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Аннотация
April 1986. The Cold War is nearly over.

Or is it?

Wealthy business mogul Tobias Keane is dead in an apparent suicide. Ethan Tannor, a detective on the scene and nephew of Keane, suspects something else. In his effort to prove his uncle was murdered, Ethan discovers there was more to Tobias�s past than he initially thought.
All roads point to an impending hostile takeover of the United States as Ethan finds himself in the center of something he can�t explain. Political agendas headed by a shadowy leader, and an evil force tipping the balance of power bring him face to face with things beyond the realm of belief and possibility.
When the lines of reality and fiction become blurred, Ethan embarks on the near impossible task of reshaping the world. If he fails, the battleground will be America, with new territory lines carved across the map as the victor stakes their claim.
But Ethan is determined to end it where it all began: April 1986.


Timothy Dalton
And the Tide Turns


Disclaimer

While some elements in this book are inspired by true events and people, this is a work of fiction, and as such, I have taken certain liberties with each. Names, characters, places, and incidents are purely the product of my imagination or are used fictitiously. In order to keep the forward progression of the novel moving along smoothly, I also employed the use of artistic license with regard to law enforcement and medical procedure. Any errors or omissions are solely mine.

Epigraph

�There are forces at work, dark forces,
and they threaten all of mankind.
Past, present, and future.�
��Benjamin Wallace



PART I

There was the Door to which I found no Key:
There was the Veil through which I could not see:
Some little talk awhile of ME and THEE
There was-and then no more of THEE and ME.
��The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayy�m


01
Citizen Keane

[image: ]
April 21, 1986, 5:07 PM
Don�t do it, his conscience screamed like a pleading child.

The car was in ruins. Norman and Nell Tannor lay unmoving in the front seats of the vehicle. Tobias Keane watched with embodied helplessness as their son Ethan was carried away on the stretcher. The boy was not moving either, but his was a different kind of stillness; there was a tinge of color in the pallid skin and Tobias knew that life still flowed in the adolescent. But how much remained? Enough to hold off the Hand of Death?
Unable to resist looking at the demolished car, Tobias soaked in the unwanted details. Nell�s neck was twisted in a grotesque manner and blood from her forehead had drained across the dashboard. Despite this, her face looked serene, as though she were in a state of peace.
Norman was a different matter. His body sat forward in the driver�s seat, arms limp at his sides. His lower jaw hung loose, mouth agape, and his eyes were wide open, conveying an expression of shock. There was a trickle of blood halfway down his temple as if the flow had stopped the moment it began. The force of the collision had embedded the sun visor four inches into Norman�s skull.
Tobias knew he would never be able to erase the images from his mind. He went to the ambulance, where the paramedics were preparing to load Norman and Nell�s son into the back. What would happen to him now? Tobias gripped the rail of the stretcher as he gazed down at Ethan�s face.

Don�t do it, his mind wailed again.
The elderly man sat on the side of his bed staring at the Colt .45 clenched in his hand, remembering how he�d clenched the rails of Ethan�s stretcher all those years ago. The memory of that day was just as fresh now as when it happened.
So this is how it ends. He�d been sick for years now. The pills had worked for a while, but they merely slowed down the progression of his unique disease. He was only in his early fifties, but looked and felt a score older. The decline had been sudden; this past year had taken the hardest toll on his body.
Tobias glanced at his liver speckled hand and tightened his hold on the pistol grip. If he waited for the disease to take him, it would become worse. He�d always heard that committing suicide was a coward�s way of dealing with life, but he didn�t feel like a coward. This was the hardest thing he�d ever contemplated doing.
His mouth curved into a grin, but it resembled something more like a grimace. Perhaps in his next life he�d get it right and not make the same mistakes. With his free hand he scratched his unkempt beard with a few quick, rough strokes and ran fingers through his thin and graying hair. As before, he analyzed other options, but Tobias knew that the consequences of those actions could cause more harm than good.
Yes, he thought grimly, this is how it has to be. He�d spent the better part of his life thinking about repercussions and had lived by a certain code all those years. He couldn�t break the cycle now.
Suddenly, his body was seized by wracking coughs. Sputum mixed with blood dripped down his mouth, and he grabbed a napkin that was already spotted with red from the table beside him. He used it now to cover his mouth while he hacked violently. After the episode had passed, he wrapped a shaking hand around the phone and forced his trembling fingers to dial out. He needed to get his affairs in order.
A female voice came on the line, clipped and professional. �J.B. Wilcox and Sons.�
Tobias drew in a ragged breath to speak, which triggered another coughing spasm. He turned away from the receiver to muffle its sound, but the spell passed quickly, although the pain in his chest remained. He licked his dry, cracked lips, and swallowed hard.
�My name is Tobias Keane,� he said. �I need to speak with my lawyer immediately.�
A few moments later his conversation was concluded, and now would be the hardest call to make. The young detective, his adopted nephew Ethan, would need to know. The question was, could he be trusted? Yes and no. He could trust Ethan as he knew him, but things didn�t turn out the way Tobias had anticipated. The man he�d become lied to him, hadn�t he? So there it was again. Yes, he could trust Ethan, but no, he couldn�t. It seemed he couldn�t even trust himself.
Tobias dialed the familiar numbers and the phone began to ring. He knew no one would answer, but leaving a message should be sufficient. He would have preferred a discussion face to face, but he knew that would prompt questions he didn�t want to answer out loud. More importantly, he knew Ethan would try to alter his choice. And the boy was persistent enough to succeed, because Tobias didn�t want to die. But he had to. It was time.
He�d finished the message and moved to end the connection when he detected a movement in the periphery of his cloudy vision. Tobias jolted in alarm when he saw the figure standing in the doorway. �What are you doing here?� he asked, his voice cracking as he spoke.
His fingers released their grip on the receiver, and the phone made a clinging sound as it dropped into the cradle.

