We don’t know if he has,” Jackson replied.

   He could come clean with Biblegirl, he felt. He wasn’t supposed to say anything about this. The matter was strictly on a need-to-know basis for a few hours more. But he did. She deserved it, after everything she’d told him.

   “So far he’s just unaccounted for. If we don’t hear or find out anythin’ within a few hours a statement will have to be made to the press. Reporters are beginnin’ to sniff around already, smellin’ somethin’ serious, and we can’t allow wild rumors taking off. Somethin’s
gotta be said. But we don’t know what yet. ‘Cause we just don’t know.”

   He looked straight at her, as if to let her know that this was privileged information and if things hitherto gave cause for general worry, then this new situation was a lot worse, and it wasn’t public yet, and she’d better keep a lid on it. Even though she was buddies with the man in question.

   It’s funny, Vicky thought, how quickly ‘them and us’ becomes ‘we’ depending on the situation at hand. Like a serious case that required everybody’s full attention.

   Makes sense, she supposed.

   She nodded slowly, showing her policeman friend that she registered the underlying message. 

   “So, let’s all hope for the best, eh?” Jackson said.

   “Yeah,” she said. “I’ll be praying for him.”

   “Seems like a good time for that. You go carefully now, Biblegirl.”

   Vicky began stepping away. She had to move on. As she turned to run there was a crackle on Officer Jackson’s radio. It was a message to all units from operational headquarters.

   Biblegirl stopped and glanced back, listening. Which annoyed Jackson a bit, mainly because he was the cop and she wasn’t. But he couldn’t very well switch the thing off. He had to hear it. Nor could he lower the volume ‘cause, well, that’d be childish.

   With a stern face toward the ground he listened.

   Biblegirl came closer.

   The message was about the Mayor, just as Vicky thought.

   From what she could grasp an eyewitness had seen a car lying upside down in the water by the foot of Bay Bridge, on the North Shore side, and it had now been confirmed as being the Mayor’s limousine.

   The onboard GPS transponder had gone offline before the vehicle left Stoker Bay and that’s why they hadn’t been able to track it. The kidnappers must’ve known the limo had one and had the scanning gear to find it.  

   As she listened the controller was saying that the Mayor’s kidnappers had changed vehicles on the north side of the bridge and by all appearances continued upstate. All police departments north of Stoker Bay, through Stoker and Coal counties and upwards, had been notified. The army was getting surveillance choppers into the air from the base at Fork Ridge. State border crossings were locked down. Within the hour the Chief of Police would release a statement prepared in conjunction with City Hall. Until then it was no comments to any press people.

   The update ended.

   Jackson looked up at Vicky. He was aggravated at the girl being nosey but the crisis with the Mayor overshadowed most everything at the moment.

   “Okay, Biblegirl. Now you know as much as I do. Feel any better?”

   “No it doesn’t,” she replied. “But I’m grateful for the information. I needed to hear it.”

   “Oh yeah, how so? Think you know what’s goin’ on?”

   He wasn’t mocking. He was upset, like every good cop should be, and he had this ache in his gut. Like one gets after being callously tricked.

   Not by her.

   By crime. 

   Biblegirl backed away again.

   “No comment,” she said with a hint of a salute and ran off.

   The policeman watched her scoot through the small park and cut across the square and disappear between buildings on the other side.

   She moved like the wind.

   At the end of the street was the next notice board. Biblegirl’s head was flashing with thoughts and threads. There was something in that message that didn’t feel right. The police worked on the faraway escape theory. The one where the crooks dump the limo, switch to another car, take off down the highway, get as much distance as possible from the pickup spot as quickly as possible.

   Then, a little while later, when everybody’s been freaking out in helpless desperation, they issue the ransom demand. Let it hit like a killer meteor that everybody expects but no one knows when or where it’ll it.

   She holstered the staple gun.

   Another scripture sheet sat in place to soak up the outside air and people’s attention. Biblegirl worked on autopilot. Her mind was elsewhere, on overdrive, piecing things together. She ran on to the next stop on the route.

   The police were wrong, she was sure. If this was the same person or persons who had ransacked Reitman’s office—she was certain it was—there would never be a ransom. Not this time. This was something else. She wondered if the police thought it was the same guy. They probably didn’t because the apparent methods had been so unlike each other. They only saw connection in the physical signs. The tangible evidence.

   The attacks on City Hall bore the hallmarks of fury and madness. A one-man riot. No shrewd planning, no political effect sought. Only fear, a word he’d left written all over the place.

   As if mentioning it was necessary.

   The attacks were the work of a child. An electronics prodigy maybe, but still a child. The abduction required professional skill along with an articulated political motive. Therefore the two were not done by one and the same person or group.

   Such was the line of thinking at the police department.

   Biblegirl thought differently.

   No way was this a typical abduction by a basement revolutionary party. Or by a bunch of get-rich-quick mobsters. Reitman wasn’t even rich.

   This was payback.

   This was certainly all about Ted Reitman. The man. The politician. But not the one he was today. The one he was long ago. Twenty years ago to be exact.

   This was about the bill—Ted Reitman’s bill—that indirectly caused the explosion at the gasworks, killing a bunch of people. Taking the life of somebody’s parent. Screwing up someone’s life for good. Throwing a person into fear. Life-altering fear.

   Biblegirl slowed. She hadn’t reached to the next board yet.

   She’d reached something else.

   Her thoughts had come to the next deduction.

   “Oh my goodness…” she said and bent down, hands on her knees.

   Her mind had struck a light. She didn’t even notice how hard she was panting. Turning around on the sidewalk on the quiet street it all became clear. She saw it.

   “Yeah, that’s got to be it!”

   The City Hall attacker was driven by fear and now it was Mayor Reitman’s turn.

   The attacker hadn’t taken off with the Mayor to some remote hideout somewhere. He had gone back to the obvious spot.

   The place where it all began—the North Shore Gasworks!

   As crazy as it seemed, that’s what it had to be. The madman had taken Stoker Bay Mayor Ted Reitman back there to give him a taste of his own medicine. The consequence of his actions.

   Fear.



Chapter 24     

 



The place was empty. Derelict. Everybody knew that. A ghostly skeleton was all that remained of the enormous production plant it had once been. Closed down, bolted up, abandoned. A council headache. Simplest and cheapest left where it was.

   For the past two decades the old gasworks had been a home for things that crawled and other creatures, birds, bats and bums. Had to be brave bums who didn’t spook easy. The place was dreadful. Haunted to its foundations.

   The urban myths generated by that place were numberless. Rumors went that on stormy nights you could hear the screams of workers dying in the flames. Many were the mornings when the fog lay thick over the bay and the locals would wake up, certain they had heard the factory claxon at dawn.

   Biblegirl didn’t buy into those stories so much. But one thing was certain. The huge old plant was a great place to hide. Absolutely perfect, she thought as she ran back to Baker’s Square. If one had the guts. A person could get lost inside its endless bowels and stay lost.

   Disappeared forever.

   The thing was now that the police would never consider looking in the gasworks for the abducted Mayor.

   It was too close!

   Dumping the limo was a clever move. Made everybody think a switch of vehicles had taken place and the journey continued. It had continued—on foot.

   She estimated it was no more than a half-hour walk to get from the Bay Bridge to the gasworks. They would have dumped the limo in the water, walked along the bank, out of sight, in cover of the dark.

   Biblegirl ran into the cobbled square she’d left only minutes ago, looking for Officer Jackson. He was nowhere to be seen. His black police station bicycle stood outside the all-night store, in the light from the shop window.

   But where was he? She had to tell him! 

   He wasn’t in the store having a chit-chat with the storekeeper. A skinny fellow with a curious accent who was more than happy to offer the regular policeman sustenance through the night. The presence of a solidly-built cop in the square was protection against robbery.

   Biblegirl suspected Officer Jackson was using the bathroom. She was about to pop in and ask Mister Rhudde if that was so.

   It was, it turned out.

   All that coffee, she thought when she saw Jackson reenter the outside world from a door in the back of the store. She shook her head in anxious disgust. 

   What she didn’t know was that lack of sleep had an upsetting effect on Bertie Jackson’s stomach. He hadn’t discussed it with her. The problem was the stress of course, something that lack of sleep generated. And stress made his tummy sensitive. Being that there was quite a lot of it the effects were noticeable.

   Like a puddle of bubbling lava in a tremulous volcano. You knew an eruption was not far off. Wouldn’t take much to trigger it. In Bertie’s case the trigger was donuts, along with strong coffee. And right now, exiting the bathroom at Ready Rhudde’s with a less than peaceful countenance, he felt perfectly happy to sell off his two sons for twenty-five cents each. 

   “Officer Jackson!”

   “What?” he groaned, stepping into fresh air again.

   “Are you alright?”

   “No!”

   “Okay. Listen, I know where the Mayor is!”

   “You do, huh? Where?”

   “At the old gasworks! That’s where he’s been taken! You got to call in and report it! Get a rescue team out there!”

   “Gasworks, huh?”

   Officer Jackson rubbed his tummy and looked at the girl like she was misplaced at the moment. Misplaced anywhere close to him.

   Not feeling in the most cooperative of moods, he asked, “You a personal witness to this or somethin’?”

   “Well, no, but I know that’s where he’s being held! I’m totally sure of it!”

   “You got a hunch. Boy, don’t we all love hunches,” he said and looked off. His stomach was far from feeling like a sunny meadow. “No, I’m not going to report a civilian’s hunch to headquarters! When news comes out there’ll be a million civilian hunches going around!”

   “But I know I’m right!”

   “No you don’t, it’s a hunch! And right now I’m busy with my own, thank you!”

   He turned back into the shop. Mister Rhudde took immediate note of the unspoken request and pressed the button under the counter. The cop gestured his thanks, heading for the bathroom door.

   “Officer Jackson!” the girl shouted from the doorway. “Are you on all night tonight?”

   “Go home, Biblegirl. See you next time. Love the suit.”

   The door to the decompression chamber closed after him.

   Biblegirl stomped her foot. What’s up with the police? They want the help of ordinary citizens to solve cases, and when they get it, they don’t take it seriously. Just who did Officer Jackson think he was? Not the police? Officer Jackson was a minor league ox with the stubbornness of a mule and the pride of a bald eagle with tin medals on his chest.

   She looked at the bicycle standing there, quietly contemplating something that might take some explaining should it backfire. What did the Word say? No one can blame a starving thief if he steals bread to eat. But if he’s caught he’s thrown headlong into the slammer.

   Well, she’d been there already.

   And this wasn’t stealing.

   This was about saving the Mayor. The King! That’s it. The king was in trouble and assets were required to rescue him. In certain cases even a citizen’s arrest required equipment. The cops had choppers and vehicles and all kinds of stuff to help catch criminals.

   All she needed was a bicycle. And lo and behold, by the Lord’s intervention and uncanny timing, here stood a fine mountain bike belonging to the police!

   Logic and reason dropped into place like ice cubes in a tall glass of tea on a hot day and five seconds later, hands on the bars and feet on the pedals, Biblegirl was racing over Baker’s Square on a northerly heading.

   Mister Rhudde was none the wiser, he either. His attention was turned to the coffee machine, the donuts warming in the micro and the glass of Alka-Seltzer fizzing with great promise on the countertop.

   If no one else could see it, she did. The wind was cold on her face and bare hands but she didn’t feel it. Not yet.

   With every passing second the deduction she had made filled her with growing conviction of its accuracy. It made perfect sense. She prayed that the penny would drop also in Officer Jackson’s engrossed mind. When he sees the bike gone he would be furious and begin thinking about it.  

   Pedaling at full tilt she put one city block after the other behind her, crossing town in a zigzagging pattern. The deep-grooved all-terrain tires hummed on the street surface. Before each street corner she rang the bell. If the police had modern gear, this bicycle bell was certainly not included in that inventory. The bike was fine but the bell had to have been a joke.

   Must be a hundred years old, she thought.

   A small dog barked as she whizzed past, wagging its tail and pulling at the leash. Biblegirl rang the bell again, just for the dog. It was appreciated. She heard its master hushing the excited little thing. 

   Only minutes into her flight of rescue and she was already turning into the long curving triple-lane Bay Avenue that skirted Stoker Bay. Traffic wasn’t too busy. As was usual late on a weekday evening. The bicycle lane was empty. She was grateful for that. In some parts she was moving faster than the cars.

   She passed the steep cliffs below Fairview Town. The City Hall junipers stood tall and straight up there, like an enormous evergreen garden gate. Another few intersections yet and then would come a few traffic circles as she left the city proper. If she kept this speed up she’d reach the big Bay Bridge traffic junction in less than ten minutes. 

   Her white-knuckled hands were getting cold. She pressed one fist to her lips and blew. Biblegirl needed new gloves. She really did. Black ones, with rows of metal studs over the top. Would that work?

   Sure it would.

   By now Officer Jackson should be coming back down after a ballistic trip. He’d swear at her for what she’d done and then start thinking about what she’d come up with. Her idea. He would understand that she meant what she said.

   It wasn’t just a hunch to her, she believed it. If he wasn’t going to do anything about it, she would. And that’s what she’d done.

   Question was, how was Officer Jackson going to deal with this? That’s what she wondered. That’s also what Officer Jackson himself wondered. Because it wasn’t all that simple. But he knew this much, Biblegirl had taken off to the old gasworks—alone, the crazy girl—and who knows what she might encounter there? Nobody in their right mind visits that place voluntarily.

   Worse than that, what if she was right?



