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Prologue


Detective Glen Sheffield received the call that morning.  An old colleague.  He hadn’t heard from the man in five years.  They had been friends since high school, and even attended the same college.  Sheffield followed through, studying law, but his friend decided early on that college wasn’t suited for him.  His father was a rich man, holding claim to one of the largest oil wells in the world, so Sheffield’s friend took up that trade to inherit everything when his father died, and when he did, the business reached its peak.  After that, the man kept to himself, handled his own affairs, and kept everything in his life a secret except his name.


Now he called for Sheffield.  He requested Sheffield specifically.  He’d settle for no one else.

He needed someone he could trust.


Sheffield’s assignment was scheduled in as a priority, a generous incentive was sent to his superiors, and he was paid in advance.  Three times what he’d take on as standard.  All he had to do was reserve a single day.  He would have helped his friend anyway, but the bonus made him all the more eager to oblige.


His friend had isolated himself on a private island south of Florida, set just far enough east that tourists wouldn’t mistake it for an exotic stop.  He even had his own air space.  He sent a helicopter for the detective the same day he requested him.  It was even waiting for him by the time he arrived at the airport.  An escort was present to lead him to it.  He was to leave at once.


It was at that point that Sheffield began to note the urgency of the plea.  He wasn’t even allotted the time to pack his clothes; they’d be prepared for him when he arrived.  Everything would be.  It seemed as if Sheffield wasn’t only expected to come, but that his coming had actually been planned.  By nine o’ clock in the morning, the helicopter lifted from the landing and Sheffield was on his way.


“It’s a two hour flight once we pass over the water, sir,” the pilot told him, glancing back.  He was a short man, possibly the smallest man the detective had ever seen.  He caught himself staring and blinked.  “It’s a pretty quiet ride from there.  If the blades start to beat it out of you, take a deep breath and hold it; by the time you breathe out you’ll only hear your heartbeat.  Good trick.”


He smiled at the detective and turned back to the route.


Sheffield made sure he was secure, and sank back into the seat.  It had been a long morning, and it was going to be a long night.  He closed his eyes, took a deep breath like the pilot had advised, and fell asleep to the thumping drone that echoed in the back of his head.


“Home, this is D-14.  Five minutes to descent.  Are we clear?”


Sheffield blinked.


This is home.  You are clear, D-14.  Zero traffic.  Weather check?


“Mild winds.  Ocean draft.”


Five minutes, D-14.  Come down when you’re ready.

“Thank you, home.”

Safe landing, D-14.  Out.

Sheffield rubbed his eyes and unbuckled the safety straps.  He grabbed the wall for balance and moved to the cockpit.

“What’s going on?”

The pilot shifted his gaze and smiled.  Sheffield caught sight of his reflection in the black visor tacked to the man’s helmet and smoothed back his onyx hair.

“Sleep well?”

Sheffield shrugged.

“I wish I didn’t,” he replied, edging to the passenger side seat and sitting down.  “Got a kink in my neck and my head is killing me.  Where are we?”

The pilot chuckled and gestured out the windshield.

“Take a look.”

The thin, white clouds surrounding the helicopter split and as the vessel pushed through, sun shine shot from the glass and a trail of glittering glare flared over the surface.  There was a bright sky and sparkling blue water.  The way the tide moved was surreal.  Sheffield followed the waves to the painted horizon and there, floating on the ocean like a perfect piece of paradise, was the island.  The pilot pulled the nose of the helicopter up and began descending.

“Chester, you’ve out done yourself…”

They napped over the silken beach and a fence of tall palm trees, and pivoted at the base of a hill.  There, a black hexagon with a white H marked their landing point.  Across from the pad was a massive house.  At least three stories stacked over a foundation stretching at least five hundred feet.  Majestic white pillars spaced the marble walls and wide, iridescent windows reflected the entirety of the island.  The structure was the centerpiece for a villa court.  A wall of white buildings joined around the mansion, fencing it in, little windows like portals with red tile roofing.  The pilot brought the helicopter around, centered the side rails with the white lines on the landing pad, and came down.

Sheffield thanked the pilot and waved him off, and then he put a hand on his head to keep his hat down and he stepped down from the cockpit.  His pant legs and the tails of his weathered trench coat blasted about in the blade winds.  The detective ducked down and rushed off the landing pad.  He glanced back as the helicopter reared away and disappeared over the tree line.

“Detective Sheffield?”

He turned back around to see an middle aged man standing in front of him; a black bowler hat and little black eyes.  A black, tailored suit.  Perfect posture.

Sheffield reached inside his trench coat, pulled out a pair of sunglasses, and slid them on.  Then he took up a cigar, acting out of sleight of hand, and flicked his wrist to follow through; he bit the tip and lit the end at the same time.

“Sir?”

Sheffield breathed in the cigar, tasted it for half a second, and let smoke escape through his teeth before he answered the man.  He needed to clear his headfirst.

“Afternoon,” he said, and he tapped the cigar, sending some embers to the side.

The man twitched, like something had tickled his nose.

“Good day, detective.  Was the flight alright?”

“No.”

There was a slight pause, and then the man smiled hopefully.

“Welcome to the island, sir.  Follow me.”

As the man led Sheffield toward the mansion, someone in one of the rooms on the third floor stepped to the edge of a window and stared out over the grounds, waiting, watching them come.

Chapter One

MICHAEL
Sunshine lit up the dais like a flawless diamond.  The steps that surrounded the stone flat glittered with crystalline chips and the platform shimmered with the sparkle of smooth glass.  Everything beamed with absolute brilliance, but all of it seemed so still compared to the shining tiara and silver veil of the bride who stood on the dais stone.  An alabaster dress was wrapped about her slender frame, and a wide, silver train trailed down the steps behind her.  She wore a perfect smile.  Her eyes reflected the dynamics of some unimaginable happiness, and the man standing in front of her, holding her hands in his, reflected the same bliss with two words.


“I do.”


There was an explosion of flower petals and a storm of vibrant colors rained down.


To their right, a towering form loomed over them, yet the man did not interfere with the light.  Somehow, he actually added to it.  He wore a great toga, stained with strips of assorted dye.  Blue.  Green.  Red.  Yellow.  There was a subtle earth tone in the piece as well.  The toga was tied at his waist with a white rope that drooped down to his hefty bare feet.  He raised his arms from under the robe and revealed long, white sleeves with little daisies embroidered on the ends.  He spread his massive hands.


“And do you, lovely Patricia, take this man as your wedded husband, to have, to hold, and to experience the spirit of life, in every aspect of wonder, forever?”


His voice boomed over the entire grounds, but at the same time, the sound of it was so soft.  As light, or even lighter, than the bride’s.


“I do.”


The big man leaned back and smiled.


“Then rejoice, as people of the light, a light that is deep love, a love of which you both radiate within.  You are each immortal.  Embrace.”


And they did, and the rows behind them, their family and friends, shot to their feet and applauded the newlyweds with a boisterous cheer.  They held each other for a moment, separated just far enough to share a passionate kiss, and then they turned to everyone else.  They cheered again.


Patricia threw her bouquet of white roses and lilies to the awaiting bridesmaids, watched them battle over its possession, and turned back to the giant.


“Thank you, Priest.”


He nodded, smiling, and set a hand on her shoulder.


“Delighted,” he told her.


She stepped up on her toes, pulled on his arm, and kissed him on the cheek.  Then she joined her husband and they flew down the dais toward the others.  The man called Priest watched them go.


His name was Michael Diegh.  Only a few knew him by this name, however; they called him the Priest.  His ability to allocate individual mysticism had made him a celebrity athwart the world, a singular figure sought out by millions solely to share his beliefs.  Many even referred to him as the Messiah.  He didn’t like these people.  Michael lived to teach people to see themselves in a different light, not to see him in the One.  He saw himself as a representative of enlightenment.  Even at twenty-seven, Michael had the wisdom of an elder, and his transcendence into the spiritual mindset proved to be a convincing trait.  He had touched the hearts of thousands, had worked to change these lives as well, and had devoted himself to rework the entirety of the world.  He knew that this was impossible, but it gave him a sense of salvation to try, and it would keep him active until the end of his days.  He wouldn’t have wanted it any other way.


He ran his ringers through the length of his long, light blonde hair; he paused for a moment to toy with one of the many interwoven, beaded hairwraps.  His iridescent eyes shined ominously.  He smiled.  Sometimes he smiled for no particular reason.  He simply thought it was always something nice for everyone else to see.  He had to set an example, after all.  Michael watched the wedding contenders mingle a moment longer, and then he closed his eyes, letting the authentic music of the live, Irish band wash over him.  He refused any payment, so the bride and her groom used the excess money to hire the band instead.  Michael Diegh didn’t need any money.  He had made millions developing a fertilizer and millions more had been sent to him by anonymous parties to support his cause.


“Excuse me, sir.”


He heard the man behind him, but he continued to listen to the fiddle and standing bass empowering it.


“Sir?”


The guitarists entranced him.


“Sir?”


The Gaelic vocals were simply spellbinding.  There was a celebration in their song.


“Excuse me, Michael D…”


The Priest held up a hand and the mere flux of his demeanor cut him short.  He opened his eyes, slowly, and turned around.


There was a man standing in front of him, one step away from the dais flat, right under one the four flowery arches leading to it.  He had perfect posture.  Combined with a tailored Italian suit, shiny black dress shoes and a scarlet vest, the man seemed so out of place that Michael caught himself at the start of a snicker.  He was completely out of place.


He took of his bowler hat and held out a hand wrapped in a tight leather glove.


“Hello sir,” he said, smiling for an instant.  “My name is Shelby Foxx.  I represent the Dallas estate.”


Michael took the hand and shook it once.  He felt the little man jerk.


“Jeremiah C. Dallas of Dallas Industries?”


Shelby nodded.


“The same, sir.”


Michael nodded and looked away.


“I see,” he said, and then he looked back.  “Come with me.”


He led the other down the dais and the two walked across the way to a long table covered in crystal glasses.  There were several vegetable and fruit hors d'oeuvres and platters of meat and cheese.  Michael moved to a great bowl of pink punch and ladled a serving into one of the glasses.  He handed it to Shelby, who took it without meaning it, and then Michael poured a second drink for himself.


“Manchurian mushroom punch,” he said, lifting his glass.  “I made it myself.”


Shelby blinked.  “I’m alright, thank you.”


“It’s completely natural, and of course, free of toxins.  This is a wedding, Mr. Foxx, not a brothel.  Try it, I insist.”


Reluctantly, Shelby sipped the punch.  His lips pursed as he swallowed.  The color in his cheeks faded away.  He smiled again.


“Fantastic,” he coughed.  “Irresistible.”


Michael nodded.  “That’s odd,” he replied, arching a brow.  “It is very good for you, and it does inspire happiness, but it’s supposed to be disgusting.  There’s a message in that drink, Mr. Foxx—there is nothing so bad as to not be good.  Half a second of bad taste for a million more of bliss.”


Shelby swallowed again, and set the glass down on the table.


“You just seemed so tense.  You should never be tense.  The world was made for you, Mr. Foxx.”


There was a pause.


“I see.”


Michael consumed his drink in one swallow and cradled the glass between his thumb and forefinger before he set it down.


“So, what is it that Mr. Dallas wants with me?”


Shelby reached inside his jacket and pulled out a red envelope.  He passed it Michael and cleared his throat.


“Mr. Dallas would like for you to attend a weekend affair at his estate as a guest of honor, sir.”


Michael opened the enveloped.  He stroked his extensive, thin beard while he read the letter inside.


“What is the occasion?”


“The occasion is not any business of mine, sir.  I’m sorry.  It’s to be shared between you, Mr. Dallas, and the other guests.”


“Other guests?”


Shelby nodded.  He put his hat back on and gave Michael another quick smile.


“Thank you, Mr. Foxx,” said the Priest, folding the letter back and tucking it in the envelope.  “You can inform Mr. Dallas that I’ll be attending his affair.”


“Thank you sir.”


As Shelby turned to depart, Michael addressed him again.


“You’re still tense, Mr. Foxx,” he said.  “Would you like some more punch?” 

ROGER

 
“Thank you Cincinnati! And good fuckin’ night!” A torrent of adulation bombarded the stage, flowers, hotel keys, women’s underwear, men’s underwear. Roger dashed into the wings and made for his dressing room, the roar of the crowd still ringing in his ears.

“Bloody good show Rog!” called out Bunny Bunswick, Roger’s Pyrotechnician.

“Thanks mate, you too!” 

“Rog! Roger!” Manfred Howe, Roger’s drummer, clapped Roger on the back. “Damn fine show, mate, damn fine! We got us some cherry birds out in the house tonight, eh wot? You goin’ out? Hit th’ clubs?” Howe inquired with a snarl and a wink.

“Naw, I’m bushed. I’m gonna hit th’ sack.” 

“Aw’ight, well see you back in London, then?”

“Yeah. See you.” Roger waved off his drummer and shouldered open his dressing room door. Tonight had been the last leg of a forty-eight-show world tour. They had just spent the better part of six months on the road, and were already scheduled to meet back in the studio next month to record the newest platinum-seller. 

He grabbed a towel from a pile on his makeup counter and wiped the sweat from his face. Good show old boy, he thought to himself, good show. Not quite as impressive as the Royal Albert Hall, but a good show regardless.

“You’re in Cleveland you realize that, don’t you Mr. Birmingham?” 

Roger turned. Standing in the corner was a tall, thin man in a suit so starched you could have cut a wheel of cheese with his lapels. 

“Oo are you?” Roger inquired.

“A representative. On the behest of my employer I am here to formally extend an invitation to you on his behalf.”

Roger stared hard at the man for a moment.

“Oo are you?”

The man sighed. He arched a razor-thin eyebrow and tried again. “My boss is inviting you to a party.” 

“Oh. What sort of a party, now?” 

“A surprise party.” The man replied flatly.

“A surprise party, eh? I recall once in Frankfurt we threw Jimmy Page a surprise birthday party. Me ‘n Hendrix are hiding in his hotel room, me under the coffee table, Jimi behind the curtains. Anyhow, in walks Page, drunk as a loon, thinks he’s being robbed and brains me on the noggin with a desk lamp. Oh, it hurt like all hell, cracked me skull and whatnot, but we laughed about it later.” 

The thin, pressed-suited man had long since stopped paying attention. “Mm, yes. Fascinating.” He said realizing that the story had come to an end. “Well, if you are interested, there is a plane out of Hopkins International that will take you to the party. Here is your invitation.” The man slid a thin, white envelope from his coat pocket and pressed it on the counter. 

Roger picked it up and cracked the red wax seal. “Hmm. Fancy!” 

 
“Unless there are any more questions, I’ll be taking my leave now.”

“Oh yeah, who’s your boss?”

“Why Mr. Birmingham,” the man said as he breezed through the door, “that would be the surprise.”

SASHA
Sasha’s cravings for excitement steadily grew as the days went on. She sat sprawled on a bamboo chair, lazily sun bathing in the sweet air of South Africa. Her strawberry shoulder length hair framed her square jaw, curling around its edges. Thick bangs tended to hide her wide brown eyes, and she liked that she didn’t have to look anyone directly. Sasha had long legs that delicately draped over the bamboo chair, soaking up the bright sunshine like water. Her body was taught and precise, in fact everything on Sasha was under a strict regiment, down to each hair on her eyebrow. She took great pride in controlling herself, for a thief must control everything.

 
The beach seemed to spread before her, as she sipped slowly on sweet plum wine. Her lips broke into a smile as she found comfort in the steady sound of the waves rolling. Capetown was a few miles in the distance, and several sailboats weaved in and out of her sight over time as she kept staring, listening, waiting. Africa was her true home, and she had been away so much longer than she expected.

Her hands were smooth, delicate, and nimble. Thin fingers were excellent for plucking jewels from small holes cut by her in a glass case, or sliding in tight places to deactivate alarm systems. She longed for the days when she could be hired to steal priceless treasures and reap in the mounds of fortune. Her last theft had been her retirement theft. It left her with several million to enjoy, but not without eating away at her soul. 

