



 
 



SINNER



[image: 1]
teddekker.com

DEKKER FANTASY

BOOKS OF HISTORY CHRONICLES

THE LOST BOOKS
Chosen
Infidel
Renegade
Chaos

THE CIRCLE TRILOGY
Black
Red
White

THE PARADISE NOVELS
Showdown
Saint
Sinner

Skin
House (with Frank Peretti)

DEKKER MYSTERY

Blink of an Eye

MARTYR’S SONG SERIES
Heaven’s Wager
When Heaven Weeps
Thunder of Heaven
The Martyr’s Song

THE CALEB BOOKS
Blessed Child
A Man Called Blessed

DEKKER THRILLER

THR3E
Obsessed
Adam



[image: 9781595540089_Sinner_0004_004]


© 2008 by Ted Dekker

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other—except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by Thomas Nelson. Thomas Nelson is a registered trademark of Thomas Nelson, Inc.

Published in association with Thomas Nelson and Creative Trust, 5141 Virginia Way, Suite 320, Brentwood, TN 37027.

Thomas Nelson, Inc., titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, fundraising, or sales promotional use. For information, please e-mail SpecialMarkets@ThomasNelson.com. 

Publisher’s Note: This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. All characters are fictional, and any similarity to people living or dead is purely coincidental.

Library of Congress Cataloging in Publication Data

Dekker, Ted, 1962–
      Sinner / Ted Dekker.
          p. cm.
      ISBN 978-1-59554-008-9
      I. Title.
    PS3554.E43S565 2008
    813'.54—dc22

2008024223

Printed in the United States of America

08 09 10 11 12 QW 5 4 3 2 1



Content

AUTHOR’S NOTE

I

WORDS OF PERSUASION

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ZERO

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

II

WORDS OF POWER

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

PROLOGUE




AUTHOR’S NOTE


I AM often asked about the ideal reading order for the Books of History Chronicles, which include the Circle Trilogy, the Lost Books, and the Paradise Novels. Readers from all walks of life have waxed eloquent on this subject, glad to give a new reader the inside scoop on this somewhat twisted world of books I’ve coaxed to life.

There is an answer to the question, but it isn’t what you might expect. Then again, nothing in the Books of History Chronicles is what you might expect.

I could say that the first books to read should be the Circle Trilogy—Black, Red, and White—but that isn’t entirely right. They are prequels to the whole series, much like Genesis is a prequel to Matthew. Does reading Genesis before Matthew affect your appreciation for either? Not necessarily.

I could say that Showdown should be the first book you read, but that isn’t right either. Showdown is a prequel to Sinner,much like Exodus is a prequel to the Gospel of John.

So then where is the beginning? Surely all things have a beginning and an ending. Just quit running circles and tell me, you’re thinking.

But that’s just the point. The Books of History Chronicles are unique because they are circular, not linear.You may make friends with the story at nearly any point and not feel cheated any more than making friends with your future spouse leaves you feeling cheated for not knowing him or her during grade school.

Having said that, there are some books best read in order. Read Black before you read Red and White, because the Circle Trilogy is one story. 

Read the Lost Books—Chosen, Infidel, Renegade, and Chaos—in that order if you can.

It doesn’t matter if you read the Paradise Novels (Showdown, Saint, and Sinner) before or after the Circle Trilogy, but it might be more fun to read Sinner, then Saint, then Showdown—the prequel about how it all began. 

Each series in the Books of History Chronicles is a different experience to be engaged either on its own or with the others.

Some may take exception with me because they want everything to line up in perfect order, and that’s fine for other series out there. But these are the Books of History Chronicles, and we don’t like to follow the crowd here.

We like the mystery of it all. We like piecing the puzzle together. We like to take a big bite out of the middle and then work our way to either end because we get more grease and juice on our chins when we do it that way. 

So go ahead, take a bite out of Sinner, and then decide which way you want to go. Left to Saint. Right to Showdown, or all the way around to the Circle Trilogy.

Either way, enjoy.
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I


WORDS OF PERSUASION


The apostle who saw the Light with his own two eyes said this:

I came to you in weakness
and fear, and with much trembling.

My message was not with wise
and persuasive words,
but with
power.

First-century letter written by
Paul to those in Corinth




PROLOGUE


OUR STORY began two thousand years in the future, because the Books of History came into our world from that future.

After they arrived, the Books of History lay in obscurity for many years until a Turkish dealer unwittingly sold the dusty old tomes to David Abraham, a tenured Harvard University professor and collector of antiquities. Upon discovering that the books contained the power to animate the choices of men by turning the written words of innocent children into living, breathing flesh, he swore to preserve the books in a manner consistent with their nature.

Deep in a monastery hidden from all men near a Colorado mountain town called Paradise, Father Abraham and twelve monks vowed their lives to raise thirty-seven orphans, lovingly nurturing them and teaching them all things virtuous. One day these children would use the books for the good of all mankind.

And so was born Project Showdown.

But Billy, the brightest of the students, was lured into the dungeons below the monastery, where he found the Books of History. And there, surrounded by intoxicating power, the thirteen-year-old boy wrote into existence an embodiment of his deepest fears and fantasies. And he called his creation Marsuvees Black. 

Fueled by the power of evil spun from Billy’s own heart, Marsuvees Black became flesh and entered the small mountain town called Paradise. There,with Marsuvees Black, Billy wreaked terrible havoc and Paradise fell.

The correction of Billy’s transgression came at a terrible price, but before everything could be set right again,Marsuvees Black escaped with a book, which he used to spawn more manifestations of evil like himself.

Since that day many years ago, Black’s creations have lived among us in fleshly form, determined to learn how to make all men evil as Billy was evil.

But good also came out of Paradise when it fell. Three children used the Books of History to write a great power into themselves. Their names were Johnny, Billy, and Darcy.

For twelve years, thankful only that they had survived the failed project, they forgot about what they had written in the books. But then, unknown to Billy or Darcy, the power revealed itself to Johnny, the Saint, in stunning fashion.

Now Johnny waits in the desert for his time to come, because he knows that Marsuvees Black has not been sleeping. Because he knows that the time is near.

In fact, that time has come.




CHAPTER ZERO


MARSUVEES BLACK reread the words penned on the yellow sheet of paper, intrigued by the knowledge they contained. He felt exposed, almost naked against this sheet of pulp that had come his way.

August 21, 2033

Dear Johnny,

If you’re reading this letter, then my attempt to help you has failed and I’ve gone to meet my Maker. You are likely in hiding, so I can only hope that this letter finds you. Either way, I feel compelled to explain so that you might know my own convictions in the matter that faces us. I will be brief.

None of what’s happened to you has been by accident, Johnny. I’ve always known this, but never with as much clarity as now, after being approached by a woman named Karas, who spoke of the Books of History with more understanding than I can express here. Not even my son, Samuel, knows what I now believe to be the whole truth.

Where to start . . . ?