Chapter 25      

 



Could she possibly be right? His hunch was beginning to itch too, that was the problem. Or was it his stomach?

   The second Alka-Seltzer dose went down and Mister Rhudde pressed the button again, opening the bathroom door. This would be the last time, Bertie hoped. He’d sit in there and use the time to think about the best course of action.

   He couldn’t decide whether to call in to his precinct, or go straight to Central Control. The message would have to be tailored. In such a way that they’d send someone over to check on the gasworks as a matter of precaution. But not turn it into a wild goose chase. If it did, and it came up empty, he’d be the alarmist laughingstock of the Stoker County police force.

   Looking at it from his point of view, Biblegirl realized that Officer Jackson was in a delicate position. She didn’t accept it, but she understood. That was often how grownups tended to describe a situation that called for them to act but they were too afraid to.

   They were in a ‘delicate’ position. 

   Had he not been as fragile as that he would have listened to her. At least one police car should have passed her by this time, heading for the gasworks. But there wasn’t a blue-and-white in sight. As she reflected on this, a cruiser did come storming down Bay Avenue.

   Going in the other direction.

   Biblegirl snorted as she steered the borrowed bicycle through the huge Bay Bridge traffic circle, turning off toward the North Shore. The large signs named districts and towns on both sides of the bay. Most all of the road borne influx to Stoker Bay came through this hub. The circular junction was like a giant flat octopus bringing traffic up along its arms, sliding it around its body then sending it away down another arm.

   She lifted her bottom from the saddle for the gap between the steel sections. The wheels thumped over it and her arms shuddered. Solid ground was left behind and she was on the bridge.

   An endless arch lay ahead. She could only see to the top of the bend. The opposite end was out of sight. In daylight the bridge was a pale red but at night, in the yellowing aura of strip lighting, it was a chocolaty shade of brown.

   The water far below was black as space. Looking over the side it was impossible to judge how far down it was.

   Her legs ached as she raced up the bicycle lane. The apex of the arch was a ways to go yet. She passed the first tower. It rose like a skyscraper without walls around her and continued above her, the top getting swallowed up by the black sky, save for the red dot of a warning light.

   A helicopter crossed the bay about half a mile away. It came from the Stoker Bay side and headed towards the North Shore. All she could see of it were the flashing red aircraft lights on its tail and under its belly.

   Its altitude was not much higher than hers.

   At first she thought maybe it was heading towards the gasworks. She could see the plant off in the distance. The ribbon of streetlights wound its away down the North Shore and was sufficient to make visible a part of the perimeter fencing and the structures nearest the road.

   The chopper was not on a scouting mission to the old factory. It didn’t bank away toward it. It stayed with the road that continued straight on after the bridge, heading up into the next county. Soon the flashing red light was gone and the quick-fire chopping of the rotor blades faded into silence.

   The air whistled around her face and the edges of the tight hood she wore on her head. Her straying locks fluttered like pennants in a storm. She was rolling downhill now. Just a slight downwards slope after the top of the bridge’s arch. Her tired legs blessed her for the break.

   The second tower went by.

   She began braking for the North Shore traffic circle just after bridge ended. It was much smaller than Bay Bridge one on the city side. The gap sent another shudder through the bike’s frame. Felt like a small pothole and about as annoying.

   To keep as much momentum as possible she leaned in for the turn. She took it to the very edges of the lane, judging her speed correctly. The bicycle lane ended and she was now on the industrial road. About five or six minutes and she’d see the gate. She pedaled for all she was worth, as much as her legs would allow. The short downhill break didn’t take long to evaporate and her thighs burned.

   A rumble appeared behind her and a vehicle’s full beams spread out over the road, displaying the world ahead in a blaze of light. She saw her own shadow stretching out forever. It was an eighteen-wheeler truck, honking like an angry super-bull and passed her with a roar, making her swerve to the edge of the shoulder in a burst of dusty air.

   What was up with that driver? 

   It struck her. She had no lights! How could she have forgotten?

   It took a few seconds of fumbling to find the button on the front lamp. Cupping her hand in front of it, her palm lit up in sharp blue. The rear light sat under the saddle. It rapid-flashed bright red, like a toy laser gun.

   Now she felt safer. No more road hazard.

   Biblegirl began preparing her mind for the next step.

   It hit her hard. She didn’t have a clue what to do.

   What am I doing, exactly, she asked herself.

   The truck’s rear lights disappeared round a bend and she was back on her own. The darkness and the isolation started to feel oppressive. Not a home in sight, no windows with lights in them. No people. Only industrial buildings, dark and lifeless at this time of night. She passed a wrecking yard, a container park. Alongside the road ran rusty railway tracks, overgrown.

   If only a police car or two would come blaring past she’d feel a whole lot better.

   What must Grandpa be thinking? Well, nothing yet, she figured. She hadn’t been gone longer than normal. Not yet.

   It was her doing that had got him in jail for a night. He was patient and loving in spite of that. And this is how she shows her gratitude? She began feeling that perhaps this was just about the stupidest thing she could ever have come up with.

   What on earth was she going to do when she got to the gasworks? Holler, ‘Come on out, I got the place surrounded!’ at the top of her voice?

   All of a sudden she felt very much like a teenage girl on a stolen bicycle, out riding in the dark on an empty road several miles from home, going nowhere right. Nowhere she had any business being. With no acceptable reason why.

   ‘Trust in the Lord’, she thought to herself. Today’s scripture. Kind of like emergency oxygen when all other systems start gasping for breath.

   ‘And lean not on your own understanding’.

   That’s hard not to do. The borders of one’s mind determined everybody’s world. Grandpa once said that everyone thinks of himself as the most enlightened person there is. It was a means of protection. Save one from the burdensome obligation of having to change one’s world view.

   Right now, however, Biblegirl felt her accumulated enlightening offered the reassurance of a snuffed-out candle in deep space. Her brain was like a holographic lamppost. Didn’t shine much and she couldn’t lean on it for qualified support. There was nothing there. She’d hit the deck with a hollow thud.

   All she knew for certain right now was the wind in her face. For the umpteenth time she blew into her fist. Her hands were aching from the cold.

   C’mon, get a grip! she told herself, smacking her soul upside the head. It’s been given to me to believe and trust the Word of God. I’m Biblegirl! I love the Word and I throw it around town. So get a hold of it!

   She backtracked to the previous mission’s verse. Incidentally, also the one Grandpa had used for the Word dart.

   ‘Be bold and courageous, for the Lord is with you’.

   That one felt better. But it too was hard, when confidence about your place in God’s plan, alone in crazyville on a pinched bike, kept banging you over the head.

   She shoved them together.

   ‘Trust in the Lord, for He is with you’.

   Okay, getting somewhere now. She flipped them. ‘The Lord is with you. Trust in Him’. 

   Got it. She repeated these words over and over, both ways.

   Her legs ached. They were carrying on the wail they’d been singing for the past twenty minutes. She kept pedaling. Forcing her head and heart to cooperate. She was too far gone into this mission to turn back. The Stoker Bay Mayor—her friend—was in grips of who knows what. Some madman.

   No matter how mad or sane—or enlightened—the end of the line was the Word. The final two-edged divider that would cut, peel, slice, chop, gouge out and expose every hidden little thing that rose up to proclaim itself as God in His temple—which is our hearts.

   Yees, she whispered from numb lips. Her spirit began to purr. This was it. She’d bomb that sucker with the Word, fire Word grenades at him till his head caved in. She didn’t have anything else. She didn’t know how it would go down, but she was feeling pretty sure that opportunity would present itself. And if only Officer Jackson did his job the backup shouldn’t be too far behind her.

   In the wake of the emboldening scriptures she felt purpose and stubbornness, like captain and co-pilot, rising to take seats at the controls.

   Biblegirl’s mission was a definite go. 





Chapter 26     

 



Ahead she saw the North Shore gasworks rise up behind a slow bend. The streetlights lit up the decaying structures. In the weak glow she could make out the enormous windowless buildings, entrapped by thickets of endless metal piping, towers and gantries going every which way, tanks and cisterns.

   Where about in this enormous ghosts’ playground could the Mayor be? Before anything could be done she had to find him.

   “Guide me,” she prayed, her eyes taking in the hideous place. “And give me the courage and wisdom I need.”

   She slowed down for the entrance. A short driveway veered off the road and led up to a double gate. Biblegirl suspected that the main entrance lay further along, with guard booths and information boards and all that. This entrance, big as it was, had been an unmanned side gate for workers and other personnel to enter the facility. There was quite likely one more on the opposite end of the vast site.

   A solitary streetlight strained to dispense illumination over the area. Biblegirl hopped off the bike and rested it against the gate. Atop a pole rested the remnants of a security camera installation. The eye inside it had long since been ripped out. Now the empty casing appeared to serve as a piece of prime real estate for nesting birds.

   A heavy rusty old chain held the two gates together. Probably hung there by the council all those years ago, she thought.

   Hey, but the padlock was new.

   Yeah, her hunch was right all right. The gasworks had a new tenant, with an involuntary dinner guest for the evening. And now the party was going to get crashed.

   One way or the other.

   Boldness squared her shoulders and filled her lungs.

   But how to get in? Off to the side was a turnstile. It spun one way only. To let people out. On the post, attached only by a frayed cable, hung the rust-stained keypad box. Smashed to pieces. 

   She looked down the wire-net fencing that followed the ditch by the side of the road. Further along a bit, where the light faded, was a hole, cut through the mesh. She’d get in okay but not the bike.

   Perhaps that was just as well. When the strong arm of the law finally moseyed up they’d see the stolen police bike against the gate and realize the precocious little thief had entered the premises. That alone was positive. Biblegirl had no doubts in her mind that backup would be needed. Sooner rather than later.

   She unclipped the bike’s front lamp. It would do for a flashlight.

   Thinking for a second, she reached into her slim backpack and pulled out a scripture sheet and her pen and wrote on the back, ‘I have gone in after the perp. Biblegirl’, and simply staple-gunned it onto the saddle. 

   Once inside the fence she felt something new. Another sensation came over her. A second voice added to the Guilt Chorus singing within.

   The bicycle stealer was now also a trespasser.

   Another part of her heart countered that with the rebel’s formidable chant, ‘Lean not on your own understanding’.

   She hoped the cops wouldn’t lean too heavily on their own understanding of the situation. Benefit of the doubt is what she needed. The more benefit the better.

   The light dwindled behind her and she walked along in the dark. Any smells left from the gasworks or the fire that destroyed it were gone. The air was cool and carried the bay in it, with that foggy dampness so common this time of year. By morning the clouds would be resting on the earth.

   Railway tracks joined the drive and ran alongside. Weeds stood knee-high around the ties and she didn’t see the tracks at first.

   Those tracks will take me straight into the heart of the gasworks, she thought. Huge tanker cars would’ve run back and forth back in the day.

   The area was littered with leftovers typical of any large factory operation. Steel junk stood piled up in the shrubs, along with drums, pipe work, cargo pallets. They were all ghostly shapes in the dark. The night sky wasn’t that forthcoming with assistance. Last week’s bright full moon was down by half and was doing a pretty lousy job tonight.

   Thankfully, the bicycle lamp had a sharp blue beam that seemed eager to discover things.

   Deep into the site now, she reached an open area between the towering, bulky buildings. Here she stopped and listened. Something was moving in the gentle wind, causing a sporadic creak. Could be a piece of loose boarding.

   Other than that the place was silent.

   A faint slice of streetlight fell in between two structures. It came from the main road that snaked around the perimeter of the plant. The light was just enough to give a sense of her whereabouts, and keep her from walking into anything big, like a wall. She figured the main entrance was around there somewhere, near the source of the light. Just beyond these buildings. One of the structures would be the main office building. Passing by on the road you saw its front, and the neon sign on top. A dead fixture. She had never seen it lit.

   She stopped, realizing she was behind this very building.

   Clusters of huge pipes ran from here to there, one structure to the next. In the light of the bike lamp she could make out the twisted steel and charred remains of the main building that had blown up. Death was written in the earth here. Two decades after the accident the power of the explosion was evident. It was haunting.

   What a horrific and unimaginable happening. Yet, God was God through it all. That’s tough to take, she thought. Would’ve been tough for me to take had my mom and dad died a little later, when I was older.

   Amidst all the questions, the bitter sorrow, the incomprehension that surrounds every tragedy, the Word says that God is the source of all comfort. Whoever receives it, wherever it comes from and whenever, God is its source.

   That is really something.

   Biblegirl felt a chill trickle down her spine. She stood on the grounds of a colossal relic. A graveyard in several ways. Looking around, the spookiness of its atmosphere just shrunk. Faded away. Surpassed by an overwhelming sense of God’s sovereignty.

   And Man’s helplessness.

   She held the bike lamp up and scanned the area.

   A yell almost left her lips when something fluttered past her head. The beam of light jolted and she registered a small dark shape shooting through it. With a flurry of wings it was gone, lost in the night. 

   A bat.

   Biblegirl had to take a deep breath.

   “Wow!” she said in a whisper. “That startled me.”

   She resumed her scanning. Her cranked-up heartbeat made the light beam quiver. She grabbed the lamp with both hands.

   After almost turning full circle, she stopped. A red blink caught her eye. For an instant her disturbed imagination thought it was the red eye of a super-bat. A gasworks mutant, lurking in the dark.

   It was a reflector tag. It sat on the rear mudguard of an electric scooter. The three-wheeler kind with flattop in front for carrying things.