She had missed the big one by a mere inch. The grandest thief in all the world, and she had been under dogged by one man. His name burned in Sasha’s chest as an eternal fire reminding her that she was almost number one. Or maybe it was the wine. Sasha rolled over in the chair, exposing her bare back to the sun. Before settling down, she made out the silhouette of her waiter carrying a fresh glass of wine. Sasha nodded off to the lapping of the waves that were now behind her. Usually, the waiter did not wake her up when he switched glasses. But the touch on Sasha’s shoulder caused her to jump up defensively, her hand raised with a fist. 

“What is it!” she lowered her hand and began to re-adjust in her chair, outwardly annoyed.

“You’ve received a letter, Miss.”

“A letter? From who?”

“I don’t know, Miss. Here.” The waiter handed the small white envelope to Sasha. She turned it over, and pursed her lips as she broke the seal. Her ex-lover’s musky scent was all over the letter and she knew who it was before she read the first word. 

“J. C. Dallas.” The words lurched from her mouth with a burning sensation. “Waiter, take the wine back. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite.”

KENJI

"...An' so, with a large enough gem of sufficien' grade and cut one could theoretically create a beam of energy that bends the light inwards and pierced the conceived fabrics of space. What rays beyond that is zee unknown, but I have my theories that in it is the unexplainable answers that scientific observation has yet to decipher." With that, the lights flickered and buzzed, row after successive row turning on within the lecture hall.


“Domo arigato gozaimasu, Doctor,” announced the American at the front of the lecture hall with an accent that made the man cringe. The closure of the lecture was signaled with the lights flickered back on within the auditorium of the American army base. “Please, let us give Professor Kenji Hasegawa a round of applause for his lectures on the metaphysical properties of quantum optics and its uses in the modern world.”


A resounding cacophony of claps echoed through the packed chamber, and forced the guest of honor into a series of short, repetitive bows out of respect and fraudulent modesty. Then the audience began to file out and milling around, a few lingering to shake hands with the older Japanese man, though most would find his hand uncomfortably sweaty.


He drew in a deep breath a wiped his hands across his blazer’s sides before he gathered up his papers and tucked them into a chrome metal briefcase. Closing with a click he gathered it up in one hand, his fine mahogany cane of stained black and expensive silver palm grip in the other. He walked at a slow, seemingly leisurely pace as he gave care to his bad knee, the slight limp pronounced by his heavy breathing and swaggering gait as made his way towards the exit.


"Wonderful lecture, Mr. Hasegawa. Truly thought-provoking." A refined voice called out behind him as he exited into the hallway.


He paused and looked over at the man addressing him. He surveyed the lankly, finely dressed man with tiny rimless glasses. The man’s choice of attire, which of cardigan and slacks, immediately made him out of place.


"You ah a studen' of theory?" He asked dubiously, accent thick in his suspicion.


"I am student of many things, Mr. Hasegawa. As is my employer, and I am sure he would be enthused to debate in such enrapturing topics of mind and matter. You and he pursue similar things."


"Ooh. Who is this employeh you speak of?"


"Why, Mr. Hasegawa, that would be inappropriately silly to declare here, but I shall tell you he is most interested in meeting you, and if you would be willing he asks for you to join him at his estate where he is holding a banquet." The man with hawkish, thing features paused a moment longer and then produced a fine, crisp envelope and offered it out to the Professor with a traditional bow.


He peered down at the envelope now in his hand, with a wax seal in the center of it and his name written in italicized calligraphy. With methodical, calculated precision he neatly peeled open the envelope and removed its contents.


"And, of course, you are a guest of great honor. There will be plane waiting for you at Tokyo International. And I do suggest dressing lightly, Mr. Hasegawa."

FLACHETTE

One bang, three pangs. A single flash followed by three confirming clanks of metal projectiles hitting a metal target.  The Heckler and Koch G-3 prototype caseless assault rifle fired three successive shots in the time it took it to recoil from the first blast when set to three shot burst fire mode. The innovative firing mechanism allowed three lethal shots to be grouped significantly closer than any other automatic rifle, carrying up to three fifty round magazines meant the possibility of up to fifty confirmed kills in the right hands. Integrated optical sight and detachable bayonet came standard, it was clear that as a service arm this weapon would give an invaluable advantage to any regiment of armed forces.


Colonel Jim Flachette put down the weapon and reached for his binoculars. His lips curled up slightly at the sides, displaying the closest thing he knew to satisfaction “Very impressive Mr.Valmer. I’ll contact you before five hundred hours tomorrow with the specific order quantity. In the mean time my superiors would like to discuss a contract for another experimental weapon designed specifically and exclusively for the American Navy S.E.A.L.S. unit”.


“Tank you Colonel Flachette, dat zounds like a vunderful opportunity”. Valmer was a soft-spoken Eastern-European fellow who had a knack for developing the most revolutionary and reliable service weapons under the corporate backing of Germany’s premier firearms manufacturer Heckler & Koch. His small stature made Flachette look like a monolith in comparison.


A tall slender young officer with short auburn hair approached with a white envelope, “Sir, sorry to disturb you sir. This sealed envelope was delivered to base camp for you fifteen minutes ago, the courier said that it was imperative you were given this ASAP.”


“Thank you Lieutenant Shanahan” Flachette remarked as the letter was passed to his hand. At first Flachette was quite baffled, no one but his platoon, Valmer, and the higher ups in the white house knew he was at a weapons testing site in North Korea. The blank white envelope was not packaged in the usual pentagon envelopes. As he turned it over he recognized the seal, it was specific to just one man in the entire world, the one man who could get the one thing that Colonel James Flachette desired more than anything.

AURORA

“Aurora, baby.  I want to see anger!” Mr. D’Orazio shouted, “Get pissed off for me!”  Aurora Del Vega lay on a fur rug, wearing nothing but a string of white pearls around her neck.  Pose, click.  Pose, click.  It was easy to keep the oh-so-bored expression that so many people wanted, because modeling was in fact oh-so-boring.  Pose, click.  Pose, click.  That’s all it was.  Now, she was being asked for something.  


“Show me anger.”  She was ordered.  Anger was a little harder than boredom.  She had to think about this one.  She rolled onto her back, and looked up at the camera.  She snarled her lip.  Showed her teeth.  But the emotion came in the eyes.  She thought a moment.  Her eyes squinted and she let her eyebrows furrow.  Yeah, that was anger.  “Wonderful, Aurora!  Now let me see sad.”

Mr. D’Orazio was a very demanding photographer.  He was the best.  “You just saw your puppy get run over by a really big truck.  Show me that.”  Aurora took a deep breath.  She was just about to pout her lips, when the photographer was interrupted by his assistant.  D’Orazio arched an eyebrow as he listened to his assistant’s hushed whispers.  The photographer lowered his camera.


“Alright, let’s take a break.” He announced.  “Aurora, you have a message waiting for you on the mail table.”  With that he sauntered away.  Aurora was surrounded by a flock of people, fixing her hair, patting her face with powder, handing her bottles of water.  She finally fought her way through the throngs of people and to the mail table.  There was a small envelope addressed to Ms. Aurora Del Vega. No return address.  It was probably an invitation to one of many red carpet events.  Red carpet events held little interest for Aurora.  Against her better judgment, she opened the envelope.  


Aurora read the note inside, her eyes appearing darker and darker as they moved across the paper.  The envelope did not contain the usual invitation.  To the contrary, it contained a very special invitation.

To Whom It May Concern;

Please consider this a cordial invite to my private island, La Isla de la Luz.  I have in my possession something that may of great interest to you.  I look forward to your arrival.


Signed,

-J.C. Dallas

Chapter Two

KENJI

Kenji Hasegawa’s stubby fingers curled into the armrests of the passenger seat. His palms were clammy and his breathing was wheezy and short. He had never cared for flying, and in recent years his phobia had only gotten worse. He was a cautious man, and watching the pale blue-green waters of the south pacific rushing by was not something he found particularly comforting.


Nor was the awkward silence within the cabin of the aircraft comforting. The pilot insisted on trying to make small talk, though neither eager to converse, nor interested in listening to this man's stories. It was like the calm before the storm, the eerie silence before an explosion.


It reminded him of his service to his country at the end of World War II. He had only been fourteen at the time and served only briefly before all was over, but famine and economic strain had made it the most enticing offer available. Anything was worth a bowl of rice, and at least soldiers had received semi-regular meals. The mere thought of food made his stomach growl. Partially due to his early years, and his addiction to Western foods, Hasegawa had a certain gluttony now, and it was something he cherished dearly. He remembered fondly the large breakfast of steak, with biscuits and gravy. It seemed like such a long time ago.


The plane jostled and yawed in its descent, and he wondered why he had even accepted Mr. Dallas’s invitation to this luxurious retreat. He knew of the international mogul. Mr. Dallas seemed to enjoy dipping his fingers into everything he could reach, he was the type that was interested in everything, until something new and shiner caught his eye. Vaguely, Kenji recalled meeting him once at a conference, where the man had been asking a group of his peers about ancient artifacts.


"Alright, we're touching down in Korean, Mr. Hasegawa. So just hang tough and we'll be on our way again in no time."


Korea. It made him seethe for a moment inside. The last time he was on this forsaken peninsula it was a proud province of the colonial Japanese forces, not so any more. Now it was a desolate waste of culture, devastated by war and greater political powers.


"Ah. We a'e picking up a Korean?" He called out towards the front of the plane even as it seemed to cut low across the water, almost stalling, before the pontoons and bottom of the plane's hull sliced into the water. He gripped the chair harder, knuckles turning white.


"No, sir. At least I don’t think so." He briefly met the pilot's gaze through the rear-view mirror. The man's eyes filled with amusement, his own filled with fear, "Flachette doesn't sound like a Korean name to you, does it?"


Eyes flickered back towards the windows as the plane slowly skipped across the water's surface. He could make out the small buildings and long, outstretched dock. It was nothing more then a rudimentary fishing village. Who would they be picking up in a place like this? Perhaps they were picking them up here for the sake of anonymity, or an anthropologist on some excursion. Perhaps then he would at least have a semblance of an intellectual companion.


However, when he saw the figure standing at the end of the dock, his heart plummeted and a lump rising into his throat. The American was head and shoulders taller then anyone around him, and one thing was for certain; that was no anthropologist.


The pilot unfastened his harness and leapt out of his seat to hurry and open the side door, falling downwards and against the wooden pier as the plane rocked across the inlet's waves. Kenji watched from his seat, not rising to great his new copassenger.  Fingers stroked along the length of his cane's pommel.

FLACHETTE

You never know where the enemy could be lurking, at least that was Jim Flachette’s philosophy. Small sects of anti-American opposition often used small fishing villages like Phoung Hek as fronts for their operations, Flachette was glad his security detail decided to stick around until Dallas’s plane arrived. Not that he was too worried. He had bundled up one of the G-3 prototype rifles in his duffle bag along with more than enough ammunition to reduce Phoung Hek to dust, still the M60 belt fed heavy machine gun mounted on the roll bar of the scout jeep instilled a menacing confidence. Under his suit coat he had worn a leather shoulder harness with a slim seven shot .45 caliber U.S. officers pistol, two extra magazines hung under his right shoulder in case he was separated from his luggage. He would’ve gladly flown himself to Jeremiah Chester Dallas’s private island, but Dallas had insisted on having the colonel chauffeured by plane. He probably just wanted to keep the location secret, probably a good idea. 


The plane landed beside the dock and the pilot barely managed to keep from falling into the water as he clumsily exited the plane. “Colonel Flachette?” the pilot asked as he extended his right-gloved hand.


“Flachette. Can I fly?” Jim responded in a low monotone voice.


“What?


“Can I fly the plane?”


“Heh heh, I’m the pilot.” As the pilot realized his new passenger was not joking he nervously opened the rear door.


As Flachette cautiously entered he greeted his fellow passenger courteously, extending a handshake that was solid like marble  “Colonel James Flachette, U.S. Army.”


“Doctor Kenji Hasegawa. Pleased to meet you” the plump little man grinned cheerfully as he spoke.


Flachette recognized the name from some weapons technology journal he had read a while back. This must have been some kind of sick joke. Dallas knew how much Flachette despised the Japanese, just like he knew they were responsible for leaving him an emotionally crippled young orphan as a result of the bombing raid on Pearl Harbor. Choking down his rage and repressing brutal flashbacks of loosing his family, James decided that if this person was alright by Dallas then he must have outstanding redeemable characteristics. Judging by his pale polyester suit, it was not his sense of fashion. Maybe Dallas planned on auctioning off his prize to the highest bidder.


“Are you a friend of Jeremiah?” Flachette offered.


“We are merely men who share common interests” Hasegawa replied calmly.


“Why do you suppose we’ve been summoned?”


Hasegawa though for a moment than replied “In The Art of War, Sun Tzu states that when you are far from your adversary you should make it appear as though you are very close, and when you are very close you must make yourself seem very distant. In my opinion, I expect nothing more than an elaborate hoax.”


As Flachette contemplated what Kenji had said he found himself admiring the noble spirit of his humble counterpart. In expecting nothing he had assured himself that anything would be a welcome surprise. Jim also respected Kenji’s choice in weapon, a mahogany cane with a polished silver pummel made him look harmless enough. Kenji Hasegawa was obviously not a man to be underestimated.

AURORA

Aurora had been up for hours.  The sun barely peeked over the New York skyline when she boarded the helicopter.  Aurora didn’t mind being up early.  She had become accustomed to long days.  The last year had found Aurora on the cover of over twenty-five magazines, not including her work in Playboy.  Magazine shoots often took place sometime between dawn and nine in the morning.  Early days were nothing.

Sitting in the helicopter, Aurora considered the possibilities of such a holiday.  This may have been a sort of business trip, but if there was room for relaxation, she certainly wasn’t going pass it up.  Her life had been nothing but work lately.  The trip might be a well-deserved break from the fashion world.  She was tired of the makeup; she was tired of having her picture taken; she was tired of being pretty.  

   Glancing out the window, Aurora noticed a very slender man waiting on the ground.  His hair was slightly longer than shoulder length.  The wind had blown the blonde curls behind him, resembling a super hero’s cape.  He wore fitted leather pants, black boots, and a flowing white button up shirt.  He was surrounded by countless suitcases and bags.  On his back was a guitar case.  


When the helicopter landed and the man boarded, Aurora recognized him as Roger Birmingham.  A rock icon.  He was known for his amazing guitar riffs, and innovative lyrics.  He was famous for trashed hotel rooms, and hanging out with the likes of Morrison and Moon.  


Birmingham was a lot smaller in person.  His hair almost upstaged him.  Aurora noticed that he wore makeup.  More than she usually wore for a shoot.  He had full pouted lips and heavy eyelids on a flawless face.  


“Oy, I recognize you, love.” He called over the roar of the propellers, sweeping the hair from his face and tying it back with a purple and black colored bandana.  


“I loved your spread in Playboy las’ month.” He winked at Aurora.  She replied with a curt smile and a raised eyebrow.

“I do what I can, daddyo.”

MICHAEL

When the helicopter landed, Michael Diegh was waiting for it at the edge of the landing pad.  He was sitting on the concrete, his hands resting on the curve of his folded legs, his back erect and eyes closed.  The man might have been sitting there but he was obviously somewhere else completely.  He barely even breathed.


“The helicopter’s arrived.”


One of the two escorts who had waited with him was kneeling down to address him.


“I know,” Michael replied. “I saw them coming; the man and the woman.”


The escort stood up, titled his sunglasses and looked at the other with a shrug.


“We’ll get your belongings, sir.”


“Thank you.”


As the two left him, Michael stood up and took a deep breath.  Clearing his head, he heard the helicopter for the first time and then he opened his eyes to look at it.  Through the wisps of his windblown hair, he could see the helicopter steady and the side-door slide open.  The two escorts returned with his luggage; a single, secondhand suitcase and a folded rainbow colored cloth.  He put his hands together and followed them to the helicopter.


Michael hunched down low when he stepped into the vessel, but he still managed to clip the rim.


“Watch your back there, Priest.”