The world is rushing to the brink of an abyss destined to swallow it whole. Conflict among the United States, Israel, and Iran is escalating at a frightening pace. Europe’s repressing our economy. Famine is overrunning Russia, China’s rattling its sabers, South America is battling the clobbering disease—all terrible issues, and I could go on.

But these challenges pale in comparison to the damage that pervasive agnosticism will cause us. The disparaging of ultimate truth is a disease worse by far than the Raison Strain.

Listen to me carefully, Johnny. I now believe that all of this was foreseen. That the Books of History came into our world for this day.

As you know, the world changed thirteen years ago when Project Showdown was shut down. I, and a dozen trusted priests, sequestered thirty-six orphans in the monastery in an attempt to raise children who were pure in heart, worthy of the ancient books hidden in the dungeons beneath the monastery. The Books of History, which came to us from another reality, contained the power to make words flesh. Whatever was written on their blank pages became real. If the world only knew what was happening!

Billy used the books to write raw evil into existence in the form of Marsuvees Black, a living, breathing man who now walks this earth, personifying Lucifer himself. He (and I cringe at calling Black anything so humane as a “he”) was defeated once, but he hasn’t rested since that day. There are others like him, you know that by now. At least four, maybe many more, written by Black himself from several pages he managed to escape with. I believe he’s used up the pages, but he’s set into motion something that he believes will undo his defeat. Something far more ominous than killers who come to steal and destroy in the dead of night. An insidious evil that walks by day, shaking our hands and offering a comforting smile before ripping our hearts out.

Billy may have repented, but his childish indiscretions will plague the world yet, as much as Adam’s indiscretion has plagued the world since the Fall.

Yet all of this was foreseen! In fact, I am convinced that all of these events may have been allowed as part of a larger plan. The Books of History may have spawned raw evil in the form of Black, but those same books also exposed truth. And with that truth, your gifting. Your power!

And Billy’s power. And Darcy’s power. (Though they may not know of it yet.)

Do you hear me, son? The West teeters on the brink of disbelief and at the same time is infested with the very object of their disbelief. With incarnate evil! Black and the other walking dead.

But there are three who stand in his way. Johnny, Billy, Darcy.

Black is determined to obtain all the books. If he does, God help us all. Even if he fails, he escaped Paradise with a few pages and has wreaked enough havoc to plunge the world into darkness. I am convinced that only the three of you can stop him.

Find Billy. Find Darcy. Stop Black.

And pray, Johnny. Pray for your own soul. Pray for the soul of our world.

David Abraham

Marsuvees frowned. Yes, pray, Johnny. Pray for your pathetic, wretched soul.

He crushed the letter in his gloved hand, shoved it into the bucket of gasoline by his side, and ignited the thing with a lighter he’d withdrawn from his pocket after the first reading. Flames whooshed high, enveloping his hand along with the paper.

He could have lit the fire another way, of course, but he’d learned a number of things from his experimentation in the last decade or so. How to blend in. Be human. Humans didn’t start fires by snapping their fingers. 

He’d learned that subtlety could be a far more effective weapon than some of the more blatant methods they’d tried.

Black dropped the flaming page to the earth and flicked his wrist to extinguish the flame roaring about his hand. He ground the smoldering ash into the dirt with a black, silver-tipped boot and inhaled long through his nostrils.

So, the old man had known a thing or two before dying, enough to unnerve a less informed man than Black. He already knew Johnny and company were the only living souls who stood a chance of slowing him down.

But he was taking care of that. Had taken care of that.

Marsuvees spit into the black ash at his feet. Johnny’s receipt of this letter would have changed nothing. It was too late for change now.

And in the end there was faith, hope, and love.

No. In the end there was Johnny, Billy, and Darcy. And the greatest of these was . . .

. . . as clueless as a brick.




CHAPTER ONE


Day One

WEDNESDAY, DAY six of a seven-day jury trial in Atlantic City,New Jersey,May 13, 2034. A thick blanket of smog hung over the city, locking in early summer’s heat—ninety-five degrees at 10:05 a.m. and on its way to the forecasted one hundred and five mark, thanks to thirty years of rising global temperatures.

Billy hooked his finger over the tie knot at his collar and tugged it loose, thinking the halls of the courthouse felt like a sauna. What now? City Hall was shutting down its air-conditioning system to appease its guilt over mismanaging energy costs for the last ten years? The casinos suffered no such guilt. The air conditioners in the New Yorker would be blasting cool air, comforting those willing to make donations at its slot machines.

Billy shifted his eyes from the stares of two well-dressed attorneys passing by and headed for the large double doors that opened to Court-room 1.His stomach turned and he had to force himself to stride on, chin held level. But there was no hiding his disheveled hair, the wrinkles in his white shirt, the hint of red in his eyes from lack of sleep. The three twelve-ounce cans of Rockstar he’d slammed for breakfast a half hour ago were just now kicking in.

He’d won his share of poker hands in the past five years—had a real streak going there last year. But at the moment he was sinking. Freefalling. Screaming in like a kamikaze pilot. Ground zero was in that court-room and it was coming up fast. It would all end today.

The district attorney’s murder case against Anthony Sacks was open and shut. Billy Rediger knew as much because he’d spent six days defending the scumbag with nothing but fast talk and pseudolitigation just to keep the jury from convicting by default.

During pretrial discovery, Billy had seen that any concrete defense was out of the question. The prosecution had an extensive amount of evidence, had subpoenaed numerous character witnesses, and retained a pair of expert witnesses to elaborate on the physical evidence. By the end of exhibition, the jury was laughing up its collective sleeve at Sacks’s plea of not guilty. By the time the third witness took the stand, the jury had lost all presumption of innocence, and that was two days ago.

If left to themselves at this point, the jurors would reach a conviction in less time than it took them to reach the deliberation room. All that remained now was cross-examination and closing arguments.

Billy knew more than the court, but not much. And the jury was catching up to the facts:

Sacks was a known midlevel boss in Atlantic City’s organized crime world, headed by Ricardo Muness.

Sacks ran the lower-side gambling rackets and had a long history of enforcing loans with extreme prejudice. The kind that left debtors either dead in a landfill or shopping for prosthetic limbs.

Sacks had allegedly murdered a local imam,Mohammed Ilah, for interfering with the gambling trade by speaking out against it to the Muslim community and threatening to expose Sacks personally.

The most relevant fact? Criminal defense attorney Billy Rediger, who owed just over $300,000 to Sacks, had been coerced into his defense by Ricardo Muness, the most notorious crime personality from the board-walks to the turnpike.

It all made perfect sense to the crime boss. Sacks had loaned Billy far more than Billy could repay. Now both were in the toilet.

Solution: Billy would defend Sacks in his upcoming murder trial. If Billy got Sacks off, he would be absolved of his debt. If not, he would be relieved of his arms.

Sacks had complained bitterly. Billy might be a clever defense attorney, but at twenty-six he was only three years out of law school and already washed up, hamstrung by his addiction to gambling.

Now Sacks’s life was in the hands of the man he’d unwisely extended credit to. Poetic justice,Muness had said, boots propped up on his large maple desk, grinning plastic.