02
Carmageddon

April 21, 1986, 5:22 PM
Rush hour. It was the crappiest part of Ethan Tannor�s day, besides staring at dead bodies. The dog tags hanging from the rearview mirror of his �67 Mustang clinked together as the car came to a skidding halt just shy of making a light for the millionth time.
�I hate traffic!� Ethan blurted out.
�Yes, I think you�ve mentioned that before.� The reply came from Arthur Hansen, Ethan�s best friend and assigned partner for the last seven years.
�Yeah, well you�re in no hurry to get anywhere these days, old man.�
The jibe was at odds with Art�s true appearance. The man was a beast, standing at an intimidating six foot six, three inches taller than Ethan. His frame resembled the physique of a Mr. Olympia, which only heightened his intimidating demeanor. His slick bald pate and thick mustache added to the effect. Art was the serious type who didn�t smile often, but when he did his whole face filled with the emotion. This wasn�t one of those times. He smirked at Ethan. �You know I�m not that old. Just wait until you hit fifty-one.�
�Whatever you say, gramps. By the way, how was the hip replacement surgery?�
Art looked up from his case file to face Ethan, affording a familiar view of his bent nose that was gnarled from a lifetime of breaks. It made him look more menacing than the craggy edges of his face already did. �Ha, ha, ha, very funny. I told you I slipped getting out of the shower. I only bruised the bone, and by the way it�s fine now.�
�I�m surprised your live-in nurse didn�t help you out of the chair in the bathtub. I�m a little ashamed of her.�
�She�s not a live-in nurse, Ethan, she is my wife.�
�So you were just preparing for the future by marrying an RN, huh?� Ethan laughed as he spoke. He couldn�t help it. The banter between them was what got him through the day, but it wasn�t his partner�s nature to fire off the first attack. It was always up to Ethan to get the ball rolling, and no matter what idiotic quip he came up with, Art always felt the need to set the record straight. Ethan knew that, sure as shit, a reply would be on its way. Art did not disappoint.
�Sure, that�s exactly what I was planning when we got married twenty-one years ago.�
Ethan grinned. �Well, you tell that live-in nurse � I mean, wife � of yours I miss her chicken curry.�
�Sure thing. Speaking of Mary, you want to go to the festival with us this weekend?� Art returned to the folder in his lap and began sifting through some of the pages.
�Is there an age requirement? I�m not sure I�ll be able to make it if I�m not part of the blue hair club.�
Art let out a huff and rolled his eyes at Ethan. �For the last time, I�m black. So even if I had hair, it wouldn�t be turning blue like those old white ladies who dump chemicals on their head.�
�I�m surprised you know so much on the subject.�
�Being married gives a guy the inside track on these things. You should try it sometime.�
�Nah, I don�t need a woman telling me what to do all the time � what to wear, what party I need to attend, and who we invite over for Sunday lunch. And deep down inside, I think you envy that.�
Art grunted out a half laugh and went back to his papers. �I envy your freedom, my friend, but not your loneliness.�
Maybe Art was right, but Ethan hadn�t been afforded the luxury of a female companion for a long time. �So how is her family doing back in California? You seem refreshed from the vacation,� Ethan said, dodging Art�s perceptive comment.
�Everyone�s good. We took the kids to a few amusement parks and museums while we were there. You know how they say Disneyland is the place of children�s dreams? What the brochure doesn�t tell you is that it�s an adult�s nightmare.�
�So I take it they enjoyed themselves?�
�Yeah, that, and other places too. Anthony really liked the La Brea Tar Pits. We learned a lot while we were there. One of the pits was very interesting; they call it Pit 91. They say thousands of years ago it was like a lake of tar covered in dust and dirt. Tons of fossils have been found there.�
�Huh.� The light switched to green and Ethan pressed the gas pedal, making a left turn.
�Also, as it turns out la brea is Spanish for �the tar�, so translated literally, The La Brea Tar Pits would be called �The The Tar Tar Pits�. Talk about redundancy.�
�Art, you truly have a wealth of knowledge.� Ethan shook his head, chuckling.
�Yep, but if my mind ever starts going, I give you full permission to help me check out.�
�I�ll keep that in mind, but on a side note, I�ve been doing some reading of my own lately regarding Theodore Roosevelt. You guys have a lot in common.�
Art glanced at him, curiosity piqued. Anything to learn another snippet of knowledge. �Really, like what?�
�Bad eyesight and the early 1900s.�
�Ethan, you�re always such an idiot.�
Art had a point. It was a silly jab, but Ethan couldn�t resist. �At least I�m consistent, but okay, I�ll be good.�
�Changing the subject, you need to stop driving this vehicle to work.� Art tapped his hand on the glove box. �It�s way too high profile.�
�It�s better than that old and busted sedan you drive.�
�My pops used to say, �A rubber wheel beats a rubber heel any day.��
There was no way to argue that logic, and it silenced Ethan from further comment.
Traffic was thickening up worse than before, and Ethan concentrated on the road. There was a lull in the conversation, and the low volume of Metallica�s �Fade to Black� album could be heard from the cassette deck.
A few moments passed and Art snapped the folder closed, his perusal of the files concluded. �So you think you�ll ever grow some balls and get a wife and start having kids?�
�No thank you, I�ll leave that old fogey business � like changing diapers � to the real men.�
Art laughed softly. �That was years ago. Sabrina�s sixteen now, and Anthony�s going to be eleven in October. She�s into all her friends and fashion now, and Tony�s glued to his video games. We just bought him one of those Nintendos for Christmas. All he ever talks about is Mario. You seen that thing yet? It was pretty pricey; I don�t know how I�m supposed to top that for his birthday.�
�I guess it has been a while since I was at your house,� Ethan said. �I think you should just get him a bike instead.�
�Well, it�ll be hard to pry him away from his games but I�ll talk to the wife. You have to agree, it�s really amazing what they�re doing with computers and technology nowadays. I mean, look at us; you may not remember it, but our job used to be all paper and now we�re moving up in the world. Though I�ve got to say, those black and green screens hurt my eyes. They need to fix that.�
�Art, you need to calm down. You�ll get your blood pressure up again. Plus I think it might be cataracts; you should have that checked out.� Ethan snickered at his bad joke.
Art wagged a finger at him. �Someday you�re going to be just like me � old and left behind by the times. I remember my own father telling me ��
A fizzle of static interrupted their banter and a dispatcher�s voice came over the CB radio, �All available units, we have a possible shot fired at 2752 Yorkshire Way.�
Art stared at Ethan. �Isn�t that �?�
All of the humor had left Ethan�s face. He grabbed the red light, slapped it on the roof of the car through the open window, and hauled ass to his uncle�s house.
[image: ]

