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Chapter 1

“Mutant Wizards,” I said. “Could you hold, please?”

I switched the phone to my left ear, holding it with my awkwardly bandaged left hand, and stabbed at a button to answer another line.

“Eat Your Way Skinny,” I said. “Could you hold, please?”

As I reached to punch the first line’s button and deal with the Wizards’ caller, I heard a gurgling noise. I looked up to see that the automatic mail cart had arrived while I was juggling phones. A man lay on top, his head thrown back, one arm flung out while the other clutched the knife handle rising from his chest. He gurgled again. Red drops fell from his outstretched hand onto the carpet.

“Very funny, Ted,” I said, reaching out to press the button that would send the mail cart on its way again. “You can come back later to clean up the stage blood.”

I could hear him snickering as the cart beeped and lurched away, following an invisible ultraviolet dye path that would lead it out of the reception room and into the main office area. I’d gotten used to seeing a set of metal shelves, six feet long and four high, creeping down the corridor under its own steam, but I was losing patience with the staff’s insatiable appetite for playing pranks with the mail cart.

Ted leaned upside down over the side, waggled the rubber
knife suggestively, and made faces at me until the cart turned to the left and disappeared.

I scanned the floor to see if he’d shed any more valuables this time—after his first tour through the reception area, I’d found eighty-five cents in change and his ATM card, and a coworker had already turned in a set of keys that were probably his. No, apparently his pockets were now empty. I wondered how long before he came looking for his stuff—I wasn’t about to chase him down.

Then I glanced at the young temp I was teaching to run the switchboard. Uh-oh. Her eyes were very wide, and she was clutching her purse in front of her with both hands.

“What happened to him?” she asked.

“Ignore Ted; he’s the office practical joker,” I said. “He’s harmless.”

I could tell she didn’t believe me.

“What about that?” she asked, pointing over my shoulder.

I followed her finger.

“Oh, that’s just George, the office buzzard,” I said. “He’s harmless, too.”

When he saw me looking at him, George shuffled from foot to foot, bobbed his head, and hunched his shoulders. I suspected this behavior was the buzzardly equivalent of a cat rubbing itself against your ankle when it hears the can opener. At any rate, George had started doing it on my second or third day here, when he realized I was the one delivering his meals. I’d actually begun to find this endearing—doubtless a sign I’d been at Mutant Wizards too long. The temp edged away, as if expecting George to pounce.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “He can’t fly or anything. He’s got only one wing. One of the staff rescued him from some dogs and brought him back for a company mascot.”

I vowed once again to try convincing my brother that a
buzzard was an unsuitable mascot for his computer game company. Or at least that the mascot shouldn’t live in the reception area, where visitors had to see him. And smell him.

“He stinks,” the temp said.

“You get used to it.”

“You’ve got four lines lit up,” the temp said, pointing to the switchboard, and then jumped as a loud snarling noise erupted from beneath the counter of the reception desk. I knew it was only Spike, the nine-pound canine-shaped demon for whom I was dog-sitting, testing the wire mesh on the front of his crate, but the sound seemed to unnerve the temp.

“Why don’t you take over now?” I suggested. “I can stick around until you get the hang of it, and then—”

“I’m sorry,” she said, backing toward the door. “I probably should have told the agency not to send me out at all today. I’m really not feeling very well. Maybe I should—”

“Meg!” my brother, Rob, shouted, bursting into the reception room. “Take a look!”

He proceeded to fling himself about the room, performing a series of intricate shuffling movements with his legs while flailing his arms around, hunching his shoulders up and down, and uttering strange, harsh shrieks at irregular intervals.

Normally, the appearance of my tall, blond, and gorgeous brother might have provided some additional incentive for a temp to stay. At least a temp this young. Under the circumstances, though, I wasn’t surprised that the temp fled long before he ended up, perched on his left toes with his right leg thrust awkwardly out to the side and both arms stretched over his head.

“Ta-da!” he said, teetering slightly.

I sighed and punched a ringing phone line.

“Meg?” Rob said, sounding less triumphant. “Was my kata okay?”


“Much better,” I said as I transferred the call. “I just wish you wouldn’t practice in the reception room.”

“Oh, sorry,” he said, breaking the pose. “Who was that running out, anyway?”

“Today’s temporary switchboard operator,” I said. “She decided not to stay.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess I did it again.”

I shrugged. It was partly my fault, after all. I was the one who’d invented the fictitious Crouching Buzzard kata—named, of course, for our mascot, George—and taught it to Rob in a moment of impatience. Or perhaps frustration at his unique combination of rabid enthusiasm and utter incompetence.

And to think that when Rob first became obsessed with the martial arts, I’d encouraged him, naively believing it would help build his character.

“Give him backbone,” one of my uncles had said, and everyone else around the Langslow family dinner table had nodded in agreement.

Rob had brains enough to graduate from the University of Virginia Law School. Not at the top of his class, of course, which would have required sustained effort. But still, brains enough to graduate and to pass the bar exam on the first try, even though instead of studying he’d spent his preparation classes inventing a role-playing game called Lawyers from Hell.

He then turned Lawyers from Hell into a computer game, with the help of some computer-savvy friends, and failing to sell it to an existing computer-game maker, he’d decided to start his own company.

As usual, his family and friends tripped over each other to help. My parents lent him the initial capital. I lent him some money myself when he hit a cash flow problem and was too embarrassed to go back to Mother and Dad. Michael Waterston, my boyfriend, who taught drama at Caerphilly College,
introduced him to a computer science professor and a business professor who were restless and looking for real-life projects. The desire to stay close to these useful mentors was the main reason Mutant Wizards ended up in the small, rural college town of Caerphilly, instead of some high-tech Mecca like San Jose or Northern Virginia’s Dulles-Reston corridor.