A chiseled relief over the courtroom door said it all: Permissum Justicia Exsisto Servo, Let Justice Be Served.

Billy took a deep breath, shifted his briefcase from one sweaty palm to the other, nodded at the security guard who was watching him with one eyebrow cocked, and pushed the heavy oak door inward.

A hush fell over the packed room; every head turned, every eye focused. He was a few minutes late to his own funeral; wasn’t a man allowed that much? By their reaction, he might as well have been on trial.

You are, Billy. You are.

The Honorable Mary Brighton was already seated behind the bench, gavel in hand, as if she had just, or was just about to issue a ruling. The prosecutor, a thin man with a long nose and sharp cheekbones, stood on the right looking smug, if looking smug was possible for a face fashioned from an ax.

“Forgive me, Your Honor.” Billy dipped his head and walked briskly forward. The gallery seated one hundred, and every seat was filled. Media, well-wishers from both sides, and entertainment seekers who followed this sort of thing for a living.

“You are late, Counselor,” the judge snapped. “Again.”

“I am, and I regret it deeply. From the bottom of my soul. Unavoidable, I’m afraid. I called your office. Did you get my message? I was, shall we say, held up. It won’t happen again.”

She eyed him with the same gleam that had lit her eyes over the last six days. The Honorable Mary Brighton was known as a hard judge, but Billy thought she might have a soft spot for him. At the very least she found his methods interesting. Not that any of that mattered in this case.

“No, it won’t,” she said. “I expect we’ll wrap up arguments today.”

“Yes. I understand, Your Honor.” He slipped behind the defendant’s table on the left and dipped his head once more.

“This is the last of my leniency with your tardiness, Counselor. I will find you in contempt if it happens again, and I suggest you take me seriously.”

“Of course. My sincere apologies, Your Honor.”

Anthony Sacks sat to his left, sweating like a pig, true to form. The Greek weighed a good three hundred pounds at six feet tall and was dressed in a black pinstripe suit that failed to hide any of his bulk.He glared past bushy black brows.

“You’re late!” he whispered.

“I know.” Billy opened the latches to his briefcase, withdrew the Sacks file, a legal pad and pen, then eased into his seat.

“This is ridiculous!”

“I concur,” Billy whispered.

“Don’t screw this up.”

“No, Tony, I won’t screw this up.”

But Billy wasn’t sure he wouldn’t screw this up. Muness had tossed them a last-minute witness . . . last night. A man who was deposed to testify in court that the victim, Imam Mohammed Ilah, had been murdered by an extremist from his own mosque. Despite the court’s rigid adherence to the rules of discovery, Her Honor could allow the defense to produce the witness on the grounds that the witness was inherently material to the case, the testimony was to be given in court rather than in deposition, and the witness had volunteered to undergo vigorous cross-examination. A lucky break. A defense attorney’s gift, all things considered.

But the man would be a liar. Had to be a plant. Muness couldn’t produce an honest witness any more than he could join the Mormon Tabernacle Choir. His testimony would be perjury, and Billy knew it as well as he knew he still had two arms. Producing a fraudulent witness would get Billy dis-barred, and he would do time for subornation of perjury. A legal term from prelaw filtered into the front of his mind: the miscarriage of justice . . .

And here it was, right in front of him. The miscarriage of justice.

The judge cleared her throat.“Would you like your breakfast served first, Counselor? Or are you ready to call your next witness?”

Billy stood. “Yes. No, no breakfast,Your Honor. Defense calls Musa bin Salman.”

The DA was on his feet. “Objection, Your Honor. The prosecution doesn’t have a Musa bin Salman listed. The defense cannot produce a witness without our knowledge unless . . .” The prosecutor, Dean Coulter, looked genuinely surprised, but trailed off. An associate attorney from his team was rifling through some papers.

“Counsel, approach the bench. Now. ”

Billy got there first. “I sent it over last night, Your Honor. The witness is material to the case, is willing to testify before the court—”

“Please tell me you’re not just posturing, Counselor,” the judge said. “I am not going to take another deposition, and if you’re stalling for time . . .” 

“Of course he is,” Coulter whispered. “Your Honor—nobody calls a material witness in the eleventh hour. We have subpoenaed every possible witness of every kind, and he just now finds a shake-and-bake testimony?” 

“No, Your Honor. I can promise a court testimony without deposition. I believe Mr. Bin Salman is materially relevant to this trial. The prosecution is perfectly free to cross-examine him.” He looked sideways at the DA, swallowed, then continued. “Discovery shouldn’t preclude a material witness.”

The judge nodded. “I’ll allow the witness.”

“His testimony will be inadmissible,” the DA said. “This is unprecedented.”

“Take your seats, Counsel. Both of you. Now.”

Billy held his head level out, but his heart fell into his stomach. He took his seat next to Sacks and pretended to scribble some notes. He had gone out on a limb with his law license in hand, and he would most likely end the week with neither limb nor hand.

Miscarriage of justice was an understatement.

The door opened and the bailiff escorted a gray-suited man with a beard and slicked black hair to the stand.

“Please state your name for the record.”He did. Musa put his hand on a copy of the United States Constitution. “Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

“I do.”

“Please be seated.”

“Your witness,” Her Honor said.

Billy strolled to the podium and sized up the man on the stand for the first time. Clean-cut. Intelligent looking. A kind face, if a bit sharp. One of the millions of foreigners who’d taken up residence in this country and saved it from bankruptcy when the government’s trade policies had softened a dozen years ago. 

The country’s socioreligious complexion had steadily changed since. So-called religious tolerance had made by far the largest gains in the West; the number of Muslims had grown to match the number of Christians. None of this mattered to Billy, but it might make for some fireworks during cross-examination, if the DA would take any bait.

“Thank you for joining us, Mr. Bin Salman. Can you tell the court what you do for a living?”

“I’m a student at the new Center for Islamic Studies.”

“I see. So you are a religious man?”

“Yes.” 

Amazing how those words brought a deeper silence to the courtroom. Everyone was aware of religious people, saw them all the time, talked to them at work, watched sporting events with them. But for one to actually discuss a religious affiliation was frowned upon in the name of tolerance. The new cultural taboo.

“And what is your religion?”

“Islam. I am a Muslim.”

The DA stood. “Objection. I don’t see what a man’s personal faith has to do with his testimony.”

“Understood.” Judge Brighton turned. “Exactly what is your point, Counselor?”

“Defense wishes to establish the relevance of the witness to alternate motives for murdering an Islamic cleric, Your Honor,” Billy said. He didn’t wait for her to overrule the objection and got back into questioning. Momentum was often the most critical element of persuasive litigation. He turned to the witness. “Have you ever met my client, Anthony Sacks, before today?”

“No.”

“What about the victim, Imam Mohammed Ilah?” Billy hefted an enlarged photograph of the victim.

“Yes. I knew him.”

“When did you meet him?”

“I met with him frequently, both as a student and at the mosque. We knew each other by name.”

