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What may this mean

That thou, dead corse,

Revisits thus the glimpses of the moon,

Making night hideous?

William Shakespeare

Hamlet: Act I, Scene iv


Introduction

By Dean Koontz

As long as I have been on Earth, which is longer than Microsoft Word 5.0 but not longer than the English language, I’ve been involved in only two traffic accidents. They occurred a little more than a year apart, and the circumstances were eerily the same; I should not have survived either incident, and certainly should not have survived unscathed, but I did.

In the first instance, my wife and I were in a large sedan, stopped at a controlled intersection, on our way to dinner, when a car hit us from behind at (the police estimated) 55 mph, without braking. That day, with spring approaching, I’d had the snow tires taken off the rear wheels and replaced with springtime rubber. The snow tires had been stored temporarily in the trunk of the car until I could tuck them aside in a corner of the garage for use the next winter. When we were hit from behind, the stored tires were two enormous shock absorbers; however, even with the protection they provided, the rear half of the sedan was spectacularly crushed, compacted into about two feet of mangled ruins that were shoved against our headrests. The back doors folded like accordions. The front doors buckled and would not open. The gasoline tank ruptured and sprayed fuel into the passenger’s compartment. Incredibly, the engine was still running – and wouldn’t shut off. Expecting fire or explosion, I needed perhaps a frantic half minute to wrench open a buckled door. Our sedan was totaled, but the car that hit us was totaled and squashed. We thought the driver of the other vehicle must be dead, but to our amazement, as we hurried to him, he struggled out of his demolished coupe, as unharmed as we were. As it turned out, he was a sixteen-year-old boy who had gotten his driver’s license a month previous; he had bought his first car that morning. Regarding the wreckage with disgust, he looked at us and said, ‘I didn’t need this,’ as though he suspected that we, unlike him, had been driving around with no sane purpose but with the mad hope of being hit from behind and killed. We had just paid off our car loan that day.

Fourteen months later, having moved three thousand miles from Pennsylvania to California, we were stopped at a traffic light, on our way to dinner (going out to a restaurant is seldom viewed as the extremely dangerous undertaking our experience has proved it to be) when a car hit us from behind at (the police estimated) 55 mph, without braking. This time we were in a small sports car, a Mercedes 450 SL, which had no backseat. Because the Mercedes was solidly constructed and brilliantly engineered, the fuel tank didn’t rupture and the doors didn’t buckle; we got out of the vehicle unscratched. The car that had hit us, a large sedan, looked as if it had been nuked. We were sure the occupant must be dead or seriously injured. We hurried to the driver’s door. The window was broken out. The door had buckled. The woman inside was alive – but obviously intoxicated. When we told her to stay calm, that we would get her out, she cursed us and said, ‘I didn’t need this,’ putting the emphasis on the word need, precisely as the young driver had done fourteen months ago in Pennsylvania. I couldn’t get her out of the car, and even the police, who arrived within two minutes, had trouble extracting her, not because she was pinned in the wreckage but because she was determined to stay in there rather than get out and have to face a breathalyzer test. As had happened fourteen months earlier in Pennsylvania, Gerda had made the final payment on our car loan that very morning.

The uncanny similarity of the details of these two accidents suggests to me – as do so many other things in life – a world that operates not always according to the predictable laws of physics and chance, but also and perhaps as often under the influence of a mysterious power with a delightfully Byzantine sense of story and with an agenda that is, though perhaps not inscrutable, challenging to analyze and understand. Pondering the significance of these two accidents, Gerda and I posited all sorts of possible meanings and messages to be derived from our experiences. I thought it logical, for example, never to halt at another traffic light or stop sign, but to cruise blithely through the intersection with the expectation that to stop would be to invite an inevitable rear-end collision. Eventually, however, we made only one change in our lives due to these events at opposite ends of the continent: Because we were finally able to afford to do so, we thereafter never took out another car loan but paid cash for each new vehicle we acquired. Granted, on any day that we paid for a new car, we assumed that we were at risk till midnight, but when we made it to that witching hour, the suspense was over!