   This wasn’t just another piece of leftover junk. The way the scooter stood told her that it was still in use.

   She knew it! There was someone here, and not just seeking shelter for the night. Someone did live here.

   She could just see a young mail boy whizzing about the plant on that thing delivering company mail from one section to another. But that was two decades ago.

   Who was here now? And were there several of them? Where were they? 

   The scooter stood in front of a large brick building. She listened and looked. Not a single indication of life anywhere inside.

   Carefully she let the beam wander over the walls. It was hard to tell in the dark but the windows facing the blast area looked all broken, and the façade appeared blackened with soot. Damaged water pipes and stained air conditioning shafts were excessive in number around the whole building, wrapping around it, entering the walls at several points, except where ripped off. Several huge boxes, trashed and dented, hung on the walls, in random it seemed, like lumps of fungus on a tree trunk.

   They weren’t AC units, as she first thought. They were air filters.

   This was a laboratory facility. The research and development building. 

   Having committed the path to memory, she switched the lamp off and walked toward the scooter in the dark. The streak of light from the road didn’t reach here and she walked blind.

   Reaching the scooter, she looked up at the building again, listening hard. All she could hear was her own hissing pulse. She knelt down and shone light on the scooter to examine it. It was certainly in use. Parts and connections had been fixed and replaced. The work had been carried out by someone who knew very well what they were doing. Someone to whom this sort of work was child’s play.

   The instant Biblegirl thought that, a lump came to her throat. Something about the scooter moved her.

   It was the way it looked.

   It had been hand-painted.

   By a child.

   Like a small boy would paint an old bicycle found in the ditch. The boy had never had one, and it was all he ever wanted. A bike of his own. It was a piece of junk but he made it as nice as he could. Cleaned it, fixed it, painted it all over with heavy, lumpy, loving brushstrokes.

   To him it was a jewel.

   A splendid green jewel.





Chapter 27     

 



Biblegirl stood up. The trail had gone from cool to warm in one minute. This scooter said so much. Its color. The fact that it was in a running condition.

   She looked up at the building beside her once more. So here’s where he stayed, the madman behind the attacks on Reitman’s office. This was his hangout, his den.

   His home, she presumed.

   And tonight he had visitors. 

   There would shortly be more, Biblegirl thought, gritting her teeth.

   There must be a door nearby. She moved closer to the building, using her lamp with care.

   Her foot stepped on something and she stopped. It felt like a thin piece of wood. It was a book of some sort, and it looked clean. Picking it up she noticed it wasn’t a book at all. It was a pocket diary.

   And it had been dropped recently.

   What she saw on the first page made her gasp. The diary belonged to someone called Solomon Browne. The realization hit like a gong and Biblegirl looked up with a jerk.

   Reitman’s driver!

   She’d forgotten all about him! Obviously he had to be part of the equation too. What had happened to him, what had they done to him? He was here as well, his diary lying on the ground showed that! Reitman and his driver had both been taken. Solomon had slipped the little book from his pocket and dropped it on purpose, hoping it would be found.

   Well, it had been.

   Biblegirl’s spirit whooped. ‘Cause she was right! The Mayor was here at the gasworks! Her hunch wasn’t just a hunch! A clever, well-deduced calculated surmising! No, it was more than that! It was nothing short of an inspired revelation! A Spirit-led, scales-off-the-eyes, breakthrough insight into the way things were!

   She was sure of what she hoped would be, and certain of the thing she could not yet see. Which is precisely the Word’s description of that oft-speculated little attitude called faith, and which none can take credit for ‘cause it’s the gift of God, thank you very much.

   Yes! Biblegirl was about ready to shout. Man, if she could have seen Officer Jackson’s face now.

   Now her heart beat with excitement. There it was. The evidence of things hoped for. All of a sudden she felt like she had company. She wasn’t alone in this hideous ghost factory. Her company was hideous too, yes. A dangerous criminal. But she wasn’t alone.

   Strange how good that felt.

   Next problem. Where in this place are they?

   Pocketing the diary, she turned off the bike lamp and again looked and listened hard. They had to be in the building. But not a sound came from anywhere, except that creaking noise of something moving in the gentle wind. No voices or activity. Nothing. Silent as a grave. Not a light anywhere in sight.

   Turning the corner, she came upon a door with reinforced glass in the top half. It was dark as a coal cellar in there. She backed away and looked up at the building. What were they doing, sitting in the dark? Surely there had to be illumination in some window. 

   There was.

   A thin broken line in a pale shade of blue. She almost missed it, but her eyes glided back for a second take. Looked Veerhovend. Sure enough, it was light. Looked to be on the third floor. She shone her bike lamp over the dark brick wall. There weren’t many windows on this side. A large area in the middle of the building was windowless.

   But there it was. A soft knife’s edge strip of light, broken in places, running down the edge of one window.

   Of course. The guy was using window shades. And he’d taped the edges to the frame in order to hide any trace of his presence to the outside world. Who wouldn’t? But he’d not done it well enough, on that window. In the blackness of night the slightest crack would leak light.

   Biblegirl nodded to herself and whispered, “You missed a spot, dear.”

   One side of her mouth turned up in a half smile and she strutted toward the door.



The beep came from a partly dissected alarm clock lying on the table. A wire ran from it, coiling over the messy bench and joining other wires with various origins into a loosely organized bundle that snaked down the side.

   Phearann
Pannick spun around where he stood. He hurried out of the large chamber and into the side room, separated by a massive steel blast door, and pushed the button to silence the alarm and grabbed a remote control from the workbench. He mumbled for a second, trying to remember the channel, then pushed.

   The television changed images. 

   “Oh goodie!” he exclaimed clapped his hands in excitement. “Here she comes!”

   The small screen showed a night-vision image from a tiny lipstick camera. The camera sat up in a corner of a stairwell, watching the doorway as Biblegirl entered. She looked like a green ghost in the twisted colors. 

   “See, I told you! I told you!” laughed Pannick.

   Ted Reitman sat in the high-ceilinged space, that was once a mockup of a production hall for full-scale process testing, and saw the same image on another television positioned around fifteen feet away from him.

   That television was also a small kitchen set and hopelessly insufficient to offer comfortable viewing at that distance. To deal with that problem a large rectangle of bent perspex had been placed a few feet in front of it, magnifying the picture to fifty-something-inch size.

   The image was distorted and the edges badly warped. But it did its job. It was a setup intended to turn the viewing of this television set into an experience above the ordinary, courtesy of Reitman’s excited host. Above the magnifying screen was taped a hand-painted placard with the words ‘Fear TV’.

   The Mayor hung his head in dismay.

   He couldn’t believe Biblegirl would do this, come after him. Not that he doubted her willingness to help in any way she could. What stunned him was that she had the guts.

   Almost more than that, he was amazed that she’d figured out where he was held. Now that he had met the City Hall attacker himself and found out his hideout it all made logical sense, but to work it out beforehand was pretty good detective work.

   He hadn’t seen it all.

   Since the police hadn’t shown up at the gasworks yet she was clearly alone in her deduction. Pannick had fooled the law by dumping the car. But that little diversion hadn’t fooled Biblegirl.

   Question was though, what could she do about it? Reitman was sure that she had tried to alert the police to her suspicions but they obviously hadn’t listened. The helicopter that passed by a while ago was the only hopeful noise he had heard and that was quick to fade, along with the hope of rescue.

   For all her guts and cleverness things looked useless. And it was going from bad to worse.

   Biblegirl was walking straight into a trap.

   For some inexplicable reason, the disturbed youngster in green spandex tights and a face covered in green paint seemed to know who Biblegirl was. He had kept on about how he was expecting her to turn up. Reitman couldn’t understand it and tried to find out what contact the two had had before.

   None at all, Pannick had replied as a matter of simple fact. He’d seen her on television. She was in the crowd outside City Hall. The Mayor had spoken to her. He watched it on the local news coverage. What made him begin to draw his own conclusions was when he saw her, again with the Mayor, on his own channel, the sensational Fear TV, beaming straight from the Mayor’s office.

   He even showed Reitman the recording of that encounter, stored along with every other memorable moment in the rack of hard drives.

   “What do you want with her?” Reitman asked after the image switched back. Pannick returned to the big room, walked over the sections of steel grating that covered shallow trenches in the concrete floor. When the testing facility was in use these trenches would have been filled with water or foam.

   The light in the room changed from blue to red to orange in a continuous flow, like some second-rate disco in slow-motion. In the old days the various lights were used to detect anything from heat leakage and escaping emissions to chemical reactions in the atmosphere.

   Pannick, the showman, hadn’t resisted putting them to effectual use.

   “I hate her,” he replied in a soft voice, looking at the distorted screen and squinting in thought.

   He wasn’t looking at the image currently on the screen. It showed the Mayor exactly where he was sitting. Reitman was watching himself. The image came from another tiny video camera he hadn’t seen at first. Not until he realized it was the little metal pen cap taped to the side of the plastic screen.

   “Why?” Reitman demanded. “What has she got to do with all this?”

   “I hate her,” Pannick said slowly, as if he was searching for a better description. Trying again to verbalize his feelings toward this girl. “I think it’s… because she isn’t afraid. And because she’s got something… something teeny-weeny…” He rubbed his fingertips like there was fine dust on them. “Something that just rubs me the wrong way!”

   It was a mad scream, reverberating on the hard walls of the cavernous room. For an instant he seemed to regret it, like he’d made too much noise, but then left it.

   He threw a pointing finger at the Mayor and dropped to a hush, tilting his head and staring along his eyes, “And, my dear Mister Reitman, if that wasn’t enough, she’s also a friend of yours! A collaborator in your evil plans! And, guess what, my precious Mayor of Stoker Bay, I don’t like it…”

   “You crazy fool! You out of your mind or what!? The police will be here any minute! You won’t get away with it!”

   It was Solomon who shouted. He sat close to the Mayor, straining at the ropes that tied him to the chair. The side of his head was a mess of dark red and blood trickled down the side of his face.

   Pannick grabbed the cell phone that dangled from strap around his neck. ‘McCoy’s Hardware’ was printed along the length of the ribbon. He held it out like he was threatening to snap a picture of the man.

   “They don’t scare me!” screamed the spandex youth. “I have the power! To scare you and them! All of you!” 

   His thumb flew over the keys, dialing a number. “I have it memorized! I have so much memorized!”

   “Stop!” Reitman roared. “You don’t want to do that!”

   Pannick stopped and lowered the phone with a grin.

   “Oh but I do!”

   “And blow yourself up along with us?”

   Pannick grabbed his chin and thought for a second, his eyes looking off. 

   “Mm, good point,” he mumbled, putting a palm to his cheek and carrying on the kids’ show host act. “That would spoil the fun, wouldn’t it?”

   He turned for a glance back at the massive sliding fire door that stood open to the small engineering section. In there was his cluttered workbench under the shaded windows.

   “Ha!” Pannick cried and spun around again, throwing his hand out in a karate-like thrust with bent knees. “Scared you, didn’t I? Be patient my little friends. Soon it’s show time!”

   The Mayor stared at the young man. He was all too aware of the devices stuck to the underside of the both his chair and Solomon’s.

   The empty chair to the other side of him, which had prompted his question to begin with, was equipped in the same way. A large plastic container stood on the floor under the seat, filled with a liquid, the reddish color of gasoline, or methylated spirits. A tangle of wires and a kit of electronics were attached, and a funnel or something sat immediately under the seat, pointing upwards.

   Pannick laughed. Then he turned to face the tiny camera, tittering like an excited child, whispering and shrieking, gesturing and making wild faces as he spoke.

   “Ah! We’re still missing the third cast member of our show! But you know what, boys and girls? She’s on her way! And then we’ll have them all! Going up in a great display! Snap, Crackle and Pop!”





Chapter 28     

 



The cry filtered through into the stairwell.

   It was just a soft noise by the time it reached Biblegirl’s ears. But it was unmistakable. She stopped. There was that crazy sound of a person driven to madness by fear. A fragile mind driven over the edge, into oblivion. An emergency reaction when the soul can’t take it anymore.

   She felt her spine tighten and she beat off a shiver. It was the same sensation that she had felt back at Baker’s Square that first night when she had seen the enraged, aimless graffiti and destruction.

   Insanity lay ahead. Anything could happen. And there was the Stoker Bay Mayor and his driver in the middle of it, like a wrecked ship’s captain and his first mate caught in a horrendous whirlpool, getting dragged down.

   Biblegirl cupped a hand in front of the bike lamp and let just a small portion of the beam light up the stairwell. She moved up one step at a time, listening as hard as she could. 

   The first floor landing had two steel doors. One on either side. She felt the handle of one. It was open and led to a long passage. Full of debris and dirt. An office door lay on the floor further in, ripped off its hinges.

   Through the other door was another passage. It went in a bit then angled sideways, following the shape of the building. Looked like a bomb had dropped there too.

   Okay, Biblegirl thought. That’s the geography of the place. Should be the same on the third floor.

   It wasn’t.

   Only one door here. She put her ear to it. She didn’t hear anything at first, then the voice of Reitman, asking how long he was prepared to wait for the girl.

   Biblegirl stiffened.

   What on earth was that?

   Were they talking about her?

   A jumble of thoughts of burst into her mind. Did they know she was on her way? How was that possible? And did the madman know of her existence? And why was he waiting for her? Where did that connection come from?

   All of a sudden she felt vulnerable out there in the stairwell. What if the crazy fellow jumped out the door the next second to see if she was there?