And now, less than a year later, Rob was president of a multimillion-dollar company, inventor of the hottest new computer game of the decade, and founder of Caerphilly’s small but thriving high-tech industry.

Not bad for someone who knew next to nothing about either computers or business, as Rob would readily admit to anyone who asked—including Forbes magazine, Computer Gaming World, and especially the pretty coed who profiled him in the Caerphilly student paper.

At the moment, the young giant of the interactive multimedia entertainment industry was looking at George and frowning. George ignored him, of course, as he ignored everyone too squeamish to feed him. Although I noticed that when Rob was doing his phony kata, George had paid more attention than he usually did to humans. Maybe I’d accidentally invented something that resembled buzzard mating rituals. At least George wasn’t upset. I’d found out, on moving day, that when George got upset, he lost his lunch. Keeping George calm and happy had become one of my primary goals in life.

“He’s looking a little seedy,” Rob said finally.

“Only a little?” I said. “That’s rather an improvement.”

“Seedier than usual,” Rob clarified. “Sort of … dirty. Do you suppose he needs a bath?”

“Absolutely not,” I said, firmly. “That would destroy the natural oils on his feathers. Upset the chemical balance of his system. Play havoc with his innate defenses against infection.”

“Oh, right,” Rob said.


Actually, I had no idea what washing would do to a buzzard. All I knew is that if George needed washing, I’d be the one stuck doing it. And I suspected it would upset him. No way.

“Then what about birdbaths?” Rob said.

“For small birds,” I said. “Songbirds. And they only splash gently.”

“That’s right,” Rob said, his face brightening. “They clean themselves with sand.”

“Exactly.”

“We can get him a sandbox, then,” Rob said. “You can rearrange the chairs to make some room for it. What do you think?”

He was wearing the expression he usually wore these days when he suggested something around the office. The expression that clearly showed he expected his hearers to exclaim, “What an incredible idea!” and then run off to carry it out. At least that was what his staff usually did. I was opening my mouth to speak when—

“Rob ! There you are!”

We both looked up to see Mutant Wizards’ chief financial officer at the entrance to the reception area.

“We’ve got a conference call in three minutes.”

Rob ambled off, and I dealt with the stacked-up calls. A sandbox. I’d been on the verge of coming clean. Confessing to Rob that Crouching Buzzard was a practical joke, not an abstruse kata.

Instead, as I whittled down the backlog of phone calls for Mutant Wizards and for the motley collection of therapists with whom we shared office space, I began inventing a new kata, one even more fiendishly difficult and amusing to watch.

Stop that, I told myself, when I realized what I was thinking. I wasn’t here to invent imaginary katas. Or to mind the switchboard.
I was supposed to find out what was wrong at Mutant Wizards.

It all started two weeks ago, when Dad and Michael brought me back from the emergency room with my left hand hidden in a mass of bandages the size of my head.

“Wow, what happened?” asked Rob, through a mouthful of Frosted Flakes. He’d come over to Michael’s apartment to feed and walk Spike while the rest of us were at the hospital, and had stayed to empty the pantry.

“Long story,” I said, and disappeared into the bathroom for a little privacy. Michael went to the kitchen to fix me some iced tea, while Dad, a semiretired general practitioner, began telling Rob in excruciating detail exactly what was wrong with my hand and what the doctors at Caerphilly Community Hospital had done to repair it, along with a largely favorable critique of their professional expertise. I sighed, and Michael reached over to pat my good hand.

Yes, I know I said he was in the kitchen and I was in the bathroom. The kitchen of the Cave, as we called Michael’s one-room basement apartment, consisted of a microwave and a hot plate perched atop a mini refrigerator. The bathroom was separated from the kitchen by a curtain I’d hung five minutes after walking in the door on my first visit. The seven-foot ceiling felt claustrophobic to me, so I could only imagine how it affected Michael at six feet four inches. The fact that several of Michael’s colleagues envied him for snagging these princely quarters showed how tight living space was in Caerphilly.

“Actually, I meant how did she injure it?” Rob said. I could tell by his voice that he was turning a little green. Rob fainted at the thought of blood. “What happened, Meg?”

“Like I said, long story.”


“My fault,” Michael said. “She was trying do her blacksmithing in that tiny studio I found for her, and it was just too small. She hit her elbow on a wall while hammering something, and hammered her other hand instead.”

“Too bad,” Rob said.

You have no idea, I thought, staring into the cracked mirror, fingering the bruises and lacerations that covered my face. Michael had forgotten to mention that, along with my hand, I’d also banged the hell out of a structural wall and brought part of the ceiling down on my own head. The studio might have worked for a painter, but it was just too small for a blacksmith. Still, I’d tried to make it work. Tried desperately, because after nearly a year of looking for somewhere for the two of us to live and me to work, the tiny basement apartment and the even tinier converted garden-shed studio were the best we’d found. Apart from being painful and keeping me out of work for weeks, my injury meant that I still hadn’t found a place to work in Caerphilly, and we’d have to go back to square one, with me living several hours away in suburban northern Virginia, seeing Michael only when one or the other of us could get away from work for long enough.

Although obviously I wouldn’t be working for a little while, I thought, staring at the bandage.

“How long till she can do her blacksmithing again?” Rob had asked, as if reading my mind.

“At least two months,” Dad said.

“That’s great!” Rob exclaimed.

“Rob!” Dad and Michael said it in unison, and I stuck my head through the bathroom curtains to glare at him.

“What I meant was, it’s too bad about the hand, but I have a great idea about what she can do in the meantime,” Rob said hastily. “Remember how I was saying that I think there’s something wrong at Mutant Wizards? Maybe Meg could come and
pretend to work there and figure out what’s going on.”