03
Estate from New York

April 21, 1986, 5:56 PM
�He must have really blown his mind,� Detective Deacon Maznicki chuckled while everyone else surveyed the room. �What do you think was the last thing that went through his brain?� he said to no one in particular.
A random officer who had the misfortune of catching Deacon�s eye shrugged, gave him a look of distaste, and carried on with his business.
�A bullet.� Again Deacon laughed alone, his upper body heaving. The curly sprouts of hair on his chest came close to getting snared in his braided gold necklace. �And what is up with that God awful odor? It smells like his asshole yawned one too many times before he died. Am I right?�
A few scornful looks were thrown Deacon�s way, but no one responded. Before he could open his mouth again, a giant black hand clamped down and squeezed the nape of his neck, not to cause harm but to garner attention.
Deacon stiffened in surprise and jerked his head around. �Well, if it isn�t Arthur Hansen the MAN-sen. Say, have any more suspects hurt themselves during apprehension lately?� He made air quotes with his fingers as he said the word hurt.
�Not today.� Art leaned in close so that only Deacon could hear his bass-like voice. �But it�s early yet.�
Maznicki swallowed and took a safety step away from Arthur.
�How about you keep your disrespectful jokes down, Deac; his nephew�s here.� Art tipped his head to the side in a quick motion.
Deac shifted to get a look around Art�s bulk and saw Ethan Tannor standing by the bedroom door. �Man, c�mon,� he whined. �We all know Ethan ain�t a blood relative.�
�All the same, shut your damn hole for once.�
�I � uh ��
�Remember, it�s for your own health.� Art patted Deacon hard on the back of the neck, then walked back to Ethan�s side.
�Hey,� Deac called out to Art�s retreating form. �Are you still joining us at McSorley�s for drinks tonight?�
Art spun back to stare at the other man. He moved his eyes around the scene and finally back at Deacon, his expression saying, Look around and answer your own damn question.
Moments later, Art and Ethan stood with Sergeant Davis. They � mostly Art � were going over the young cop�s statement for a second time. It remained the same: after being dispatched to the location, Davis arrived to discover the homeowner, Tobias Keane, with a gunshot wound to the head. Davis had not needed to break into the property. The gate to the premises was open and the front door was unlocked, as if to make it easy for the first responders.
On the surface it was a run of the mill suicide, but this one had hit close to home and it felt like anything but ordinary. Notwithstanding Deacon�s earlier behavior, there was a pronounced seriousness among the team at work.
After Davis had given his second retelling of events, Art gave him permission to step away so the forensic team could continue examining the area.
Art placed a gloved hand on Ethan�s shoulder in a silent demonstration of support. He spoke, breaking Ethan�s five minute silence. �Hey big man, if you need to step outside and get some air, or remove yourself from the situation, everyone will understand. I�ll catch a ride home with one of the guys.�
Ethan wanted to brush Art�s hand away and absorb all of this in solitude. But seven years of partnership on the force was too much of a bond to allow him to treat the gesture with indifference. He knew Art was only trying to help. �I�ll be fine.� Ethan muttered, working hard to keep his voice steady.
He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and scanned the room. His gaze skittered around, touching on the desk in the corner, the books upon the shelves, the closet that held a false wall where his uncle�s safe was shielded, and finally once again the bed that held Tobias�s motionless body.
Ethan�s personal attachment struggled with his cop instincts. He wanted to turn away, to not look upon this another moment, but his intuition won out and forced his eyes to soak up the information in its entirety.
Tobias Keane�s body was frozen in a state fitted for a horror movie. His neck was in a painful looking position, knocked violently sideways by the gun blast. The left side of his head was an explosion of viscous, bloody matter, mixed with chunks of brain tissue. Thankfully, Tobias�s skull had lolled to the left, leaving the damaged side pressed against the mattress, mostly hidden from sight. The blood had already begun to congeal, and was probably caked to the bed; they were going to have a hell of a time separating Tobias�s scalp from the sheets. His right temple had a burn mark in the shape of a nearly complete circle that matched the muzzle of the .45 lying on the floor by the bed. A member of the forensics team crouched beside the weapon, camera in hand.
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Ethan would have never thought his adopted uncle was capable of something like this. The man had been in frail health as of late, but was that what really prompted this act? Had Tobias been coming down with something like Alzheimer�s or one of the other countless varieties of dementia? Had he been taking some kind of drug that affected his thinking? What was going through his mind before he pulled the trigger? The only thing that bore the answer to the question was the .45 caliber bullet that had been carried away by a forensic specialist, but even that wouldn�t be able to share its secret.
All of these thoughts and more tumbled through Ethan�s mind. It had been a while since he visited Uncle Tobias. Work had taken up most of his time these past couple years, so their latest get-togethers had been sparse and short. A sudden, painful, sense of regret filled him, but Ethan mentally shook himself. He couldn�t allow himself to play the �What If� game. He had to stay on point.
He continued to survey the activity around him: uniformed cops, forensics, and the coroner who was waiting on standby to remove the body after all the techs had worked their magic. Ethan had little doubt about the conclusion that would be reached. Suicide. Without question.
But why? The thought emerged again, unbidden.
Art remained by Ethan�s side, gazing about with pensive eyes. Finally, he looked over at Ethan, caught the other man�s gaze, and raised his brows in a silent question.
Ethan inclined his head, indicating that he was going to take Art�s advice and head outside. He made slowly for the door, his legs feeling like lead as he left the room. He was overdue for some fresh air.
As Ethan neared the front doorway, his eyes fell on the key holder attached to the wall and a thought took root. He glanced around to make sure he wasn�t spotted before removing the spare set of house keys from its hook. The old leather Pittsburg Steelers strap attached to the key ring reminded Ethan of happier times spent with Tobias, watching their favorite team play on lazy Sunday afternoons in front of the television.
He walked outside and made his way down the driveway toward the motorized gate that had been left open while crews moved in and out of the premises. A couple of uniforms stood next to the tape that had been draped across the opening and Ethan nodded to them as he slipped under the yellow barrier.
Almost the instant his foot made contact with the sidewalk beyond the gate, he was ambushed by a hoard of television crews.
�SIR, SIR, a statement about the deceased, please!� a random voice rang out from the horde of vultures.
Ethan moved forward, pushing cameras out of his face. The reporters pressed even closer, making it almost impossible for him to plow his way through the wave of bodies and machines.
�Please, people! Move it back. We need to cordon off this area as a possible crime scene. You have to step away.� His patience was at the breaking point. If he didn�t extricate himself from this crowd, he might be hauled away in the back of a police cruiser.
As he passed by the trash cans at the curb of his uncle�s house, Ethan stopped and hollered back to one of the officers by the gate. �Can we get some tape around these?� He pointed to the two large green bins. �There could be evidence in there.�
The officer bent his head in acknowledgement, moving away to grab the tape. Ethan watched him go and a strange feeling ran through his gut, twisting it into knots. Before he was able to focus on the cause, another voice spoke out from the mob, �So it was a murder then?� This was followed by, �Are there any suspects?�
Ethan silently chastised himself for the unintentional slip, which had merely been a reflection of his reluctance to accept the obvious. Still, something wasn�t right and his subconscious stirred again. �I didn�t say that,� he insisted. �But what I am saying is step back behind the line I�m about to make, or you�ll be doing your reporting in a cell.�
It was clear the multitude of people didn�t like their options, but they heeded his words and moved back with little complaint. Ethan hated this part of his job. Yes, reporters had the right to deliver the news, but for God�s sake, why did they only savor the bad stuff?
This was one of the reasons Ethan didn�t watch much news anymore. Stories that had happy endings came last, and that particular coverage was rare. Death, destruction, chaos: these accounts were highlighted all the way to the living rooms of citizens across the nation. The implementation of twenty-four hour news coverage a few years ago resulted in negative headlines receiving days of exposure so that all kinds of scandalous stories were rehashed incessantly. The consequence of such coverage was a disgusting bastardization of the press.
Pushing the rest of his way through the gathering of people, Ethan saw the Parkers, Tobias�s closest neighbors. Percy Parker stood with his wife and a young man of at least seventeen. Then it dawned on Ethan that the young man was their son. Had it really been that long since he�d seen them? The last he remembered, young Stephen was just a kid dribbling a basketball down the street.
Time passes too quickly. A surge of anguish hit him like a blow to the gut. He didn�t bother heading in the Parker�s direction; they were busy listening to the reporters deliver the news of Tobias Keane�s death to the world.
Ethan dropped the nice family from his thoughts and separated himself from the throng, his body language a clear deterrent against any reporter who might have wanted to follow him with more queries. He rounded the corner, undisturbed.
Finally alone, Ethan stood on the sidewalk, head bent down as if studying the cracks in the concrete. He remained that way for a long time as the endless questions without answers conquered his mind.
April 21, 1986, 10:52 PM
Almost five hours later, the last of the police were leaving. Ethan was still outside, now standing just beyond the property gate and looking at the house he�d called home for three years of his life.
He squinted up at the night sky. It had been such a bright and glorious day, but ruined by such tragic news. He felt like praying for rain so that others could share his grief, but that would have been selfish.
The storm clouds are only over me tonight.
Dismissed was the reality that countless others did fill his shoes today and every day. How many wives had just become widows? How many women died during labor, giving birth to motherless children? Who had just lost a parent to the ravages of time? None of that crossed Ethan�s mind; he was lost in his own moment of sorrow.
At the opposite curb sat a squad car, no doubt positioned there by Jacob Fredericks, Ethan�s captain, to serve as a lookout. It wasn�t every day that a member of high society was found dead; Fredericks would probably have units trade off watching the house to ward off looters.
The camera crews and reporters that had been hovering for hours must have finally gotten their fill of the bad news because their crowd was thinning out as the remnants wrapped it up for the night.
Weary from the news the day had brought him, Ethan stepped from the curb and walked across Yorkshire Way to his Mustang.
Just the sight of the vehicle flooded him with memories. Tobias and he had spent a year and most of a summer rebuilding it after the fateful accident that took his parents away all those years ago. The car was now one of his prized possessions, despite its sad history.
Ethan opened the door and slid into the bucket seat. He spared another glance at his uncle�s house, and a swell of emotion hit him again. He sucked in a ragged breath, resting his head against the steering wheel, fighting back the grief.
After a few moments, he sat back and angrily brushed a hand over moist eyes. He felt the need to head home and kill the pain before it overwhelmed him. Ethan cranked the car and pulled away from the curb, waving lazily to the on watch patrol unit as he drove off.