Billy knew where all of this was headed, of course. It made him cringe, but he pushed on, shoving aside his own objections. He shoved a hand into his pocket and slowly crossed to the jury box, eyeing each member in turn.

“How would you describe your relationship with the imam?”

“We were friends.”

Alice Springs, third juror from the left, second row, doubted the witness. Billy had a knack for reading people, whether in a poker game or in a courtroom.

Billy kept his eyes on Alice. “So there was no . . . disparity between your beliefs and his teaching?”

“No.”

“You both believed in tolerance?”

“Yes.”

A breath from Alice signaled her acceptance of this fact, at least for the moment. 

Billy put his other hand into his front pocket and faced the witness. “Musa bin Salman, do you find my client distasteful?”

Silence.

“Just be truthful. That’s why we’re here, to get to the truth. Do you find Anthony Sacks as disgusting a human being as I do?”

“Objection, leading the witness . . .”

Billy held up a hand. “Quite right, let me be more clear. Ignoring the fact that I think my client is a piece of human waste and should probably fry for a thousand offenses, none of which I am privy to, what is your opinion of him?”

“Your Honor, I must protest this line of argument. The witness just stated that he’s never met the defendant.”

“Clarification of motive, Your Honor,” Billy said.

“Answer the question.”

Musa looked at Sacks. “I’ve heard that he’s a distasteful man.”

“So you have no motivation to try to protect him?”

“As I said, he is a distasteful man.”

“Just answer the question,” Billy pushed. “Do you have any reason to protect the defendant, Anthony Sacks?”

“No.”

“Good.” He strolled in front of the jury, watching their eyes. Truth was always in the eyes. Not windows to the souls. Windows to a person’s thoughts. At the moment, most of them were a bit lost. That would change now.

“And do you believe that Anthony Sacks murdered Mohammed Ilah as the state has accused?”

“No.”

“No? You’re a religious man who finds the accused distasteful, and you’re presumably outraged by the murder of your friend, the imam. Yet you wouldn’t want the murder pinned on this monstrous—my defendant? Why?”

“Because he didn’t kill the imam.”

The courtroom stilled.

“You’re sure about this?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell the court why you are so sure?”

“Because I know who did kill Imam Mohammed Ilah.”

The room erupted in protests and gasps, all quickly brought to an end by the judge’s gavel.

“Order! Counselor, I hope you know how thin the ice beneath your feet is. I will not hear tertiary allegations—”

“He has material knowledge, Your Honor,” Billy said.

“The first hint that this is a red herring and I’ll have you thrown from my courtroom.”

“I understand.”

“Continue.”

Billy pulled his hands from his pockets and walked back to the podium. He looked into the man’s brown eyes. “Will you please tell the court how you came into this knowledge.”

You’re going to lose your arms.

The man hadn’t said it, of course. Billy was thinking this himself, because although he had within his grasp the tools to free his client and save his arms, he wasn’t sure he could wield those tools, knowing what he did.

Knowing that the witness was lying through his teeth, even now.

“. . . the extremists last Thursday night. Seven of them.”

“And what did they say?”

“That tolerance was the greatest evil in the West. That any Muslim who was afraid to stand up for the truth and convert the West was no Muslim at all, but a pretender who is worthy of death.”

“Go on.”

That Muness has won this case, not you. Therefore he will expect payment in full from you. 

“That the imam Mohammed Ilah, in his stand for tolerance toward Christianity and others’ disbelief in God, is a stench in God’s nostrils. For this reason they killed him.” 

Billy heard it all like a distant recording, exactly what he’d expected. And there was more to come, enough to cast doubt in any reasonable juror’s mind.

But his mind was on none of it. His mind was distracted by what he was seeing in the witness’s brown eyes. On what they’d said to him.

Muness has won this case, not you. Therefore he will expect payment in full from you.

Intuition was one thing, but this . . .

He stared at Salman, unable to take his eyes off the man’s face. There was more there. Whispering to him. Both arms. The punishment for stealing.

“Counselor?”

Billy snapped out of his lapse. “Sorry.” He stepped from behind the podium and regarded the judge. “I have no intention of bringing evidence that will incriminate another party, Your Honor . . .” 

A thin hum erupted at the base of his skull, like a miniature buzz saw or a tiny Cox engine firing away at a million revolutions per minute. Buzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

The faint sound spread up through his head, tingling his ears as it passed. He could feel it on his skin, inside his skin, in his brain, in his eyes. Like a thousand gnats had been let in and were exploring their new home.

His eyes stared into the judge’s. Look at you, boy. Such a bright mind being wasted.

“. . . ummm . . .” he said.Had he just heard her say that? “But I do need to finish up . . .”

Billy had lost his train of thought. He wasn’t sure what he was trying to say, so he just stopped.

“This whole line of questioning is outrageous!” the DA was protesting. “I object. Vigorously.”

“Noted. Let’s move on. Counselor?”

But Billy was staring at the witness and hearing that voice in the back of his mind again. Just ask it, you fool. I will say it all as agreed.

The hum in his mind faded to a distant distraction.

Ask, ask, ask!

It occurred to Billy then, staring in Musa bin Salman’s eyes, that he really was picking up the man’s thoughts. Hearing them, so to speak. And as stunning as this revelation was, another one was as disturbing. Namely, what the voice behind those eyes was telling him.

He was going to lose both arms. Even if he did get the Sacks of garbage off the hook. In fact, as soon as he got the Sacks of garbage off. 

“No more questions,” he said, turning, legs numb. “Your witness.”

The courtroom seemed to stop breathing. He’d led them up to the edge of an acquittal and then stepped back.

A point that wasn’t lost on Anthony Sacks. “What?”

Billy glanced at the man. A string of profanity flooded his mind. The contents of Tony’s mind. Billy’s fingertips tingled. His lungs were working harder than they should to keep his blood supplied with oxygen. The room was feeling like a sauna again.

He hurried to his table, reached for the bottle of water, and sat hard. Then he was drinking and the prosecutor was crossing to the witness, and Billy was sure that they were all staring at him.

He had just lost his mind.




CHAPTER TWO


Wednesday

THE DAY the world changed for Darcy Lange of Lewiston, Pennsylvania, was like any other day at the Hyundai assembly plant except for one bothersome detail. Today she would suffer through yet one more annual review, her seventh to be exact, return to her workstation overlooking twenty of the assembly robots, and go home a dollar or so an hour richer than when she started the day.

Honestly, she couldn’t care less about the annual raise and would have gladly forgone the money if doing so meant she didn’t have to endure the tedious review.

Nevertheless, here she sat, facing the slob who spilled out of his white shirt and the flat-chested rail who peered at Darcy over pencil-thin spectacles. Robert Hamblin and Ethil Ridge.Her managers, although they did nothing of the sort. She had run her station perfectly fine for the last five years without so much as a weekly nod from these two or the four sets of managers who’d preceded them.

Darcy liked it that way.