“That’s brilliant, Rob!” Dad exclaimed.

“Except for one tiny detail,” I said. “What on earth could I possibly do at a computer company?”

“You can organize us!” Rob said, flinging his arms out with enthusiasm. “You said yourself that you can’t imagine how we’ll ever get moved into our new offices and that we should hire a competent office manager. You’re perfect for it!”

I wondered if he really was worried about the company, or if that was just an excuse to get me to come and organize them.

“I was rather thinking Meg could come back to California for the last few weeks of my shoot,” Michael said. “You’ll have plenty of time to rest while I’m filming, and then we can spend time together in the evenings.”

Nice try, but I knew better. Oh, not that he didn’t mean it. But I’d seen what Michael’s life was like when he was filming these TV guest shots. He’d be up at dawn for makeup call. I’d twiddle my one working thumb during the twelve to fourteen hours he was shooting. And then, over dinner, when he wasn’t mumbling lines under his breath, he’d be fretting about whether playing a lecherous, power-mad sorcerer on a cheesy syndicated TV show was really how a serious actor—not to mention a professor of drama—should spend his summer break.

Maybe not. But he enjoyed it so much that I didn’t have the heart to say so. And besides, it paid well.

And while the few decent houses we’d found for sale in Caerphilly over the past year were well beyond the means of Professor Waterston and Meg the blacksmith, they might not be unreachable for Mephisto the sorcerer. Especially if they signed him for several more episodes.

And if you added in what my Mutant Wizards stock might
be worth if the company continued successful, home ownership might eventually be within our means. Which, I realized, gave me more than an idle interest in why Rob thought there was something wrong at his company.

I glanced up to see that all three were looking at me expectantly.

“So, what’s your decision?” Michael asked.

I should know better than to make major decisions while taking Percocet.




Chapter 2

I frowned at the ibuprofen bottle perched on the reception desk. Mutant Wizards had been so much easier to tolerate with Percocet. Still, having a clear mind had some advantages. I answered all the blinking lines in two minutes flat, cleared out the calls on hold, and was phoning in a cry for help to the temp agency when I heard the suite door open.

I looked up and froze with my lips halfway into a smile.

A pale young woman wearing a LAWYERS FROM HELL T-shirt sidled into the reception area. She smiled in my general direction, but her eyes slid right over me and feverishly scanned the opening that led back to the main part of the offices.

“Hi,” she said, absently fingering an ear decorated with at least a dozen varied rings and studs. “I wonder if you could help me.”

“Probably not,” I said. “And anyway, why would I want to?”

I’m not usually that rude to visitors. But this wasn’t your usual visitor.

“Huh?” she gasped, finally looking at me.

“I was here last Monday when you came around, pretending you were from the plant-care service,” I said. “And also on Wednesday, when you claimed you were bringing your boyfriend his lunch. And I’m the one who caught you trying to crawl in through a window last Friday.”


“You must have me confused with someone else,” she began.

“Just give up, will you? Buy a copy of Lawyers from Hell II on December first, when it goes on sale. No one’s going to give you a sneak preview before then, no matter how long you hang around here harassing people in the parking lot. I wasn’t here when that CD-ROM found its way into your purse, but I heard about that, too.”

I’m not sure I’d have gotten rid of her, even after being so blunt—I’d been working at Mutant Wizards only for two weeks, but I’d already seen how persistent the rabid Lawyers from Hell fans could be. But help arrived: Katy, a 170-pound Irish wolfhound, strolled into the reception area and gave a gruff, bass bark.

Anyone who worked here would have known that the bark was Katyese for “Hi! Don’t you want to feed me? It’s been at least five minutes since I ate, and I might starve to death any second. So feed me! Please?”

The fan looked nervous, though. Not surprising; Katy was large, even for a wolfhound, and she had a disconcerting habit of not wagging her tail when she was trying to look pitiful. Or perhaps the fan was intimidated by the frantic growling that emerged from beneath the reception desk. If she could have seen Spike, the source of the growling, she’d probably have laughed—ironic, since Spike, though only a nine-pound fur ball, was much more liable to cause grievous bodily harm than mild-mannered Katy. Fortunately, Spike was confined to a dog crate, on the theory that eventually he’d calm down enough to participate fully in the Mutant Wizards’ Bring Your Dog to Work policy. I wasn’t betting on it.

Just then, the suite door opened, and a tall figure in a blue police uniform jingled his way into the reception area.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” he said.


The persistent fan turned and fled. If she’d been paying attention, she might have noticed that the uniform fit rather badly. Or wondered if many real police officers wore black leather Reeboks and hung PEZ dispensers from their belts in addition to handcuffs and nightsticks.

“Ma’am? Ma’am?” he called, following her into the hall. “Hey, lady, come back, please!”

The fan pressed the elevator button and then, when she saw he was following, bolted into the open door to the stairwell. Which was how most people came and went anyway, since the World War II–vintage elevators rarely arrived in less than ten minutes.

“Jeez, Meg, I’m sorry,” he said, taking off his hat and wiping sweat from his forehead. I recognized the tall, gangly figure now. Frankie, one of the junior programmers. I was still struggling to attach names to faces for most of the thirty or so programmers and graphic artists on staff. Frankie I’d tagged the first day as “the eager one,” because he was always underfoot, trying to help with anything anyone was doing. Anything, that is, except the apparently boring programming chores that actually constituted his job.

“Don’t worry about it, Frankie,” I said. “It was that rabid fan again.”

“The one who tried to get herself delivered in a Gateway box?”

“That’s the one,” I said. “So why are you dressed up like Caerphilly’s finest?”