04
Whiskey Business

April 21, 1986, 10:58 PM
Ethan headed back into the city, detached from his surroundings. He was so oblivious that he failed to regard the vehicles around him, the speed limit, and he idled the car at more than four green lights. He eventually made it home to The Elysium Terrace, pulled into the underground garage of the upscale building, and parked in his space without incident.
Normally he took the elevator to his floor, but this time Ethan opted for the stairs to release his built up tension from the day.
He went to the main lobby to grab his mail and saw Donald Yeats, the lobby receptionist, tucked behind the front desk reading a book. Don was an interesting man; he dressed like a Bee Gee and brimmed with constant energy, as if the soundtrack to Saturday Night Fever was on perpetual replay in his brain. The man seemed clueless that the 70s had passed by several years ago.
Ethan usually enjoyed his daily chit-chats with Disco Donnie, but tonight he wasn�t in the mood. He made a hurried escape to the staircase and took the seven flight trip up two steps at a time.
Upon opening the door to his condo, Ethan discarded his mail and newspapers on a table by the entrance, and went straight for his liquor cabinet in the kitchen. He pulled down a bottle of Maker�s Mark, and got a glass from the cupboard. He pushed on the ice cube dispenser for what felt like forever before he resigned himself to the fact that waiting another ten seconds would cause thirty cubes to drop all at once.
Irritated, he opened the freezer door and battled with an armful of backlogged cubes before they fell out. Cursing, he pushed back on the door again, banging it against the counter as it over extended on its hinges. He snatched a few loose cubes from the ice box and dropped them into his glass. After twisting off the waxed cap, he upended the bottle and splashed out three fingers of the strong liquor. He decided on an extra finger for good measure.
As Ethan turned away from the liquor cabinet, his shoe bumped into a piece of ice. It skittered along the floor and under the stove. He looked down, saw the scattering of cubes, and left the kitchen. Screw it. The mess could wait until tomorrow.
Ethan pulled his firearm from its holster, his badge from his belt, and placed them in a wooden serving dish atop the table. He walked across the living room and sat down in his reading chair, staring out at the cityscape. It was normally a breathtaking view, but tonight he looked at it with dead eyes. The sound of muffled gunshots floated up from the streets below. He frowned and looked down into the rolling current of his whiskey and the ice cubes floating like large buoys. As his day was coming to an end, other officers and detectives would be beginning theirs.
His gaze swept over the room. What was it all worth in the end? What was the meaning to life? It seemed like no matter how hard he tried to help end the violence, it would just spring up elsewhere. He thought of Art, just over thirty years on the force, and the stories he told from his time in service before joining up with Ethan. It didn�t seem like things had been any better, even back then. How could you keep your soul fighting against such odds?
He looked away from the possessions he�d accumulated over the years and began to think about how he got here. Despite Ethan�s posh address, he couldn�t have been able to afford a place like this on his own. Uncle Tobias had purchased it for him after he left the Army. Now he�d never get a chance to repay the debt, like they�d agreed.
The blinking light on his answering machine by the bookshelf caught Ethan�s eye. He craned his neck to read the display. There were two unheard messages. He didn�t feel like listening to any sympathy calls now. In fact, he didn�t give two shits about anything at the moment. He just wanted time to himself so he could forget this day. After two or three more drinks he�d call it a night and hope tomorrow carried better news to his front door.
[image: ]
He stood up, plucked the phone from its cradle and laid it on the table. No more incoming calls for tonight. He could hear sirens in the distance as he took another swig of whiskey. Just a normal night in the city. Crime didn�t rest in this town. It never would.
Ethan pressed the chilled glass against his forehead and closed his eyes. The coolness helped ease some of the tension in his head. The next several days would take a lot out of him in more ways than just dealing with the emotional loss of what had happened. Tobias didn�t have any other family, so that left Ethan to handle the funeral arrangements and estate settlement. It was going to be a nightmare.
He brought the glass to his mouth and threw back the drink, grimacing at the liquid burn, but loving the feel of it hitting his stomach. The warmth that spread signaled the beginning of temporary relief.