“So, you’ve done well,” Robert said. His dark hair was shaved on either side of his head, a military cut that hardened his square face. Darcy could never quite get used to the way his upper lip came to a slight point at the center, under a sharp nose. She caught herself wondering if the vertical trough that ran between his pointed lip and his nose wasn’t there by evolution’s design. A facial drain for mucus were it to leak from either nostril. 

“You’ve done your tasks as ordered,” Ethil said.

Well said, Pinocchio.

Robert frowned and set the ream of production reports on the desk. He clasped his hands together, elbows bridging the papers.

“The company is changing, Ms. Lange. Progress eventually catches up to all of us. Unfortunately, today it’s caught up to you as well.”

They both held her in their stares, expecting a response. So she gave them one. “And?”

“And . . . we’ve decided that your lack of forward progression is an indication of a poor attitude. A tendency toward reclusiveness that demon-strates passivity to coworkers.”

Darcy knew what he was trying to say, but the slight wag of his head as he leveled each word was enough to drive a needle into her skull. She had to clench her jaw to keep from objecting.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning,” said Ethil, “that the company’s needs have changed. We no longer merely need proficient workers in positions such as yours. We need employees who are both proficient and exude an enthusiasm for the workplace.”

Robert took the ball.“Research tells Hyundai that the degree of enthusiasm in the workplace directly influences proficiency and turnover.”

“Enthusiasm,” Darcy repeated.

“Enthusiasm,” Ethil said.

“You’re saying you want me to punch the start button with more gusto, then,” Darcy said.“Maybe use my whole fist instead of one measly finger, for example.”

Robert’s bottom lip twitched.

“You want me to lean forward while I watch the robots. It’s not enough to make sure every weld looks right. I must make sure with a banana grin plastered on my face, is that it? Okay, sure, I get it. I’ll do that. Is that all?”

“Actually, no. This is exactly the kind of misplaced enthusiasm we’re talking about.”

“So now you’re saying I do have enthusiasm, but not about the right things? Things like the green buttons on high-efficiency automated assembly machines?”

“Please, Darcy. You’re not making this easy.”

“I wasn’t aware I was supposed to make this easy for you.”

“I think he meant easy for you,” Ethil said. “Your hostility proves your lack of enthusiasm. Wouldn’t you at least agree to that?”

Darcy sat back and crossed her legs. She wore jeans and a light sweater, as she often did. The plant was an icebox, comfortable for most maybe, but freezing for those without layers of fat to keep them warm. At the moment, however, she was sweating. 

She crossed her arms, decided that her posture might come off as hostile, and set her hands on her lap. She couldn’t deny that they had her pegged. Everyone knew that Darcy would just as soon be left alone to her task, keeping a watchful eye on the robotic arms as they flipped and turned and welded the automobiles on the assembly line. She’d take music or an audio-book over another person in her glass booth any day.

“I’m comfortable with myself,” she said.

“Well, that’s not good enough anymore,” Ethil said. “You’re not the nineteen-year-old girl we hired to work on the line seven years ago. You sit above the floor for the whole floor to see. We need leaders to lead by example. I’m afraid we need a change.”

It wasn’t until Ethil smugly uttered the last word that Darcy believed they were actually setting her up to be fired. The realization froze her solid.

She’d never even been reprimanded. Never a day late. Only three operating errors at her station in five years. She had the best record on a high-efficiency automated assembly machine in the company.

And they were going to dismiss her?

A buzz burst from the base of her neck and swarmed her mind. For a brief moment she wondered if she was suffering a stroke or something. But then she wrote off the swelling hum in her head to a panic attack. It had been awhile, but she’d had a few since her release from the monastery when she was thirteen.

“I can lead by example,” she snapped. “Why sit? I’ll stand up in my glass booth, pounding buttons like a drummer in a marching band. Is that what you need? Anything for the company.”

“What did I tell you? Hopeless,” Ethil muttered, turning away.

“No, Darcy, I’m afraid that won’t do. We’re going to replace you at the controls. This isn’t a demotion perse. You’ll still get the same wage, but we think you’d fit in better on the line among the others.”

The buzz in her head grew angry. The very idea of being put back on the line was enough to send her packing immediately. She’d fought hard for the relative isolation provided by the control booth, for good reason.

“You might as well fire me,” Darcy snapped, staring directly into the man’s eyes.

Robert blinked. Sat back, eyes narrowed. He exchanged a glance with Ethil.

“No, no, that’s not what this is about,” Ethil said. “Don’t think for a moment that you’ll be able to run off to an attorney and file a claim for unlawful termination.”

“Actually . . .” Robert looked slightly confused. “She might have a point.”

Darcy felt her self-control slipping. “This is ridiculous!” she cried, leaning forward. “You have no right to demote me, and don’t think that’s not exactly what this is. I don’t care what you say!”

She pointed at the wall to her right without removing her eyes from them.“Nobody is better suited for the control booth than I am! Nobody!  I like it, it likes me. We do a near perfect job together. You’re idiots to think anyone would do better just because they walk around grinning like a monkey!”

Robert’s jaw parted slightly. He looked like she’d slapped him in the face. Ethil stared, eyes round. Neither looked like they could quite believe she’d been so frank.

“I dare you.” Darcy stood, trembling. “Tell me here and now that you have someone who could do a better job.”

Neither spoke.

“You can’t! Because you don’t, isn’t that right?”

“That’s right,” Robert said.

“You bet your fat—”

Darcy stopped. He’d agreed? She continued with slightly less force.

“—wallet that’s right.”

“Yes, you are right about that,” Ethil said.

“You would be crazy to fire me.”

“We would,”Robert said. “And we didn’t say we were going to fire you.

In fact, we specifically said we weren’t going to fire you.”

“Or demote me. It’s the same thing.”

Ethil shook her head. “You’re not listening to us. We aren’t demoting you, we specifically—” 

“I know you said that, but I’m telling you it’s the same to me. You can’t put me back on the line!” She walked to her right and spun back. “The line and I aren’t friends. Do you hear me? You can’t do that to me.”

Robert looked at Ethil. For a moment Darcy thought he was actually reconsidering. But it wasn’t Robert who changed the tone. 

“She’s right,” Ethil said, walking behind Robert, eyes shifting to Darcy. “We can’t put her on the line. It would be tantamount to firing her. The lawyers would have a field day.”

A barely perceptible nod from Robert. “They would.”

She had no intention of hiring a lawyer, but if the threat helped her position, let them tremble in their boots.

“I can’t believe you actually threatened to do this to me,” she snapped. “If you had any sense at all, you’d be offering me a raise rather than tearing down your most productive operator. Excellence needs to be rewarded, not chastised.”

“She does have a point,” Robert said. “And we were considering that.” 

“We were.”Ethil took her seat, folded one leg over the other, and looked into Darcy’s eyes.“How much?”

“Excuse me?”

“How much of a raise do you think you deserve?”

Darcy felt her blood rush through her face with renewed anger. They were mocking her. Maybe an attorney wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all.

“You guys don’t know how to quit, do you?” she snapped. “I’m worth twice what you pay me!”

“Double?” Robert said. “That’s a lot of money for an automated assembly machine operator.”