He turned slightly when he was inside and he saw a man sitting back into on of the side-seats, much like he was actually a part of them.  He knew this man; Roger Birmingham.  He was a rock and roll icon in England and his fame was spreading fast in America as well.  With his long, curly blonde hair, framing a small face half-covered with a pair of thick sunglasses, and a smile bright enough to need them, Roger was quite literally the conceptual vision of his trade.  He shifted his weight a little; his leather pant legs crunched, and he tipped his glasses down to look Michael in the eye.


“Hey boyo,” he said, clicking his teeth.  He lifted up a wineglass and cocked his head.  “Welcome aboard.”


Michael smiled.


Sitting beside Roger and under his arm was the modeling world’s newest and possibly strongest counterpart, Aurora Del Vega.  Michael knew her image and name, although his interests weren’t as pertinent to involve him with her pictures.  Those pictures were tasteful to vulgar men.  He did, however, admire her sense of self.  The woman was beautiful beyond belief; golden skin, long legs, shimmering hair and a dazzling smile—perfect features.  Michael felt like he should stare.  He didn’t.


The side-door was shut and the helicopter shook once before it lifted into the air.  Michael sat across from the other two and leaned back.  Aurora slipped from under Roger’s arm and opened the door to a miniature freezer between the seats.  She pulled out a bottle of wine and gestured with it to the Priest.


“How about a little drink, big man?” she asked, plucking the cork out.  She grunted a little.  Roger laughed.


“Our man Dallas ‘as got nice taste,” he said.  “Vintage white mix Breviante’, boyo.  Sample it?”


Michael lifted up a hand.


“I’d rather not, but thank you.”


Aurora crossed her legs and leaned forward, propping herself up with her elbows on her knees.  She held out the bottle.


“There’s enough to go around, daddyo.  Don’t be shy.”


Michael shook his head.


“It’s alright love,” Roger told her, and he took the bottle.  “Celibacy for liquor is an admirable trait.”


He refilled his glass and handed the bottle back.


“That’s why I drink so much—because when it’s gone, I won’t drink anymore.”


She chuckled, and put the bottle away, then slipped back under the musician’s arm.


“Do you know what this is all about?” asked Roger.


Michael shook his head again.


“Nothing more than stated in the invitation,” he told him.


“We’ll figure it all out soon enough.  No worries.  A weekend on a private island with our very own Ms. Del Vega is all the incentive I need.”


He took another sip of the Breviante’ and sucked on his upper lip.


“The wine’s a good kicker too, eh’ boyo?”


Aurora giggled like a little girl.


“I think it’s exciting,” she said, and shivered.  “The beach and the villa.”


“It does sound peaceful,” Michael added.


Roger nodded in agreement.  For the next hour, the three passengers sat in silence and let the ride comply with their anxiety.  Aurora thought about the escape the venture would yield her.  Two days without cameras fencing her was more than a privilege; it was a miracle.  Michael eased into himself and slept, although he did so disturbingly, with his eyes open.  Roger Birmingham contemplated rooming with Aurora, as if his wanting it secured that decision.


“There was a time,” he said, suddenly, sitting straight and taking up his wine glass, as if the interval had only been a moment long, “back at my flat in London.  I was brainstorming this tune with Rob Plant.  I got the words right, but I couldn’t figure on using A or dropping to D on the bridge.  Rob and I got into a little spat over it, and I ended up giving him a wallop with the Gibson over his ass when he stormed off.  Anyway, it broke a string and the sound of it strumming inspired the song.  I set the capo and magic was born.  Genius.”


Then he chuckled to himself, drained the wineglass, and the calm between everyone returned.

ROGER

Roger twisted the top off the metal flask and took a swig. The cab of the helicopter jumped suddenly, and a trickle of amber fluid leapt from the mouth of the flask and onto Roger’s pants. 


“Bloody ‘ell. Can’t you keep this bloody whirly-bird steady?” Roger barked over his shoulder.


“Sorry sir. The winds tend to pick up in the summer season.” The pilot replied. 


Roger brushed the droplets of whiskey from his jeans and took a swig. Something about this just didn’t smell right. What would a Playboy bunny and an English rock star have in common enough to all be invited to the same party? Roger sloshed the whiskey around in his mouth trying to put it all together. 


“Something on your mind?” Aurora asked, next to him.


Roger swallowed the mouthful of whiskey. “Not at all love. Just don’t much care for flying. Although once Keef Richards and I took Paul McCartney’s private plane for a bit of a joy ride. So there we are, a mile up, when Keef has use th’ loo. So Richards climbs out on th’ wing, does his business, and climbs on in. So says to Keef I says ‘How’d it go?’ and ol’ Keef says to me he says ‘Better than a bidet.’ Th’ ol bugger! Care for a nip?”


“Why thank you.” Aurora took the flask from Roger and gulped down a swallow. “My, that’s good. What is that? Schenley?”


“Tyconell.” Roger liked a girl who appreciated a good whiskey. “I never touch the American stuff. It’s all rubbish.”  


Roger looked at Michael, across from him. He didn’t much care for the supposed holy man, in his bare feet and dirty robes. The sixties are over, Roger thought to himself, who was this guy fooling? 

“Think he really doesn’t drink?” he whispered to Aurora. He nudged Michael’s blackened sole with the toe of his boot. Michael, who had been meditating quietly since take off, opened his eyes.


“Fancy a nip, Michael?”


“No thank you. But would you care for some wheatgrass and spring water?” Michael produced a filthy wineskin from his robes.

Roger shook his head. “No thanks mate.” Michael closed his eyes and returned to his reverie. Aurora looked at Roger and shrugged.


“Something is bothering me,” Roger admitted.


“Pardon?” Aurora asked.


“Earlier, you asked if something was the matter. I’ve been thinking, what do you suppose we all have in common?” Roger asked


“I don’t understand.” 


“Well, we’re all invited to the same party. We must have some common ground.” Roger scratched the back of his head and took another swig of whiskey.


“Let me see your invitation.” Aurora said. Roger dug the invitation out of his back pocket and handed it to her. Aurora fished her invitation out of her purse and held the two open. 


“It just says the same thing. You are invited to a yadda yadda yadda, sighed J.C. Dallas.” She sighed. “Do you know this guy? This J.C. Dallas?”


“Know of ‘im. Read about ‘im in News Week. Some kind of tycoon or something, innit he? Steel, or shipping, something like that.” 


“Oil.” The two looked up. Michael unfolded his bare legs and folded his hands neatly in his lap. “He’s an oil tycoon. From Texas, I believe.”  


“Big money, then?” Roger mused, arching an eyebrow. 


“Yes. One of the richest men in America.” Michael replied.


“No kiddin’? Well, that makes sense then.” Roger smiled.


“What does?” Aurora asked.


“Well if I was invited,” Roger gave Aurora a wink and a sly smile. “then obviously this chap has impeccable taste in company.”

SASHA

“Hello Shelby, so nice to see you again!”


Shelby’s ears reddened. He curtly nodded to Sasha. “Ms. Larter, it’s a pleasure. I’m sorry you must leave on such short notice, but you’re going to be last to arrive on the island.”


“All is well Shelby, I’ll pack my things and we’ll be on our way.” 


Shelby escorted Sasha in a limousine to the small charter plane Jeremiah Chester Dallas had sent to Capetown. At the sight of this, she wondered what J.C.’s true intentions were. Perhaps, he wanted to rekindle their old romance. Sasha smiled to the once heated love affair the two had shared so many years ago. They had met while she was a museum curator at the Tokyo National Museum in Japan. Sasha’s connections allowed her to find rare artifacts fast, but also shadowed her true identity and gave her a safety net to live out her days as a thief. 

J.C. had been searching for a rare Brazilian mask for quite some time, and his excursion had brought him to the museum in Tokyo. Sasha had been seeking the very same mask as well, having her eye on it for her own private collection.  Originally, it had been her intent to merely dissuade J.C.’s interest in the mask, however it was not before long that Sasha took a liking to the mysterious new stranger in her life. Sasha’s late father had been an anthropologist and never stopped telling her stories up until the day he died.  She became enthralled with J.C.’s stories of adventure and heroism, and eventually a friendship bloomed, and Sasha found comfort that J.C. reminded her of fonder times. She knew that meeting J.C. had been more that a coincidence and the two began to fall in love. 

Several years passed, and the whirlwind romance that had once consumed Sasha had dissipated into a dwindling breeze. 


One night over a silent dinner, Shelby, J.C.’s personal assistant informed Dallas that he had managed to locate the whereabouts of the mask that he had been seeking these many years. It was in the hands of a German art dealer in Manhattan. J.C. was ecstatic, Sasha was devastated. Knowing that the mask would drive the two even further apart, Sasha left for New York that night, to take the mask for her own. 


It was an easy enough job, significant only in that this time she wasn’t stealing for money, or for personal gain, but out of spite. She wanted more, simply knowing that he wanted it just as much.


Sasha could remember it as clearly as yesterday. Her nimble, gloved fingers twirling the combination lock, opening the safe door, only to find it empty. Gone.  Sasha learned later that the mask had been sold that morning, but thankfully not to J.C.


Sasha spent the next year trying in vain to track the mask down, but to no avail. Sometimes, she would tell herself, these things just don’t want to be found. 


The charter plane stopped in Miami, where a waiting helicopter was to take her and Shelby to Dallas’s private island in the Gulf of Mexico. Hours later, Sasha stared out at a small emerald atoll amidst the blue-green waters of the gulf. The helicopter touched down and Shelby ushered Sasha up a winding footpath up to a large Spanish plantation house.


“We’re already so late, the others are already here I’m sure.” Shelby tut-tutted.


“I’m sure no one will mind, least of all J.C.” Sasha hadn’t seen much of him since she left him sleeping all those years ago. In fact, she hadn’t seen him at all. 


Inside, the house was opulently lavish. Filled with rare antiquities, as was J.C.’s passion, any one of the hundreds of items in the house would make a welcome gift to the Smithsonian. 


Shelby showed Sasha into a massive dinning room. At the table sat a veritable buffet of individuals. She recognized Michael Deign, the famed spiritualist, from the news, as well as Professor Kenji Hasegawa, the noted Japanese physicist whose revolutionary theories had been the cutting edge of scientific study in Tokyo. Across from him was the unmistakable Aurora Del Vega, the Brazilian bombshell who had made the cover of Playboy twice over in a year, no small feat. Next to her was Colonel James Flachette, who had made headlines worldwide for his guerilla campaign in the jungles of Vietnam. And next to him…next to him was Roger Birmingham.  The very sight of him made Sasha’s blood rush to her head. 


“Sasha. So good to see you again.” 


Sasha wheeled around. Behind her stood Jeremiah Chester Dallas. In the flesh.


“J.C. Hello. It’s been such a long time.” 


Dallas hugged Sasha, and all at once the memories came flooding back. “Let me introduce you to our other guests.” He walked Sasha to the table, his arm still draped over her shoulder. He had aged well, Sasha thought to herself. His once coal hair was shocked with graying temples, but that profile that had always beguiled Sasha still remained. He wore an immaculate white suit, punctuated at the collar by an ivory cow skull bolo tie that had belonged to his father. His snakeskin boots had been polished to a high sheen, and the bright-white ten-gallon hat that he always wore gripped his head like a crown. He was a cowboy and a rich one at that. 

“Everyone, meet Ms. Sasha Larter.”

Chapter Three

SASHA

At breakfast, Sasha tapped her grapefruit with her spoon as she listened to J.C. ramble on to Kenji about how he acquired his fanciful island. 


“I just decided it was time to settle down, and get a real place.” J.C. pointed inadvertently to Kenji with his fork, pieces of egg fell on the table. “A man’s gotta have a place to retire.”


“Oh, yes. . . “ Kenji smiled courteously, wiping the sweat from his forehead with a napkin. The island’s weather was taking more of a toll on Kenji than any other guest. Sasha loved the hot weather, and decided it was time to get a breath of fresh air. She rose, shyly smiling at J.C. 


“If you’ll excuse me, I’m not going to let all this scenery go to waste.”


“Splendid idea Sasha.” J.C. rose with her. “Let’s have a game of golf, shall we? Kenji, please join us.”


Kenji grimaced to the idea, “But it is so hot. . . I would rather,”


J.C. cut him off, “Well, it’s settled then. It’ll be a grand old time.”


Kenji sighed, “Oh yes. Such a nice time.” He rose from his seat, and leaned on his cane. Kenji had fast become Sasha’s favorite guest in the household, with his veracious appetite and Japanese ways. He reminded her of the days in Japan where she soaked up the culture and food. 

The three walked out onto the veranda and onto a neatly bricked pathway. The path was surrounded by rose bushes three feet high the entire way and smelled insatiable. Sasha couldn’t help but stare at J.C.’s tight buttocks as he walked ahead of her. She quickly looked away, only to find herself gazing back, drawn to its appeal. To get involved with J.C. again would be a dire mistake, but she couldn’t help her attraction to him. She knew he was interested in her as well, but for what reason? What if it was for revenge, a broken heart is always searching for the opportunity to get the one that hurt them. But would he be so courteous about the situation, and with all these people? Well if it wasn’t just the two of them on the island, J.C. wasn’t interested in re-kindling their romance. She had been itching to ask him privately for some time, but with everyone in the household a silent moment was a spare one. 

Kenji lagged behind as Sasha was engulfed in her thoughts. J.C. turned around abruptly and Sasha ran into him, the two almost embracing. Her heart pounded so heavily in her chest, she was amazed J.C. couldn’t feel it. He let go of her, but not before wafting in her familiar scent. They stepped back from each other, laughing. 

“Kenji fell behind.” He said, plucking a rose from the pathway. He slipped it behind Sasha’s ear barely caressing the side of her face. His touch electrified her skin, and she smiled again. 

Kenji finally caught up with them, and grasped Sasha on the shoulder as he panted.

“So fast, please, you mustn’t go so fast.”


Sasha nodded, “Of course Kenji, we won’t lose you this time.”


“Oh thank you, Sasha. Such a nice girl.”


The three continued on their journey for several more minutes and finally came to a clearing. The golf course spanned several kilometers, filled with bumps and patches of trees. It was so perfect it looked like it was built from a plastic model right out of the box. Kenji was delighted, and commended J.C. 


“Very impressive, Mr. Dallas.”


J.C chuckled, and ushered them to a golf cart next to the pathway. Kenji jumped excitedly in back, while Sasha and J.C. rode together in front. Sasha smiled to herself, feeling at ease with someone familiar. She leaned over and whispered into J.C.’s ear, her arms began to goose bump from the sudden burst of courage. 


“Tell me J.C., why is it you’ve called us all here to paradise?”


J.C. turned his head, barely meeting his lips to hers. “Tonight all questions will be answered, dearest.”

KENJI

Finally, once they had arrived at the island he was able to indulge in a real meal. Steak, two eggs, hash browns, and a side of pancakes. It was almost too much. Almost.


Kenji was of course drawn to the more intriguing characters at this reclusive resort, as it were. The fellow intellectual Sasha was of decidedly interesting background, and of course their fine host, one J. C. Dallas had enough stories and tales to keep a man preoccupied for hours.


Hours. Precisely how long their trek towards Dallas's golf course seemed to last, though both he and Sasha assured him it was only fifteen minutes. Minutes lasted like eternity as he hobbled along with cane and panting breath. He was all for the scenery, but he preferred gazing at it from a well vented, air conditioned room.


"Very impressive, Mr. Dallas." He quipped, though it was no Gotemba. Gotemba was as fine of modern golf course as they came, and catered to only the most well off guests. It was at the base of his majestic Mount Fuji, the symbol and epitome of Japanese stature and amour propre.


He hustled eagerly to the golf cart that awaited them, both with the joy to get off his bad leg and get out of the scorching sun, under the thin leather canopy of the golf cart. As he sat down, it noticeably sank lower to the ground. Dallas gave it a dubious look as he conversed with Sasha.


“Tell me J.C., why is it you’ve called us all here to paradise?”


“Tonight all questions will be answered, dearest."


Dearest? The word echoed in his thoughts even as the two got onto the golf cart and made their way down the dirt path towards the first hole. He hadn't been paying attention to the two very intentedly, but now he was regarding them both with a skeptical, keen gaze. Dallas seemed aware of it, for his body language grew sharper and he seemed to purposefully keep himself reserved.