05
The Boss Man Always Rings Twice

April 22, 1986, 7:39 AM
The harsh jangle of the bedroom phone jerked Ethan awake with a start. The empty glass sitting on the bedside table next to the set of keys with the Steelers emblem brought yesterday�s events into sharp focus. It wasn�t a dream � and why is that damn thing ringing?
He let the thought go; he�d gotten pretty drunk last night and must have put the living room phone back on its hook at some point before crashing out. The answering machine could get it. He didn�t feel like talking right now anyway. The ringing shrillness died down only to sound up again. Whoever was on the other end would keep at it until he picked up. Groaning, Ethan fumbled for the receiver.
�Yeah,� he managed, barely getting his raspy throat to work.
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�Ethan.� The gruff voice belonged to his boss, Fredericks.
�Hey,� he mumbled.
�First off, my condolences for your loss,� Fredericks said with uncharacteristic softness. �I know it�s tough, but I wanted to tell you everyone at the station is working hard to get this taken care of. So just take it easy and don�t worry about a thing � I�ve already put you on bereavement, until you say otherwise.�
�No, I�m okay. I�ll be heading in soon.� Ethan�s voice was starting to come around. He also noticed he was still in his work clothes.
�Jesus, are you serious? If I were you, I�d have drowned myself in the Devil�s juice last night!�
�What makes you think I didn�t?� Ethan snapped.
�No offense intended, Ethan,� Fredericks� gravelly voice deepened. �I�m just saying � I figured you wouldn�t be up to working on this. You know what the evidence supports. For us, it�s an open and shut case, so it�s not like we need you here for moral support, if you know what I mean.�
�I know what you mean, Captain.� Ethan picked up Uncle Tobias�s keychain, rubbing a thumb gently across the emblem. �I just want to be kept in the loop � on everything.� It wasn�t until after he said the words that he realized they sounded more like a demand than a request, but Ethan didn�t care.
�I�m not liking your newfound tone with me, detective,� Fredericks said, as though Ethan�s title could be stripped from him at any moment. �Everybody�s lost someone along the way; just because you think you live in a wake of death doesn�t mean you�ve cornered the market on sorrow.�
�I�ll send a card with an apology, or we can hold hands and go to therapy later.� Ethan dropped the keys back on the bedside table. They clanked against the empty glass.
�Watch it Ethan � or so help me, your bereavement could become a suspension. It won�t look good on my record or in your file, but I�ll do what it takes to keep my department under control.�
�Well, it looks like someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed at the old folk�s home this morning.�
Fredericks� breathing grew heavy. The man was near seventy years and possessed a deadly combination of quick temper and high blood pressure. Ethan knew his own short fuse this morning was only making matters worse. This was not the time to make an old folks jibe. He decided to switch gears � maybe it was the headache or the latest episode of Donahue he�d seen � and went with appeasement.
�Look, Cap � I�m just asking to be kept informed. I�m not sure why that�s a problem.�
�I don�t have a problem keeping you apprised of information, Tannor,� Fredericks said. �But I do have a problem with an armed detective who may or may not be of sound and stable mind hitting the streets.� His voice escalated as he spoke. �So it would be in your best interest if you took a few days to let things simmer down.�
�Sounds like a threat, Captain.�
�What the fuck makes you think it wasn�t? Take two days!� Fredericks bellowed.
The line buzzed in Ethan�s ear. So much for appeasement.
�That went well,� Ethan grumbled as he slid his feet out of bed. He sat for a moment with his hands pressed deep into his eye sockets trying to push the migraine away. �Take two days,� Fredericks had said. He�d take two Tylenol instead.
He stood up, stretching to his full height of six feet three inches, and blew out a long-awaited exhalation. Maybe if he�d had a chance to do that before Fredericks called, the discussion would have gone better. He scratched his head, raked his fingers through his hair, and then shuffled to the bathroom like his joints were filled with setting cement. He set about ending the horrible account of morning breath that last night�s whiskey had caused and then stripped for a shower.
Later, he downed three cups of coffee while skimming through the paper and catching a few snippets of news on TV. Top coverage consisted of another bill under debate in Congress and some miracle pill getting ready to hit the market. He switched off the television when coverage of his uncle�s death came up.
This was no time for idle hands. He would take these two days to start looking into his uncle�s death. Why would Tobias do that to himself? He always seemed so capable in life, and health-wise, he�d generally taken care of himself.
The image of Tobias�s pale, emaciated body surfaced in Ethan�s mind. He�d never remembered his uncle looking so ill. Yeah, Tobias was dead at the time, but that wasn�t it. Not only had there been an unusual pallor to the skin, but the body�s muscle mass and density was near nothing, the eye sockets abnormally sunken in above dark circles of flesh. Tobias�s hair had thinned dramatically since Ethan had seen him last, and his scraggily beard was � well, more unkempt than usual. It seemed Tobias had eliminated all normal grooming routines from his day. What had happened to cause the sudden degradation in health?
Ethan walked over to the large window that displayed the cityscape in all its glory � the sun gleaming against thousands of skyscraper windows. The vista was breathtaking from this height, but once you got down to street level it was a different. Every speck of grime and trash was evident, the gang symbols spray painted against any flat surface made it known that unruly people were running the place, and around every corner predators waited for an opportunity to pounce.
Someday, Ethan hoped, this city would be different; he prayed it would happen in his lifetime. Turning from the window, he looked at the phone and answering machine in the corner. The light was still blinking, reminding him of the two messages that had yet to be played.
Just play and delete. No sense putting it off any longer. He moved to the machine and pressed the button with the triangle emblem. The tape rewound itself with a high-pitched whine and stopped as it came to the last message that was left. There was silence for a couple of dragging seconds, and then Art�s voice came through:
�Hey buddy � I know today was a rough one. I just wanted to check in. If you need anything, give me a buzz; Mary�s offering the spare bedroom if you�d like some company. You can stay as long as you want. Fredericks is working us hard so this gets wrapped up quick. I asked Marek Bagowski for a rush job on the ballistics and blood work, so maybe we�ll hear something soon. I�m pulling an all-nighter; if you need to get in touch, I�ll be at the station. Don�t hesitate to call. Anyway � I know I�m rambling. Take care of yourself, brother.�
Ethan couldn�t help but notice that Arthur had called him brother. It was true, over the years they�d developed a comfortable rapport, almost like siblings. It was nice to know he wasn�t totally alone; that Art had his back meant more than Ethan could express.
The sound of static signaled the end of Art�s message. Ethan pressed rewind until the tape stopped at the beginning of the reel. It took a while for the recording to play, and he started to think the caller had hung up once they�d heard the greeting. He started to turn off the machine, but stopped when a crackling sound burst out, as if whoever had been on the phone dropped the receiver and was struggling to get it back into position. Ethan heard labored breathing and then a recognizable voice broke through the silence:
�Ethan � it�s Tobias. I know this isn�t the way you would have preferred to hear this, but � I�m very sick � and I won�t get better.�
A pause while Tobias caught his breath, then:
�So I�m going to deal with it now, rather than endure the end. But first, I need to tell you some things. And when this message is over, erase it immediately.�
Tobias�s voice had grown stronger as he uttered the last sentence. Tell me what? Ethan waited. A lengthy space of tape played static. He shrugged and reached forward once more to stop the tape, thinking he�d heard the last of his uncle�s goodbyes. His finger brushed the erase button, but a wet cough erupted from the speaker, and he stilled. Tobias�s croaky voice sounded again:
�Check the safe � I�ve changed the combination to your birthday. Look into the old case file, and keep my journal close at hand. You�ll have many questions. Some of them will be answered; most won�t. You�ll come across an important name: Ben Wallace. Don�t bother searching for him, he�ll probably find you.�
Another fit of coughing came through the machine. Ethan stood frozen in expectation, eyes wide and darting from side to side, ears straining to hear whatever his uncle had to say next. Then it filtered out into the air; Tobias was speaking, but not to him:
�What are you doing here?�
Ethan waited for more, but this time nothing came. The tape stopped with a loud click.
Wait � what? His breathing quickened as he rewound the tape and listened again. Yes, he�d heard right. Someone had been in the house with Tobias. Perhaps his uncle had been on the verge of suicide, but that didn�t mean he�d gone through with it.
I knew it � Tobias didn�t kill himself; he was murdered. Ethan�s hands were shaking now, his heart thundering like a jackhammer.
Then a new revelation dawned on him. Whoever had been there � if they�d been listening long enough � would have heard about the safe. The contents Tobias was talking about might already be gone. Those items sounded extremely important to his uncle. He had to get them. Or at least see if they were gone.
Ethan punched the erase button, turning to leave the room as the machine began to cycle back and remove the messages. He snatched his uncle�s spare keys from the bedside table with such haste that the Steelers emblem scraped a jagged line on its surface.
In seconds, he was in the hallway outside the condo and sprinting for the stairs. He didn�t even bother to lock up. If Ethan hadn�t been in such a frenzy to leave, he might have noticed the dried blood on the outside knob of his door.