“And that’s another thing. Titles don’t mean squat. Call me whatever you want, but don’t try to cover up an unlawful termination by throwing around titles. Let me do the job I do well and leave it at that.”

The room went quiet. Both of them looked at her as if she’d lost her mind.

“A new title,” Robert said.“Makes sense.”

“She’s earned it, after all.”

“Assembly machines supervisor. Joseph mentioned the idea once.”

Ethil frowned. “I think it could work.”

“And we passed her by at the five-year mark. She’s due.”

They fell silent.

Darcy wasn’t sure what was happening or why, but it occurred to her that they weren’t mocking her as she’d assumed. They had actually seen some sense in her comments.

“You’re serious?”

Ethil forced a grin. “Should we be?”

“Yes. Of course you should be.”

The grin softened. “There you are, then.”

“Congratulations,” Robert said. “We’ve just doubled your salary and given you a new title. Assembly machines supervisor.”




CHAPTER THREE


BILLY REDIGER knew a few things with particular clarity as he sat and focused on the papers spread across the defendant’s table.

He’d just committed an unpardonable sin by walking away from a defense that undoubtedly would have improved his client’s fate.

He’d done so because he’d also come into certain and disturbing information about his own fate, namely that he was about to lose both arms for failing to come through on his own, with or without this witness, whom Muness so conveniently dropped in his lap at the last moment.

And he’d come into such disturbing information by . . .

This was where everything became a bit trickier. Unnerving. Troubling on its own face, wholly apart from the prospect of amputation.

He’d gained it by hearing, as clear as day, the thoughts of Musa bin Salman, who seemed to have no doubts as to the accuracy of said information.

Furthermore, Billy had heard the judge’s thoughts. Such a bright mind being wasted.

The prosecutor had risen and was subjecting the witness to a brutal cross-examination that all but associated the man with maggots worming though week-old garbage. But Billy wasn’t listening.

He was busy avoiding his client’s glare. And plotting his next move, which would directly involve said client.

Tony’s hot breath filled his ear.“You get your useless butt back up there and ask what you were told to ask. I go down for this and you’ll spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair. You hear me?”

Billy looked in the man’s eyes and heard it all, again, this time with more detail than he needed. A flood of thoughts rushed him, some abstract, some very clear. Like the one involving chainsaws and machetes and his legs.

“I do.”He shifted his sight from the man and the thoughts were silenced.

The sounds of the courtroom faded completely, this time because Billy’s consciousness was thoroughly focused on the phenomenon afflicting him.

So it was real? He was actually hearing the thoughts of whomever he made eye contact with? An image of the monastery he’d grown up in flashed through his mind.Was it possible?

Marsuvees Black.

Sweat seeped from his pores. He shut the name out of his thoughts and opened his eyes.

“So what you’re telling us,” the prosecutor was saying, “is that you didn’t actually see any of this with your own eyes.”

“No, but—”

“That however compelled you were by what you think you heard, all you really know is hearsay. Isn’t that right? Sir?”

The prosecutor was leading the witness while arguing his case. There were several clear objections Billy could have voiced and had upheld by the judge, but a new thought was drowning out the usefulness of continuing with Musa bin Salman.

“No. That is not what I said.”

“Thank you, no further questions.”

Dean Coulter took a seat, picked up a pen, and began tapping his notepad, eyes dead ahead. He’d stemmed the tide for the moment, but Billy could blow it all open easily enough with a redirect.

The judge looked at Billy. I don’t know what trick you think you’re pulling, but honestly, I can’t wait to hear this one.

“Counselor?” she said

Billy remained seated. “No further questions.”

Anthony Sacks clambered to his feet. “I object!”

“Sit down!” the judge snapped.

The defendant glared from the judge to Billy, then slowly sat.

“One more outburst like that and I’ll have you removed. There’s a reason why we have order in a court, Mr. Sacks. Your counsel speaks for your defense. Unless you have an entire legal firm in your back pocket, don’t sabotage your own case.”

The man muttered a curse under his breath.

“The witness is excused.”

Musa stood, having been refused his chance to spill the lies he was either being forced or paid to tell. Billy wondered how long the man had to live. Muness would be fuming already.

“Any more witnesses?”

Billy leaned over to Sacks. “You go along with me here or you spend the rest of your natural life in prison. Capisce? ”

Without waiting for a response, he stood and stepped behind the podium, knowing that what he was about to do would change his life forever. But as he saw it, he had no good alternatives.

He pushed his sweating hands into his pockets. “Your Honor, I would like to call the defendant, Anthony Sacks, to the stand to testify on his own behalf.”

The barely audible gasp behind him betrayed his client’s surprise. Billy turned, drilled him with a stare, and winked.

All he got from the man was a mental flood of obscenities, so he cut it off by glancing at the jury. Their thoughts came to him quickly and with amazing clarity as he scanned their eyes.

He’s trying to sabotage his own client?

What if the towel-head was on to something?

Flat out guilty, doesn’t matter what anybody says at this point.

I’m going to ask Nancy for her hand in marriage and she’s going to agree. Just because her friends have put the fear of God in her doesn’t mean she’s stopped loving me.

Reddish-brown hair, green eyes, the cutest face . . . Gasp, he’s looking at me! Man, he’s sexy.

That last thought from Candice, juror number nine, a forty-nine-year-old banker who’d gone out of her way to tell him that she tended bar at the New Yorker on weekends for extra money.

“I’ll allow the witness,” Judge Brighton said.“Mr. Sacks, you have been called. Please take the stand.”

Sacks did, trying his best to put on a good face, but it was red and hid none of his agitation. He stated his name and was sworn in.

“Proceed.” 

Billy lifted his eyes to the jury and fired off his first question to Sacks. “Anthony Sacks, I want you to state clearly for the court your true beliefs in this case. Are you guilty of murder as charged, or are you innocent?”

A quick look at the man settled the matter for Billy. I cut the rat’s throat, and you know that, you fool.

“Innocent. Totally, completely innocent.”

But Billy was more interested in the jury’s reaction.

Guilty.

Guilty.

This guy was born guilty.

Only three had any doubts at all, that Billy could tell. So, as of now he had only one objective. He left the podium and casually approached the witness stand, hands still in his pockets.

“Innocent,” he said, careful to prevent his eyes from making contact with anyone for the moment. “Mr. Sacks, do you consider yourself an upstanding citizen?”

“Yes.”

But the man was fuming inside, spewing filth.

“A family man?”

“Of course.”

“Of course,” Billy repeated. “Do you find this charge of murder offensive?”

“Deeply.”

“How many daughters do you have?”

“Three.”

“And sons?”

Anthony hesitated. “None.”

“None? Did you ever want a son?”

“Yes. My . . . we lost one at childbirth.”

“I’m sorry.”

Billy ran through the questions staring at the man’s forehead rather than his eyes.

“What do you know, the monster’s got a soft spot in his heart for the son he always wanted.”

The prosecutor stood. “Objection, Your Honor. This grandstanding is a transparent attempt to illicit sympathy. It has no bearing on the facts of the case.”