One evening a few years after the second of these two accidents, Gerda and I went to dinner with Dick and Ann Laymon. In our flivver, we picked them up at their house and buzzed off into the glamorous Angelean night, which glitters with film stars and carjackers, movie moguls and diseased streetwalkers, pop music divas and babbling urine-soaked hobos (some of whom had no doubt once been pop music divas). We had reservations at a sixteen-star restaurant, outside which even the richest titans of industry wrestle in the street like hooligans over a suddenly available table. We were exuberant at the prospect of superb food, fine wine, and the chance to share dozens of hilarious personal anecdotes about such subjects as the publishing business and dental surgery. Nothing, we thought, could taint this spectacular evening – and then I missed our freeway exit.

As a driver, one of my hallmarks is missing freeway exits, but only when chauffeuring particularly interesting and voluble people. Dick and Ann were so interesting and voluble on this occasion that Gerda was preparing syringes full of Thorazine to calm them down, and I suppose that rolled-up sock in her left hand was meant for my mouth. Anyway, as I regaled Dick and Ann with the story of our two nearly identical accidents, fourteen months apart, I zipped by our freeway exit and past another one before any of us realized what I had done. After consultation, we agreed that by switching freeways, we could eventually get back around to where we needed to be, so I switched, and switched again . . . and by some means that was mysterious to all of us, we found ourselves on what seemed to be an unopened section of an uncompleted freeway – and shortly thereafter on a surface street in a neighborhood so grim and forbidding that even the attack-trained pit bulls carried semiautomatic pistols and kept their heads down.

We were familiar with the maze of streets and highways that form an all but infinite Gordian knot binding the limbs and bowels of this great city, yet we were uncertain of our location and flummoxed as to how to find our way out of what seemed about to become a vortex of terror. In a baffling and unconventional move, Gerda consulted a map, as if that would be of any help. Dick and I, on the other hand, voted for the sober and sensible approach: cruising at random into ever meaner streets, in the hope that we would stumble upon a freeway sign and a hasty exit route before we were all shot, stabbed, throttled, dismembered, set on fire, and offered up to the Beast of Beasts on a satanic altar. Naturally, as we were both writers who had been born with a generous measure of imagination, we saw threats at every turn, which we excitedly pointed out to each other, and we were able to envision – and vividly describe – a virtually endless series of hideous fates that might very well befall us before we found an escape route. Ann, for reasons beyond my comprehension, chose to lean forward from the backseat and consult with Gerda over the stupid map. Anyway, by eventually executing a series of turns that Gerda suggested based on – I suppose – her superior female intuition, we found a freeway and were able to arrive at dinner a tad late but with all of our extremities intact.

After a delicious dinner accompanied by a superb Cabernet, after desserts even more likely than any Barney the Dinosaur performance to trigger a diabetic coma, and after many hilarious anecdotes about the publishing business and dental surgery, the four of us departed the restaurant, stepping between the wrestling titans of industry who thrashed upon the sidewalk, and presented our car check to the valet-parking attendant. Since I had begun the evening talking about our two strangely similar accidents at opposite ends of the country and then had driven the Laymons deep into harm’s way, it seemed fitting that the car should be returned with a long, deep scratch/crease on the passenger’s side, from front fender to rear – and that the valet-parking attendant should, instead of apologizing, say, ‘I didn’t need this.’

Dick and I exchanged a look, and neither of us needed to say that one of the greatest problems for novelists is that reality is not only stranger than fiction but generally funnier and more deeply disturbing. To get the true flavor of life, it seems to me, a writer has to let his imagination cruise not merely through the precincts of realism where you might find Hemingway but, more important, also into neighborhoods of the fantastic. Dick and I are radically different writers, but what I love about his work is his willingness to drive at high speed into the fantastic – and make it seem, for all its flamboyant qualities, as real as tomorrow’s newspaper. Amara is one such. Enjoy.