06
Dirty Larry

April 22, 1986, 8:51 AM
�Seven letter word for rotten that ends with �D�. Geez, It could be anything.� Officer Stan Bailey stared at the crossword puzzle, clueless. He�d never been very good at these things. It�s not that he wasn�t a smart guy, but sometimes he just couldn�t see the sense in the questions. His wife rarely came across one that stumped her, filling out the solutions in just a handful of minutes.
Stan checked his watch; it was almost nine in the morning. In a little more than two hours his relief would show up, and it couldn�t happen soon enough. He was past ready to leave this current post of just sitting like a lump on Yorkshire Way. He looked up at the massive frame. A ten foot high wall surrounded the house, the brick pattern interrupted only by a motorized gate for the entrance. These people had some serious dough!
It had been a pretty quiet night but also a long one. His instructions were to not leave the premises for any reason, so he�d had to recruit one of his buddies to drop off some breakfast and the newspaper early this morning. As per usual with crime scenes, no one was allowed in without proper clearance.
Stan looked back at the puzzle and began talking to himself. �Okay, donkey has to be right so the �D� is correct. Tainted, spoiled, decayed � bah!� He crumpled up the paper and tossed it in the floorboard of the passenger side seat.
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Officer Bailey was beyond bored and restless, so he turned on the radio to listen to the morning news. Maybe something interesting was happening in the world. As the top of the hour intro sounded, he turned back to the house and saw a homeless man limping in its direction. The vagrant stopped at the trashcans that were sitting curbside and pushed away the yellow tape to rifle through the bins.
�What the hell �� Stan shut off the radio, pulled the keys from the ignition, and opened the door of the squad car. He got out and approached the man. �Excuse me sir, you can�t go through those.�
Startled, the old man weaved unsteadily on his feet as he looked up, then went back to rifling through the containers while he spoke. �Why not sonny? Seems like no one else has a need for this stuff, that�s why they gone and thrown it out, in�nit?�
The smell of stale beer, hard liquor, and rotten breath from a mouth that apparently hadn�t seen a toothbrush this side of the decade assaulted Stan�s nose like a Mack truck. He backed away from the onslaught of unpleasant aromas.
�You�re going to have to move it along, buddy. We can�t have any dumpster diving here. There�s a police investigation underway and they may come back for those trashcans.�
The scraggly man made a noise of protest, then pleaded, �Awwwww c�mon man, jus� let me take the glass bottles and cans and at least I can get some food in me �fore noon.�
�If it were any other day, I�d cut you a break. But today you need to shove off and look elsewhere.�
Stan felt bad for the man, he really did, but two things were certain: one, the pungent scavenger had to leave, and two, it was not going to be in handcuffs in the backseat of Stan�s patrol unit.
In one of his early days on the force he�d wrestled a homeless man down, and the stink took forever to come off. He�d showered twice in a row after the scuffle and used almost a whole bar of Irish Spring before he finally felt clean. In the end his mission was accomplished, but Stan could swear to God he smelled like shamrocks for a week.
�I tell you what,� Stan continued, still keeping a little distance from the old fellow. �I�ll give you ten bucks and you can go get yourself some food.�
Stan thought he saw a twinkle in the man�s cloudy eyes and then it faded just as quickly as it had appeared. �Make it twenty!� he crowed through rotten and missing teeth.
Stan hesitated before getting his wallet and pulling out a twenty dollar bill. He held it out to the vagrant, who snatched it up and limped away.
�What a shyster!� Stan muttered as he marched back to his car. He gave himself a quick sniff just to be sure none of the stink had stuck from his close proximity to the old codger. This shift had been non-eventful until now, but that wasn�t the kind of break in the flow he was looking for. Especially one that set him back twenty dollars.
He climbed behind the wheel of his patrol unit again, stared through the windshield for several seconds, then leaned forward and grabbed the crumpled newspaper from the floorboard. He looked at the now wrinkled page and puffed out a breath. �Okay � so � seven letter word for rotten that ends with �D�.�

07
Over the Ledge

April 22, 1986, 8:57 AM
As Ethan expected, the cop took the bait to make sure the scene remained intact. Ethan had given the bum fifty bucks for a breakfast meal, and in exchange the raggedy man performed with excellence as he spun a yarn right through his teeth � or tooth, in the old geezer�s case. Although Ethan�s billfold was a little lighter, he was satisfied with the result.
Watching the bum dig through Tobias�s trash cans renewed his feeling from last night. He was now more convinced than ever that Tobias had been murdered. Why would a man hell-bent on killing himself take the trash out? The answer was simple � he wouldn�t.
The distraction allowed Ethan to climb the giant oak just outside the large brick wall of his uncle�s estate. He scaled the tree, barely hearing the dialogue between the homeless man and the officer, despite the quietness of the morning. Then he jumped the distance between the tree and the ledge, took hold of the wall�s brickwork and slid down the side, landing with a quiet thump on the soft grass. The easy part was over � getting out later would prove more difficult. His uncle�s property wasn�t lined with trees inside the wall, so it would take some creative thinking. But he�d worry about that later.
Ethan headed along the edge of the estate, aiming for the back door. As he trotted up the marble steps of the terrace, he pulled out a pair of latex gloves and put them on. It was more out of habit than anything else; his prints were already all over the place, carryovers from earlier visits.
He used Tobias�s keys to unlock the upper and lower bolts on the heavy door. He pushed it open and bent down to slip under the tape covering the entryway.
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Ethan headed upstairs, straight to his uncle�s room via the long corridor that ran through the house, passing by guest rooms along the way. He hoped Tobias�s safe hadn�t been discovered or disturbed by the forensics team. The door to the room at the end of the hallway had been left ajar � something that never happened when his uncle was alive.
Visitors were rarely allowed to enter here, including Ethan. A memory emerged, from when he was just a kid. His parents had stopped by to visit Tobias one afternoon. In a moment of boredom and curiosity, Ethan wandered alone through the house, exploring. Tobias caught him in the bedroom and gave him a severe scolding. It was the first time he�d ever seen the hidden panel in his uncle�s closet removed, with the safe behind it in full view.
As Ethan crossed the room he couldn�t help but notice the bullet hole in the wall before he entered the closet. The sight of that hole was like a punch in the gut, but he shook it off. There was no time for that. He moved to the closet�s far wall where he knew the safe was and gave a soft knock on the wood, hoping to hear a hollow sound that would pinpoint the void behind it.
It had been ages since he�d seen the closet, but it still looked the same. How was he going to open the false wall? There were no handholds, knobs, or even buttons that he could see to release it from its latch. Then Ethan saw a switch. BINGO, this might do it.
He flipped the switch, and the overhead bulb popped on above his head. Son of a bitch, of course it�s just a light switch. He felt stupid for thinking it would be so simple.
Ethan began removing shoes from their shelves, looking and feeling in every crevice. He pushed dusty old hanging clothes aside, scanning the area for some type of switch or knob. When he finally stopped to glance at his watch, Ethan saw it was coming up on a half hour since he�d gone over the property ledge; he was no closer to gaining access to the safe. Perhaps he should start tearing the closet wall down. But no, that would just create complication when the cleanup team showed up and noticed the closet had been trashed.
Turning around, he faced the wall again and rested a hand against the wood paneling. He stared down at the carpeting along the floor�s edge against the wall, as though it would give him the answer he needed. There were a few speckles of what looked like dried blood on the floor. Ethan frowned. How did blood get all the way over here? Maybe Tobias hadn�t noticed he�d coughed up some, or maybe he just hadn�t cared. He wondered if forensics had taken a sample. But it wasn�t worth dwelling on just now, and he didn�t like the mental picture of his uncle coughing blood. Ethan let the thought go and refocused on figuring out how to get to the safe.
There were evident markings on the rug where the wall had been opened and closed repeatedly over time. His frustration mounted. He was so close to the safe, but it was still far beyond reach. Face it, Ethan, last night�s bender has seriously screwed with your skills of detection. He had to leave.
He pushed away from the wall and heard a faint click as the paneling eased closer toward him. Well, hell � was it really that easy the whole time? No nodes, no levers, no switches � he didn�t even have to do seven Hail Marys to gain access. The simplicity of the disguise added to its effectiveness. Tobias, you wily old fart.
Anticipation rising in his chest, Ethan gripped the edge of the wood paneled wall, opening it to reveal the large cast-iron safe inside.