Later, Dallas was attending the flag as Kenji; intermittently wiping the perspiration from his brow and out of his eyes adjusted himself and pursed his lips into a narrow line. Swing. Only the slightest movement of his body, the precision of a scientific calculation at work, and the ball was slowly putted across the green.


"That's a birdie! You're fittin' for a game under par." Dallas declared with a chuckle as they moved on to the next hole.


"I would suggest a seven iron on the next one, Miss Larter." Kenji kindly offered as she went to take up her clubs and swing. Dallas and he watched from against the golf cart, gazing at the woman as she bent slightly forward and leveled it beside the tee.


"Ah, such fine art." Dallas murmured under his breath before he lifted a hand and twisted at his moustache whiskers.


"Are you a man of the arts, Mr. Dallas?" Came the reply as Kenji tried to prod a bit more information out of him.


"I am a man of many things, you should realize that by now. A jack of trades, I am. I try to keep myself a man of diversity." He declared with an air of confidence and pride, before suddenly bursting out in an uproar of laughter before Kenji had realized Sasha had air stroked. That is, she swung and missed the golf ball completely.


The fuming, palpable glare she gave Dallas only confirmed Kenji's suspicion that something existed between the two, because only such an open display of anger and detest could come from somebody so close.


The air almost seemed to crackle between the two of them. No, it -did- crackle. Three pairs of eyes lifted upwards towards the sky as the sun was being overran by the rumbling, churning clouds.


"Looks like rain." Kenji stated with a grateful sigh of relief. Maybe it would bring cooler weather with it, or at the very least it would hide the dreadfully blazing sun.


"Looks like a storm." Sasha agreed, mulling over the fact as the rested the golf club across her slender shoulder.


"Well, I'm plum tuckered out anyway, let's get back to the manor 'fore it starts to rain." Dallas added, seeming grateful for the interruption and excuse to change the subject and avoid any messy confrontations.

AURORA

Aurora laid out a large towel onto the hard patio deck.  She situated the top of her two-piece swimsuit to better cover her breasts.  Slipping her feet out of a pair of flip-flops, she carefully settled herself on the ground.  Ordinarily Aurora was followed by her manager, who would constantly advise her against spending any time in the sun.


“It’ll cause premature aging of your skin.” Her manager would say.  But Aurora didn’t care about that today.  The sun felt too warm and soft on her skin to care.  Lying on her stomach, Aurora stretched her arms until she could reach the book in front of her.  She propped her self up with her elbows, flipping the pages of the book with her thumb.


Aurora kept flipping the pages in the book, stopping somewhere near the middle of the book.  She turned three pages back and found the place she had left off.  Aurora had begun to read when a shadow appeared behind her.  The shadow blocked the sun and obscured the light Aurora had been using to read.


“Castaneda?”

The shadow had a strong voice, with a touch of femininity.  It was the kind of voice that demanded respect.  Aurora turned to see the source of the shadow.  It belonged to the only other woman invited to the island, Sasha.  She had a thin frame and stood around five foot eight.  She wore a chin length bob.  Long bangs brushed her eyelashes, framing warm brown eyes.  She stood with her shoulders back, and her head slightly tilted up.    


“Yeah, I’m a big fan of his work” Aurora said, nodding toward the book.  “Carlos Castaneda is a Brazilian author you know?”  Sasha smiled and nodded. 


“I’m an anthropologist by profession, Aurora.  Of course I know about Castaneda.”  Carlos Castaneda; famed anthropologist turned author.  “I had you pinned for the Harlequin romance type,” Sasha replied with a smirk.

Aurora set the book down and sat up.  She pulled her knees to her chest.


“Castaneda writes a lot about the Yaqui Indians of Brazil,” Aurora told Sasha, using her hand as a shield from the sun.

Sasha pulled up a patio chair, and sat.  She crossed her legs at the ankle and placed her hands in her lap.

“My family emigrated to the U.S. from Brazil,” Aurora continued.  “Our ancestors were Yaqui Indians.  I think it’s important for a person to know their roots.”  Aurora looked at Sasha.


“That’s very admirable,” Sasha replied with approval.  A moment of silence went by, before Aurora changed the subject.  


“How can you wear that suit jacket?”  Aurora asked.  “It’s like a hundred degrees out here!”

Sasha looked at Aurora with wide eyes.  Aurora had a knack for being frank, and people often found it offensive.  


“I like to look nice,” Sasha told her, straightening out the creases in her jacket.  


“Oh, come on.” Aurora laughed.  “Honey, you need to relax.”

Sasha opened her mouth to reply when Roger Birmingham breezed through the door behind them.  He wore nothing but a black Speedo and a towel draped over his shoulder.  He laid his towel next to Auroras, and handed her a bottle of suntan lotion.


“Put it on!”  He demanded.  Aurora shrugged and twisted the lid off.  It was very generous of Roger to offer her lotion.  She squeezed the lotion into her hand and began rubbing it into her shoulders.  


“Don’t be silly, love.”  Roger laughed, and shook his head.  “Rub some into me back.”  Aurora chuckled at her mistake.

“Sure thing, tiger.”  Laughing, she poured more lotion into her hand.  Placing both hands on Roger’s lean back, she rubbed the suntan lotion into his skin. 


“How’s that Roger?”  Aurora asked, peeking her head above Roger’s left shoulder.

“You got a soft touch, babe,” Roger answered, with a low moan.  Sasha had been sitting quietly in her patio chair, when she swiftly stood up.  Aurora and Roger both turned to see her standing with her hands on her hips, before she stormed off the patio.

“Oy, what’s got her britches in a knot?”  Roger wondered.  


“I have no idea,” Aurora answered softly.  What could be bothering Sasha?  They had been getting along well enough.  Aurora thought so anyway.  “She really has it out for us.”


“How ‘bout you an’ me move this thing to the beach, babe,” Roger suggested.  “Before that girl comes back with a weapon.”

ROGER

“I recall once me ‘n Peter Frampton were sitting on a beach in Hawaii when Frampton dares me to eat a jellyfish what washed up on shore.” 

Roger poured a dollop of lotion on the small of Aurora’s back and massaged the white balm into her skin. “Needless to say, I’ve only just recently regained the ability to taste.”

Roger still hadn’t been sure why they were all here, but at this point he couldn’t care less. Dallas had been more than generous in his hospitality. The estate was enormous, even more than Roger had been accustomed to. Dallas had his own private golf course, miles of sparkling white beach, a fleet of yachts, and a helipad to boot. No doubt about it, Jeremiah Chester Dallas had done well for himself. 

That morning over a lavish breakfast of poached salmon and mimosas, Dallas had offered a pearl of wisdom to Roger. 

“Roger my boy, appearance is everything. Hell, any Joe-blow can be rich, but it takes a man of distinction to look the part.” With that he flicked back the brim of his ten-gallon hat and tugged on an ivory lapel. It wasn’t the same too-white suit that Dallas had worn the previous evening, but Roger had a feeling that he’d had a whole closet full anyway. 

The other attendees of Dallas’ little get-together had been as notable as Roger, Aurora, or Michael, or so he had guessed by their reactions. Sasha Larter was some sort of anthropologist, and if not for the fact that she’d been giving Roger the evil eye all last night, he might have found her alluring. The paunchy Japanese man was some sort of Scientist. Hasegawa, was it? Roger couldn’t recall, but Aurora seemed to know him by name. Colonel James Flachette Roger had heard of. He’d seen him on a cover of Soldier of Fortune that he’d read one night a hotel room in Atlanta. According to one source, the colonel had killed more men then cancer. 

The mystery surrounding their hasty convocation still remained unknown, but given the surroundings, the posh lodgings and company, Roger hadn’t thought much of it since he had arrived. Dallas was probably just looking for prospective investors; Roger had been to his fair share of these sorts of things ever since he hit the top 10.

“Ow, Roger! What are you doing?” 

Roger looked down. He’d been kneading Aurora’s shoulders red for the past thirty seconds. “Oops. Sorry, love. I was miles away.” 

Aurora stretched her neck and settled back down on her beach towel. Roger stood and brushed the sand from his knees. “Think I’ll go for a little walk.” 

He set off down the beach; the white sands empty save for him and Aurora. The colonel was off doing what ever it was he did, and the last Roger had seen of Michael he was meditating in Dallas’ rose garden. Hasegawa, Sasha, and Dallas had hit the links early after breakfast. It seemed to Roger that Sasha and Dallas had some sort of history, and given the rather awkward breakfast they had shared that morning Roger suspected that it had been more than just a casual fling. 

A low rumble sounded in the distance. A thick bank of grey clouds, heavy with rain had begun to form on the horizon. Roger decided to turn back.

MICHAEL

Michael Diegh sat down in the middle of villa yard.  He liked the feel of the freshly cut grass and the smell of it, mixed with the scent of the ocean, and combined with a calming breeze, it worked his senses and within a moment, he was completely relaxed.  He allowed himself to settle in.


He didn’t realize how much his resolve had suffered by spending so much time around all those people.  He hadn’t planned on forfeiting his personal life, but that was exactly what he’d done.  Granted, preaching and teaching were the constructs of his agenda.  Michael was just slowly beginning to realize that he needed to remind himself about who he was.  With so many people chasing his credence, he didn’t want to become a hypocrite.


There was a gunshot in the distance.  Flachette, he knew.  The colonel had been introduced to Dallas’s personal firearm collection.  He had brought his own, no doubt, despite the meaning of the island stay.  There was another sound of thunder.  The man had proclaimed he was on a warpath; he’d deal with the indigenous natives that were hiding out so that they couldn’t interfere with the paradise retreat.  There weren’t any natives.  Michael looked away from the jungle edge that had become Flachette’s personal hunting ground.  Hasegawa and Larter were golfing on the Dallas’s full-size course.  The host accompanied them.  Birmingham and Del Vega remained at the villa.  Michael could see them on a three-story patio; reduced to scant remnants of clothing, tanning under the sun.  The two were utterly inseparable.  As an afterthought, Michael noticed how the model clung to the musician; he held her close because he could; she stayed by his side because she was too reluctant to leave.  It was like she was afraid of something.


He let them be.  No one concerned so much as to ponder their intentions.  All Michael had to do was take to himself.  That’s all he wanted to do, so that’s exactly what he did.  He had come for the weekend affair.  He had come to get away.  Whatever Dallas had in store might have been irrelevant then.  The Priest continued to drift within his microcosm for another hour.


“Excuse me sir, would you like a refreshment?”


Michael opened his eyes to see the butler, Chadwick, standing just off his right, hands behind his back, erect like a stone statue.


“Perhaps,” Michael replied.


“What would you like?”


“Some water would be nice.”


Chadwick nodded.


“Right away sir.”


When the butler turned away to get the water, the Priest called for him to stop.  Chadwick turned back around and waited.


“Bring two glasses,” he told the man.


“Two, sir?”


“Yes.  Bring one for me, and one for you.”


The butler smiled ambiguously.


“I’m sorry, sir, but I cannot.  I’ve to serve the other guests.”


“You’re to serve the guests, and I’m one of them, and I think you’d serve me best by taking some time to serve yourself.”


“I don’t understand, sir.”


Michael stood up and stepped toward the butler.  The old man cringed in spite of himself.


“A little company,” replied the Priest, and he smiled.


“If it’s company you wish, sir, I’ll send for Francesca.”


“That has occurred to be already, but the last time I chanced that, she was busy having a conversation with the little stone sparrow on the lip of the birdbath.”


Michael lifted a powerful arm and gestured left.  The both of them looked that way, and saw the Francesca.  The French maid was still standing over the birdbath, smiling at the stone sparrow, speaking to it in spurts of florid French.  The butler shifted his gaze to the Priest.  He managed a genuine smile.


“That’s simply absurd.”


“It would seem that way,” Michael inquired, “but I choose to look at it as a sign of self preservation.  I believe she’s talking to the bird strictly because the bird won’t talk back.  That way, she knows she’ll be heard.  She’s already taking on life, as it should be.  Carefree.”


“I have obligations,” the old man announced, suddenly condescending.


“The only obligation you have, in this life, is to yourself.  Tell me, Chadwick, when was the last time you actually took the time to see what you’ve been doing here?  Aside from anticipating some check, to pay the bills and other expenses you don’t even understand anymore, is there nothing for you to look forward to?”


The man didn’t even need to think.  “Nothing in particular.”


“That’s because you’ve reduced your life to habitual routine,” the Priest concluded.  “Each day you spend walking the same road just leaves all the others more overgrown.  Have you ever been down those roads?”


“Yes.”


“How was it?”


The butler grinned.


“Amazing.”


“Then what are you waiting for?”


For moment, the butler seemed to freeze.  He didn’t blink or even breathe.


“Free yourself,” replied the Priest.


The old man let out a shriek then.  He plucked the tie from his neck and threw it down like it was ablaze, and then he stopped on it to put it out.  He looked up at the Priest ecstatically.


“But what will I do?”


Michael set a hand on his shoulder and looked into the old man’s rejuvenated eyes.


“Anything you want to do.”


Chadwick leapt into the air like he’d been standing on lightning, embraced the Priest, to the best of his ability, and then he hurried away.  Michael watched him hobble past the mansion, and a moment later, he saw a black Cadillac roar down the driveway.  Michael took a deep breath and commended himself silently.  He’d cost the man his job, he knew, but he’d given him back something much, much better.  He’d send him a hefty check when he returned to Berkley to get him started.  A hundred thousand would suffice. 

FLACHETTE

Dallas had boasted so unabashedly about his game and trophy room that Colonel Flachette felt compelled to investigate it. The colonel was an avid hunter of both exotic animals and cultural artifacts, he was curious about Dallas’s methods and prizes. As the others had gone off to tour the island and socialize, Flachette seized the opportunity to inspect the game room as an excuse to go snooping around for anything odd or incriminating.


A mighty rosewood door garnished with golden handles stood in front of Jeremiah Chester Dallas’s trophy room. As the heavy doors slowly and gently creaked open a predatory palace was revealed and James Flachette knew for the first time what the phrase “kid in a candy store,” meant. The first section was a gun enthusiasts dream; wall-to-wall glass display cases were filled with at least one version of almost every firearm ever to be manufactured. Nearly an hour must have passed before he moved on to the next room.


The walls of the next room were lined with taxidermied corpses of any animal you could imagine. There even seemed to be animals in there which Flachette had never seen in all his worldly conquests. The kills were roughly grouped into genius and species. He even had one of practically every type of bear, a Kodiak, a polar bear, a fully-grown Chinese panda, and even a cuddly koala bear. It wasn’t that he thought it was cute, Flachette just didn’t see much sport in killing a koala. Towards the back of the room were located the endangered and extinct species.


The third room was tucked away in the rear and housed most of Dallas’s cultural and anthropological finds. Tools used by cavemen, to Native American and Aborigine hunting weapons. One display case housed several ornate masks all from different ancient cultures, but nothing that interested Colonel Flachette. The most surprising thing was a large case housing only a sizeable chunk of ice that contained the decapitated head of the infamous Russian madman Rasputin.


Flachette noticed a small uniform crack in the wall, and pushing slightly on the wall panel discovered a secret door and a hidden passage. Walking through an unlit passage he ran into another door on the other end with a handle. Flachette put his ear to the door and listened closely to see if anyone was on the other side. Since he did not hear anything he slowly opened the door. Surprisingly the passage led to Jeremiah Dallas’s private office. Jeremiah’s cat, Henry, sat on the desk with his tail and limbs folded under his body. The cat resembled a roast duck. Flachette stroked the cat’s head gently and the well-behaved cat just sat there purring. It was not until going to pick up Henry that Flachette realized the cat had no legs or even a tail. As he looked at the strange feline in disbelief, Flachette heard voices approaching and fled back into the secret passage.

DINNER

At eight o’ clock, when the sun was just starting to fall back behind the horizon, and the ocean and the sky melded into a collage of wonderful colors, each of the guests were rounded and summoned to attend dinner.  All of them arrived at the same room they’d eaten at the night before.  They were seated at the same place.  Shelby was standing at the far wall, heading the table.  Dallas was nowhere to be seen.