   Searching the landing with the lamp she saw a narrow door. Looked like a closet. A faded warning sign with a flash symbol told her it was lethal to step in there. High voltage. She opened it and looked inside. It was a narrow passage with gray concrete walls. She couldn’t see the ceiling.

   Reached up to the next floor, she suspected. Maybe to the top of the building.

   The wall on one side was covered with cables and wires in heavy bunches, carried along on narrow shelves and hooks into the endless distance. On the same side, higher than her head, thick tubes entered the wall at regular intervals. Looked like air shafts.

   This was a research building, after all, and Biblegirl figured that whatever the space on the other side of the wall was, it required quick filling with air or gas. Or the other way round. Emptied of that which filled it.

   Above the pipes was a walkway. Steel grating. And above them again more cables and more of those sealed pipes. This research facility certainly had a colossal ventilation system.

   She entered this closet and closed the door behind her. Walking along on two decades of dust, and litter from years of maintenance before then, she came to a porthole. There was a round hatch on it, covering the glass. The aperture looked to be about ten inches in diameter. She put her finger on the small groove on the hatch and switched off the bike lamp.

   Expecting to gasp at what she was about to see, and to prevent a giveaway of any kind on her part, she took a deep breath and exhaled so as to get the reaction out of her beforehand.

   Then she carefully slid the hatch aside.

   She didn’t gasp. But she sure could’ve.

   There sat Solomon and Reitman! Tied to chairs on a low podium, like prized hostages displayed on a stage. And Solomon had taken a beating to the side of his head.

   Reitman looked okay. On the surface.

   She found herself behind them, a little to one side. Taking in the space they were in she saw it was huge. Some sort of research hall, as she suspected. Big enough for a reactor, a convertor, a combustion machine, time machine or any other big machine that needed space for testing.

   With that podium and the Veerhovend blue stage light going on she could just see the unveiling of a new super sports car with flashes and fanfare and smoke.

   Now the light shifted to orange! What was that little television set with a huge magnifier screen in front? Were the hostages going to be tortured with television?

   The word ‘fear’ was sprayed all over the curved walls. The frantic green graffiti absolutely filled the room. It was obvious to Biblegirl that she was looking at the main base, the center of operations. The Hall of Fear.

   This guy had it all worked out. And the sum of if was nothing short of unhinged, insane chaos.

   She got a first glimpse of him. The elusive figure behind the past weeks’ thrashing of Stoker Bay and City Hall. There he was, off to the side, crouching behind a large equipment case. Not a fridge but as big. He had his gaze toward the wide opening, with the big steel door slid aside, and the passage or control room area on the other side.

   From where she stood Biblegirl glimpsed the cluttered workbench and the other television set. The door she had listened at back at the landing led right into that passage.

   Good thing she didn’t go through.

   She eyed him for a few seconds more. He was a little fellow. Just a skinny youngster. Not many years older than she. And what’s with that outfit he was wearing? Backstreet ballet with junkyard sensibilities, in a splashed shade of radioactive green. Looked like he’d fallen off the dummy shelf at the Museum of Modern Art.

   The guy kept looking toward the door, waiting for his guest to enter the back hallway and then come into the large room. What was he going to do, pounce on her from behind that fridge thing?

   And that third chair. For her obviously. Man, this guy had a party prepared.

   He held something in his hand. As she looked he put it on the floor next to him. Biblegirl couldn’t make out what it was. Looked like a good-sized oilcan, with two cylinders. She guessed it was a weapon of some kind. There was plenty of equipment lying about. Some hi-tech devices spread among mostly old-fashioned electronics junk. This guy seemed to have breathed life into a lot of it.

   He was a genius at this kind of stuff, no question.

   But how did he know about her?

   The question baffled Biblegirl.

   Another look at the screen before the hostages answered that. It showed the two of them sitting there. There was a camera somewhere. Had to be that little cartridge thing stuck on the screen. A wire trickled from it down to the floor.

   The little technical whizz freak used cameras! She felt exposed. Voyeured almost. Peeping Tomfoolery had checked her out. Her hand came up to her collar, pulling it closer around her neck. When did he first see her? A night scope out on the grounds? In the stairwell?

   Who was this poor lost loony?

   Far from his right mind, that’s for sure. And dangerous.

   She slid the cover shut again and switched on the bike lamp.

   The porthole had a locking lever. A solid steel handle that sealed it air tight. It should open, even after being shut tight for ages. The rubber seal might stick, although with a yank it should separate and disintegrate.

   But this was not the right porthole. Too low. In full view of the madman. She wondered if there might not be another one further in. That would put her right behind Reitman and Solomon.

   Continuing a short stretch came upon the access point to the walkway above. An aluminum ladder, less than a foot in width, tucked flat against the free wall. Higher up would be better still, she thought and mounted the ladder. She moved softly upwards, one slow step at a time, avoiding creaks. Which was near impossible.

   She got on the walkway and shone her light in both directions. There was another porthole. Just a few steps along on the walkway. The steel grating threatened to clang with each step. Like a sensitive old beast. Anywhere you touched made it groan in pain.

   Something crunched under her foot and she froze. It was an old light bulb. The fragments tinkled down onto the concrete floor below. She held still for a moment and then continued after checking for anything else in her path.

   This other porthole offered a better view. Just what she needed. She was higher up and less likely to be discovered. And she could see exactly what the green fool was doing.

   The twisted the handle and felt the resistance. It was stuck good. Putting a foot on the wall and pressing her backside against the opposite wall—it was that narrow—she began to pull, wary of it suddenly loosening.

   With a soft sound, like a kiss, the rubber gave way and the round steel-framed window opened. She held it still a moment, listening for any reaction.

   She heard Reitman’s voice say, “She isn’t coming, son. Not until the police arrive in full force.”

   “Don’t call me son!” came the shrieked reply.

   Okay, good. No change. Biblegirl opened the round port wider and braved a peek. A waft of warmer air hit her nose, spiked with the tang of fresh paint. Also, a vague smell of fuel or oil. Like rags in a workshop. Something had burnt out in here as well. The burnt dust on the glowing coils in a long unused toaster. Or something similar.

   The green nutcase was still crouching behind that big metal box, waiting and fidgeting like a hypochondriac kid in a doctor’s waiting room.

   She had an idea.

   Pulling out her new gun, she unsafed it and reached for a dart in her belt. Loading it into the chamber she closed the gun, quietly. She switched on the sights and set the approximate distance on the small knob. The red laser dot looked sharp against her palm.

   She rested the gun on the porthole frame and aimed.

   It was Solomon who noticed it first. He cleared his throat and tried to get the Mayor’s attention. Reitman turned his head to glance at his driver, who reeled in his attention with a secretive little glare.

   The Mayor tightened his eyebrows. Solomon was onto something. The driver made the slightest of nods towards Pannick. Reitman looked towards the young man. His eyes searched for a confused moment.

   Then he saw it too.

   A red dot quivering on the side of the unit the young man was hiding behind. Why didn’t it move to Pannick? It just stayed there, on the flat steel. Way off target. Perhaps there was a wait for the right moment. A distraction? Did Reitman have to do something?

   He made an attempt.

   “Are you sure you didn’t leave the door locked, son? Maybe she’s out there but can’t come in. Have you thought of that?”

   “Shut up!” Pannick yelled. “The door’s open!”

   “You know, I think you’re a bit too loud. She’s bound to hear you and get scared. Have you thought of that?”

   Pannick looked at Reitman.

   Then he burst out laughing. He filled the chamber with his confused childlike heehaw. He was up from his squat, spinning around, clapping his hands as if the entire world was marvelously hilarious.

   Just then, at the exact point when his back was turned, a snap of compressed air rang out, whooshing above Solomon’s and Reitman’s heads. 

   Pannick didn’t hear it. His scream of a laugh filled his brain. But the thud that hit right next to him. He heard that, and became instantly quiet. The Mayor and his driver fought the urge to look behind them. They knew something had been fired from back there, above their heads.

   Whatever that thing was they couldn’t figure it out.

   A frightened expression twisted Phearann
Pannick’s face. His eyes darted to and fro, trying to find the source of the thud. It was the metal box beside him. Stepping out from behind it he saw the strange circular mark. A slight trace of smoke rose off it and was gone.

   Reitman and Solomon breathed through their mouths. Their hearts were beating hard with expectancy. What was that little wimpy thud? Was that all? Not quite the tactics you’d expect of a police special operations team. And that little mark on the side of the box? What was that?

   What happened to the red dot? A laser sight marker inspired massive hope in this situation. Now it was gone!

   Shouldn’t the room be teargassed? Where were the bellowing bullhorns, ordering surrender? The stream of uniformed men swarming the place with machine guns tight to their shoulders?

   Everything was silent. The disco lights went through their slow fade from red to blue.

   All of a sudden Pannick screamed for his life.





Chapter 29     

 



A police cruiser pulled into Baker’s Square and stopped by the park in the center, close to Ready Rhudde’s all-hours coffee shop.

   Officer Jackson stepped up to the window.

   His stomach was not in the no-fly zone yet, but things had improved greatly. It would probably be all right now, Jackson felt. Leaning in, he was glad his smile didn’t have to be conjured up.

   “Captain Ellis, glad you could make it. Where’s your partner?”

   “Manning the phones,” replied the silver-haired officer, with a meaningful glance at his beat cop colleague. They weren’t quite the same department but cops knew each other and Officer Jackson was liked for his devotion to his job. A man always at his post. The captain’s quip was good-humored.

   He went on, a half smile easing over his strong face.

   “What’s this about your bike? Someone stole it from under your nose?”

   Jackson looked off a second. This was a bit embarrassing, he had to agree.

   “Yes,” he said with a move of his hand. “But that’s not the main point. I got a lead on the Mayor.”

   “Substantiated?”

   The beat cop shrugged under his windbreaker.

   “I won’t go as far as to say that. But I’ve been listenin’ in. We got nothin’ else at this point in time. So I figure, why not? And the more I think about it…”

   Captain Ellis had a conceding expression going. Out of loyalty if nothing else.

   “Okay, let’s hear it.”

   “The gasworks.”

   “The gasworks? You mean, the Mayor’s over at the old gasworks? Why there of all places? What’s he doing, hiding from his wife? Holding a press conference? For whom? Nobody? Ghosts maybe.”

   “He’s being held there. By the kidnappers.”

   “We don’t know for sure he’s been kidnapped yet.”

   Officer Jackson gestured with his hands.

   “Okay, I got that. But we know this much, the Mayor of Stoker Bay is gone. Vanished without a trace. Nobody knows where he is. Feels an awful lot like abduction. We don’t know for sure. Maybe he’s lying dead somewhere! We could suspect anythin’ and there’s a small chance it might be just that.”

   “Why would a kidnapper stay in Stoker Bay County and hide in the gasworks? Hardly the best choice. Why not take off far away from here? Wouldn’t that be a more likely option? Does a bank robber stop for coffee across the street after he leaves the bank? He takes off outta town like there’s a fire up his butt.”

   Jackson made a grudging face. Yes, the idea defied established logic, he knew that. He wasn’t about to mention Biblegirl and her bicycle-swiping conviction which had pressed on mind since she left. Just saying the name would have the captain recommend he go for a head check before the week was out.

   He looked back at Ellis.

   “Sir, why is the gasworks such a bad choice? Nobody’s thought of looking there yet have they? It’s been safe so far. If I hadn’t mentioned it you wouldn’t have thought of it either. See what I mean? A criminal could be sittin’ there for a long time and no one would care to look. Sir, with nothin’ else to go on, we can’t ignore the off-chance.”

   This had Ellis thinking a bit. A lot of criminals probably do sit there, he wanted to say but didn’t bother. He looked at the officer. What Jackson said was in principle true. They had nothing. They had to consider everything.

   Jackson was a good man. Ellis liked him. Too bad cutbacks didn’t allow more beat cops. They were helpful, had a stabilizing effect on the streets and they made people feel safer.

   “Somebody out here give you a tip?” Ellis had to ask, half in amusement. His eyes wandered over Baker’s Square. It wasn’t a part of town known for regular trouble, where you’d find folks with their ear to the ground, happy to sell the current word goin’ around.

   “Nah, just a hunch, sir. Just a hunch.” Jackson was serious. He sighed. “And I’d also like to get my bike back.”

   “Your bike connected in some way to this?”

   “Yes sir, it is.”

   A certain degree of curiosity grew on Captain Ellis as he studied his persistent colleague. Not because he had a problem with hunches. Or with departmental bicycles. On the contrary.

   He checked the clock on the dashboard, then sighed and nodded.

   “Alright, Jackson. Get in. We’ll go for a sniff-around out there. You can tell me all about it on the way.”



Biblegirl forgot about the smoke puff that the gun produced. It wasn’t huge but it was white as snow and the Veerhovend light in there would turn it into a bright, luminous cloud hovering in the air.

   She jerked the gun out of the porthole and blew at the puff of white, which dispersed it a little but hardly made it vanish. Fearing it would be a dead giveaway she skipped out of view of the round little window and held her breath.

   About three long seconds went by. Then a shattering scream slashed through the air. The piercing howl of a hyena with its tail stuck in a Land Rover’s fan belt.

   That’s it, Biblegirl thought, tensing up. I’ve been discovered.

   She heard the crackpot in green spandex leap about in horror down there. Perhaps he hadn’t seen anything after all. His mind was in a rampage. Couldn’t think or see clearly at all.

   She stole a peek.