08
A Beautiful Find

April 22, 1986, 9:39 AM
The contents from Tobias�s safe lay scattered on the corner desk. Only a few minutes had passed since Ethan dumped the items on his uncle�s desk and began his perusal. Confusion mounted as Ethan sifted through the pile.
There were old newspaper clippings, a faded journal, a half dozen passports bound with a thick rubber band, a dusty old book with a decorative cover, loose tattered pages and a small stack of fifty dollar bills. The earlier lightness of his wallet was immediately forgotten.
There was also a strange and expensive looking watch, the likes of which Ethan wouldn�t have seen on his wrist courtesy of his own coin anytime soon. He examined it in awe, guessing that the timepiece might be worth six months rent at his own upper-end apartment. Four nodes stood out � two on each side of the watch face. The watch itself looked immaculate, but only the top left button seemed to have any functionality. When pressed, a blue light illuminated just above the �12� position on the metal surface. He pressed again and the display lit up with the word �LOCKED� in crisp and bold white digital letters. Clicking the other three buttons resulted in nothing.
Rotating the watch around, he noticed four identical hooks set inside the metal at each of the corners. The barbs looked like they could cause serious damage to the skin if they popped out. With a delicate touch, Ethan gave the watch some more clicks in different combinations, but his efforts yielded nothing. He abandoned his attempt to unlock the mechanism by pressing the first button one last time. The blue glow of the light faded out, although his curiosity was far from extinguished.
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He turned to the newspaper clippings. They seemed useless, but for reasons unknown his uncle had saved these particular sections, preserving them between clear sheets of plastic. One of the clippings was a front page headlined in big bold letters: �TOLL RISES TO 136 IN COLLISION OF PLANES OVER NEW YORK CITY�.
Then he saw another clipping and frowned. It read: �CAR CRASH KILLS TWO�. Obviously his uncle had also been troubled deeply by the passing of Ethan�s own parents and had saved the article about the car accident that took their lives. It struck Ethan then that he�d done the same thing. He hadn�t thought about it for years now, but when he was in the hospital he�d asked for � and kept � the newspaper report on his parents� deaths. Coincidentally, it had been this same article. For some reason, that realization gave him a strange feeling.
Ethan pushed away the sad memory and picked up the book with the decorative green cover. The title from its binding read: The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam. The spine creaked as old glue protested against the strain, and he took care to be gentle with the pages. He read a few quick passages, but they seemed to be nothing more than the ramblings of a Middle Eastern mystic, prophet, or philosopher. The book appeared to be of no consequence, but his uncle must have had some compelling reason to place it in his hidden safe. Why? Ethan had no answer to this question and just shook his head in frustration before putting The Rub�iy�t back into the brown file folder, careful not to mar the cover.
The next item of interest was the faded and worn leather journal which appeared to have garnered plenty of use during its lifetime. The twine that was wrapped around the book to fasten it closed had dry rotted with age. He gingerly pried it loose and opened the pages. They were yellowed and required careful handling. He skimmed through the first entry:
Adelaide, Australia � March 1945,
I feel like I barely survived the trip to this place. It�s a completely different world here � things move at a much slower pace. I must have been crazy to take this assignment.
I hope to complete my mission so I can get back to the States and find my family.

Ethan perused the journal for a moment longer before moving on to the other documents splayed out on the desktop.
A sudden ringing split the air and he flinched, then realized it was just the phone. He shouldn�t answer; it wouldn�t be good for his presence to be known here. The telephone wailed several times and he lost count. Finally, the noise died down, and he went back to the contents sitting on the desk.
Before he�d even found where he left off, the phone blared again. He tried to ignore the intrusion as he returned to the items in front of him, but when the phone kept ringing and ringing, it dawned on him that he�d already breached the scene for more than forty-five minutes. He had to leave soon before the police or detectives came back and recognized his vehicle parked on one of the side streets several blocks over.
With haste, he shuffled the papers together and slid them back into the dark brown folder, then put the watch in his pocket and tucked the folder inside his coat. He started to leave the room, but stopped and reversed course to close the safe door and push the false wall back into place. Then he moved down the long corridor, descended the stairs, and ducked under the tape once again.
Ethan could still hear the phone as he pulled the door closed and headed down the steps, making his way to the perimeter of the property. He edged along the wall to look through the slats in the gate and saw the police officer still monitoring the front entrance.
This was going to be difficult. There was no way to scale the wall without the aid of a tree this time. The bushes lining the wall weren�t nearly bulky enough to elevate him to the top. Mentally berating himself for not planning this out better, Ethan retraced the fifty yards he�d just come. He climbed back up the steps to the rear entrance, entered the house again and opened the panel on the wall by the door jam. Behind the panel was a button marked �SET�. He pressed it and a red light pulsed on and off. The burglar alarm was now active. And that damn phone was still going at it.
For a fourth time, Ethan played limbo, crossing beneath the tape barricade. He pulled the door behind him, but left it ajar just a crack. When the alarm sounded it would engage the automatic gate out front. Ethan was counting on the gate�s inexplicable movement, along with the blaring noise emanating from the mansion, being enough to prompt the patrol unit outside to come up the driveway. The bushes may not be able to get him over the barrier, but they would provide excellent cover as he made his exit through the gate while the cop was occupied. He was getting pretty good at this whole �create a diversion� thing.
Roughly fifteen seconds after Ethan crouched behind a shrub, the alarm tripped, its screech rousing a flock of birds from the surrounding trees. The gate mechanism initiated with the turning of gears, and the iron fence began to open with shaking hesitance, making its thirty foot trek along the rails.
THOOOOMP, THOOOMP, THOOOMP
What was that noise? At first, it was barely audible over the ear piercing din from the security system. But in between the alarm�s waxing and waning blares Ethan could tell that � whatever the source � it was getting closer.
THOOOOMP, THOOOMP, THOOOMP
Ethan was unable to discern where the loud rhythmic pulse was coming from, but it was quickly making its presence known, in competition with the wail of the alarm. He didn�t know which fracas was louder, but his heart seemed to join the fray and was racing now, the impulse for fight or flight stirring to life.
THOOOOMP, THOOOMP, THOOOMP
* * *
Outside 2752 Yorkshire Way, Officer Bailey�s wish for action was about to be granted. A high-pitched wail coming from the house pulled him away from the crossword. Then something moved in the periphery of his vision and he looked over to notice the large entrance gate to the mansion was creeping open.
��the hell?
He cranked the engine and slammed his foot on the accelerator. The wheels let out an earsplitting whine as they burned against the asphalt, rocketing the vehicle away from the sidewalk. The car tore through the tape at the gate and careened up the driveway. Stan smashed his foot down on the brake pedal, and the car skidded to a halt. He swung open the door, inertia propelling it to full extension, and slid out.
Using the car as a barrier, Stan withdrew his firearm and aimed at the front of the mansion. There was no need to call in for backup � the alarm had already dialed out on an emergency line and he knew the dispatchers would do the rest. All he had to do was keep the area secured until more officers arrived.
�Come out with your hands up!� Stan bellowed, straining his voice to be heard over the scream of the siren. He could barely hear himself; there wasn�t any way someone inside would. Then he heard a different sound � a powerful, vibrating rhythm that created a vacuum effect on his eardrums.
THOOOOMP, THOOOMP, THOOOMP
Bailey adjusted his gaze upward, but he couldn�t believe what he was seeing: two attack helicopters emerged over the trees and hovered directly above him before he�d fully processed what happened. The question in his mind � Where the hell did that come from?�� came and went unanswered. He switched his target from the door of the mansion to the first chopper that now had four fully armed tactical commandos rappelling down thick ropes.
Each descending figure was clad in full black � fatigues, helmets, gloves, and masks covering their faces. Rifles were slung around their torsos, sidearms attached to their hips and ammo clips dangled from their uniforms. They also wore armored plates that shielded their vital organs, and ribbed, thick fabric covered their limbs.
Whoever these guys were, they�d come for serious business; Stan�s presence and squad car didn�t give them pause. He quickly decided they weren�t friendlies and plugged two rounds into the closest commando just as boots hit the ground.
Both shots landed cleanly in the man�s chest and he started to fall. Stan shifted to the next target before he realized too late that the first man had recovered his footing and was raising his black rifle. Several rounds sounded off in rapid succession and made contact with Stan�s body. He jerked violently from the impact of the bullets, then collapsed to the pavement with a muffled thud. His vision flashed an explosive bright and the last thing he saw was Death � a silver skull grinning down at him � before everything went dark.
* * *
Ethan had just begun to make his departure through the gate as the squad car came rushing in, when he saw the two helicopters dropping off what looked like a small infantry unit. His instinct had been slowed by the shock of what was happening, but now it kicked in. He reached inside his coat to pull out his weapon but only grabbed air. Fuck! In his haste to leave the condo this morning, he�d forgotten his firearm.
Two shots rang out. It was remarkable he could even hear them from this distance, over the noise of the house alarm and the helicopter�s spinning blades. He noticed one of the troopers who had just touched down stumble backward. Ethan wanted to do something, but what these guys were armed with could tear him apart in seconds. As this thought flashed though his brain, he heard a flurry of gunfire � different from the first two shots � and saw the cop�s body crash to the ground, crumpled and unmoving.
He had no choice but to get out now, before he got caught up in the hail of bullets. Nothing could be done for the young officer.
There was a sudden, loud screech from across the road as tires burned into asphalt and Ethan jumped, startled by the sound. I�m dead next. His heart skipped in a frenzy to regain normal rhythm and he turned toward the direction of the noise. A car was peeling out from the curb, skidding as it went, but heading away from him. A black, mechanical looking device was tossed from the window and shattered into pieces on the street. Just some lunatic driver, thank God � or someone scared shitless.
No longer concerned with the litterbug, Ethan�s thoughts returned to the immediate situation. Whatever or whoever these guys were after, he hoped it wasn�t him. He couldn�t think of any reason these people would be in pursuit of a measly New York detective like him. It wasn�t like he was connected to anything of importance �
Then he felt the weight of the folder beneath his jacket and realized with dread that he was gravely mistaken. He didn�t know what secret was hidden in those files, but now there was nothing that would stop him from looking into the mystery of his uncle�s work � and death.
He slipped around the edge of the wall, moving swiftly away from the mansion and the men in black.
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The Dirty Half Dozen