The long table was filled to either end with the finest assortment of silver dishware.  The smell of a rich, honey-roasted turkey escaped the lid of a covered platter.  Other entrees added to the aroma and mixed to make the air succulent to breathe.   Each seat was set with a full placement of China and crystal glasses as well.


Roger Birmingham picked up his salad fork and made a face.


“Bloody hell,” he said, “two forks?  Don’t even need one.”


Flachette picked the both up and fixed them tightly in his fists.


“You can eat faster with two forks,” he stated matter-o-factly.  “You can bite and stab at the same time.”


“It’s a salad fork, daddyo; you use it to eat your salad,” Del Vega told Birmingham, sliding a hand across one of his.  Sasha watched it with a pair of fiery eyes.


“I think he knows that,” she snapped.  “It’s not like anyone would eat a salad with their fingers.”


“I do,” replied the Priest.  “Unless there’s a lot of dressing, at which point I’d use a spoon.”


She glowered at him and then turned away.


“Where is’a Mr. Dallas?”


“He’ll be here shortly, Mr. Hasegawa,” Shelby told him.  “He’s on the telephone with a business associate.”


“I was, anyway.”


Jeremiah Dallas stepped into the room as Shelby finished, mustache groomed, cigar hanging from a big, bottom lip.  He was dressed in an alabaster, tailor-made Italian suit and jacket.  He wore a massive Stetson with a band that shined like pearl.  A brooch shaped like silver bull shimmered at his neck and his giant belt buckle was so brilliant it actually made some look away.  He stopped by his chair as Shelby pulled it out.  He put a hand into the lip of pants and plucked the cigar out with the other; he dropped into Shelby’s hands without looking and sat down.


“Evening, fellers,” he announced.  “Thanks fer showing up.  Nothin’ like a golden bird and fine wine to sit ya’ down, eh?  Has anyone seen Chadwick, by the way?”

There was no answer.  Michael gave the man his smile.

“Must have taken the day off.  Everyone fair the day over, then?”


Everyone took turns telling the host what they did, and after some playful interrogation, Dallas had the chance to push his modesty aside.  His grin couldn’t have been any bigger.


“I know Hasegawa had a blast.  Chinaman took me by three holes.”


“I’m Japanese,” Hasegawa told Dallas.


“Are you sure?”  Flachette asked Hasegawa.


“I know where I from!” Hasegawa roared.


“It don’t matter none,” Dallas told them, chuckling.


“Yes it does,” they told Dallas, so serious they were tense.


Dallas laughed again.  “Alrighty, gentlemen.  No need to crack the whip,” he said, and everyone settled down.  “Seems to be some stormin’ in the wind.”


He cleared his throat and stood back up.  He took the cigar back from Shelby before the man had the chance to put it out, and he bit down on it hard.


“Everyone,” he announced, “I was gonna save this till we was done, but seeing as we already got some fire, I figure it’s about time to crack to the egg and cook it.”


Roger leaned over to Aurora and furrowed his brow.


“What’s he spamming about?”


Del Vega shrugged.


“I think it’s time y’all know why you come here,” and then Dallas changed into some other hierarchy of man.  “There’s something I want to show ya’…”

Without another word, he left the room, with Shelby by his side, and one by one, the others followed him.  He led them down a corridor, adjacent to the dining room, and rounding another hallway, filled from floor to ceiling with family portraits, the party headed straight down passage blocked off my a pair of decorated double-wide doors.  Dallas stopped at the entrance and turned to face his guests.

“You can look,” he said, “but don’t touch.”


Then he turned back to the door, lifted a key from his jacket pocket, and unlocked the door.  Transfixed by the prospect of suspense, the Texan slid a hand along side the door and slowly opened it.  A warm light filled the hallway and washed over everyone with the illusion of sparkling water.  Dallas led them inside.


The room was enormous.  The ceiling was high and the walls seemed to stretch forever.  Hundreds of famous painting prints hung in patterns beside dozens of tapestries embroidered with gold flakes.  Several stands displaying jewelry and other gems littered the grounds.  Even the floor itself was gleaming.  Dallas moved to the center of the vault and everyone else spread out, surrounding a slender dais, shielded in a pillar of glass, lit by a single light from the ceiling.


“Behold,” declared Dallas.  “The Mask of a Thousand Faces!”


He spread his arms and leaned back, waiting for the sighs of awe he knew no one could deny.  After a moment, however, all he had harnessed was absolute silence.  His arms dropped back down to his sides.  He shifted his gaze to each other in the group.  Their faces were completely blank.


“What the hell?”


Dallas whirled around to the stage to witness whatever caused their displacement.  Was the mask tarnished?  Was the light falling the wrong way?  Was the glass cracked?  Was there too much glare?


“No…”


The mask was gone.

Chapter Four

ROGER

Roger had first taken interest in the mask four years ago, when one of his singles hit number three on the charts. It had been a new low for his career.  Then one summer, while touring India with Brian Wilson, an old Hindi woman told Roger the legend of the Mask of a Thousand Faces. According to the old woman, Tusli Das, the famed poet, was stuck trying to finish what would be his masterpiece, the epic Ramayana. Unable to pen the last verse, Saraswathi, the god of wisdom, visited the poet in a dream. According to the old woman, the goddess said unto the poet that she would help him to finish his masterpiece. Upon waking, the poet found the Mask of a Thousand Faces at his feet. According to legend, the mask was told to possess the power of inspiration, and any artist who wore it would be possessed with the insatiable urge to create. The mask was the ultimate muse. The holy grail of virtuosity. The remedy for writers block. Upon donning the mask, Tusli Das finished what would become the greatest artistic achievement in his countries history.


At the time Roger hadn’t thought much of the old woman’s story, but after six months on the road, and the record company breathing down his neck, Roger had been spread too thin. In another month he would be due back in the studio to record yet another platinum-selling album. But what no one had known, not his fans, not his manger, not even the rest of the band, was that Roger was out of ideas. In the months after the last album was released he hadn’t written a single thing. The well had run dry. And not for lack of trying. He’d refurnished his swank Manchester mansion with the latest sound equipment, all new instruments, even a personal recording studio. But to no avail. 

Then one night after a show in Madrid, it came to him. He needed that mask. Even if it was just a worthless piece of clay, its very presence would do the trick. In the next few months Roger began asking around. The Smithsonian had heard of it but never seen it and the Chicago field museum had laughed and hung up. The Royal British museum had turned up a few leads, but only after Roger had donated a new wing to their London establishment. According to one researcher, the mask had been taken from India during English occupation in 1860. The mask was brought to the British museum where it remained up until the German V-2 bombings of the 40’s, where in which it was smuggled out of the country by unknown parties. Since then, the mask has turned up a dozen times, each in the possession of dozen different owners. 

Roger walked out on his balcony and lit a cigarette. The storm had blown in, and a warm drizzle had begun to fall. 

The mask was one thing Roger, with all his fame, fortune and adoration couldn’t buy. And now Dallas has it. Well, had it to be precise. 


“But what would he want with it?” Roger muttered to himself, exhaling a lungful of smoke. Dallas didn’t seem like the artisan type. What would he need an everlasting well of creativity for? Maybe he was planning to sell it to Roger for some extravagant price. But then why invite everyone else?


“Unless,” Roger bit his lip. “They must want it too.” 

Roger dropped the cigarette and crushed it with his heel.

MICHAEL

Michael was in his room again.  It was smaller than he remembered.  Possibly because he was confined.  He’d only spent a night in the room before, but only to sleep.  There was nothing for him to do this time study the walls over.  Dallas had asked them to prove their honesty by retiring to the rooms until a detective arrived to question them.  Michael felt that this was just a waste of time.  There was nothing anyone would tell the detective that they hadn’t told Dallas.  If anything at all, separating the guests would leave them the chance to do whatever they wanted, and assuming that a thief was amongst them, that decision might have been for the worst.  No one could see the other.  No one could trust the other.  Of course, if the thief chose to run, they’d reveal themselves as a thief, but at least they’d be away.

He knew enough about the situation to assess the event, but he couldn’t come to any real conclusions.  Something like this was planned.  No one even knew what Dallas was going to show them until the mask was already gone.  Since everyone was out during the day, he figured that the night they arrived would have been ideal.  Everyone went to bed.  No one knew what they were coming for, or at least that was the general consensus.  So if it was planned, the getaway from the island would have been planned too, meaning the confines of the island wouldn’t pose at a problem.  Michael wouldn’t be surprised if anyone was missing when the detective arrived.

All of them were suspects.  Even himself.  Michael knew the truth about himself, but it wasn’t likely that he’d convince anyone of that.  There was Aurora Del Vega, yet she seemed too foolish to commit herself to such a plan.  Michael also understood that looks could be conceiving.  Roger Birmingham was a bumbling musician who talked more than he sang, playing Sasha by playing Del Vega instead of playing the guitar he brought.  He couldn’t understand why he’d want the mask, however; it didn’t fit in his carefree lifestyle.  Michael imagined the man using the mask as an ashtray.  Sasha seemed more concerned with Roger than with theft, although it wasn’t erroneous for a woman to consider more than one prize at a time.

Kenji Hasegawa was a man of science, and Michael was aware of what certain artifacts could mean in that field.  He had heard of the Mask of a Thousand Faces.  A South American artifact representing unity.  Past the principle, however, was the worth.  It came from a golden frame and dozens of unique, flawless gems, just waiting to be extracted and cut apart.  If Flachette wanted the mask, it might have been for the same reason, but he seemed so distant.  He was a military man, but he had his own agenda.  The mask could easily be a part of that.

There was the staff, too.  Chadwick could be a prime suspect.  Michael would clear him by telling everyone of his enlightenment.  If the listened.  Francesca was a complete buffoon.  Shelby was too shadowed.  Dallas would hardly steel his own mask.  He was definitely one to play games though.

SASHA

Sasha’s eyes stung with betrayal. Her face was buried in the satin pillow of her bed as she cried softly. J.C. didn’t want her, he wanted what everyone wanted. Had she been so blind? The mask had made everyone green inside, and Sasha knew that the next few hours would be devastating. Who could have known it was here in the first place to steal? She should have known! Where were her thieving skills now? Why was she so rusty? J.C. had certainly clouded her mind, making her believe otherwise. She hated when she wasn’t in control and hated surprises even more.


Sasha sat up, looking around the room. Maybe if she found it she could gain a foothold in this round. Exactly, find the mask and get revenge. Sasha wiped her face, smiling to herself. It’ll be perfect.


Now who was clever enough to know the mask was on the island? Sasha thought of the people closest to J.C. There were the immediate, Shelby and Francesca. Francesca was too dimwitted to come up with such a plan and Shelby didn’t have a mean bone in his body. Sasha didn’t rule him out, but knew it was unlikely he would do such a thing considering J.C. gives him such a high payroll.

J.C. had been chummy with Kenji, but was it enough to know where he had hidden the mask? That Japanese man was smart, but just how smart?  Sasha’s mind raced; there must have been something, or someone that could have known.

Then it hit her like a semi. Aurora.

Sasha had seen the two cozying up the night the mask was stolen. Sasha burned inside with envy; of course he was infatuated with the young, supple girl. He was once infatuated with a younger version of herself. J.C. lived and breathed women; it was what made her stand out from the rest. 

Sasha settled herself down, by pouring out a shot of red rum on the table next to her bedside. She took a hearty swig, and closed her eyes to the sweet burn in her throat. It would be equally satisfying to know that she had the mask, than it would be for her to watch J.C. suffer from losing it. She knew what was to be done now, search Aurora’s room and find the mask. Bury it in a safe place and retrieve it when the time was right, and she was ready to leave.

KENJI

The Mask of a Thousand Faces.  Kenji had dreamed of for so many sleepless nights. It was no ordinary mask. He first stumbled upon its supposed existence while attending a convention of scientific affairs in Sydney, Australia. It had been purely luck and coincidence that he arrived to the wrong lecture hall, and stumbled onto one of the biggest discovers of his life.

The man giving the presentation was speaking of the Mask of a Thousand Faces, which apparently had surfaced somewhere in Chile, though its origination was thought to be from Asia Major, near what is modern-day Tibet. It dated back even to the most primitive of ancient Chinese culture. How it was in such a peculiar and remote part of the world was a mystery all unto itself. The artifact was said to be of pure, malleable gold with a jade superstructure, but the most intriguing part to Hasegawa was the gems that were thought to encrust. Myth long held that they were no ordinary jewels, especially the largest and center of them, which was describing as "the shade of morning sun, of ruby gleam, the strength of diamond, the glow of the moon, light as the winds".

Kenji was confident no such gem existed, not on earth, at least. It was his long-standing stance on the matter it was perhaps some meteor fragment. If it did exist elsewhere, he would have had his hands on it by now. That gem, with the proper grade and refinement, was exactly what his experiments needed. Such an unearthly mineral compound could revolutionize the scientific community and the world itself, and prove all his theories right on quantum optics and the nature of reality.


And now, he was left to pace the length of his room in the dim night light, looking out at the calm waters reflecting the silvery moonlight. He would make sure someone would be put away for this travesty. He'd see to it someone else would pay for such a mistake; he knew someone would take the fall for this. And it wasn't going to be him.

AURORA

Long ago, the natives of Brazil were prosperous.  They were the Yaqui, strong and proud people, with a rich history.  For many years, the Yaqui lived their lives with out war, or famine.  And according to legend, they owed their fortune to the mask.  Aurora’s abuelita had told stories of the ‘Mask of a Thousand Faces.’  The mask had been with the Yaqui tribe throughout its existence.  It had been a gift from the god’s.  A sign of appreciation.  The purpose of the mask was to bring prosperity and grace to the tribe.  When Brazil was colonized by the Spaniards, Aurora’s ancestors lost many things.  Their families, their homes, and the mask.  For the European, the mask was of great material wealth.  


Without the mask, the Yaqui fell into a world of poverty.  Their men were forced to fight in wars.  They became reduced to the trailer park slums of Rio de Janeiro.  The countless homeless children that ran the streets looking for food were Yaqui descendents.  Aurora’s parents had been poor Brazilian’s.  They were a part of the lucky few that were able to escape the filth of Rio de Janeiro.  

The legends of the mask never left Aurora.  Growing up in New York City, she often felt detached from her culture.  She worried about not knowing who she was or where she belonged.  Story’s like the ‘Mask of a Thousand Faces’ reminded her where she came from.  Aurora remembered fantasizing as a child that someday the mask would be returned to her people.  In her dreams, her family returned home to Brazil.  Homeless children found their parents, no one was hungry.  Aurora knew that if the mask was returned to its origin, the Yaqui would be restored.

FLACHETTE

Colonel James Flachette sat at the edge of his bed, cleaning his disassembled handgun and trying to figure out what happened to the Mask of A Thousand Faces. He was sure the mask must have been taken by one of Dallas’s guests. Dallas never hired new help and didn’t even allow his servants to leave the island without his consent. It was unlikely that Dallas would pretend to steal his own mask, although Flachette was not going to write him off until he saw some proof.


Jim started to review the guest list in his head. Rock star Roger was too careless for such a plan, although it was possible that he had unknowingly taken it in some drug-induced haze. Flachette instantly discounted both of the female visitors, in his mind he could not accredit anything this maniacally devious to a woman. That dirty hippie, Michael, seemed like the type to want to return an ancient artifact to its ancestral owners.


All at once it hit him like a chair across the face, the Japanese! Why else would Hasegawa be interested in the mask, Japan must have uncovered its true destructive nature. Kenji must be some sort of military intelligence specialist, he also most likely knew Flachette’s history and knew he would do anything to get his hands on the mask. Knowing all of this, Hasegawa must have taken the opportunity to swipe the mask during the day while everyone was preoccupied. Flachette reassembled his pistol and holstered it, he was sure if he couldn’t find the mask that he could make Hasegawa talk.

Chapter Five

KENJI


Locked. Kenji tried to open the door with no avail. He stepped back and let out a deep, troubled sigh before glancing around the inside of his room. The Detective had already arrived earlier in the morning, he had seen the helicopter come in and heard voices through the halls. He took out his black leather bag and set it atop his bed, unclasping it and searching inside. He found what he had been looking for, the small case that he brought with him everywhere of rudimentary scientific equipment.