Prologue

Emil Saladat leaped down from the cab of the U-Haul van and rushed to the cover of bushes near the wall. He watched Metar run to join him. The van moved away, its taillights disappearing around a bend.

Emil stepped into Metar’s cupped hands for a boost. He clutched the top of the brick wall and flung himself onto it.

This was so easy.

This American was a cinch.

No broken bottles embedded in the wall. No electrified wire. No armed guards.

This American, Callahan, was making it so easy that Emil should be ashamed to take money from his people. He would take it, though, just as he had always taken it before, no matter how simple the job. A man must put food into his belly. A man must buy fine gifts for his women.

He reached down. Metar handed him the backpack. He set it on top of the wall, lowered his arms again, and this time pulled the smaller man off the ground.

From his perch on the wall, Emil looked toward the house. He couldn’t see it. Too many trees in the way. He knew it was there, however. He and Metar had paid it a visit, just last week.

He leaped from the wall. Metar dropped the pack down to him, then jumped. He held the pack while Metar slipped it on. Turning away from the wall, they started toward the trees.

Out of the darkness sprinted a Doberman, its feet silent on the summer grass.

This is Callahan’s security?

It was laughable.

The dog yelped and tripped over itself as a .22 caliber hollow-point slug crashed through its skull.

Then three more Dobermans raced out of the darkness. Emil fired his silenced automatic, knocking a foreleg from under the lead dog. As it tumbled, the one beside it leaped at him, teeth bared. He stepped toward it, ignoring Metar’s cry of pain. The dog snapped, its teeth clattering on the silencer. With quick twitches of his index finger, Emil pumped two bullets into its mouth. He sidestepped away from the lunging, dying animal, swung his pistol from its mouth, and dropped the dog he had previously hit in the leg.

Then he whirled around. Metar, the incompetent fool, was on the ground, fighting for his life as the last surviving dog savaged his arm, trying to get through it to his neck.

Emil fired.

The dog yelped as the bullet tore through its spinal cord.

Then jerked and died.

Metar rolled out from under the heavy body and stood up. He raised his bloody arm for Emil to see, like a child showing a scraped elbow to his mother for sympathy.

Emil turned away in disgust. He hurried through the stand of pine, and saw the Callahan house across fifty yards of neatly groomed lawn. Floodlights illuminated the colonial’s pillared veranda. All the windows Emil could see, however, were dark. He ran to the left side of the house, staying far from the lighted front, and leaned against a wall.

Metar, a handkerchief tied around his wounded forearm, ran to join him.

With friction tape, Emil reinforced a panel of the window. His glasscutter bit into the glass. He cut a rectangle.

A neat job. A good job. That was why his clients paid him well.

Holding the rectangle in place with tape, he pounded it loose and withdrew it. He gave the neatly cut geometric lozenge of glass to Metar, then reached into the gap. Unlatched the window.

It slid upward easily.

Quietly.

Emil climbed through. As planned, he found himself in Callahan’s study. He sat on a corner of the teak desk, and watched Metar climb awkwardly through the window.

They crossed the study to the door. Emil eased it open. He peered into the dark hallway, and gestured for Metar to follow.

In the foyer, Metar’s rubber-soled shoes made squeaking sounds on the marble. Emil glanced sharply at his young partner. The man shrugged, crouched. Removed his shoes.

Emil flashed the beam of a small flashlight toward the front door. Next to it, on the wall, he found the speaker box and remote-control button.

He pushed the button.

In the U-Haul van parked nearby, Steve Bailey squinted through a haze of cigarette smoke at the iron gate. It began to swing open.

Very good.

In ten minutes, he would be done with this business. He would be away from the house, and on the freeway to the airport. In a couple of hours or so, he’d be with Carla. It was always best with her, right after a job when he knew he was finally safe, and the fear was gone, and he had money . . . good money . . . in his pocket. His cock knew it was time to come out of hiding and celebrate.