   Pannick was holding his head as if the end of the world had dawned upon him. He jumped around, looking back several times at the tiny circle of words on the metal cupboard like he was hoping it’d be gone each time he turned his head.

   “I’m so frightened!” he said in a loud moan, stomping around the floor. His wailings turned into laughter. The aggravated whining laughter of a child too tired to care whether he laughed or cried. As he giggled on stupidly he took up the oilcan, twisted two knobs on it and came up with a cigarette lighter from some unseen pocket on his person.

   That’s when Biblegirl grasped what it was. Portable gas welding gear.

   Pannick held the lighter to the nozzle and with a muffled rasp a foot-long tongue of fire appeared. He didn’t bother adjusting the oxygen for a fine blue jet but let it lick away, a fluttering unbalanced flame that sent soot towards the ceiling.

   Reitman and Solomon sat stiff with dread in their chairs, watching every move the young man made with his handyman’s flamethrower. He stood laughing and giggling, facing the two hostages and gesturing with his hands, sputtering on about how scared he was. The jiggling yellow flame left trails of black smoke in the air.

   Then he turned and applied the flame to the circular mark on the side of the fridge-shaped unit. Within seconds the area turned black with soot. The coating of paint began bubbling and fizzing.

   The porthole was closed. Biblegirl had seen enough. She was on her way deeper into the cramped dark passage between the tall walls of concrete. She had to find another entry point. He expected her to enter through the door. A good reason not to come through there, like a blissfully innocent visitor.

   An element of surprise would give her the upper hand. If only for a short moment, but it could make all the difference. Plus she wanted to find herself closer to the hostages. Ideally, so she could place herself between them and the jolly green gigantic fool.

   The walkway vibrated and groaned with her every step. At one point she heard the bolt pull clean out of the wall. The fragments of broken concrete tinkled on the floor below.

   She arrived at another porthole. Under it was a big wheel, mounted to the wall. It was a door. An access hatch. Made her think of a watertight door in the bulkhead of a submarine.

   Peeking through the round window, she saw a small landing with a flimsy railing on the other side of the door, and stairs down to the floor. All of it in the same steel grate construction.

   She’d found a secondary entrance.

   Pannick was still ranting and raving down there. It was a horrible scene. He had set fire to some old equipment on a table. The unit fizzed and sparked as the flames engulfed it.

   Reitman and his driver were pale with terror. They wanted to scream for help but didn’t know how the madman would react if they did. At this precise moment he seemed absorbed in his own tormented amusement. How long would that last, before he turned on them?

   The guy was loosing it fast.

   Biblegirl had to move fast too.

   The wheel was stiff as ice. She applied every ounce of strength she had. Nothing doing.

   She had to get in!

   The bike lamp’s beam didn’t find anything to use as a hammer. Not a single thing. Kneeling down, she felt the section of grating. Three feet long. Too heavy. Looking the other way she saw a smaller piece. She lifted it up and made a highlighted mental note not to forget that there was a big hole there now. One step wrong in the dark and she’d fall through. Broken leg or worse wouldn’t do tonight.

   This would surely make a big noise. That couldn’t be helped. She aimed for one of the four spokes on the wheel and struck. The clang was sharp and loud. The wheel was still solid. It could just as well have been welded stuck.

   Another strike, and another. A run of angry hits.

   The others probably thought someone was beating the wall down.

   The wheel seemed to budge! Or was it wishful thinking? She didn’t think so.

   Another slam and it moved a little again.

   Biblegirl put the walkway section down and attacked the circular door handle with her bare hands. Pulling and pushing. Any way to make it turn. The skin of her fingers burned with the pressure. Boy, did she wish she had gloves.

   Another heave. Her muscles screamed at the tendons demanding the impossible. A loud grunt escaped her lips. The release almost took the balance out of her. With a knock the wheel jolted free. Yes! She shook one sore hand then turned the wheel fast, watching the bolts slide out their holds.

   Once unlocked, she leaned back and gave the door a furious kick, which sent a ray of pain from the heel up to her knee. Steel doors don’t move easily. But this one was courteous enough to squeak open an inch anyway. Slow force is the key. Applying her other foot to it, she pushed and got it to gape up.

   Light fell in on her like a mist. Deep blue at the moment. Not hesitating, she jumped out onto the metal landing.

   At first she thought her feet slipped. A fraction of a second later she knew they hadn’t. It was the whole world. It tilted and came undone. The flimsy construction ripped right off its bolts when her weight thumped onto it and it peeled away from the wall like it was attached with parcel tape.

   Biblegirl fell on her backside as the thing keeled over. She was able to leap free just before it hit the floor. Her jump had a forward motion and she somersaulted over the floor as metal crashed down behind her. The clang was tremendous.

   Coming onto her feet, she pulled up hard.

   Pannick was before her, teeth clenched and eyes ablaze, driving her back down to the floor with a tongue of fire hissing in her face.





Chapter 30     

 



“Wait, stop! That was my bike back there!”

   Officer Jackson turned in the passenger seat and craned his neck. Captain Ellis’s eyes darted over the mirrors as he lifted off the accelerator. “It was?”

   “Yeah, I’m sure of it. Go back. Looked like it had a note or somethin’ stuck to it!”

   Ellis stopped hard and reversed back to the small turnoff and the gate.

   “That’s my bike!” Jackson confirmed and leaped out. Experienced cops look before touching anything and that’s what he did.

   Then he ripped the note off the saddle.

   “She’s in here, captain!” he shouted, eyes on the message. On the back of the sheet of paper was tonight’s scripture. “Yeah, it’s her! She’s gone in! The crazy kid!” Jackson rubbed his head in anguish.

   “Come on!” Ellis shouted. “We’ll go on to the main gate.”

   The captain liked main doors as a rule. He’d been long enough in the force to not duck his head anymore or excuse himself or his badge for existing. He had in mind to stop at the main entrance and mark his arrival by sheer presence.

   Leaving the police cruiser parked a little sideways over the road, blocking it, preferably under a streetlight, with its light bar on a calm flash made an impression. And Captain Ellis liked making a severe impression. Open presence and loud, straight talk saved a lot work, he reasoned. Every time.

   “Your hunch is coming up good, Jackson,” he said as he roared on down the road. “We’ll pick the bike up on the way back.”

   They reached the main entrance and turned in. Ellis parked the cruiser according to preferred fashion in front of the gates. Jackson got out and looked at the ghostly shapes of the huge plant. He whistled. Could Biblegirl really be in there, he wondered.

   “You really think your teenage scripture rebel’s in there somewhere?” Ellis asked, walking to the back of the car. He’d been given the story, in well-chosen words and without any mention of the upset stomach.

   Jackson shook his head in doubt. For some reason he began to feel like the official organizer of a wild-goose chase.

   “Wouldn’t wish it on anybody, sir.”

   The captain opened the boot and extracted a shotgun and a two-foot long flashlight.

   “You take these,” Ellis said, handing over a pair of heavy-duty wire cutters. 

   Bertie was grateful the captain was taking it so well. The man looked content with that matchstick in his mouth. Seeing the bike must’ve triggered something in him, he thought. Or he just wants a leg-stretcher after desk duty. Wrap his fingers around the stock of a good ol’ pump-action wrecking ball.

   “Let’s go see what we can scare up,” the captain said, closing the lid with a slam.



Pannick came round to face her after tying her up. The welding apparatus sat on the floor, throwing out its suffering flame. Couldn’t be much gas left in it at this rate, with that kind of burn.

   He had used it well. Small fires were going on around the floor. Bits of equipment going up in flames. The heat was rising in the large chamber and the smell of burning varnish and plastics was nauseating.  

   The green goon pulled Biblegirl’s gun from the holster and held it up with two fingers.

   “This really scares me!” he said, tittering like he shared a common joke with her. Then he slid it under his tool belt. He would examine it later.

   The boyish grin fell off and his face became serious. He looked almost normal for a second. If you could call the countenance of an evil assassin normal. It was a change from killer clown, but there was no change in the terms.

   “What do you want?” Biblegirl asked in a clear voice, breaking a long silence.

   “I am going to make friends,” he replied.

   He was done with the theatrics, she could see that. Made him look all the more absurd in spandex and cracking face paint. How long would it last?

   “With demons and devils and other companions,” he went on. He had a light and fragile speaking voice. “Isn’t that what they call them? I was told it was chronic. They’re all in here.” He pointed to his head. “I can’t live without them. But they haven’t been friendly.”

   He stood fidgeting with the cell phone in his hand.

   Solomon and Reitman watched and listened in amazement. She could feel their thoughts. Biblegirl had gotten through. Here was conversation going on. Words were being exchanged. Dialogue. Every politician’s stated ambition when things were going to crap.

   If only she could feel as confident.

   All she could see was goodbye time approaching. Biblegirl knew that bombs could be triggered using cell phones and the stuff under their chairs looked a lot like the business end of such a system. This guy could probably rig one while watching Bugs Bunny.

   “They been bothering you a long time?” she asked.

   His eyes moved around the large hall, thinking, musing.

   He made a slight gesture.

   “I think he would know how long.”

   “You mean, the Mayor?”

   Pannick gave a small nod. His face was turned, looking at the walls. A component blew up in a burning box behind him, spouting sparks. He didn’t flinch. Strange how altered a person can become. Either by will or a spontaneous spin of the soul’s compass.

   “I know about the accident,” Biblegirl said. “It was a terrible thing. I’m sorry you lost a parent. But the Mayor had nothing to do with it.”

   The green terrorist dropped his shoulders as she spoke her words. Turning back he filled his lungs with air and emptied them with a scream that bounced off the walls.

   “Everybody’s always sorry!”

   She stared into his eyes. A spirit of fear had driven this young man to pieces. In his eyes was a frightened child. Lost from a reality which was too painful, and had made itself an enemy.

   With older years things obviously made no more sense. Determination was there now but without guidance it was a loud, tragic cry, without control.

   Could he be reached through all those layers of terror? It was a part of him, fear was. A conviction reaching to the depths of his heart. He was its hostage. It had made him what he is. Knowing nothing else, he had grown to love it. Like an alcoholic loves his bottle. A symbiotic, destructive tie. You don’t split those bonds with a pat on the back and a scripture.

   You have to rebuild the universe.

   Biblegirl kept her features still and just let her eyes drill into him. The stifling air in the hall had them all perspiring. A drop of sweat rolled down from her hairline and into one eyebrow. She held her eyes locked with his, trying to project something to this shattered soul. Not friendly warmth. This late in the game such sentiments would only get mocked.

   Reliability.

   Whatever that could mean to him. Should be an impervious quality, even to a fried soul.

   A twitching smile returned to his face. His body straightened. He couldn’t hold it. The clown was reentering the stage.

   “But sorry doesn’t cut it!” he sang out with a wide gesture, grinning. “What’s done is done!” 

   Behind her back Biblegirl had been working her hands and wrists. Pannick was rattled and it showed in his handiwork. Gaps in the knots of electric cable gave her some movement. Straining and working her hands, making them as narrow as possible, she was winning against the stripped wires. One hand was coming free. The corroded copper strands scraped and dug into her flesh.

   “What are you going to do with us?” Reitman demanded. His shirt was getting damp and he stretched his neck in the tight collar.

   Pannick slid his eyes over to him.

   He clapped his hands together and beamed. “You are going to be stars of my show!” He swung out his arm as if to introduce the big screen before them afresh. “Won’t it be fun! Oh! Look! You’re already on!”

   He laughed and stepped away, holding aloft his cell phone. Picking up the welder he danced around, holding the flame to things, blackening surfaces. Smoke rose but nothing caught fire. He ripped pages out of a phonebook, set fire to them and flung them up in the air and stood in the rain of burning confetti, trying to get pieces to land on him, giggling and shaking them off as they did.

   A piece stayed stuck on his head and set fire to his hair. He brushed the flames off with a yell, laughing still. The pain made him grit his teeth but he loved it.

   The flame in the welder had dwindled and gone out. Unbothered, he threw the gear across the room. The smell of singed hair drifted across to the three hostages as they watched Pannick dance his way out to the passage.

   Solomon coughed and panted for breath. His whole chest hurt. 

   “Remember to look scared now, boys and girls!” the green freak sang and waved. “Because this is Fear TV’s last show! Let’s make it the best!”

   He pulled on the big steel door and it began to move with a grinding noise. Once in motion it rolled of its own weight. The vibration could be felt in the floor. As it closed they saw him loading gear off the workbench into a case. He was preparing for a hurried departure.

   “You can’t leave us here!” Solomon hollered. His throat stung from the smoke.

   “You must look terrified!” Pannick shouted back. “It’s what they want! We all want that! I really love it!” He was exuberant.

   The massive steel door separated them and it closed with a heavy ringing thump, shutting the three hostages inside the Hall of Fears.





Chapter 31      

 



“I got to get outta here,” Solomon said, gasping for air. He was beginning to panic.

   Reitman looked helplessly at Biblegirl.

   “My God, this’ll kill him,” he said. “His lungs are damaged already, he can’t take it.”

   “I’m almost free,” Biblegirl snarled, straining against the wires. Her skin was ripping. The pain was like fire. Sweat had bathed her wrists and hands, made them slippery. She hoped it wasn’t blood.

   One last pull and a furious wiggle and one hand came free.

   “Great work!” Reitman shouted.

   Biblegirl shook her hand and looked it at. Her wrists were raw as butcher’s meat and smeared blood was everywhere. With one hand free she could get off the chair and untie her other hand, which didn’t look much better. Breathing fast through her mouth, she worked on the blood-soaked knots, counting seconds in her head.