“The art department is going to use me as a model for some new characters,” Frankie said. “What do you think?”

He twirled for me to admire his outfit.

“I’m amazed,” I said. I was, actually. The uniform so emphasized Frankie’s gangliness that he looked remarkably like a stork. And his habit of balancing on one leg and wrapping the
other around it only enhanced the resemblance.

I must have kept a straight face, though. Frankie beamed with delight.

“Just make sure you’re leading the pack if I have to push the panic button,” I said.

“Panic button?” he said, blinking vacantly.

“We went through this last week,” I said. “This button under the desk that the receptionist can push discreetly if he or she feels threatened, remember? And it rings the bell back in the offices—”

“And we all run out to the reception area and rescue the receptionist from the intruder.”

“Very good.”

“Unless you’re filling in for the receptionist, in which case we’d probably need to rescue the intruder,” Frankie said, accompanying his words with a flailing gesture that was probably supposed to be some kind of karate move. Either that, or he was swatting gnats.

“Yes,” I said, gritting my teeth. “That button.”

“Right,” Frankie said. “No problem. I’d better go; the art guys are waiting.”

A model? I mused, as Frankie stalked off. True, Lawyers from Hell was populated with hundreds of characters—defendants, jurors, judges, bailiffs, arresting officers, witnesses, reporters, and, of course, lawyers. But they were represented on screen by cartoon characters, maybe an inch tall at the most. And while the graphic artists had done a wonderful job of giving them distinctive personalities, I had a hard time imagining the process required models.

Maybe it was just a practical joke to get Frankie to show up at the office in a police uniform, I thought, as I gave Katy a doggie treat and thumped her gently on the head with my bandage. That sounded more likely, here at Mutant Wizards.


I glanced up to see what Liz, Mutant Wizards’ real live lawyer, thought of Frankie’s outfit. Way up, since that’s where she was at the moment. The office was mostly a jungle of cubes with five-foot partitions. Even the few enclosed rooms—the reception area, the executives’ offices, the lunchroom, and the central library—generally had partitions instead of real walls. Sturdier partitions that were eight feet high instead of five, but partitions, just the same. The only permanent rooms in the whole place were the computer lab, which had floor-to-ceiling glass walls, and the bathrooms, which had old-fashioned solid walls, thank goodness. And the therapists’ offices, of course, which were off on a small side corridor that would have given them a lot more privacy if it hadn’t led to the bathrooms.

On the plus side, the minimal number of real walls meant that every part of the office got a lot of natural light, which not only cut the electric bill but also helped morale—the long hours the staff worked would otherwise have kept many of them from seeing sunlight for days on end. On the minus side, it made for a pretty noisy environment, and anyone who wanted to chat privately with one of his creditors or make an appointment with her gynecologist usually ended up dragging a cell phone into the john.

It also meant that when Liz was hitting the books, boning up for a complicated legal brief, as she had been for the last several days, I could usually see her, sitting atop a set of library steps, leafing through books from the topmost shelves, to which the legal reference works had been exiled. The lower shelves, of course, were packed with books on programming and military history, not to mention gaming magazines and obscure and incomprehensible comics and graphic novels.

I could see that she had looked up from her book and her eyes were following something down the corridor Frankie
would have taken. She glanced over at me with one eyebrow raised, as if to say, “What on earth did you let into the office?” I shrugged, and she rolled her eyes, shook her head, and returned to her book with a smile.

I turned back to the switchboard, also smiling. Liz was one of the few other females at Mutant Wizards. Also one of the few other normal people. And at the risk of being accused of female chauvinism, I confess that I didn’t think this was a coincidence.

“I am a strong, self-reliant woman who makes her own decisions,” a voice said at my elbow. I frowned. Not that I didn’t approve of the sentiment, but it didn’t sound quite normal when uttered in a voice that sounded like a kiddie-show host on helium. Spike didn’t like it either, I deduced from the growl at my feet.

“Good morning, Dr. Brown,” I said, glancing first at the bubblegum pink plush teddy bear and only as an afterthought at the more nondescript woman holding it.

“How do you like my new invention?” she asked. “I call it an Affirmation Bear. Every time you press his tummy, he delivers another positive, affirming statement to his human friend.”

She demonstrated.

“I take care of my body by practicing wellness and exercising regularly,” the bear squeaked. Spike began barking hysterically at the sound.

“Fascinating,” I said. And meant it, actually; though what really fascinated me was trying to figure out what strange pranks the programmers would play if—no, make that “when”—they got their hands on the Affirmation Bear. And was she just here to show me the bear, or was she about to lodge another complaint?

Dr. Brown was one of the six therapists who had a pre-existing
sublease on part of the office suite into which Mutant Wizards had just moved. Liz, the lawyer, had negotiated valiantly to have them kicked out or bought out, with no luck. Thanks to the surrounding county’s militant antigrowth policy, the office space market in Caerphilly was only slightly better than the housing market, and the therapists had no intention of giving up their quarters.

They had whined and complained their way through the build-out, but back then only Liz, Rob, and the real estate broker had to listen to them. Last Monday’s moving day was a disaster. Liz had given the therapists ample warning and arranged to move as much stuff as possible over the weekend, to limit disruption during working hours. Maybe that helped a little. But moving day was the first time techies and therapists had to coexist in the same space. It was loathe at first sight.

Last Monday was also when I’d realized that I’d suddenly acquired responsibility for keeping the peace between the two groups. They’d quickly gotten used to running to me with their complaints and outrageous requests, like squabbling children running to their mother. I was already sick and tired of it.