What he was looking for this time was the long pair of tweezers and __. With those in hand, he made his way back to the door and crouched before it. Wiping the sweat from his forehead across his sleeve, he muttered a disgruntled curse in Japanese and tried to force the lock.


It was harder then he had been expecting, but then again he was no thief and didn't make a habit of breaking open locks. However, he prided himself on being a scientist, and with an analytical mind, it was simply a matter of developing the proper formula and tests. Luckily for him, locks were fairly straightforward and logical in their design.


The door gave way with a tumbling click, and Kenji leaned out to peer down the length of the long corridor in each direction before he took up his cane and gingerly made his way into the open hallway. It wasn’t long into his clandestine operation through the estate when he heard the sounds of humming coming from around the corner. The distinct click-clack of heels across the hard wood floor. He wouldn't get caught out here. He wouldn't face the shame and embarrassment of such a situation, and who knows how that might appear to the Detective.


He hobbled as fast as he could back the way he came, but he knew he wouldn't make it back to his room before they came around the corner. The older, overweight man was regretting his rash decision in a moment of haste. He tried a nearby door, tugging, twisting at the handle but it would not budge; another locked door. He frantically looked around before his eyes say a thin glow of light from a door that was slightly ajar. He scurried towards it, cane clattering against the door as he pushed it open just in time for his large form to duck out of view. 


He slumped against the wall within the door as he breathed roughly, searching for his handkerchief to dab at the sides of his throat and the back of his profusing sweating neck. Warily he brought his face towards the cracked door and peeked outside as he watched Francesca strutting by while humming under her breath. He scowled with distaste at the provocatively dressed woman that Dallas insisted to flounce around. It was audacious and lewd, but what could he expect from the tycoon? American's weren't known for their modesty, especially not Texans.


And neither were the British. That's what Kenji thought as he realized he was staring at and over-the-top, grandious jacket with a plethora of leather tassels dangling from the sleeves and collar.


Birmingham.


Kenji pushed away from the wall and moved further into the center of the room, looking at the place Roger Birmingham had been calling home the last two days. For such an infamous man, he was almost disappointed by the lack of disaster. If one listened to the stories the man constantly spouted, they would expect the furniture to be glued to the ceiling and a pile of naked women in the middle of the room still recovering from their most recent cocaine binge.


The only thing that drew his attention was the mess of papers upon the desk at the window, overlooking the front of the estate and the pale blue ocean. Kenji looked around the room once more as he suddenly felt uneasy and like he was about to get caught snooping. Approaching the desk, he looked down at the crumpled up papers piled within the wastebasket beside the desk, each its own little wad, Kenji braced himself with his cane and leaned down over the desk, peering at the papers.


Lyrics. Or, he assumed that was what the writer's intent was. Barely a line or two before it was scratched out here and there. Overall, it was a rather sad excuse at poetry, even for the Brit, and it -certainly- was nothing like his beloved Haikous. He spotted a small black book and reached for it, picking it up and thumbing through it. Weathered features scowled in thought as he was looking at Birmingham's most cherished things, his songs. And then, when the ink ran dry and the pages turned empty, a torn, folded piece of paper fell from the inside of the book.


Kenji groaned and he bent down to pick it up, and then he froze. Holding the piece of paper in his hand he stared at the words. It was a brochure for the British Royal Museum, and on the back were scrawled words in Roger's handwriting. Nazis. Ramayana. Creativity. 

Mask.


Mask. -The- Mask. Kenji almost thought he had a heart attack.

ROGER

“Now Mister…Birmingham was it?” 


Sheffield knew who he was. Most of the planet knew who he was. “Yeah. That’s me.” Roger replied.


“Now, Mr. Birmingham. Or can I call you Roger?” Sheffield asked.


“My friends call me Roger.”


“And we’re not friends?” Sheffield shot Roger a look that insinuated he’d been insulted somehow.


Roger studied the paunchy detective. “Sure we’re friends.”

 
“Great. Good to know Roger. Now why don’t we go over this once more? Tell me what happened.” 


“Dallas calls us all into his drawing room or whatever. Says he’s got something we might all want to see.” Roger drummed his fingers on the surface of the oak desk in Dallas’ study, which at present was serving as a makeshift interrogation room.


“The mask.” Sheffield sipped his coffee.


“Right-O.” Roger replied. “But it wasn’t there. He pulled back the curtain thing and the case was empty.” 


“That’s what I’ve heard. Tell me Roger, why do you think you Dallas invited you to this little sleepover?” Sheffield positioned himself on a corner of the desk and leaned over Roger’s shoulder.


“He knew I wanted the Mask. Everyone here wanted the mask, I think.” 


“Sounds like you’ve thought this through.” Sheffield mused.


“I ‘ave. Thought about it as soon as I got the invite. I didn’t stop thinking about it ‘till he showed the mask to us. Or tried to at least.”  


“Tell me Roger,” Sheffield cleared his throat. “What did you do today? Where were you in the island?” 


“On th’ beach. Tanning with Aurora.”


“Yeah, that’s what she said. But she also said you went for a little walk. Want to tell me where you went?” Sheffield arched a single bushy eyebrow. 


“Yeah. I broke into the house and stole the mask.” Roger replied.


Sheffield glared hard at Roger. “Cute.” 


“That’s what you wanted to hear, right?” Roger grinned. “Why else would you have asked?”


Sheffield rose from the desk and paced the room. He fished a bent cigar out of his coat pocket and lit it with a dingy silver lighter. He took a deep drag, the ashen tip of the cigar glowing orange. 


“You see this?” Sheffield asked, a plume of grey smoke twisting up between his teeth. 


“What?” asked Roger.


“The cigar. You know what kind it is?” Sheffield walked over to the desk and held the still-lit cigar out at arm length. Roger examined it. 


“Cuban.”


Sheffield nodded. 


“Cohiba?” 


“Monte Cristo. But close.”


“Once after a show in Key West Dee Dee Ramone and I found a whole barrel full of Cubans. Not the cigars, mind you, immigrants I mean.” Roger grinned; Sheffield massaged his eyes with the coarse balls of his thumbs.

“You know where I got this, Roger?” Sheffield asked, tapping a divot of grey ash onto Dallas’ Persian rug. 


“Castro?”


Sheffield smiled. “No. I got this from a little bodega on my block. An old Cuban man named Sam sells them to his regulars. Sometimes I go in after a shift and smoke a few cigars and maybe sit in a few hands in the poker game in the back room. Sam’s a good guy.”


Roger flashed Sheffield another wry grin. “But Detective isn’t that illegal?” 


“You sure do catch on quick, don’t you?” Sheffield puffed on his cigar. “Yes, that’s illegal. But I’m not going to throw the book at Sam for selling people contraband Cubans or running a few poker games. Naw, not ol’ Sam. And do you know why I’m not going to take him downtown, throw him in jail, Roger?”  


“Why’s that?” 


“Because who gives a shit? Who gives a good goddamn shit that an old man is selling cigars and playing cards?” Sheffield rested his hands on the desk across from Roger and leaned over him. The thick smell of cigar smoke perfumed the air. “Its small beans Roger. You get me?” 


“Yeah. I get you.” 


“But when a million dollar artifact goes missing, well, that’s not like a few Cuban cigars is it? That’s no bag room game of poker. No, that’s a bit more. That’s something that gets my attention.” Roger looked up at Sheffield. His smile had all but vanished. 

“And when I get a call to get my bones down to the airport so I can get on a fucking helicopter and fly a million fucking miles to the middle of nowhere…well, that gets my attention too. And so, Roger, if I find out you’ve got the mask, if I found out your bullshitting me, well then I hope you realize that ain’t small beans.” 


Sheffield turned from Roger and paced the room, puffing away at the Monte Cristo.


“Birmingham.”

“What?” Sheffield looked over his shoulder at Roger.

“My friends call me Roger. You can call me Birmingham.”

MICHAEL

Everyone was allowed to leave the rooms once the detective arrived.  Michael was expected to spend more time in another room with Sheffield, so he didn’t want to spend any time in the villa that he didn’t have to.  He left the place as soon as he was able to, and retreated to the forest at the edge of the yard.  He remained there nearly an hour, walking through the trees, moving through the branches and tasting the fresh air and candidness of nature.  He just needed to get away for a while.


He went back to the villa with reluctance.  He wasn’t to meet with Sheffield quite yet, but he didn’t want to be late when the time came.  The detective probably had enough suspicions about everyone as it was.


Michael wondered through the villa to pass the time.  He wasn’t exactly anxious about it, so he approached the wait with a nonchalant tour of the villa.


He’d been there almost too days and he hadn’t noticed how beautiful it was.  Then again, he knew that Dallas lived here and guessed that the man didn’t know either.  Michael didn’t think he had the capacity to see such things.  He was losing his patience with the world.


He decided that there was nothing for him in the place, so he walked up wide, majestic stairs and headed back to his room.  He passed by a few open doors along the way.  Sasha glared at him.  Hasegawa nodded his way.  Aurora was talking with Francesca about thunder.  He continued to his room, shaking his head, when he came across the open door to Flachette’s room.


He glanced inside and Flachette was gone.


He might not have stopped, but he caught sight of the elaborate book on the colonel’s bed.  Checking either end of the hallway for anyone who might be looking, he stepped inside.


The room was perhaps better kept than his own.  Suitcases were stacked perfectly at the foot of the man’s bed.  A set of clothes were laid out on the dresser top, folded and pressed, and two pairs of black boots rested at the bedside, freshly polished with cleaned laces.  Opposite the bed, a small table pressed against the wall was covered in weapons.  A pistol.  An assault rifle.  Weapons Michael were familiar with but weren’t interested in knowing.  He moved to the bed and picked up the book.


It had a nice, leather bound back and the binding was laced instead of glued.  The book was an antique.  On the cover, within the gaudy border surrounding the square, were the words The Mythos Behind the Mask.  Michael quickly put two and two together.  He wasn’t about to blame the colonel for anything, even though he opposed the man, but when he opened the book and it flipped to a marked page, heading a chapter called The Mask of a Thousand Faces, he simply couldn’t help himself.


Maybe Flachette had taken the book since the theft from Dallas’s library, but everyone had been confined to his or her rooms.  He couldn’t have taken it when everyone was allowed to leave when Sheffield arrived, because Michael had tried the library when he was touring the villa.


He didn’t want to think too much about it anymore.  He knew enough to tame his conscience.  He put the book down, in the crease shaped in the bed comforter by the weight of it, exactly where it had been, and then he turned from the room and continued toward his.

AURORA

Aurora hated sneaking around.  But she had a purpose.  She didn’t trust anyone on the island.  And she especially didn’t trust Sasha.  Sasha had acted strangely all weekend; storming when they were tanning on the patio, throwing dagger eyes every which way.  Aurora decided to begin the sneaking.  She would start her search in Sasha’s room.  If she found the evidence, it would not only solve the crime, but also restore Aurora’s trust in the others.  If she found nothing, she knew she could at least trust Sasha.  


Aurora had just finished the interview with Detective Sheffield.  It had been a useless waste of time.  The only thing she got out of the situation was that as she left, she saw Sasha go into the room with Sheffield.  


Aurora took two glances behind her.  One to the right and one to the left.  No one was looking.  She opened the door, cringing at the creaking noises the old home made.  When she had opened the door just enough for her body to slip through the opening, Aurora entered the room, closing the door behind her.  Sasha’s room was almost identical to her own.  The furniture was similar and set up the same.  Sasha’s bed was immaculately made.  You could bounce a quarter off it.   Aurora never made her bed. 


The first place Aurora looked was under the pillows.  There was nothing.  Aurora was careful to replace each pillow exactly where it had been.  Aurora stood beside the bed, with her hands on her hips.  Where to look now?  She bent over at the waist, lifted the blanket hanging over the beds side and looked underneath.  Nothing.  Aurora now regretted hanging upside down to check under the bed.  She was a little dizzy now, and her hair was a mess.  


Aurora turned away from the bed and faced the dresser.  She looked at her reflection in the mirror.  Curls framed her face, bringing emphasis to the cute mole below Aurora’s right eye.  She loved that mole.  She moved closer to the mirror, when she noticed a black case on the dresser.  The case looked like a small briefcase.  Aurora flipped the two latches, and opened the case.  


The case was full of sharp-ended tools.  Some of the tools were curved at the end, some were just straight.  They would all be perfect for picking a lock.

FLACHETTE

Flachette knocked loudly on Kenji Hasegawa’s door, “Hey Kenji, you in there? Thought maybe we could go out for some night hunting on the island.” No response. Looking around to make sure no one was watching, Flachette slowly turned the knob and slipped inside. “Kenji?”


The room was empty save for a leather bound briefcase. Today must have been Flachette’s lucky day, it was unlocked. Inside the briefcase were presumably millions of dollars in Japanese yen. Removing a few of the cash bundles revealed pale blue documents beneath. Flachette’s Japanese was rusty at best, but he immediately identified the words “Super Devastation Laser Beam” on what appeared to be high tech blueprints. The Colonel decided he could not leave the island without the mask, these blueprints, and Kenji Hasegawa.

SASHA

Detective Sheffield circled the table where Sasha sat, gazing at her inquisitively with his beady black eyes. She looked up from the table, and smiled politely. 


“I do not know where the mask is, Detective. I think you should be bothering someone else.”


Sheffield laughed, “Well sweetheart, you of all people have as good a reason as any to steal the mask. I just wish that you would tell me instead of drawing out this process.”


Sasha picked up a glass of water from the table and took a long, slow sip.


“Don’t disregard that statement, Sasha. You’re in over your head here. I want to know where the mask is.”


“Detective,” Sasha slammed the glass down on the table, water sloshing everywhere. “I know my rights, and I know that you are trying to badger me into saying something I cannot say because I do not have the mask.”


“So, you don’t have the mask even though you and Jeremiah had a previous relationship based on the search for the mask in question.”


Sasha shook her head, “You don’t understand, I didn’t know what we were looking for, I was twenty-five for Christ’s sake. I was in love, and we were doing things that were more exciting than anything I’ve ever done in my entire life.” Sasha took the glass up again, gazing into it. She had felt excitement better than that whirlwind romance, and it was far more addicting. “J.C. knows I would never steal anything from him, we have too much history. Too much romance in our blood. I love him, and I could never hurt him in any way.” Sasha batted her eyes as she sipped her water.


Sheffield took out a thick Cuban cigar, and delicately placed it between his teeth. “That’s not what he said.” He mumbled, still holding the cigar. Sasha looked Sheffield square in the eye, and slit them narrowly.


“You’re trying to fool me.”


“Jeremiah thinks you’re the prime suspect in this case. In fact, the reason he invited you was a test. If you didn’t steal the mask, he knew the two of you would hitch. If you did, well, you were the girl to ditch. Plain and simple. He said you stole it.”


Sasha blinked at Sheffield; he knew which buttons to push and which cards to pull. So Sasha pulled the best card of all, and began crying alarmingly loud. “How could he say such a thing, I care for him so much!” Sasha’s shoulders heaved with each word, and she put her head down on the table. “How dare you?” She looked up, catching a hint of guilt in the way his cigar was drooping from his mouth. “I can’t believe he would accuse me of such nonsense after all this time.”


Sheffield sat down, patting Sasha’s arm awkwardly. “There, there Ms. Larter. I’m sure he said it because he was angry.”


Sasha began crying louder, like a little girl who had just found out her puppy had died. She stopped and her big brown eyes sucked Sheffield right in. “Don’t let him know I cried about him like this. I would be horrified if he knew.” 


Sheffield nodded, biting on his cigar roughly. Crying girls were not a situation Sheffield dealt with, as he shifted in his seat dumbfounded. “Of course Miss.”


“Thank you.” Sasha wiped her cheeks with a few fingers, trying to regain herself, but broke down again. 


“Ms. Larter? You’re free to go. . .”


Sasha’s chest heaved up and down as she stood up. “Thank you, Detective. If you need anything. . .” her voice caught and she put a hand to her sobbing face. 


“I know I’ll be in touch.” 


Sasha walked from the room, still crying. When she reached the hallway, a slow smile spread across her face and she began to laugh to herself.