“I’m establishing character as allowed,” Billy said, withdrawing his hands from his pockets.

The judge dipped her head.“Don’t belabor character that has no relation to the charges. Insults constitute contempt, Counselor. I suggest you weigh your words. Continue.”

“Thank you.” To the accused, looking at the wall over the man’s shoulder: “I’m going to run down a series of questions, and I want you to answer them as quickly and as frankly as you can, okay?”

“Okay.”

“What is your age?”

“Forty-nine.”

“What is your height?”

“Six foot.”

“How much do you weigh?”

“Two hundred ten.”

“Good. Are you on a diet?”

“Depends who you ask.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Then no. I always eat healthy.”

“You never indulge?”

“Not lately, no.”

Billy glanced at him. Evidently Sacks considered Double Stuf Oreo cookies healthy, because they were filling his mind at the moment.

“Waist size?”

“Forty-two.”

“Shoe size?”

“Fourteen.”

Another plea from the prosecution. “Please, Your Honor.”

“Hurry it up, Counselor,” the judge warned.

“Do you ever cheat on your wife, Anthony?”

“No.”

Billy didn’t bother looking.

“Cheat on your taxes?”

“No.”

“Never? Not even a little bit? Fail to report that tip money you receive at the tables now and then?”

“Never.”

Wrong answer, Billy thought. The man had just thrown out his credibility.

“Good.” Billy looked at his client. “Tell the court how much money you reported on your return last year. Roughly.”

Sacks looked at the judge.

“Answer the question.”

“A hundred ninety thousand.”

“And that was all the income that passed through your hands from all sources? No more cash?”

Now the numbers started to come, streaming into Billy’s mind as if fired from a machine gun.

Seven million, cash, gambling only.

Twenty-nine million if you count the trades.

The gravy though, only two million five.

What the heck is he doing?

“Cash? Less cash actually. That was my total income.”

“Have you ever had the opportunity to steal, Mr. Sacks?”

He stared the man down and let the answers flow.

I make my living stealing. If they only knew how much I skimmed . . .

“Sure.”

“And have you ever stolen from your employer?”

Of course. Everyone steals.

Billy pushed on before the man could answer. “Let me rephrase the question. How much did you steal from your employer?”

Which time? Half a mil. What are you doing? The man’s right cheek twitched.

Billy rescued him. “I realize this line of questioning seems strange. I mean, I’m your attorney, right? I have no business even bringing up the possibility that you might steal money from your employer. But I do because I know what you know, Mr. Sacks. That you wouldn’t dare steal from your employer. Isn’t that right?”

“Objection, leading the witness.”

None of what Billy was saying could mean anything, and that was part of the point. He had to get Sacks off his center quickly, before the judge stepped in.

Billy held up his hand to accept the objection.“My point is, Mr. Sacks is a family man who has his daughters’well-being on his mind. Even if he did steal a dime here or a dime there, he wouldn’t dare confess it here, in court, any more than he would tell us where he put that dime. Or if he still had that dime.”He paused. “Or how to get to that dime. The account numbers . . .” Another pause. “The PIN numbers . . .”

Billy let the numbers flow into his mind.

“. . . all of it buried in his mind. It’ll go with him to his grave.”

“Counselor! ”Now the judge was beyond herself. “Approach the bench.” 

“I’m coming in for a landing, Your Honor. I promise, I have a point. Please don’t stop this midstream.”

Billy took the courtroom’s absolute silence as an invitation to proceed, and he did so quickly, spinning to the jury.

“My point is this: every one of you on the jury has stolen at some point in your lives. Cheated your employer, misreported to the IRS, lied to your husband—”

“Objection! The jury is not on trial here. Your Honor?” the DA squealed, face red.

Billy continued. The jurists looked at him, and he threw their answers back at them without using names. 

“A hundred dollars from the teacher’s lunch fund, fifty thousand in charity donations you never made, your secretary, Barbara, Pete, Joe, Susan. Those tips are income, all twenty thousand of them. Those SAT scores that got you into Harvard . . .”

Their eyes widened ever so slightly as he named their sins.

“If you’ve done that and yet refuse to confess, can you really blame my client for doing the same as you?”

“Counselor, this is enough!” The judge slammed her gavel down.

Time for an exit. His argument was convoluted. Butchered. Meaningless.

But he didn’t care. Nothing mattered except for the numbers that already ran circles in his head.

Anthony Sacks’s numbers were his only means of salvation now.

Billy raised his voice and made his final impassioned plea. “Just because a man is a liar and a cheat doesn’t mean he’s a murderer. You may not like Anthony Sacks any more than I do, but don’t hold his lying against him—you’re as guilty as he.”

He faced the courtroom and spread his hands. “We all are. No more questions.”




CHAPTER FOUR


THERE WAS a God after all,Darcy thought, pouring boiling water over a mint tea bag. Then she immediately pushed the thought from her mind.

At the very least it was a good day to be alive. She dropped in two cubes of sugar, stirred the tea with a teaspoon, and stepped lightly across the tile floor toward the living room, warming her hands with the steaming porcelain cup.

Eight p.m. She could either watch the latest episode of The Thirty, which she recorded weekly, or settle for a bit of Net surfing before curling up in bed with the latest Frakes novel, Birthright, which had to be the best of the vampire series so far.

Thinking of the book, she stopped halfway to the love seat in the middle of her living room. Maybe she should just skip the Net and head to bed. Nothing was worse than reading too late and falling asleep two or three pages into a novel. It had taken her a month to read a novel in fits and starts last year—some vampire-romance book that wasn’t very interesting, but that was beside the point. She vowed never to read in such short spurts again.

No, she would surf first and see if anyone had left her any messages while she was at it. She eased into the large leather seat and tapped the built-in controller on the right arm. A five-foot screen on the wall brightened.

Loading . . .

Her mind tripped back to the review at the plant. She still wasn’t entirely sure what had happened. The world was running scared from lawsuits, and her employers had seen her aggressive reaction as a sure sign of her intent.

Had they really doubled her salary? Or had she misunderstood that part? Either way, she hardly cared as long as they left her alone, which they were. For now.

She had a near perfect job.

She had her sweet mint tea.

She had the Net.

It was indeed good to be alive.

Truth be told, she couldn’t remember ever feeling so content as she did now. It had taken years of hard work and hundreds of hours of counseling, but she was finally coming to grips with her demons. So to speak.

She’d repressed large chunks of her memory in an effort to survive a tortured past in a monastery, her therapist had concluded. Dissociative amnesia resulting from traumatic events. This was why she’d with-drawn from normal living in favor of the protected environment she’d built for herself.

Billy.

A smile tempted her lips. She did remember her first love. More of a crush, maybe.

The screen waited, homepage loaded. Square windows into her customized on-demand world displayed slots for Entertainment,News, Friends, Services, and Other.

She quickly checked to see if any messages had come from Susan, a Net friend whom she’d met only once in person but a thousand times on the screen. The only person other than her therapist who knew everything about Darcy. No messages.