But it’s temporary, I told myself, forcing a smile onto my face as I looked at the garish pink bear. I can leave as soon as I figure out what’s wrong, or reassure Rob that nothing’s wrong. Or, more likely, as soon as my hand gets better. How can Rob expect me to get to the bottom of some kind of wrongdoing if I have to spend all day minding the switchboard, keeping the shrinks and the geeks from killing each other, and listening to people’s talking toys?

“Chill, Spike,” I said. “It’s only a bear.”

“Here, would you like to try it?” Dr. Brown asked, thrusting the bear into my hands. “Just tickle his tummy to make him talk.”


I tickled. Nothing happened.

“You have to tickle a little harder.”

I finally got the bear to talk. It took a bit more than tickling; I’d have called it a gut punch.

“I am a calm, rational person who never resorts to physical violence to solve my problems,” the bear reprimanded me. Spike settled for growling this time.

“Why don’t you keep that one and try it out for a few days?” Dr. Brown suggested. I glanced behind her and realized that she was dragging around a box larger than the one Dad’s new monster television had come in. And it was chock-full of Affirmation Bears—all, alas, in the same ghastly shade of pink.

“Toodle-oo!” she said as she left the reception area, trailing the box behind her.

My spirits rose—was it possible that she was going to wander around the office, passing out flamingo-colored teddy bears to anyone she encountered? That would certainly shorten the time it took for the guys around the office to turn Affirmation Bear into Withering Insult Bear, Dirty Limerick Bear, Monty Python Quote Bear, or whatever else struck their fancy.

I whacked the bear in the tummy again.

“I always try to see the best in every situation,” the bear advised, and fell off the desk.

As I leaned down to pick him up, I saw a slender black paw reach out to bat at him. I leaned down farther and peered into the space where the drawer would have been if Rob hadn’t removed it earlier that morning to make room for the latest addition to our menagerie: a very small but very pregnant black cat.

“If you want him, you can have him,” I told her. She hissed softly and withdrew as far back into the drawer space as she could. I sighed. Cats usually warm to me much faster.

Then again, maybe it wasn’t me. Maybe it was everything
else. Especially the number of dogs wandering in and out, not to mention having Spike caged only a few feet away beneath the other end of the desk.

While answering yet another line, I suddenly started. Someone was hovering at my shoulder. It was Roger, my least favorite programmer. He’d been hovering near me a lot, since my arrival—to the point that I’d begun to suspect he was working up his nerve to ask me out. Of course, to manage that, he’d have to figure out how to talk to me, instead of addressing random cryptic remarks to the ceiling of a room we happened to be sharing. I was only half joking when I’d tagged him “the Stalker.” I made a mental note to bring in a picture of Michael and me together, so I could make sure Roger saw me gazing fondly at it. I pretended to be so absorbed in the switchboard traffic that I didn’t see Roger, and eventually he wandered off.

The mail cart chugged through again, with Ted still draped on top. The switchboard routine worked so well on Roger that I repeated it with Ted, pretending the calls absorbed my attention so completely that I could barely be bothered to punch the switch to set the cart in motion.

Spike barked hysterically until the cart disappeared. I wondered, briefly, what Ted was doing to set him off. But just then my pager went off.

I found the right button to silence its beeping and, after several tries, managed to read the message.

COPIER 2 OUT OF PAPER.

“That’s it,” I said. “Will someone please explain why they think it’s easier to go back to their desks and page me about the copier, when the damned paper is just sitting there on the shelf, waiting to be loaded?”

“Because they’re idiots?” suggested a baritone voice behind me. I turned to see Jack Ransom, one of the team leaders. I’d
have nicknamed Jack “the Hunk” if it didn’t feel disloyal to Michael, so I settled for “the Sane One.” He didn’t have a lot of competition for either title.

He had propped his tall, rangy frame against the partition just inside the opening that led to the main part of the office and was watching me with folded arms and a wry smile. I couldn’t help smiling back, although something about the way he was looking at me suggested that yes, it probably was a good idea to buy a nice frame for that picture of Michael and me last New Year’s Eve, and place it prominently on my desk.

“I thought they were supposed to be brilliant and original programmers,” I said.

“Idiots savants, then,” he said. “Want me to see about the paper?”

“You’re an angel,” I said. And then, worried that my enthusiasm would make him jump to a wrong conclusion, I concentrated on frowning at the pager while he strode off.

The pager had served its purpose when we were moving, and no one knew whether they could find me at the old offices or the new or maybe down in the parking lot, putting the fear of God into the movers.

But now that we were settled in and they always knew where to find me … Yes, it was time for a discussion with Rob. About abuse of the pager.

And also abuse of my cell phone, which had started ringing. I reached over and punched the button to answer it.

“This had better be good,” I said.

“Do I sense that you’re having a less than pleasant morning?” Michael asked.

“Sorry. Yeah, you could say that,” I said, sinking back into my chair. “No worse than usual, really. Where are you calling from?”

“One of the parking lots natives of Los Angeles playfully
call freeways. The 110, I think. Or did I already turn onto the 101? I’ll have plenty of time to figure it out before the next turn; we’re only going about three miles an hour.”

“Sounds stressful.”

“Mostly just boring,” he said with a chuckle. “I think it would get stressful if I knew I had to do it for longer than a couple more weeks. So now that I know how your day’s going, give me the details.”

With brief interruptions to field phone calls, I told Michael about my morning, trying to sound light and amusing instead of frazzled and whiny. Apparently it worked.

“No wonder you keep refusing to come out to Los Angeles,” he said. “I don’t have anywhere near that much fun on the set.”