   “That camera’s got to be disconnected!” she said. “We have to stop the signal!”

   “Why?” Reitman exclaimed. “We don’t have time!”

   “It’s our only hope. He wants to watch us burn up. He lives for that. That’s his goal. To burn you up. If he can’t see it happen he won’t do it.”

   “How’s he going to do that?”

   “A wireless signal. He’s got a receiver with him and just needs to get away a bit. Won’t even leave the gasworks. The building’s going up and he’ll watch it all from the front row. ”

   Her hand came free. She jumped to her feet and ran over to the perspex screen and twisted the little lipstick camera off its taped mounting. Grabbing the cable she pulled up the slack and gave it a sharp yank. A slim electronics deck slid off the table and hit the floor, upsetting a whole setup of equipment. The plug flew out and the television image went instantly fuzzy.

   “I hope it doesn’t infuriate him and he sets them all off just for that!”

   “Yeah!”

   Leaping back she began to untie Solomon. He was barely conscious. His hands came loose and flopped forwards and he fell out of the chair. Biblegirl jumped over to Reitman to free him. It didn’t take long. She knew Pannick’s knot-tying method now.

   The Stoker Bay Mayor shook his aching wrists and wrung them. Biblegirl ran off the stage and over to the big door. Reitman helped his driver to his feet and dragged him after her.

   Biblegirl fought to budge it. It was no use.

   “It’s locked!” she said, smacking her hands on the steel. “Which means he’s prepared for us to get out of the chairs, but he’s made sure we stay in the room. Which means he might blow up the charges anyway!”

   She turned and looked about the room, around the vaulted ceiling.

   “There’s another camera in here, showing everything!” She threw a thumb back at the door. “Transmitting from in there!” 

   Reitman’s mouth moved but he was lost for words. He’d been through a course in emergency procedures for public officials. It is the norm these days for political leaders. One of the unofficial steps in taking office. The course often consisted of a secret service guy coming around for a chat during which he’d show a few pictures, go through a few scenarios and fit the man for a bulletproof vest.

   Of all the scenarios Reitman had been taken through, let alone heard of, none came close to this. He was shocked. Had been since sundown. He saw no way out. This whole evening would remain in infamy.

   “Over there!” Biblegirl cried, pointing toward the access hatch.

   “The camera?”

   “No! The way out of here! Come on!”

   Biblegirl ran across the large chamber. The toppled stairs would take two people to get back up. There was no way to secure it. They’d just have to be careful.

   “Help me with this!”

   Reitman set Solomon down and got to work with Biblegirl. They raised the steel stand up against the wall. It clanged against the concrete and then stood steady.

   For safety, Biblegirl held it, pushing it against the wall, while Reitman mounted the stairs. Solomon had his arm over the Mayor’s shoulder and together they made it up, step by step. Reaching the small platform they could enter the hatch. Biblegirl warned them of the missing section of grating. 

   She waited until their weight was off before climbing up.

   Just then a popping noise came from the chairs they’d been tied to. The charges were going off! Before she could think another thought, explosive flames kicked up around the seats and sent fireballs to the ceiling. The heat wave hit her like the opening of an oven and she dived to the floor.

   Three pillars of fire roared up from the chairs. A cloud of black smoke hid the ceiling and was swelling downwards, filling the big room in seconds. Biblegirl put her face to the concrete and sucked in a lungful of air from the lowest possible spot, away from the smoke.

   She heard Reitman’s horrified scream, calling for her. She heard him get onto the platform to come back down for her.

   “Go up!” she screamed. “I’m coming!”

   That scream spent all her air. It was too late to hit the deck for another breath. She hit the stairs and ran up, mindful of it toppling. Each second increased the intensity of the furnace the room had turned into. The heat burned against the back of her head and it got worse the higher up she got. She pressed her lips shut. Her lungs screamed for air.

   Reaching the platform she ducked in through the hatch. Reitman pulled it shut. The handle was already getting hot. Biblegirl helped him spin the wheel and the little door was sealed.

   Solomon was lying on the grating, gasping at the cooler and better air in this endless closet. 

   “Right, let’s go!” said Biblegirl, finding the bike lamp at the foot of the hatch. “Follow me! And watch the gap here!” She lit it up for their feet.

   The narrow set of stairs she had used was not far off. They climbed down and hurried along the narrow concrete trench toward the closet door.

   Muffled bangs were heard from the other side of the thick wall. It was the ceiling giving way, sections falling down. The fire was spreading upwards, out of the large hall. Soon the top of the building would be ablaze. If nobody believed the gasworks was worth checking out, they sure would now when there was an arson fire raging for no reason in the empty place.

   They reached the narrow door and came out onto the landing. Now there was space to move. Biblegirl put Solomon’s other arm across her shoulder and the three of them hurried downstairs.

   It was getting hot in the stairwell too. The big fire door was doing its job but it couldn’t hold the flames off forever. Dark gray smoke poured from air vents. The fire was filling the whole shaft system. The wooden rood trusses would be on fire now. Insulation burning. The whole building would collapse before long.

   A series of powerful explosions rocked through the walls, echoing in the stairwell.

   “What’s that?” Reitman cried out.

   “Could be gas flasks going up,” Biblegirl said. 

   “Wouldn’t they have cleaned that stuff up before they left?”

   “Doesn’t look like it!”

   

   “What’s that noise? Do you hear that?” Officer Jackson looked at Ellis. “Sounds like explosions to me.”

   “Yes it does,” the captain said, looking around, trying to identify the direction. There was a soft wind in the air. Jackson sniffed. 

   “I smell fire. Do you?”

   “Yeah, I do,” said Ellis, flaring his nostrils. “But where from?”

   All of a sudden a cracking blast had them spin round. On a rooftop not far away flames shot out into the night sky, blasting through the tiles and beams and everything, lighting up the area.

   “Holy smoke!” the captain exclaimed.

   For a second they just stood gaping, stunned at the sight. History was repeating itself in a most chilling way this evening, without warning, cause or anything. This was an empty, abandoned, vacated industrial site! Had been for years! What on earth was happening? How—?

   Another explosion, adding fuel to the blaze, shook the two policemen out of their trance and they set off towards the building.

   “You were right, Jackson! Go ahead and make the call! Tell ‘em we got the Mayor!”

   Jackson pulled out his radio and barked out the emergency like it was the event of the year and a spearheading observation unit from the Stoker Bay police force was already there, on it. The Mayor was located and the whole thing was literally blowing up in their faces and he requested—required—backup of every kind there was, ambulances, fire trucks, disaster teams, anti-terrorist squads, marksmen, dogs, paddy wagons, the whole nine yards and they’d better be here at the gasworks on the double with screaming tires or somebody’s butt’s going to get sorely kicked. No more errors tonight. Over and out. 

   “I like your style, Jackson!”

   “My pleasure, cap’n!”





Chapter 32      

 



Smoke was rapidly filling the stairs. Biblegirl and the Stoker Bay Mayor and his driver made their way down the floors. It was black as night with only the flames on the roof shedding a trace of flickering orange through the stairwell windows. Solomon was weak. His legs offered little support.

   It was a treacherous trek through the darkness. They missed steps and ankles folded. Reitman kept a steadying hand on the railing. The bike lamp’s beam strained to cut through the smoke, like a diver’s light searching the seabed in murky waters. Their eyes streamed and they coughed and wheezed.

   Precious seconds went by. Solomon’s head dipped several times and he almost pulled the others down. After what seemed like a snail’s descent through a skyscraper they reached the bottom floor and found the door. A cloud of smoke followed them out as they burst through.

   Fresh air leaped at them like a long lost relative, hugged them on all sides. They panted and coughed and spat, blinking the sting out of their watering eyes. Solomon lifted his head, blessing the quickening cool on his face.

   The fire above was a monster’s roar. They threw a look upwards as a fresh explosion blew windows out. Angry flames of an odd color spewed from the top floor like there wasn’t room enough inside.

   “Look out!” Biblegirl cried. Debris fell from the sky, slamming into the ground in a cascade of sparks.

   “We have to get outta here!” Reitman shouted.

   “That way!” Biblegirl pointed to the nearest building. The half-limping trio hurried off across the cluttered tarmac to find shelter. Pieces of building material and other junk, blasted from the roof by the rampant discharge of stored flammables, lay spread out over the paved front, burning.

   Before reaching halfway they stopped, shocked at the sight of the electric scooter whizzing out from behind the next building, heading straight for them. The horn beeped like an adolescent duck trying out his new voice and driving everybody crazy.  

   It looked like he was going to run them over, a premeditated hit-and-run. They spread out. Pannick screamed at the top of his voice.

   “Stop!”

   He screeched to a halt just in front of Biblegirl and the two men. His equipment slid off the flattop and smashed onto the ground, television set and all. Pannick leaped onto the board and screamed at them, laughing as he did.

   “You’re dead! You’re all dying! Scared to death by fear! You’re so scared!”

   It was hilarious to him. A captivating, spell-binding masterpiece of entertainment. He stood on the front of the delivery scooter, arms raised to the skies, praising and worshipping the thundering inferno. 

   The others stared at him in horror.

   Not because he raved crazier than before.

   His whole body was covered in gas canisters. Similar to those on the portable welding device. Oversized metal gherkins, thirty of them at least, hung on him like the clumsiest primitive armor. Wires connected the whole array together, wrapping around the canister coat and collecting in a messy bundle on his front where a control box dangled.

   Pannick was a walking gasworks. Designed to blow up. A suicide bomber with a cause, laden with unimaginable firepower and not hiding it.

   “You think you’re gonna escape fear!? Fear is your destiny, boys and girls! Fear will feed you and eat you! You can’t get away! Fear is your life! Don’t you see!? It can’t be any other way!”

   He looked at the shocked threesome, meeting each pair of eyes with a mocking laugh. He jumped down.

   “It can’t be any other way!” he repeated in a low, intense voice. “Fear is all there is!” 

   His face was a grimace of contortions. Where it still remained the face paint was a mat of fine cracks. From the bald patch on his head a piece of burned scalp hung loose, flopping about on the side of his head. He had rubbed the area like a stupid dog, uncomprehending of the hurting wound or what it was.

   “Don’t move!” roared a voice from the shadows. “This is the police!”

   With a start they all turned. A blinding light from a powerful flashlight hit them all. Pannick gasped like a kid. “I’m so scared!”

   He meant every word.

   The voice roared on.

   “Everybody stand still! Not one move from anybody! We got you covered!”

   Pannick tittered, hand pressed to his mouth. He shifted between smiles and fright so fast it looked like a twitch. He stood with the others, watching for what would come next.

   A pair of dark figures emerged from the dark. One with a gun to his shoulder and the other brandishing the flashlight. Coming out of the dark corner, the light from the flames fell on them.

   “Officer Jackson!” Biblegirl exclaimed.

   “You okay, Biblegirl?”

   “Yeah!”

   Captain Ellis cut them short. “Nobody speak and nobody move, okay!? That’s it, stand very still! Now listen to me carefully! Do exactly as I say! Mister Reitman! You back away, sir, bend down and come over here! Stay out of the line of fire!”

   As he spoke a helicopter appeared. The spotlight under its nose gave it away. The roaring fire had drowned out the sound of its approach. Now they heard it hovering low above them. The pilot knew to stay out of the column of heat rising from the building. Flying into that could ruin a perfect evening in a matter of seconds.

   The powerful searchlight beam sliced through the heavy air, defying all resistance and putting a bright circular float on the ground that glided and climbed over everything unhindered.

   It found its target between the buildings and settled there, bathing the small group of people in light.

   Captain Ellis swore. It wasn’t the first time the News at Six chopper had made a nuisance of itself, distracting everybody, aggravating an already dangerous situation.

   “That’s the news!” he shouted. “Smile, people! You got a witness in the sky! Any false move will be recorded and you can bet your tiny butts will be used against you! Now, mister Reitman! Keep coming this way, sir!”

   Pannick broke into a drawn-out wail.

   “Stoooop!”

   Ellis’s finger squeezed on the trigger. The release of the hammer was a hair’s-breadth away. Everybody froze on the spot. There was little doubt in the captain’s mind who the perp was of the group. It just baffled him, that’s all. This stupid green nutcase should be in a children’s theater act, playing Zucchini-Boy.

   “You don’t understand!” Pannick wailed on. He raised his hands slowly, surrendering. “I don’t want to be scared anymore! I don’t want to! Please! Please don’t scare me anymore!”

   He wept bitterly, lifting his face to the unfair, cruel powers that were.

   Can’t be real, thought Biblegirl, watching him. He lacks the capacity for sincere response. His inner being is a foreigner, lost from his own reach and hiding in the most impenetrable of shelters. The human heart.

   “No point dialing anybody now, son,” Ellis rumbled. “Your lawyer’s asleep.”

   Biblegirl looked up at Pannick’s hands. He held a cell phone. His thumb moved over the buttons. He was dialing!

   “He’s triggering the bomb!” Biblegirl yelled.

   Before the last word left her lips she was into a high kick that would split the pants on normal clothing. It came out like a bolt of lightning, straight and packed such a punch the shockwave alone could part the hair on a rockabilly fan’s head.

   With expert aim the side of her foot struck Pannick’s wrist, breaking it like a twig. The cell phone spun into the air.