Easing his foot off the clutch, he rolled through the open gate. He steered up the driveway, swung left, and drove over the grass to the veranda.

With a hissing sputter, the acetylene torch came alive. Emil watched his partner shoot its flame against the lock panel of the steel door. The metal bubbled and peeled back like the lips of a knife wound.

Raising the goggles to his forehead, Emil stepped silently down the hall to the foyer. He squinted up the stairway.

Perhaps he should go up and put a bullet into Callahan’s head? Then he could go about his work untroubled by the man’s presence. Murder, however, would increase official interest in the case. That was to be avoided, if possible.

As long as the old man didn’t interfere, Emil would allow him to live.

The torch shut off. Sparks winked out.

Emil returned to the door and helped Metar remove the severed lock panel. As he set it aside, Metar loaded the torch into the backpack and slung the straps onto his shoulders.

Slowly, Emil pushed the metal door open.

Robert Callahan, asleep in his upstairs room, heard the quiet drone of his alarm and dreamed of sirens. An ambulance was bearing down on a heap of torn cars. Sarah, lying in the road, raised her bloody head and cried for help.

‘There she is,’ shouted the ambulance driver.

Robert, for some reason dreaming that he was sitting in the passenger seat, said, ‘Thank God she’s alive.’

‘We’ll soon fix that,’ said the driver.

The ambulance sped toward her. Lethal as a bullet.

‘Stop!’

‘It’s her due.’

‘No!’

She stared with pleading eyes into the headlights. Stared into the face of death.

Robert felt the vehicle jolt as it struck her.

Suddenly wide-awake and panting with fear, he realized the siren was the burglar alarm amplifier by his bed. Someone had penetrated the collection room.

Emil entered the room, Metar at his side. Walking close to the wall, he shined his light on the statuettes of gold and ivory, on gold necklaces heavy with precious jewels, on scarabs and brooches and glistening rings.

To see so many antiquities in a man’s private collection disgusted him. If he had time, he would clean out the entire collection of this grave robber.

But Emil had come only for Amara.

The thin beam of his light found a stone vase, its lid decorated with the jackal head of the god Anubis. Beside it stood a similar container, this with the head of a hawk. His light fell swiftly across two more vases. These were the canopic jars holding the embalmed organs of Amara – heart, lungs, kidneys. Her womb. He must take the jars tonight.

Swinging his flashlight, he found the coffin.

It was the wooden, inner coffin of Amara. The outer coffins and massive stone sarcophagus had never left Egypt. The thieves had taken this only, and the canopic jars. And Amara herself.

Stepping close to the coffin, Emil shined his light onto a golden disk on the edge of its lid. He was thankful to find the sacred seal in place.

Though vermin, Callahan was not a fool.

Leaning across the lid, Emil inspected the second seal. It, too, appeared to be intact.

Reassured, he allowed himself to look down at the carved face of Amara. It was a face of rare beauty, a face that might have shamed Nefertiti herself, had the ladies’ paths ever crossed. But their paths were separated by centuries. Amara belonged to the long-dead era of the eleventh dynasty, when Mentuhotep I ruled and gods were young in the memory of the people.

Emil glanced at Metar, who stared as if hypnotized by the beautiful image. With a tap on the arm he caught his partner’s attention. He pointed to the foot of the coffin.

Together, each at one end, they lifted it. They carried the deadweight of it across the room, through the doorway, down the dark hall. Emil’s powerful arms strained with the weight. Metar whimpered as wounds from the dog’s bite stretched, reopened, bled. At the end of the hall, the carpet ended. He felt the marble of the foyer floor under his feet.

A few more steps, then they could set down the coffin while Metar opened the door.

It was good to accomplish the hardest part first. The canopic jars would be easy after this.

Emil nodded for Metar to stop.