I hoped he was serious. I knew that in the episode they were filming this week, Michael’s character had to seduce an Amazon princess. That was the one thing I didn’t like about the TV gig—apart from its location across the country, of course. Why couldn’t they have cast Michael as the prim, puritanical monk character? Or any other role that didn’t involve romancing so many female guest stars? I fingered the fading but still visible lacerations on my face and sighed. Another reason I’d decided to remain in Caerphilly for the time being. At my best, I knew my looks couldn’t compete with the parade of twenty-something starlets who populated the show’s sound stage, and while Michael seemed to appreciate my other qualities, I still thought I’d be better off avoiding a side-by-side comparison with them until I’d healed a bit.

I looked up to see that the mail cart was again chugging around the corner into the reception area, with Ted still on board.

“Oh, Lord,” I said.

“What’s wrong?” Michael asked.


“Here comes the mail cart again. Are you sure you didn’t bribe Ted to do this? So anywhere would seem better than staying here?”

He chuckled.

“No, but it’s a thought,” he said. “Who is Ted, and how do I reach him to bribe him?”

If I were Rob, I thought, I’d crack down on Ted—speak to him about cutting out all these practical jokes. Not because of how disruptive they were; Ted would counter that by accusing the complainer of having no sense of humor. But clearly, if he spent this much time on practical jokes, Ted couldn’t possibly be putting in a full day on his job. And we were on a tight deadline to release Lawyers from Hell II, weren’t we?

Of course, if I asked Rob to crack down on Ted, he’d probably tell me to take care of it. Me or Liz, and part of my assignment as temporary office manager was to take over a lot of the nonlegal responsibilities Rob had dumped on Liz.

So maybe I’d put off speaking to Rob until I had time to deal with Ted myself. Or maybe I shouldn’t even bother speaking to Rob. Just pretend I already had Rob’s authority and put the fear of God into Ted. I rather liked the idea.

The mail cart had stopped at my elbow, but I planned to ignore it until I had time to tackle Ted. I focused on Michael.

“I should go now,” he was saying. “But one more thing—”

I heard a scratching noise by my feet. I glanced down and saw that the cat had emerged from her hiding place and was batting at something hanging down from the mail cart. It was an off-white computer cord, the thin kind that attaches a mouse to the computer.

Why was Ted riding around trailing mouse cords?

My eyes followed the cord up to Ted’s throat. The mouse
cord was wrapped around it, tightly, and the mouse lay neatly in the middle of his chest.

I glanced at his face and then pulled my eyes away quickly, wishing I hadn’t. He wasn’t just playing dead. He really was dead.

I sat there, watching the cat bat at the trailing end of the mouse cord for a few moments, until I realized that several lines on the switchboard were blinking. And George was getting restless.

“Dream on,” I told George.

“What?” Michael said. I’d forgotten I was still holding the cell phone.

“Oh, Michael, I’m sorry; I have to go now; I think he’s really dead this time,” I said, and hung up.

By now, all the switchboard lines were blinking. No free lines. No problem, I thought; I’ll use the panic button.

No, I thought, as common sense began to return. The only people who would answer the panic button were any employees still quivering from my earlier rant about not abandoning the switchboard operator in an emergency. Probably the last people I wanted around in a real emergency.

So I began waving frantically, hoping Liz would look up from her law book soon and come to my aid.

My cell phone rang. It was Michael. Of course; I could use the cell phone to call out.

“Meg, what do you mean? Who’s really dead?”

“Ted, the practical joker,” I said. “Listen, right now I really need to call the police.”




Chapter 3

“Meg, can’t I—?

“No. Stay out,” I said. I was standing in the opening that separated the reception area from the rest of the office, arms folded, keeping people from leaving the premises or traipsing through the crime scene before the police arrived.

Part of the crime scene, anyway. For all I knew, Ted could have been killed anywhere in the office. And any time during the last several hours. The few people I’d been able to ask had, like me, been ignoring him so successfully that we had absolutely no idea when we last noticed signs of life. But since there was no way I could cordon off the entire office, I settled for the reception area. Abandon hope, all ye who even think of entering here before I say so.

“But I need to get some lunch,” Frankie the Eager whined. I frowned more sternly while wondering if Frankie could possibly be old enough to have graduated from high school. Make that junior high. Did child labor laws apply to programmers?

“Later,” I said. “After the police get here. When the police say you can.”

“Aw, c’mon,” he began.

“Never mind,” said his much shorter companion, whom I recognized as Rico, one of the graphic designers. Actually, I recognized his RHODE ISLAND SCHOOL OF DESIGN T-shirt; without that distinctive wardrobe item, Rico would be yet another
vaguely familiar new face. I still hadn’t quite determined whether Rico owned only the one T-shirt or whether his alumnus zeal had inspired him to buy a wardrobe of them, though observation of distinctive pizza stains pointed to the former.

“But I’m hungry!” Frankie whined.

Rico said something to him in a low voice.

“Okay,” Frankie said. “I guess I can eat later.”

They turned and disappeared. Planning to sneak out, of course. At the back door, they’d find Liz. Fat chance getting past her. Dad, who happened to be in the office providing technical advice to the programmers working on a proposed new Doctors from Hell game, was guarding the side door to the hall. Having achieved what some mystery buffs only dream about—getting close to a real, live murder—he’d normally be wild with excitement and thus useless as a watchdog. But since I’d refused to let him examine Ted’s body, he was sulking, and had apparently decided that if he couldn’t have any fun, neither could anyone else. I did hope the police showed up before anyone figured out how to escape by rapelling down the side of the building.

I heard a noise behind me—someone opening the front door. I turned and shouted.

“Stop right there! I said no one comes in, and I meant it!”

The door stopped about two inches open.

“You didn’t tell us this was a hostage situation,” murmured an unfamiliar voice out in the hall.

“It’s not,” I heard my brother, Rob, say. “That’s just my sister, Meg, keeping people away from the crime scene. Meg? It’s Rob. I have the police. Can we come in?”