   In the same split second, Ellis decided things were getting out of hand and authority had to be reestablished. He fired at the phone before it hit the ground. The cannon blast took the phone out of existence in the material world and kicked the electric scooter that was right behind it so hard it toppled over and came to rest ten feet further away in kit form.

   Pannick yelled and dropped to his knees, crying like a baby at first then laughing, switching seamlessly. He covered his face, or tried to. His broken hand hung horribly and couldn’t do the job. Ellis was on him like a tiger, pushed him down hard and put a boot on his arm. The metal canisters clanged and scraped on the ground.

   Jackson knelt on Pannick’s other arm. He swept over the guy’s complex apparatus, trying to determine just what danger might still remain of the thing blowing.

   “Lie still!” Ellis roared into the young man’s face, pressing the shotgun muzzle into the bridge of his nose. Pannick found obedience from somewhere. He shook with fear. His eyes watched the policeman’s face as if it was familiar, like a small boy looking into his foster dad’s face and steeling himself for a round of abuse, equally familiar.

   Jackson was instructed to cuff the guy’s legs, the ankles were slim enough, then use the captain’s cuffs for the hands. Busted bones or not, Ellis didn’t care.

   Biblegirl stepped forward and crouched, feeling under the clusters of tubes. She pulled the gun from under Pannick’s tool belt.

   “What’s that?” Ellis asked, on edge.

   Jackson put a calming hand on the captain’s arm.

   “It’s mine,” Biblegirl said, holstering her piece.







Chapter 33      

 



Pannick lay in a fetal position on the ground, like a captured animal, its limbs secured. He sniffled and mumbled to himself, quivering with fear. He seemed resigned to this result, and relieved in some strange way. He couldn’t be driven, hounded, tormented any longer. Not like this. It was over.

   They had moved themselves to safety behind another building. The fire was raging on. For the past minute or two no explosions had been heard. The last of the gas bottles must have blown.

   A colossal rumble shook the air. Biblegirl took a look around the corner. The entire roof caved in. The fire burned through the floors, one by one, weakening every structural beam and girder. Then the walls would collapse, spreading the range of the fire. That’s when it could really spread.

   The long-awaited chorus of sirens finally met their ears.

   “Get down there and lead ‘em in, Jackson!” Ellis shouted. Bertie ran off toward the gates, flashlight and cutters in hand.

   “Oh, and move our car!” the captain added and threw him the keys. “Get that boom out of the way if you can! What the hey, let ‘em run it through!”

   Biblegirl set off after him. Together they moved aside two lengths of the flimsy council wire fencing. It stood on the inside of the wooden booms that had been the formal factory entrance. Biblegirl picked up the lengths of chain and cut padlocks and threw them to one side.

   Jackson jumped into the cruiser. The convoy of light bars came roaring round the far bend, honking their horns. The officer moved the car up onto the pavement and stopped on the grass, clearing the drive.

   Biblegirl came up and went straight for the boot. She was pretty sure the police car had one. Yes, there it was. A regular axe. Standard issue law enforcement door buster.

   The news chopper had followed their progress from above and even now the searchlight was on Biblegirl as she ran up to the boom. It wooden barrier was chained and bolted and whatever else to prevent it from ever being opened in a civilized way again.

   As if that would stop anyone from entering, she thought and began swinging at the red and white pole. She attacked it close to the pillar. The wooden boom shook from the assault. Chips flew.

   The helicopter circled over her, watching the action.

   “Come on, Biblegirl!” Jackson shouted. “You can do it!”

   He looked back and waved the flashlight down the road. The rescue teams were screaming towards them. Only seconds away from the driveway now.

   Captain Ellis jogged up to the exit side. Biblegirl hacked away on the entry side. With the help of a kick the boom split at last and dropped to the ground. She pulled the round pole out of its chains and moved it to the curb. The entrance was clear.

   On the other side of the narrow traffic island, Ellis cocked the gun and fired at the chains. They fell to the ground like so much iron scrap. Another shot close to the pillar severed the wooden boom in a cloud of smoke and fragments.

   Kicking the round pole to the edge of the driveway, Ellis waved clearance on his side also.

   The lead vehicle, a gleaming four-by-four with the fire chief in it, screeched in and roared past Ellis. A hand stuck out the window flashing a thumbs up.

   Using both lanes the entire convoy roared into the gasworks. A squadron of police cruisers and unmarked secret service cars slowed just inside the gates along with two ambulances. They pulled up by Reitman and Solomon who sat on the ground, resting and watching Pannick. Press vehicles slipped through the open gates and a white van from News at Ten brought up the rear.

   Doors flew open and activity around the Mayor was instantly feverish. Rescue workers ran around and radios crackled and beeped. Stretchers and gurneys were pulled out. Bright backpacks of medical gear appeared. A reporter team poured out the news van, racing the newspaper guys to the scene.

   The head of City Hall security, who had been out of his mind all evening, bombarded his official charge. The Mayor wanted to know if someone had phoned his wife. Yes they had. He could call her himself shortly.

   Seeing the van from News at Ten arrive the News at Six helicopter landed with a thump on the grass by the road. A reporter and a cameraman jumped out and ran up the driveway.

   “Don’t go anywhere, I want to talk to you!” the woman reporter shouted as she passed Biblegirl and Jackson standing by Ellis’s police cruiser.

   They reached the throng of people around the casualties, joining the other team, vying for shots and words from the Stoker Bay Mayor in person. The policemen kept the newshounds out of the inner circle and they had to wait their turn. If there’d be a turn at all tonight.

   The team from News at Ten ran off to capture dramatic footage of the raging fire and the brave Stoker Bay firefighters battling it with grimy faces, sweaty torsos, helmets and all.

   Questions and sizing-up of the gasworks disaster with Reitman as its main point of interest ran on for minutes. Captain Ellis confirmed things, filling in details and blanks and giving helpful comments. The reporters fired questions but they weren’t taken. This was inside talk. Closed session. The police again shooed them away.

   Frustrated but not beaten, the glamorous lady from News at Six spoke to the camera instead, telling of the extraordinary events as they appeared and as she had personally witnessed. More details would come as facts unfolded, but she reaffirmed once more that the Stoker Bay Mayor Ted Reitman was safe and by all accounts without any serious injury following the appalling trauma he had suffered. 

   Solomon sat on a foldable chair with an oxygen mask on. Medics tended to him and security men crouched around as he relayed the story of the abduction, how it all started outside the flower shop.

   A large team of people worked on Pannick, examining him, treating his burns and shattered wrist, injecting pain killers and getting him sedated. He was transferred to a gurney and moved to an ambulance. Policemen hovered around him and insisted on having one of theirs riding along to hospital.

   “No offense, sir,” said Ellis with his arms crossed, looking at Reitman. “But you can’t be running around without security anymore, okay? Not even for visit to a cotton-picking flower shop. Especially not to a flower shop. Any place like that is high risk.”

   Ellis explained exactly why that was so. Had to do with the rule of least expectancy.

   Reitman drank from the bottle of water they’d given him. Tomorrow he’d be annoyed. Tonight he was too tired. He adjusted the blanket over his shoulders as his mind skimmed over it regardless. He worked for liberty and justice. He loved all those qualities. It was a right and a privilege. That’s what his office was all about.

   He shook his head. The cost of this incident would be huge. He wanted peace and security and prosperity for Stoker Bay citizens. An impossible order, across the board. What grated him was, the more he strove for this the less he could enjoy it himself.

   He could just picture the upcoming meetings and hearings on the subject of his safety.

   He’d deal with it tomorrow. Leaving it all till then, he simply wondered, “What is the world coming to, eh?”

   “Sir, you don’t want to know,” Ellis replied, rolling the matchstick around in his mouth.

   Anxious to drop it, the Mayor looked over their heads and waved for Biblegirl to join them. She and Jackson leaned against the cruiser. They’d been talking. She was angry but grateful and he was apologetic but scolding. It was a good conversation.

   “Folks, I’d like you to meet a friend of mine,” Reitman said as Biblegirl came up with Jackson. Room was made for her to stand beside him. The cameras were glued on the two of them. The Mayor put his arm around the girl’s shoulders.

   “Yeah, who is this girl anyway?” Ellis asked. He was intrigued. Jackson’s presentation in the car seemed pale compared to the real thing. Smiling, he said, “Have to tell you, you’re quite a piece of work, young lady.”

   Biblegirl thought of the scripture that said we’re all God’s workmanship, created for good works.

   “Thanks,” she said, sporting a light grin. “Just doing my duty.”

   Ellis laughed. The Mayor loved it.

   “Sir, is this someone I should know about?” the security chief asked in a pointed tone, loosening his standard issue secret service tie. He wasn’t smiling a bit. This was a bad night.

   “Ladies and gentlemen, all of you, this Stoker Bay daughter is the hero of the hour,” Reitman said, addressing everyone. “She is one of my personal advisors, has been for some time. She is also the main reason we were able to solve this disastrous crisis tonight. I don’t mind telling you that without her skill, quickness of thought and strength of character, neither I nor my friend and driver Solomon Browne would be here now. We’d be stuck in there.” He pointed in the general direction of the burning building.

   A hush went through the assembled crowd. The Mayor’s open acknowledgment of a tremendous act of heroism by what appeared to be an ordinary citizen, a youngster, was more than their imaginations could handle. Even the reporters were caught off guard.

   “I can vouch for that,” said a voice.

   It was Officer Jackson, pushing through. He looked at his young Baker’s Square pal and gave her a wink.

   “Go on, you tell the folks your name, honey. Tell ‘em who you are.”

   All eyes were on the young girl in the dusty and singed black leather outfit. The news cameras glared down at her, lights shining. Even the soot and dirt couldn’t hide the prettiness of the girl’s face, or the calm satisfaction that now began to steal upon her countenance. Her crystal blue eyes gleamed.

   Vicky Sheldon held them in her confident gaze, including the Mayor, who gave her a regal nod to go ahead. Even Captain Ellis was all encouragement. It had happened. The mission of her heart was a definite and official and public go.

   With an enigmatic smile and a fist on her hip she told them straight.

   “I am Biblegirl.”







Chapter 34     

 



Within the hour the news had spread throughout Stoker Bay and neighboring counties. Radio stations cut nighttime broadcasts for the report of the Mayor’s disappearance and subsequent rescue. On television the black and white films and talk show reruns were interrupted by bleary-eyed anchors reading from papers in their hand.

   Presses stood humming on hold, waiting until the last minute as editors and writers produced for all their worth. This was the story of the year. What headlines! And what pictures!

   Most people were asleep and didn’t know what had transpired during the dark hours of the night in their city. But it wouldn’t be long.

   Morning came and people froze with coffee mugs to their lips. Cereal dripped from spoons. Eggs burnt. Breakfast television ran the dramatic report and the footage from the last night’s events.

   In the apartment behind and above the small bookshop called It Is Written not much sleep had taken place. While most of Stoker Bay sensibly rested Humphrey had been wondering where the dickens his granddaughter was. She was taking an awful long time doing her scripture route.

   Prayer was on his lips and a mug of hot tea warmed his hands and his beleaguered soul enjoyed the consoling charms of an old Ealing comedy on television. All would be well of only Victoria would skip through the door like a good girl, excuse herself thoroughly for being late, kiss him goodnight and hurry to bed.

   Only then could he relax.

   Instead of such bliss, a most phenomenal nightmare took shape.

   The movie was interrupted for a special news report about Mayor Ted Reitman. He had been rescued. This was good news. Humphrey watched him stand in a busy crowd with a blanket over his shoulders, looking disheveled but in good health.

   At this point his eyes began to deceive him. When it became apparent that his eyes were not doing anything of the sort, Humphrey’s toes received a sudden spillage of hot tea.

   “Great Scot!” he exclaimed and jumped to his feet, eyes fixed on the television.

   Next to the Mayor stood his darling little Victoria—it really was her!—looking like a soldier of fortune after a raid. They were at the North Shore gasworks which happened to be on fire as if the Blitz of London had struck. The two of them smiled. And now came an aerial shot of his granddaughter. She was kicking the oddest-looking fellow to pieces! Right there, on television!

   “Lord, show an old fool your abundant mercy!” Humphrey cried. 

   Victoria was referred to as Biblegirl, a mystery character working with the Mayor. She was the principal hero in his dramatic rescue.

   “A hero?” Humphrey exclaimed.

   He fell back into the armchair, hand on his head. The comedy came back on. He couldn’t watch it. He switched it off.

   He sat there with the most peculiar sense of distress. Anger, pride, confusion, absurd amounts of peace, restlessness. All of it mixed together. 

   He heard the front door open and leaped out of the small living room behind the shop.

   “Victoria!” he roared. “What in the name of all that is decent—”

   Coming past the counter he suddenly slowed, changing his demeanor.

   “Ah! Good evening, officers. Oh my goodness, and Mister Reitman! You too, sir? Glad you’re looking so well. I just heard.”

   He made a lame gesture back to the living room and the television and the news and the whole mindless episode.

   Vicky ran up and hugged her grandfather.

   “We did it, Gramps! We cracked it!”

   “You virtually cracked me in the process!” he said, relenting to the dear child’s embrace. “Beyond repair! I feel like a regular Humpty-Dumpty at the bottom of the king’s wall!”

   Reitman laughed as he shook Humphrey’s hand.

   “I take part of the blame for your distress, my friend. In the future I shall avoid getting abducted, you have my word.”

   Mister Sheldon allowed himself a little laugh, but it didn’t come easy. Seeing his genuine concern and being a father himself, Reitman put a hand on the older man’s shoulder and looked him in the eyes.