A quick blast shattered the silence. In the muzzle flash, he saw Metar slammed backwards, dropping the end of the coffin. Mist jetted from between the casket and the lid. Dust of the ages. Corpse dust. Even as he looked toward the stairway, a second flash and explosion filled the darkness. He had no time to duck.

Steve Bailey, in the U-Haul van just outside the door, heard the shots.

Holy shit.

They hadn’t come from a .22.

They’d come from a high-powered sucker, like maybe a .12 gauge.

Emil and Metar only carried peashooters.

So who had the cannon?

Bailey didn’t wait to find out. He dropped the emergency brake lever, rammed the shift to first, floored the gas pedal and popped the clutch.

Callahan lowered the shotgun. His shoulder was numb from the kicking stock. His ears rang as if they’d been slapped.

Stepping down the stairs, he heard an engine just outside the door. It roared, then faded with distance.

Callahan stepped across the dark foyer, careful not to trip over the bodies or the coffin. Near the door, he found the light switch. Flicked it on.

Both the bastards looked dead. One had caught it in the chest. The other had lost most of his forehead.

He turned his eyes to the coffin. It had landed on its side. Bending down, he saw a crack across one of the golden seals.

‘Robert!’

He glanced up the stairway. His small, swarthy friend looked confused and frightened.

‘Give me a hand with this, Imad.’

‘Robert, what happened?’

‘These bastards tried to make off with Amara. Same two guys who were here last week wanting to do landscape work.’

As Imad reached the bottom of the stairs, his mouth dropped open. ‘The Seal of Osiris,’ he muttered.

‘I’m not blind. Give me a hand, we’ll see how the other one looks.’

Together, they crouched and rolled the coffin off its side. On the marble underneath lay two chunks of gold from the second seal.

Gasping, Imad stepped back.

‘Forget it,’ Callahan said. ‘We’ll take care of it later.’

Imad shook his head, his eyes large with fear.

‘Let’s just get these guys out of here, first. We’ll plant them in the garden.’

Still shaking his head, Imad stepped backwards toward the door. He spun around. His trembling hands fumbled with the locks, then he flung the door open, and ran into the night.

Callahan watched him dash across the lawn, white robe fluttering.

‘Imad!’ The man kept running. ‘Better off,’ Callahan muttered, and pushed the door shut.

He slept soundly after the hard work of burying the men and cleaning up the mess they’d left in the foyer. Bloodstains were the worst. His snoring was loud in the darkness.

The figure entering the doorway didn’t disturb him. He continued to snore peacefully as it crossed the room. He moaned once as it raised the covers on the empty side of the bed.

It climbed in beside him and he knew, vaguely, that he was no longer alone. Sarah must have come back from the bathroom. He was glad to have her back. The bed felt so empty without her.

Rolling toward her, he put a hand out. It would be so good to touch her skin. Sarah had always felt so soft, so smooth. Hungry for her warm, supple body he reached out, searching for her. His fingers found the figure. Touched. Caressed.

It felt wrong, all wrong. He touched skin that was hard, wrinkled. Cold.

With a nauseating jolt, he remembered that Sarah was dead.

The shock woke him. At that instant he found himself gazing into eyeless sockets and a leathery, shrunken face.

Something under the sheet touched his bare leg.

Slowly, the mouth opened.

Callahan started to scream.

The head jerked forward, jaws snapping shut, teeth barely missing his throat.

Callahan rolled off the bed. His knees hit the floor. He scrambled, naked, trying to get on his feet. As he started to rise, the mummy pounced upon his back. ‘Get off!’ he shrieked.

Its dry fingers clutched him by the shoulders.

He heard the clatter of its snapping teeth.

‘Get off! No!’

Callahan got to his feet, but the thing kept its grip and stayed on his back as he ran across the room.

Its teeth tore the side of his neck. Its head jerked savagely, ripping.

Callahan dropped to his knees. He reached behind him, hoping to free himself from the creature. He gripped its hair. He jerked. Tresses pulled loose in his hand.

The mouth kept biting and tearing long after he was dead.
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