“Of course,” I said. “You should have identified yourselves; I thought you were just more stupid sightseers.”

“You can stay outside, Mr. Langslow,” the unfamiliar voice said. “We’ll take it from here.”


I heard murmured conversation from the hall, and then the door opened, cautiously, and a head appeared.

“Ms. Langslow? I’m Chief Burke.”

Chief Burke was a balding, middle-aged African-American man whose laugh lines suggested that his face more often wore a smile than the current anxious frown.

“Please come in, Chief,” I said. “I’m just trying to keep all the rubberneckers out.”

“We appreciate that,” he said, stepping a little farther into the reception room. “Could you—? Oops!”

I heard a thud, followed by the squeaking voice of the Affirmation Bear.

“Whenever something makes me angry, I stop, take a deep breath, and try to see the humorous side of the situation.”

“That’s God-damned easy for you to say,” the chief growled. And then he added, “Who the hell said that, anyway?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I guess you tripped over the bear.”

By this time, he had fished the bear out from under him and was frowning at it. “It talks?”

“Poke his stomach,” I said.

He did, tentatively.

“Harder,” I said. “Vent your frustration over being tripped.”

The chief punched, harder, and I suspected, from his form, that he had boxed during his youth.

“Don’t keep anger and hurt feelings bottled up inside,” the bear advised. “Find positive ways of expressing negative feelings.”

“Mouthy little thing,” the chief said, heaving himself up with the help of a worried-looking officer in uniform. “Sure hope the grandkids don’t want one of them for Christmas. So—good Lord.”

He’d noticed George.

“Office mascot,” I said quickly.


“O-kay,” the chief said. “Thought for a moment maybe you’d waited a little too long to call us.”

We both laughed—nervously, and maybe a little more than the joke deserved. I found myself wondering if they saw many murders here in Caerphilly.

“I’m going to have to clear people out of the crime scene while we investigate,” he said.

“I figured as much,” I said. “Can we shoo everybody down to the parking lot?”

“Well, by crime scene, all I meant was this room here, where he was killed.”

“Yes, but he wasn’t killed here. He was killed on the mail cart.”

“Which is here in the reception area.”

“Yes, now it is; but he certainly wasn’t killed here. I’ve been sitting here at the switchboard all morning. I think I’d have noticed something as bizarre as one of my coworkers getting strangled with a mouse cord.”

“Um … right,” the chief said, glancing at George. “So someone moved the body?”

“Not really. He was on the mail cart.”

“You’re not suggesting some lunatic wheeled the mail cart in here without even noticing there was a dead body on it?”

I explained about the automated mail cart, Ted’s obsession with it, and his annoying antics of the morning.

“Let me get this straight, then,” the chief said. “We have no idea where he was killed, because he was riding the mail cart all over creation, and no idea when, because everyone was ignoring him all morning.”

“You got it.”

“You’re not going to make this easy, are you?” he said. I was startled, until I realized he was looking up, not at me. “Okay,” he said, turning back in my direction. “I guess we
have to move all these good people out into the parking lot after all. You got an accurate list of who’s supposed to be here?”

“On the reception desk,” I said. “There’s a copy of the phone list. I already marked the employees who aren’t here today, earlier this morning, so I wouldn’t put through calls to them; and the sign-in sheet shows the visitors.”

Half a dozen police officers fanned through the suite to herd everybody out. Just then Liz appeared in the reception area.

“Chief Burke?” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Elizabeth Mitchell, the firm’s general counsel.”

The firm. I noticed that, as usual, she avoided uttering the words “Mutant Wizards.” According to Rob, about every six weeks she’d send another earnest memo suggesting half a dozen logical reasons for changing the company’s name. I could have told her this was useless—the only reason Rob had named his company Mutant Wizards was that he thought it sounded cool. If she wanted to change the name, she should forget logical reasons and try to think of an even cooler name.

“Pleased to meet you,” the chief said. He looked a little wary. Maybe he expected her to raise some objection to his investigation. Or maybe he just found her a little intimidating—many people did. Not physically—she was only about five feet four. But I’d seen some pretty tough characters, like the guys from the moving company, back down when she went toe to toe with them.

She was dressed, as usual, in monochrome—a slim, tailored black skirt, an off-white silk blouse, a scarf in tones of gray, black hose, and sensible black pumps. Only her face and hands kept her from looking like a black-and-white movie; and come to think of it, they didn’t look real—just badly colorized. But she oozed chic, and I could easily have hated her, except for one thing—she always had some tiny flaw in her outfit. The
sort of thing only another woman would notice. One day she’d been wearing two similar but not identical shoes. Another day one of her earrings had been bent at an odd angle so it looked as if a tiny hand was giving the world the bird. Last Friday, all day, she’d walked around with a spent staple stuck to the back of her calf, inside the pantyhose.

I wondered if this were deliberate, like the flaws oriental rug makers always included in their works. Since it wasn’t the sort of thing I could ask without mortally embarrassing her, I’d probably never know.

And had she broken the curse today? No, I finally spotted the flaw. Poking up out of her collar was a tag, giving the size, fabric content, and manufacturer of her blouse. It was, I noticed, from an inexpensive catalog I sometimes ordered from. On her, the blouse looked chic, sophisticated, and expensive, just as it would in the catalog. On me, clothes from the same source always looked as if I’d chosen them with only a vague idea what size and cut would suit me, and kept them largely to avoid the trouble of a trip to the post office to return them.

She and the chief had begun chatting in what I recognized as the polite, small southern-town version of declaring one’s turf and sparring for advantage. I left them to it and took out my cell phone to call Michael.