   “Your grandchild handled herself with incredible fortitude. She was the right person for the job tonight. I’m not saying she should make a habit of this sort of thing, but I’m telling you that you have an exceptional young lady here, Humphrey. Very capable. More so than I think you give her credit. But that’s our prerogative as parents.” He smiled.

   Continuing, he said, “As for tonight’s action, she’s requested that we downplay her part. No more mention to the media. They’ve got all they need. She wants to carry on her mission quietly. In the dark, so to speak, without attention or distraction. That, Humphrey, is the sign of a true hero. And for raising a child as exceptional as this, I and the people of Stoker Bay, owe you a debt of deepest gratitude and our heartfelt blessings.”

   The Mayor turned to look at the girl.

   “As for you, Biblegirl, you are my friend and the friend of this administration, and you have my personal blessing and my encouragement to continue the work you do.” He nodded toward the gun at her side. “It pleases me that your grandfather is taking an active role in your ministry.” He winked at her, knowing that Humphrey caught it too.

   “Thank you, sir,” Biblegirl said, taking Reitman’s hand for a formal handshake. Then he took the girl into his arms for a bear hug.

   “And thank you for saving my life!”

   The Mayor requested their company for dinner some time soon, an offer Humphrey and Vicky were happy to accept.

   With that and all other short but relevant matters, mostly relating to possible police hearings on tonight’s action and statements concerning the temporarily borrowed two-wheeled police asset, all of which Reitman assured them was nothing to worry about, the Mayor bid them goodnight and left with his men.

   Humphrey locked after them.

   Scratching his beard, he stood looking at Vicky for a moment.

   “Do you know, I’m speechless.”

   Vicky loosened the top button of her suit and rubbed her hands. They felt sore and blistered and cried out for hand cream. 

   “Yeah well, I guess that’s that,” she said with a big sigh. “I’m hungry, I think I’ll make myself a sandwich. Would you like one?”

   Humphrey stared at her, and burst into laughter.



   “It says here that Stoker Bay policeman Bertie Jackson let you use his mountain bike in the rescue of the Mayor. Did he really, I wonder?”

   Humphrey looked up from the newspaper. He had a pair of scissors in his hand, primed and ready to cut the entire article out.

   “I think you call it a gentleman’s agreement,” said Vicky from under her towel. 

   “Ah.”

   She was bathing her face in the steam from a mug of piping hot tea.

   “Except I’m a gentlewoman.”

   “Right,” Humphrey muttered.

   He opened another newspaper. Copies of all three morning papers lay on the table. Since last night he had a new hobby. Scrapbooking.

   “It was a bit slow, though,” Vicky said.

   “What was?”

   “Jackson’s bike.”

   “Was it indeed?”

   “I mean, as a means of transportation.”

   “You don’t say. Was that due to an inherent drawback of the bicycle concept as such, or due to a lack of sufficient muscle power to propel this particular one?”

   “I would say a combination of both.”

   Humphrey rustled through a few pages.

   “If you had a choice, what means of transportation would you have preferred?”

   “A motorbike.”

   “I used to have a scooter when I was younger,” said her grandfather, looking up in moment of pleasant musing. “A nice Italian machine called Vespa. I give that delightful machine a great deal of credit for making me such a success with your grandmother. The more I let her use it the closer we became…”

   Vicky laughed. Then she said something in a tone of voice that took a few seconds to register with her grandfather. “They’re making them again, you know.”

   After a short pause Humphrey lowered the paper sufficiently to look at her over the top.

   “Is this trying to go anywhere particular?”





Chapter 35      

 



Two weeks later Vicky passed through the guarded gate of the island prison. Following the sign posts she made for a low square building with towers sticking out of its roof. Everything was dreary concrete. In the place of shrubbery and ornamental fencing was barbed wire. The black coils covered every wall.

   Vicky entered the main doors and walked up to the reception. She knocked on the window. The reinforced glass felt like it was an inch thick. Cameras blinked red from every corner of the ceiling.

   The window slid open and a large, stern-faced woman of around forty greeted the schoolgirl, giving her a look like she was well out of place.

   “I’m looking for Doctor Veerhoven,” Vicky said with a polite smile.

   “Doctor Veerhoven? You have an appointment?”

   She looked down on her charts and pulled a pen from the pocket of her brown uniform shirt. 

   “Yes. The name is Miss Sheldon.”

   “Okay. You wanna take that backpack inside?”

   “Yeah, I have a gift with me for a patient, or inmate. I’m not sure what you call them here.”

   “Well they ain’t guests, that’s for sure. Let me see it, Miss.”

   Vicky took out a teddy bear and handed it over. The woman studied it, squeezed it, then ran it through a machine like they have in airports, to x-ray luggage.

   She returned to the window and handed the teddy back. 

   “Fine. Leave the backpack with me and take a seat.”

   The woman took Vicky’s bag, reached for a phone and slid the glass shut.

   Vicky sat down in one of the chairs. It was the dullest reception she had ever seen. She felt a little self-conscious with the teddy bear in her lap. Reaching for the magazine rack she wrapped it in gossip weekly.

   After a minute a tall, elderly man approached from an inside corridor. He made his way through two sets of code-locked glazed doors before stepping into the reception. All of the windows and glass around this place was reinforced, Vicky noticed.

   “Hi, I’m doctor Veerhoven,” he said, taking the girl’s hand. “Glad you could come.” 

   Vicky introduced herself although it didn’t seem necessary.

   “Yes I know,” he smiled and quickly led her inside.

   He seemed to be in a hurry. Forensic psychiatry was not a job she knew much about but she figured it was the same with all medical practice. Lots to do and too little time to do it in.

   “How is he?”

   “Not much yet, I’m afraid,” doctor Veerhoven replied, gesturing to some apparent resignation. Perhaps it wasn’t resignation. It was probably the exercise of patience, Vicky thought, correcting her impression.

   He went on, “We’re in for a long haul. Not everyone can be reached. But each case is a challenge. And I love a challenge.” He gave a smile of determination. It sat comfortably on his face.

   “I heard his previous doctor has gone missing.”

   “Yes, doctor Burwell. We don’t know where he disappeared. Gone up in smoke.”

   One side of the wall was lined with identical doors. These were the cells, she realized.

   Casting an occasional glance through the rather small door windows, she saw men, mostly with shaved heads. They were dressed in yellow clothes. To distinguish them from the white-clothed staff, of course. And the brown-clothed security detail.

   Opposite the cells were tables and chairs. Some work desks for the staff. They passed a coffee machine and a small kitchen area. When things began to improve visits would take place out here. A bit nicer.

   The place smelled like a hospital, clean, dry, with a trace of alcohols in the air. Not the drinking kind. It was also a lot quieter than she expected. No screams. No banging on walls.

   Doctor Veerhoven stopped by a door. The handwritten note on the door read, ‘Phearann Pannick’ along with a series of numbers.

   “Is that a present?” Veerhoven asked.

   “Yes,” Vicky said, unwrapping the teddy.

   The doctor smiled at the sight of it.

   “Good. He’s wanted one.”

   “Has he? You mean he’s asked for a cuddly toy?” 

   “Not in words. He doesn’t speak. Only in behavior. He falls asleep clutching folded towels.”

   Vicky looked at the toy.

   “Hope he’ll like this one better than a towel.”

   “A vast improvement,” Veerhoven smiled. He went on to explain the procedure. “We won’t stay longer than a minute or he’ll get stressed up. Hand the teddy over, say a few words if you like, then we leave. Move decisively. He’s okay to touch. Don’t hesitate and don’t change your mind. I go in first and I walk out after you.”

   Vicky understood. The doctor unlocked the door and she followed him in.

   It looked like a room in a cut-rate businessman’s motel. Clean but sparse. Functional and that was it. The walls were painted in the mood-conducive color of soft yellow.

   Pannick sat motionless on the floor in his yellow cottons, tucked against the wall. He wore a big cast on his wrist and the arm was in a sling that prevented him from moving it at all, kind of a one-armed straightjacket. A bandage was wrapped around his head.

   His eyes were blank. Whatever was going on went on inside. 

   “Hello, Phearann,” said the doctor. “You have a visitor.”

   Vicky moved in front of him. The doctor stayed close to her, relaxed but observant, eyes steady on his patient. Pannick remained still, not registering her.

   “Hello, Phearann,” Vicky said, crouching. “I have a present for you. It’s a teddy bear. He is your friend. He’ll want a name so you give him a nice name. He is yours forever.”

   She laid the teddy in his lap, touched his shoulder and stood up.

   Pannick’s eyes moved down to look at it. With slow movements he picked up the toy. He looked at it, his eyes betraying nothing. Then he put the teddy’s face against his cheek and let it stay there.

   “Thank you, Biblegirl,” he said in a slurry little voice, hardly moving his mouth.

   He hadn’t looked at her once.

   “You’re welcome,” she said with a smile and turned and walked out.

   Doctor Veerhoven came out after her and locked the door.

   “Well done,” he said, giving her an excited look that made him look quite young. He loved his job. “Those are the first words he has spoken! It’s like he’s been afraid to before. The boy’s been afraid to exist. He hasn’t dared connect to anybody. Not even life.”

   The doctor peeked through the small square window. 

   “You touched him, Miss Sheldon. He responded to you. I’ve never seen anything like it. He is so filled with fear. But you touched him. Amazing.”

   “He has had nothing to believe in,” Vicky said. “His faith in everything, people, life, God, his own rights, you name it, was destroyed early. And without faith there is only fear. Fear is the opposite of faith.”

   “Yes, I believe you’re right,” said the doctor, liking that thought. “Say, where does that come from?”

   “It’s a little something I picked up from the Bible.”

   “The Bible?”

   The girl nodded.

   “Of course,” the doctor said with quick laugh. He looked at her. An idea came to him.

   “Do you think,” he began. He rubbed his chin. “I mean, would you consider coming back here again, for another visit? See if we can’t get some faith to start rebuilding in him. Get some of that crippling fear pushed out. Would you?”

   “It will be my pleasure,” said Biblegirl.







About the Author



Michael Storm is a fictional MASTERMIND! A prolific screenwriter and award winning actor, he's also produced music videos, short films and animation, and writes frequently for national radio. Storm has been involved with film and television for the past twenty years. And now he has finally harkened to the call at long last, debuting incredible novels like "Pulp7","BibleGirl"," The Solo Connection", and "The Quartereaders." His fiction is groundbreaking and innovative, thrilling and enjoying for readers of all ages.



About the Publisher



Leeway Artisans is a publishing company that has been operating out of Maryland for close to five years. The company boasts innovated fiction and non-fiction that is fresh, revitalizing, and inspirational to readers nationwide. The publisher can be found on the web at www.leewayartisans.com or via mail at:

                      Leeway Artisans, Inc.

                      P.O. Box 1577

                      Laurel, MD 20707



For additional information, email us at info@leewayartisans.com. 




  
cover.jpeg
-

MICHAEBSTEOR M+

4}‘

e

The word is eol!n”n“ ore.
e





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg
AND IF ANYONE TAKES WORDS AWAY
FROM THIS BOOK OF PROPHECY, GOD
WILL TAKE AWAY FROM HIM HIS SHARE
IN THE TREE OF LIFE AND IN THE HOLY
CITY, WHICH ARE DESCRIBED IN THIS
BOOK. - REVELATIONS 22:19

The one who received
the seed that fell
among the thorns is the man who hears
the word, but the worries of this life
and the deceitfulness of wealth choe t,
maling it unfruitful. But the one who
received the seed that fell on good soil is
the man who bears the word and
understands i, $ie produces a crop,
vielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times
‘what was sown. ~Illatheo 13 2225

Then | said, *Here | am, | have come—itis
witten about me in the seroll.| desire to do
your wll, O my Gods your law is within my
hearts Paolm107-8

FOR THE

He read it akoud from dagbreak il noon as

e faced the aquace befare the Water Ciate

in the presence of the men, women and
others whos could understand. And dl the
li o the Fook of

the Law Nehemiah 8:3

BIBLEGIRL

FIX THESE WORDS OF
THE LORD] IN YOUR HEARTS AND MINDS;
TIE THEM AS SYMBOLS ON YOUR HANDS
AND BIND THEM ON YOUR FOREHEADS.
TEACH THEM TO YOUR CHILDRE!
TALKING ABOUT THEM WHEN YOU SIT
AT HOME AND WHEN YOU WALK ALONG.
THE ROAD, WHEN YOU LIE DOWN AND
WHEN YOU GET UP, WRITE THEM ON THE.
DOORFRAMES OF YOUR HOUSES AND ON
YOUR GATES, S0 THAT YOUR DAYS AND
THE DAYS OF YOUR CHILDREN MAY BE.
MANY IN THE LAND THAT THE LORD
SWORE TO GIVE YOUR FOREFATHERS.

DEUTERONOMY 11

NORD OF - By Mk sel Storm e

Gon 18 i Tone
AVING

n s infoncy pon have Fnoum the boly
THAN ANY DOUBLE: Scriptures, which are able to mate pon
SWORD, IT PENETRATES Wise for salvation through faith in
k TO DIVIDING Chyrist Jesus. - Timothy 315

AND SPIRIT, JOINTS

MARROW: IT JUDGES THE Zake the heimer of salvarion ond the

THOUGHTS AND ATTTY
OF THE HEART. -~ HEBREWS
4

sword of the Spicit. which is the word of
God. — Ephesians 617





images/00003.jpg