Chapter Six

MICHAEL

After a few hours of confinement, Michael was asked to meet with the detective in another room for an interview.  It wasn’t that he was claustrophobic; it was that Michael just needed to breathe.  He lived in the forest.  He lived away these tiny rooms.  He had come to the island as a courtesy, and now he was being accused of theft.  It sickened him.  He had a brief break outside the villa, in the woods outside, but he was called back before he’d been able to respire.


Shelby led Michael to Sheffield and when he left them, he gave Michael an encouraging smile.


“Have a seat, Mr. Diegh.”


Michael pulled out a chair and sat.  He laid his hands over the tabletop and gave the detective his attention.  Sheffield finished off something he’d been chewing and wiped his greasy hands off on each other.


“Mr…”


Michael put up a hand.


“Please, call me Priest,” he replied.


Sheffield put his hands inside his jacket and tucked his thumbs under a pair of red suspenders.


“Alright.”


He took a deep breath and sat down as well.


“I’ve talked to some of the others.  I haven’t talked with the rest.  Now I’m talking to you.”


“I understand this much, detective.”


Sheffield grinned.  “Please, call me Sheffield.  Don’t see me as some detective, Priest.  Look at me as a friend.”


“I look at everyone as a friend.”


“That should make this easy, then.”


He stood back up and pulled out a cigar.  Michael bit his lip.  The room already tasted like smoke.


“Want a Cuban, Priest?”


“No thank you.”


“Mind if I smoke?”


“Just take deep breath, detective,” Michael replied.  “It’s already in the air.”


“Heh,” Sheffield scuffed.


He lit the cigar anyway, and bit off the end.  He actually chewed it once and swallowed.


“Wanna tell me what the hell happened?”


“That would be convenient, detective, but I can’t.”


“Why’s that?”


“Because I don’t know what happened.”


Sheffield breathed in on the cigar.


“Another wise ass?  Talked to the Brit; he thinks he’s smart too.”


“The only thing I can tell you, detective, is that I didn’t do it.”


“Yeah?  Says who?”


Michael stared at him.  “Me.”


“Who else, I mean.  Any alibis?”


“Chadwick, the butler.”


Sheffield snubbed the cigar out on the table and scratched the stubble on his chin.


“Chadwick doesn’t seem to be around anymore.  What were you doing at the time of the robbery?”


“I don’t know.”


“You don’t know what you were doing?”


“I don’t know when the robbery was so I don’t know what I was doing at the time.”


“Maybe you just want to tell me that you took it.”


And he slammed his hands down on the table.


After the clap echoed into the walls, a short silence came over the room.  Sheffield held his breath.  He waited for the confession with a sly confidence.  He smiled.  Michael slowly stood up.  With his head bent down and his palms flat on the table top, the Priests demeanor shifted and suddenly, the entire room went cold and dark.


He brought up his gaze, his brow heavy over a pair of powerful eyes, and he straightened out, looming over Sheffield at just under seven foot tall.


“I’ve already told you that I didn’t,” he said, the calm, sleepy expression that usually defined his face gone.  Replacing it was a menacing mask of resentment.  He was tired of talking to this man.  His negativity weakened him. “Either you listen to what I’ve said, or you cease asking me your questions.”


Sheffield swallowed hard.


“Okay,” he said quickly.  “Send in another on your way out.”

SASHA

Sasha paced her room until the early hours of the morning, waiting like a panther to strike its prey. She opened her drawers and dressed hurriedly in a black tight fitting shirt and equally skintight pants. She took out a black ski mask hidden in the pouch of her suitcase in the closet and fit it around her head. It was time to find what was rightfully hers to claim. Sasha gathered her small tools and a utility belt equipped with a cable for her to scale the outside wall. She wasn’t going to bother sneaking in from the door of Aurora’s room because creeping around would be so much more exciting. It had been a good nine months since Sasha had felt the rush of silently tiptoeing or the soft black rayon of her gloves against her skin. 

Sasha propped her window open and hung her head out while she whipped a grappling hook straight into the air. It flew upwards, silent until it clinked on the roof. Sasha leapt out the window and the belt tugged from her weight, signaling it to withdraw and scaled her silently up the side of the building. At the top she stood and grinned to herself. Her pupils dilated to the soft light of the moon washing over her. She breathed in deeply, and made a scan of the surrounding property. All was silent and still. 

Suddenly from the brush, emerged a dark silhouette. Padding silently from tree to tree was Michael Diegh. 

She nearly gasped. Of course it was Michael. The only person on the island everyone got along with, and wanted to defend. What a clever bastard she thought as she put away her night goggles. Aurora’s room would have to wait; Michael’s was prime for the picking. Michael pressed himself against the tree again, and ran deeper into the palms. Sasha lost sight of him, and immediately dashed out of sight as well. She ran to the other side of the mansion, and hooked her belt to the side of the roof. Below her was Michael’s window, its lights turned out. She lowered herself down, and slowly peered in through the window. 

All clear. 

From her belt she removed a lock pick and fidgeted with Michael’s window, it popped open with no fuss. Sasha crawled in and landed on her feet just inside the window. She unlatched her belt from the cable that dangled outside and looked around. Michael’s room was a pigsty. For a man who was seriously into balance and harmony his room reflected none of those teachings. She wandered around, assessing where everything was placed before she began to move things about. Two of his dresser drawers were hanging out. Sasha opened each one by one, to find they were empty. The two that were out were filled with traditional shawls and cotton pants. Sasha took out a small flashlight from her belt and peered inside Michael’s closet. It was just as barren as the closed drawers. And then Sasha decided to think like a normal rational person, rather than a thief. Where would someone hide something that was important to them? Say a mask? Underneath their mattress is where. Sasha ran for Michael’s mattress, and held it up. A small journal was in between the mattress and the springboard, just as she had expected. She removed it and sat on the bed, opening the browning pages. Flipping it from the back, each page contained reasons why the mask should be destroyed and the greed it was causing the world. She almost agreed with Michael’s views until she began hitting the pages from the front. Michael had destroyed so many precious artifacts it made Sasha sick to her stomach. 

Click.

Sasha looked up, as the door handle started jiggling. Michael was back. She stuffed the journal into her belt and ran for the window. Grabbing the cable she latched on. She quickly climbed, shutting the window with the tip of her toe. Her heart beat heavily when she reached the top. Sasha thought for a split second that he must have heard her but Michael’s light never turned on.  He had been oblivious to the entire situation. 


KENJI


Kenji Hasegawa was escorted through Dallas's complex grudgingly by Dallas's butler. Thankfully, Kenji had enough time to make it back to his room and recuperate after his little venture earlier that day. He had been getting out of the shower when he was summoned.

One thing he didn't like about this tropical island was the humidity. Even though he toweled and dried himself off, by the time he had gotten dressed he was soaking wet again.


Now, Kenji was sitting in the room with the Detective, who paced along the opposite side of the desk. Sheffield gnawed at what looked to faintly resemble a smoked cigar that hung between his lips.


Kenji saw something out of the corner of his eyes, and looked towards the doorway to see Francesca walking by. He briefly made eye contact with her before Sheffield's grating voice brought him back to the room.


"Look at me when I'm talking to you, Mr. Hasegawa." Sheffield growled.


"What?" Only then did Kenji realize the Detective had been asking him a question.


"I was saying, Jeremiah has told me quite a few interesting things about you." Sheffield said around the large cigar, "Like for example the fact that you'd do almost anything for your precious little study. You just want some big ol' science fair award, don’t you?"


"You couldn't even begin to comprehend my life's work." Kenji seethed back, leaning forward in his seat, buttons straining on his suit.


"Oh? And here I thought it was rather simple." Sheffield stated, tossing his chewed up, mangled cigar into the trash, "You stole the mask for your little theories."


"My theories are just that. Theories." Kenji replied crisply, sitting back once again, "And that is all they will evah be, I suspect."


"Well, if I took everyone's word, then you'd all be innocent, and obvious that isn't the case. Besides, I've never been one to trust Orientals." Sheffield commented in an off-hand, flippant manner.


"Oriental! Have you no shame?" Kenji fumed. Was Sheffield trying to get a confession out of him by simply angering him?


"What? Are you saying that--" Sheffield began.


"And I am insulted you would suggest that I would stoop so low as petty thievery." Kenji continued, cutting off the detective, "I am a man of science, Mistah Sheffield. A man of intellect. A connoisseur of wisdom and refinement. You have deeply stained my pride by the mere suggestion of such barbarism." With that, Kenji rose from his seat.


"I know my rights, American. I am done talking. Take me back to my chambers, -Detective-." Kenji said with infuriating temper that he rarely showed, "And were we in another place and time, Mistah Sheffield, no' even seppuku could cleanse the dishonor your name carries."

ROGER

“Aurora?” Roger peeked his head into her darkened room. “You in here love?” He shouldered open the door let himself in. “I pinched us a bottle of Cognac from Dallas’ cellar. Thought you might like a nip.”


Roger stood in the empty room, the pillar of light of light from the open doorway casting his shadow long and tall against the opposite wall. 


“Aurora?” Roger set the bottle down on the nightstand and stretched out on her bed. “Guess no ones home.”


Detective Sheffield had been grilling guests all day, Dallas’ had confined himself to his private office to confer with his insurers, and since the storm had blown in, no one was going anywhere. He hadn’t seen much of anyone else since they’d all been confined to their individual quarters that night. 


Roger sprawled out on the bed, trying to un-kink the knot that had begun to form between his shoulders. He wasn’t cut out for all this cloak and dagger nonsense. It was when he flexed his left arm that he felt it, a hard lump under Aurora’s pillow. 


“What the…?” Roger reached under the pillow and dug out a small, polished pistol. What on Earth was this doing here? 


Roger stood from the bed, pistol in hand. He had never held a gun before. It had considerably more weight that he’d imagined. Roger gripped the pistol firmly in both hands and pointed it across the room.



“Aw’ight you motherfucker! Reach for the sky!” he snarled in his best Eastwood. “Girl needs her protection, I suppose.” 


Roger shrugged and tossed the gun back on the bed. The pistol bounced once then fired with a resounding pop. Roger sprung backward and tumbled over the Persian rug at the foot of the bed, sending him careening into the Louis the XVIII dressing mirror at the end of the room. The mirror flipped backward, promptly dumping Roger on the cold Spanish tile. 


Roger rose slowly, his back strongly disagreeing with the decision to get up at all. 


“Hadn’t taken a tumble like that,” Roger groaned softly “since the time Ted Nugent and I went downhill skiing.” 


Roger dusted himself off and wobbled over to the nightstand. He tugged the cork off the bottle of Cognac and held it to his mouth. The amber fluid gurgled out, but from a large hole that had punctured the bottle’s crystal belly. The liqueur splattered in thick globes that ended up mostly on Roger’s Italian leather shoes. 


“Well, at least I know where the bullet went.” Roger chucked the bottle in the trash and set about straightening up the room. “Perfectly good waste of Alcohol” he muttered “And imported Italian shoes. And a bullet, I suppose.” 


He eased the door shut behind him and crept down the hall when a soft voice with a hint of a Parisian accent stopped him cold. 


“Monsieur Birmingham?” It was Francesca, Dallas’ leggy maid. She regarded Roger with a curious look.


“Hello Frankie, my love. What seems to be the problem?”


“Oh, I thought I heard a sound.” The maid replied, “Like a…gunshot?”   


“Hmm.” Roger shrugged. “Must have been the thunder.”

AURORA

Detective Sheffield cleared his throat loudly and adjusted the tie around his neck.  


“Have a seat, Ms. Del Vega.”  He motioned Aurora toward a chair seated across from him.  He looked at Aurora in a way that made her regret wearing such a low-cut top.  She sat down, crossing her arms over her chest.  Sheffield removed his fedora with his left hand, revealing a few sweat-matted strands of hair on an otherwise balding head.    With his other hand, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a cigar and lighter.  His eyes never left Aurora.  Aurora sat silently.  She didn’t like the idea of being interrogated.  It made her feel like a criminal.  Nonetheless, she was ready to answer the detective’s questions.


Detective Sheffield leaned forward on his knees, looking directly into Aurora’s face.


“Ms. Del Vega, can you tell me what you were doing your first night on the island?”  Aurora crossed one leg over the other, and briefly licked her lips.


“I was absolutely exhausted when I arrived.  I took the glass of wine Chester offered me and retired to my bedroom.”  Aurora made sure not to avert her eyes.  She had heard averted eyes were a sign of a lie.  “I didn’t leave my room until breakfast the next morning.”  She was confident in her answer.  It was after all the truth.


“And once you were in you room,” Sheffield continued, “Can you tell me what you were wearing?” the detective picked up a small notebook and pen.


Aurora coughed, being caught of guard. 


“Can you tell me the relevance of that question?”


“Look, Ms. Del Vega,” Sheffield said, “I’m just trying to get a clear picture of what happened here.” Aurora was hesitant but she nodded her head.  “Now, can I get on with the questioning?”


“Yes, of course.”


“What’s your next Playboy spread going to be?”  Aurora looked at Sheffield with wide eyes.  She couldn’t believe this interrogation.


“Detective, I would appreciate it if we could keep to the subject.”


“I’m just trying to get to the bottom of this.”  Sheffield defended himself, “I have only the breast, I mean best of intentions here.”  Aurora stood up in a flurry.


“That’s it!”  She threw her hands in the air.  “I’m done with this!”  As she stormed out of the room she could here Sheffield from the couch.


“You know, I think we’ve made some real progress here.”

FLACHETTE

Sheffield gently shut the door to the interrogation room behind Colonel Flachette as he entered. Sheffield extended his open hand. Flachette did not shake it. The colonel looked at his hand and then looked at his face, then proceeded to take a seat. Flachette afforded him the same amount of respect he gave the rest of the world, none.


“I heard horror stories about you from every unit I encountered in ‘Nam”, Sheffield tied to dispel some of the tension he was now feeling, “you were quite the legend. For a long time I didn’t believe you were a real guy. I always figured the higher ups had started those rumors to boost morale.”


“Thanks.”


“Why don’t you start by telling me what interest you have in this mask.”


“I’m afraid that information is classified on a need to know basis, and I’m afraid you don’t need to know.”


“I’m not a threat to national security, I’m just trying to get to the bottom of this so I can get my check and get the hell off this god forsaken island.”


“I don’t think I’ll be much help to you.” Flachette put up a stonewall that a wrecking ball could not have torn down. Sheffield began to remember hearing stories of Flachette being tortured and starved for weeks by the Vietcong. According to legend they couldn’t get him to talk. When his captors were all exhausted from a long day of tormenting  their subject, he broke free and slaughtered an entire camp bare handed. Sheffield to not look forward to similar results.


“So basically you aren’t going to tell me anything.”


“I don’t have anything to tell you.”


“Thank you for your time Colonel Flachette, you’ve been incredibly helpful.” Sheffield was frustrated but relieved he had not angered Flachette.

Chapter Seven

DINNER


Francesca served a massive dinner of baby back ribs, chili, corn on the cob, and other Texan delicacies. For some reason, Chadwick was nowhere to be found. 


Dinner progressed in an awkward silence, broken only by Kenji’s occasional cough or Flachette’s grating chewing. Aurora was picking at her collared greens and Michael was conversing with a rack of lamb, making sure it wanted to be eaten. Roger had been gnawing at a rib, his face smeared with sauce. Sasha had turned her gaze from her plate of roast corn to Dallas’ face. Sheffield and Dallas were seated at opposite ends of the table. Sheffield was noisily enjoying the cheeseburger Francesca had thrown together, while Dallas empty plate reflected his disposition. 


“I recall once” Roger started “Sid Barrett and I had dinner with Richard Nixon. Now that was an awkward meal.” 


“Shut up Roger.”  


“Why don’t you shut up, Sasha?” Aurora snapped back. 


“Too spicy!” Kenji screamed with a mouthful of chili. 


“Ladies, ladies, please…” Michael started.


“Let ‘em fight it out.” Flachette interjected. “Survival of the fittest. Just like ‘Nam.” 


Sheffield swallowed a mouthful of cheeseburger with a curious look. Dallas massaged his forehead. 