“Meg!” he exclaimed. “Thank God! Hang on a second.” And then I heard him shout, “Can we take five?”

“Michael, you’re on the set; I’ll call back,” I said.

“No, it’s fine; they need to glue the mermaid queen’s tentacles back on anyway. What’s going on?”

I gave him the Cliff’s Notes edition of what had happened, as I watched the chief and Liz talking—with the uniformed officer scribbling notes at the chief’s elbow. Apparently, Liz was telling what she’d seen during the day. I saw her pointing
up to her perch in the library, gesturing as if describing the mail cart. Then she made a face and stuck out her tongue at the chief. Since he only nodded calmly, I deduced she was describing something Ted had done while riding around on the cart, not actually opening hostilities with the local authorities.

“So, anyway,” I said to Michael, “we’ve got the police crawling all over the office looking for I’m not sure what, and a dead body here in the reception room. I’d feel a lot better if they took Ted away before Dad has a chance to barge in and annoy the chief by trying to horn in on his investigation. You know how he is.”

Michael chuckled. He had, indeed, seen plenty of examples of Dad’s burning desire to get involved in real-life crime. As a sleuth, of course, not an actual perp.

“Just don’t let your dad suck you in,” Michael advised. “Chief Burke is okay. I doubt he’s investigated that many homicides, but he’s a realist. I’m sure if he has any trouble finding the killer, he won’t hesitate to call in the state authorities or the FBI or whoever small-town police chiefs call when they need backup.”

“No problem,” I said. “All I ever wanted to do was figure out if there’s something fishy going on here, like Rob wanted.”

“You think maybe Ted’s murder just answered that question?”

“Definitely,” I said. “And with luck, the chief will solve it all while he’s wrapping up the murder.”

“And then maybe I can talk you into coming out here for the rest of the shoot,” Michael suggested. Was he a little too blasé about this? Easy for him, since he hadn’t seen Ted’s body. Then again, more likely he knew me well enough to realize that the last thing I needed was someone making a fuss about how I was holding up.

“That’s sounding better and better,” I said. “As soon as I’m
sure everything’s under control here, I’ll book a flight.”

“Fantastic!” Michael exclaimed. “Listen, they’re ready for me—keep me posted on what’s happening and when you’re coming out, okay?”

“Will do,” I said, and signed off.

While I’d been on the phone, a technician in a lab coat had arrived—a skinny kid so young I’d have mistaken him for an undergraduate. He’d begun doing what I recognized as a forensic examination of the reception area.

“There you are,” the chief said when he saw I was off the phone. “As soon as we get the staff cleared out, I want you to show me around the place.”

Clearing the staff out wasn’t going quite so smoothly as the chief seemed to expect, partly due to the pressure created by corralling a lot of very young programmers and graphic artists in a confined space with a heavy deadline looming over them. I could hear voices coming from the cube jungle, complaining loudly that they couldn’t possibly leave their desks now or they wouldn’t be ready for this afternoon’s “build.”

A build, I’d learned in the last two weeks, was an important recurring event in companies that developed software. As far as I could understand, it meant that Jack, as team leader, told everybody to stop messing around with their parts of the program—yes, right now, dammit, not in half an hour—and launched a two-hour semiautomated process that was as temperamental as cooking a soufflé. On a good day, the result would be a new, improved version of Lawyers from Hell II, containing all the cool stuff everybody had added since the previous day’s build. All too often, though, the build would be so badly flawed that you couldn’t even get the game started, much less play it—at which point, Jack would convene an all-hands meeting, chew people out, and then send them off to fix everything that was broken in time for an evening build.
Evening builds were supposed to be rare. In the time I’d been around, we’d had one every day, Saturday and Sunday included.

So while I could understand the programmers’ eagerness to keep on with their work, I realized that someone might have to break the news to them that this afternoon’s build would probably be canceled, and if they didn’t stop arguing with the increasingly red-faced young police officers, they’d probably miss tomorrow afternoon’s build, too, unless the chief allowed them to telecommute from the county jail.

Beneath the shrill protests of the enthusiastic youngsters, I could also hear the deceptively calm, reasonable voices of some of the older programmers. By older, I meant that they were in their thirties, like me, and had some vague recollection of what life was like before computers ruled the earth.

I don’t know whether this was true of more mature techies in general or just of the crew Mutant Wizards had attracted, but they were, almost without exception, stubborn, independent iconoclasts with a sneaking fondness for anarchy, entropy, and coloring way outside the lines. My kind of people, under normal circumstances. But these were not normal circumstances. I could hear them calmly and rationally questioning the cops’ authority to be there, disputing the necessity for clearing the premises, and generally causing trouble.

Chief Burke could hear them, too. Every second he was looking less like somebody’s kindly uncle and more like Moses, working up a head of steam to give some idolaters what for. And if he whacked the pink plush bear against his leg any harder, it was probably going to pipe up with another affirmation and really tick him off.

I decided to intervene.

“Hang on a second,” I said to the chief. I stepped out into the middle of Cubeland and announced, in what Rob called
my drill sergeant voice, “All hands meeting in the parking lot now! I’m not ordering the pizza or the beer until everyone is present and accounted for!”

“That seemed to do the trick,” the chief remarked five minutes later, surveying the nearly empty office.

“I’m putting in the pizza order,” I said, looking up from my cell phone. “How many officers do you have here, anyway?”

“You don’t need to order for us,” he said.

“You’ll be sorry in an hour,” I said. “Do you really want your officers watching everyone else pig out while their own stomachs are rumbling?”

“Nine,” he said. “Counting me; plus two, three others who might show up if the dispatcher ever gets hold of them.”

“That’s more like it,” I said.

Just then the forensic technician shrieked and jumped up on the reception desk.
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