The only noteworthy news was a story about a lynching in Kansas City, the third such lynching in three states. Race related. You’d think the world would have learned by now that race had nothing to do with anything. She had no patience for such stories.

No need to order groceries. She spun through the menus, running through a mental checklist of loose ends and options. This screen was her world in a box. A nice, easy world that accommodated her love of vampires and heroes and saber-toothed villains capped in black. Fictional bad guys, mythical monsters. Safe fantasy.

Finding nothing that drew her attention, Darcy got stuck on a half-hour comedy show that she found only vaguely humorous, Three’s Company, a new show that made fun of one Hindu, one Muslim, and one Christian who shared an apartment in Manhattan.

She found anything religious unsettling; anything to do with priests deeply disturbing. But the writers of this show leveled some of the most audacious religious slurs imaginable with a humorous boldness that she found at times irresistible, if a bit embarrassing. Particularly when it came to Christians, or, as the show sometimes characterized them using the most offensive of all religious slurs, blood—

Darcy cut the thought short. However wounded she might be over her own run-in with the church, she wouldn’t stoop to such bigoted name-calling. Society at large had turned against Christianity with a vengeance over the past decade, and for good reason, Darcy thought. But poking fun at those who still embraced the faith was mean-spirited.

She changed the feed and began to surf. News? No, not news. Reality game shows? She didn’t have enough patience to watch others make a spectacle of themselves tonight. She should just head to bed with the Frakes novel.

She rotated into the Discovery feed. Tonight’s documentary examined events that led to the two assassination attempts on President Robert Stenton last year—the second of which succeeded. Numerous theories were still argued, but the one that dominated suggested that Stenton had been hit by Muslim extremists in retaliation for the Iranian prime minister’s death—while on U.S. soil.

If there was a silver lining to the upheaval last year, it was the West’s final awaking to the volatility of religion, or more rightly, faith. The last twenty years were replete with examples of violence carried out in the name of God or Allah or whatever the fundamental extremists worshipped with their raging hearts and bloody swords.

Tolerance had become the watchword of the day. A modest but important bit of progress in world history. Or at least American history. It was a step in the right direction, to be sure, but only a step. What the world needed was a thousand more steps in the same direction.

Darcy sipped her tea and lingered on the feed. The commentator switched to an interview with an expert on the subject. The peace in Darcy’s small, protected bubble was shattered with a single image.

A priest in a black robe.

She set her cup down, felt it tip as she scrambled for the controls. Hot tea burned her thumb, but her mind was more interested in changing channels.

Not until she’d successfully done so did she manage a curse. That was it; she was done with the screen tonight.

She cleaned up the mess with a towel,went through what she called her retiring ritual—pink flannel pajamas, face wash, face cream, tall glass of iced water, covers back, book in hand—and slipped between her sheets with a sigh.

That night Darcy read two chapters of Birthright before setting the book on the nightstand, turning the lights off, and snuggling three pillows tight against her body as her mind drifted into the land of flying black beasts seducing young maidens with promises of immortality and power.

She was asleep before she had time to wonder if she would fall asleep quickly.

The sounds began at one that morning. At first in her dreams, a steady thumping knocked about the edges of the tale she was constructing deep in REM sleep.

Knock, knock, knock.

An innocent construction of a healthy imagination.

I’m a-knockin’, knockin’, knockin’ at your back door, baby. 

She felt herself smile at the sound of that voice. She knew it, of course. It was Billy.

Wanna take a look, Darcy? Just one look, one taste, one tiny spike in their minds. Wanna trip, baby?

I don’t know, should I, Billy?

One look, baby. Only one.

Thunk, thunk, thunk. 

Darcy’s eyes snapped open. The clock read 1:23 in bold red letters. She’d had a nightmare. They came and went every few months, not like they used to.

She flipped her pillow over so the cool side would rest against her cheek. Wouldn’t really call them nightmares anymore. Just recurring dreams. They hardly bothered—

Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

Darcy gasped and pushed herself up. Had she actually heard that?

Rat-a-tat-tat. Thunk, thunk. 

Her heart slammed into her throat. Someone was beating on the house. The front door?

Thunk, thunk . . . crash.

Darcy threw the sheets off and slid her feet to the floor. Someone or something was beating on the front door. She lived in a small two-bedroom house surrounded by three acres just outside of Lewiston. She’d chosen the place because it was affordable and private. Animals were known to come in now and then, but this sounded too . . . regular . . .

Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang!

The sound was now loud enough to wake the dead. Like a hammer.

She jumped from the bed and whirled, looking for . . . unsure of what to look for. A weapon, but she had no gun. A knife.

Slow down, Darcy. It’s a deer or a raccoon. Just go out and take a look. 

Thunk, thunk, thunk.

The sound had shifted. Darcy reached a trembling hand for the bed-room doorknob, turned it slowly, and eased the door open.

She crouched and hurried into the dark living room on the balls of her feet, eyes peeled and pointed toward the front door.

Bang.

Just one, but it was loud and it was most definitely the sound of some-thing hitting the front door. Right there, not ten feet from where Darcy stood in the dark. Then another one.

Bang!

Move, move, go, go. Go where? She stood fixed to the floor with fear. Should she call out? What? Hey you? What do you want? No.

Should she call the police? Yes. Yes, the police. And tell them what? The thoughts crashing through her mind were chased off by another loud bang.

There was a window that looked out onto the front door from the breakfast nook on her left. Without allowing herself any more delay, Darcy crept to the window, carefully spread two of the blinds, and peered out into the night.

There was a large man at her door dressed in a black trench coat. He held a hammer the length of his arm and was sealing her in with planks and long nails through the door. Thunk, thunk.

Had sealed her doorway.

The man stood back, lowered the huge hammer. Slowly, as if it were controlled by small electric motors, his head turned and looked in her direction.

Darcy’s blood turned to ice.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0389_001.jpg
Sometunes alying with the froth
is befer than ving with a lie

ED DEK?

IN HEALY

drss
g

AVAILABLE 1.6.2009






OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0401_001.jpg
T

HAVE ch giN(ﬂD

SEE VIDEOS, READ TED'S BLOG,
FIND OUT ABOUT NEW BOOKS &
SIGN UP FOR TED'S NEWSLETTER AT

TEDDEKKER.COM





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0395_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0400_001.jpg
HISTORY CHRONICLES

TWO REALITII
ONE EPIC EXPERIENCE

ENTER ANYWHERE





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0007_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0388_002.jpg
The Beginning and the End

GREE

COMING SEPTEMBER 1, 2009





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0396_016.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0399_001.jpg
THE BOOKS Of

APHIC NOVELS





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0398_002.jpg
GRAPHIC NOVELS OF THE LOST BOOKS
IT'S A WHOLE NEW EXPERIENCE





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
__NEW YORK TIMES BEST-SELLITNG AUTHOR

A Paradise Novel






OEBPS/images/1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781595540089_Sinner_0004_004.jpg
SINNER_

TED DEKKER