Sasha shot up from her seat, her chair clattering to the floor behind her. “If you think for a moment that I’m going to just sit here and take this you are sorely mistaken.” 


“Yeah, you’ve said that one before.” Roger smirked.


“What?” Michael asked.


“Oh, I though you were all sick of my stories?” Roger scowled. “Too damn bad.” 

“This is ridiculous. I don’t belong here with the rest of these…criminals.” Sasha said. 


“Criminals?” Aurora exclaimed. “Then how do you explain these?” Aurora tossed a small black leather bag onto the table, and Sasha’s thieves’ tools scattered across the table.


The table fell silent. Dallas shot Sasha a hard look. 


“What are these?” Kenji inquired, between bites.


“They’re thieves’ tools,” Dallas’ said quietly “for lock picking.”


“Oh. I thought she was a dentist.” Francesca said quietly. 


“Well, well,” Flachette said “Looks like we’ve got our thief!”


“That’s ridiculous!” Sasha stammered. “How could I have known the mask was even here? Besides, I’m not the only one with a motive!”


“To whom are you referring Ms. Larter?” Kenji asked. Everyone at the table exchanged glances.


“Why not ask Michael?” Sasha cried out.


Michael eyes widened. “Excuse me?” 


“Maybe you’d like to read us a page from your journal, Michael?” Sasha replied. “Our good friend Michael here has been destroying countless artifacts over the years.” 


Michael looked nervous. “I’ve destroyed legally obtained relics in the public.  They were dangerous pieces that corrupted our souls.  Icons, nothing more.” 


“Right, Hippie.” Flachette rose from his seat. “As far as I’m concerned I’ve heard enough.” 


“All you keep hearing what we have to say, but no one’s listening,” Michael replied.  “We’re all suspects.  All I can tell you is that I didn’t do it.” 


A shot rang out at the end of the table.

“Thunder!”

Everyone looked at Francesca and she looked back with a single blink and a shrug.  Sheffield set his still-smoking gun down with a clatter. “Alright. Listen up. As far as I’m concerned, you’re all guilty. But I’ll be damned if I’m going let all this cheeseburger go to waste. Now listen up, every meet in the drawing room in a half-hour. We’ll settle this then.”


“But what if someone skips out?” Aurora asked.


“Then he’d be guilty party.” Dallas said quietly.


“You’ve got all the answers, don’t you?”


Dallas glanced over at Flachette and accidentally bit down on his cheek.


“I don’t have any of the answers,” he snorted.  “That’s why I’m here, trying to figure everything out.  Don’t question me, Flachette.”


“Shooting off your gun at the dinner table?  You got everything under control, right?  Let me tell you something, fatty.”  Flachette pulled down on his dress jacket and stood up.  For an instant, his eyes flickered like a dying fire, and then they exploded.  “When I was in ‘Nam, hopping rice patties and sucking up mud in tiny tunnels deep in the jungle, you were playing cops and robbers in little suburbia.  Flashing your badge, playing by your rules.  Games, detective.  Nothing more.  We weren’t playing any games.  We didn’t have any rules.  The bullet or the random snake bite decided who was ahead.  So don’t act like I don’t know what the hell is going on.”


He leaned forward a little and narrowed his eyes.


“And you will address me as Colonel James Flachette,” he said in a menacing tone.  “Or do I need to put a bullet in your head to let the air out to make things clear?”


Sheffield shifted his gaze to Dallas and swallowed.  The Texan nodded, stepping closer to the table.  He thrust his chest out, leaned back, and grinned.


“Come on now,” he said.  “Let’s not dance in the desert storm.”


“No use trying to calm us down, mate,” Roger said with a sigh.  “If you think about it, you’re the one that brought all of us into this bloody mess to begin with.”


“Sure as hell wasn’t a mess when y’all first come aboard.”


“Things change, boyo.”


“Ain’t that the truth,” Sasha hissed, leaning back in her chair, nipping at the tips of her fingernails.


Another uneasy silence took everyone over, and for a moment, the only thing that anyone could hear was the incessant chewing of Kenji Hasegawa.  The little man was oblivious to the tension.  The only thing that seemed to concern him at all was the bowl of chili he was facing.


“Too spicy!”


He took another bite, pushed the bowl away, and waved at his face frantically in a desperate attempt to fan away the fire.


“So hot!  So spicy!”


Flachette’s teeth ground against each other.  He was already anxious for a fight; all he needed was a reason.

Even if it was a bad one.

“Then stop eating it!”

Kenji chewed once, blinked, chewed a final time, and swallowed.  He was under the impression that the American and him were under good terms, but it seemed like Flachette wasn’t feeling the same way.  He took one last bite, just to spite the man, and then he stood up.

He wiped the ends of his mouth of with an embroidered napkin and threw the linen down.  “You disgrace me, colonel!”

“C’mon gents!” Roger pleaded.

“You’ve no room to talk,” Sasha stated.  “You just said it wasn’t worth it to try calming anyone down!”

Roger was about to respond, but Aurora nearly leapt out her chair and shot between them.  She narrowed her eyes and pointed a finger at Sasha, thrusting it her way as if a brandishing a sword.

“You leave him alone.”

Sasha was simply insulted.

“Don’t tell me what to do, tramp!”

“Tramp?  Oh please…”

Sasha glared at her.  “And don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about!  Couldn’t get your hands on the mask so you bag the boy!”

“Wait a second, sister.”

“I’m not your sister!” Sasha snarled, and then stammered a bit before she added, “Bitch!”

“Bitch?”

Aurora chuckled.  She put a hand against her chest, feigning offense.  “Whoa,” she said.  “Cool down, coffee pot.”

“Coffee pot?”

Aurora stared at her with an absent mind.

“Yes, coffee pot.”

“Coffee pot!”

An unprecedented dose of maniacal rage surged through Sasha then, and without the slightest forewarning, she climbed onto the table and threw herself at Aurora with a primal cry.  Aurora tried to act at the last moment, but the two collided, and the other guests watched as both women tumbled back against the wall, dragging the tablecloth and half the course along with them.

Roger nearly fell from his chair when they crashed into each other, but he managed to stay seated and save his drink at the same time.  He moved to face the women and lifted his glass their way.  Flachette turned from Kenji to watch them as well.  Kenji was standing over the cracked bowl of spilled chili; he hadn’t witnessed such a horrid display of collateral damage since Hiroshima.

“Oh no!”

Michael stood up and took one giant step toward Sasha and Del Vega.  There was a droning groan of disappointment from the men behind him as he reached down with one arm and scooped Sasha up.

“Ladies, please…”


It didn’t take Aurora long to realize that Sasha was restrained.  Michael was still holding onto Sasha’s shirt when the model careened into her.  They pitched back onto the table and began wrestling again.  Michael was still holding Sasha’s shirt.


Roger gave him a whistle.


“Oy!  Always knew you was too modest.”


Michael blushed.


“Stupid fighting spill my chili!”


Flachette turned back to the scientist.  He reached down into what was left of the chili, lifted a handful up, and smashed it into Kenji’s face.


“Don’t even ask for dessert!”


Aurora rolled to the side and pried Sasha’s fingers from her dress.  Sasha didn’t surrender her hold without tearing the fabric first, and she managed to rip the dress a second time before Aurora slammed her back.  They slid down half the length of the table before they stopped at the centerpiece.  Mashed potatoes, chili con carne, and iceburg lettuce stuck to their skin while pieces of glazed chicken meat matted in their hair.  Turned bottles of Cabernet gave their skin a scarlet shine, and for a moment, even as they battled each other like wild beasts, clawing and biting, feral howls seething through gritted teeth, there was still a certain beauty to it; however peculiar.  Time seemed to slow as they tussled.  The skylight above the dining table showered down an effervescent intensity, and the image of the Sasha Larter and Aurora Del Vega entangled in a knot of rage somehow became a work of art.


Meanwhile, Dallas was staring Sheffield down at the far end of the table, one hand crunched in at his hip, the other gesturing toward the bedlam.  The women brawling, Flachette prompting Kenji to throw the first punch, and Roger shouting at Michael to keep him from interrupting any of it.  Dallas had thrown his hat down.  His tie was crooked.


“I called ya’ here to keep everything under control!”


Sheffield grimaced.


“I’m a detective, Dallas, not a psychiatrist.”


After a sharing a pair of condescending stares, they turned their attention to the scuffle.  They glanced past the colonel and scientist, past the Priest and Birmingham, and settled their gazes on Sasha and Aurora.  Sheffield grinned.


“I’m just here to take notes.”

Chapter Eight

DRAWING ROOM

Sasha entered last. Hovering at the end of the room she studied the other guests.  Michael was seated before the fire, his gaze fixated on the flames trying to escape their brick and mortar prison. Roger was seated on the plush velvet sofa, swigging away at a small silver flask. Aurora was busying herself at a meager bar in the corner, fixing herself a stiff drink. Flachette stood stoic as ever, his hand resting on the holster beneath his coat. Kenji was busily working on a plate of leftover ribs he’d brought from dinner, his mind more preoccupied with barbeque sauce than with the situation at hand.  Dallas was seated in a chair in the corner, his gaze cast downward. He looked up upon Sasha’s arrival.

“Well, looks like the gang’s all here.” He quietly remarked.

“Not quite,” Flachette interjected “Where’s the detective.”

“I believe Dallas was implying all the possible suspects by the term ‘gang’, Flachette. I would hardly consider Detective Sheffield to be part of this, shall we say, congregation.” Kenji replied, licking the barbeque sauce off his fingers. 

“Oi!” Roger yelped, “If you think for a damn minute that I ‘ave anything to do with this, you’re bloody-well mistaken!” 

“And why not, Limey? You’ve got as good a reason as any.” Sheffield remarked. The detective lumbered through the doorway, slamming the door behind him. He made his way to the bar and setting his fedora on the counter began to rummage through the dozen bottles that lined the shelf. When he finally found one that met with his approval, he yanked off the cork and spat it on the floor. 

“Hell,” Sheffield said, between gulps “Any one of you could have done it.”

He set the bottle down and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his trench coat. 

“Roger, since you seem so adamant to clear your name, why don’t you start?”

“Why me?” Roger asked.

“And why not you, Mr. Birmingham?” Kenji replied with an eyebrow arched. 

Roger looked at him, puzzled.

“I found THIS while doing some investigating of my own.” Kenji said, taking out a small worn piece of glossy paper. Sheffield snatched it from him. 

“What’s this?” the detective asked.

“A pamphlet” Kenji replied with a satisfied smile on his face, “for the Royal British museum.”

Everyone seemed puzzled by Kenji’s discovery.

“Where the mask once was?” he replied with a sigh.

“That don’t mean a thing!” Roger said, “I didn’t know it was even here! How could I have stolen it if I didn’t even know where it bloody well was?” 

“Maybe you found out it was here? Maybe you found out and decided to take it while you had the chance?” Aurora asked.

“You’re accusing me?” Roger shot back. “Don’t think you’re so innocent either, love!”

Aurora was taken aback. “Wh-what do you mean?” she stammered. 

“What kind of beauty queen packs heat?” Roger asked. “Dear Aurora’s got a pistol in her room. Planning on doing a little hunting while you was here, my love?”

Sheffield shot Aurora a sideways look. “You got a piece I should know about, lady?”

Aurora pulled a small silver pistol from her purse and setting it down, slid it across the counter to Sheffield. Sheffield snatched it up and examined it. 

“Glock model 32.  Nine millimeter, semiautomatic.” Flachette started “A civilian weapon.  Not a lot of stopping power, but if its quantity you want, typically…” The Colonel realized that he was rambling, to everyone’s dismay. 

“It’s for protection.” Aurora said.

“A girl like you needs it!” Sasha remarked.

“Just what are you implying here?” Aurora snapped back.

“Just what are you doing here, Ms. Del Vega?” Michael inquired.

“I did want the mask.” Aurora sighed. “But not for money. I wanted to return it to South America, to the tribe it was taken from.”

“South America?” Kenji asked, “The mask is Asian, stupid!” 

Kenji realized too late what he was saying. 

“What do you know about the mask, Mr. Hasegawa?” Sheffield inquired.

“Mr. Hasegawa wants the mask for his own scientific inquiry.” Sasha replied with a smile. “The gem on the mask can be utilized in optic technology, focused into a high-powered laser. Is that right, Mr. Hasegawa?” 

“What’s a laser?” Roger asked.

“Light Amplification by Stimulation of Emitted Radiation. “L.A.S.E.R.”” Kenji snidely responded, “But it is not a weapon, it is for the betterment of mankind. Am I to understand I am being accused for caring about humanity?” He inquired skeptically.

Michael smiled at Flachette. 

“What are you smiling about, hippie?” Flachette barked.

“Curious how so many want the mask for so many reasons.” Michael replied. “You, for instance, Colonel.”

The Colonel grit his jaw. “The hell you say!” he spat.

“The Colonel wanted the mask just as bad. But for his own ends.” Michael replied calmly. “The “War God”, Colonel?”

Flachette sneered. Sheffield gave him an inquisitory look.

“The Mask of a Thousand Faces is really the Mask of the War God. It’s a mythical relic that the Indonesians would worship before battle. It belongs in the hands of Warriors! Soldiers like me!” Flachette bellowed.

“So, and correct me if I’m wrong here,” Roger interjected “but did everyone here want the mask?” 

All eyes turned to Dallas. “Looks like the jig is up.” He smirked. 

“What the hell is going on here, J.C.?” Sasha asked. “You knew we all wanted that damn mask. What are you trying to pull?”

“Hell, you know me Sasha. What the hell would I do with the mask if I wasn’t going to show it off?” Dallas gave Sasha a sad smile. 

“So this whole thing was just to show off your new toy?” Aurora said “Knowing that we all wanted it?” 

“Of course. You don’t know much about business, do you sweetheart? When ya’ll got it, ya’ll got to show it off!” 

“So would that mean that…none of you knew the mask was here?” Sheffield asked. 

“I left explicit instructions with Shelby to not tell anyone the details behind their invitation.” Dallas explained.

“Shelby?” Sheffield muttered, looking around the room “Hey, where is that guy anyway?”

Epilogue

Shelby sat at in armchair on the veranda of his private villa, sipping a mimosa through a tall thin glass and watching the sunrise. The storm had cleared and the dark grey seas had returned to a deep aquamarine. He gazed out across the still waves and wondered if the storm had since passed on Dallas’ island as well. 

By now, Dallas would have no doubt figured out that Shelby had already made a hasty egress from the estate. He would recover from this little situation, as he was already well insured. 


“Monsieur Shelby?” 


Shelby looked up from his drink and smiled. “Francesca.” He beamed.


“Oui.” Francesca replied with a sly smile. 


“Drop the act.” Shelby said. “Do you have it?”


“Yeah.” Francesca responded. “Do you have the money?” 


“Of course.” Shelby reached into his jacket pocket, and tossed a thick envelope across the table. Francesca scooped it up, and tucked it in her purse. “Aren’t you going to count it?” he inquired.


“Should I?” Francesca replied. 


“Your choice. May I see it?” Shelby asked. 


Francesca produced a small bundle from her purse and set it in front of Shelby. He undid the twine binding and peeled back a layer of cheese cloth. He took his prize in both hands, studying it intently. The mask gleamed in the rising sun, its gilded edges dancing with light. Shelby held the mask to his face, and favored Francesca with a wink through one of the mask’s empty eyes. 


“Well done. Can I get you a drink?” 


“No thanks,” Francesca replied, “I’m driving.” 


“Very well, then this is where we part company. Nice doing business with you.” Shelby said. He rose to show Francesca the door. Parked out front on the narrow dirt path was a cherry red mustang convertible. Francesca hopped into the drivers seat and started the engine with a throaty growl. 


“Tell me my Dear,” he inquired, leaning over the drivers side door. “Where next?” 


Francesca donned a pair of dark sunglasses, the lenses winking in the predawn light. “Business.” She replied. “Then maybe a short vacation.” 


“Really? Anywhere particular?”


“Haven’t decided yet.” Francesca said. “Any recommendations?”


“You know,” Shelby remarked with a smirk, “I hear the gulf is lovely this time of year.”
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