April 22, 1986, 9:56 AM
�Name�s Bailey, he�s just a beat cop,� one of the troopers said to his commander as he dropped the fallen officer�s wallet and identification card on top of his unmoving body.
�Pulse?� Lieutenant Jackman asked without looking at the younger sergeant, focused instead on their immediate surroundings.
�He�s alive, but unconscious. All impact sites pose no fatality threat.� The junior commando paused. �I had to take the shot, sir,� he said with regret, clearly hoping that he hadn�t disappointed his leader.
�Understood and approve, Hex � although using no gunfire would have been preferred. If we�d gone into this mission hot, he would have been a casualty. Count your blessings he didn�t shoot you in the face.�
Jackman removed his headgear and continued to scan the area, then gave his next directive over the COM unit with all the demeanor of a seasoned veteran. �Has the prime target been located?�
�He�s gone sir; for how long, we can�t say,� came the recognizable voice of Tinman, Jackman�s second in command. �Thermal scans are negative for the area, but I think there�s something you should see in the bedroom, L-T.�
Lieutenant Jackman headed up the steps in quick form, noting the torn crime scene tape on the ground. He strode into the main hallway, up the staircase, and peered down the corridor. At the far end, Tinman stood at a doorway waving him down. When Jackman entered, he visually registered the physical evidence that a death had taken place. That explained the tape he�d just seen. Adjacent to the bed was a small closet with a false paneled wall that had been opened, and a cast iron safe within that was empty.
�You found it like this?� Jackman asked, aiming his question at Worm, who stood inside the closet holding a thermal scanner against his shoulder.
�Not exactly, sir,� Worm gestured in the direction of the opening. �We noticed fresh tracks on the carpet, and the panel here was uneven with the wall. Upon further inspection, I discovered the safe. The door was closed, but unlocked.�
Jackman squinted in thought for a second and pointed to the bloodstains on the bed. �Take a sample, make sure it�s him. It appears he contacted someone and that someone may have been here � find out who.� He jabbed a finger at the phone. �Get a record on this line, incoming and outgoing. I want to know everything � what he ordered for dinner, who his doctor is, who his lawyer is, and how many times he took a shit.�
He strode out of the room and went back downstairs. In the front foyer he snatched up a stack of mail from the wall table and began scanning the labels. After a moment, he placed the mail back down and pushed the transmit button on his ear piece. �Get me Command.�
There was a static buzz in response followed by, �Code word for the day?�
�Spearhead.�
�Patching through.�
A new voice came over the connection then, and Jackman said, �We have a problem. Target may or may not be dead. We need any info on Tobias Keane from any and all media outlets, local and non-local hospitals, morgues, etc.�
�Keane. Repeat, did you say Keane? As in Tobias Keane?�
�Affirmative.�
�That�s unexpected.� There was a pause. �Wrap it up.�
Jackman ended the transmission, frowning slightly. The expression betrayed traces of annoyance along his jawline. It was time to go. According to the display on his wristwatch they�d been on location for eight minutes, and that was six minutes too long.
He stepped outside. �Team, mount up. Let�s get airborne.� As Jackman gave the order, he put his hand to his earpiece again and adjusted the tuning. He listened for a moment to the local police frequency. �Cops are in route, let�s move it out people!� He barked the order, even though it wasn�t needed. The last of his men were already boarding the twin choppers and the first one was lifting off as he headed for the second.
Crouching, Jackman ran the last ten feet to the helicopter with his rifle held down, business end facing the ground. He spun around, sat on the metal floor of the craft and grabbed the handhold of the open door. �Take us up,� he commanded.
As the helicopter ascended, Jackman gazed down at the retreating view of the Keane mansion. Then he looked to the clear plastic sleeve on his forearm. Underneath the sleeve was a picture of their intended target. Jackman always caught his prey, but this one had been hidden for so long, he�d be more difficult to catch than most. If he was even still alive. After checking out the bedroom, it seemed doubtful.
Jackman couldn�t help but wonder what was going on. First there was the signal they�d tracked down yesterday, and now this one. Where are you, Mr. Keane? Jackman�s eyes pierced the photo, as though staring at it long enough would yield the answer. His mouth tightened into a thin smile in anticipation of the chase, and he gazed out at the morning sun burning down upon glorious New York City.
Moments after the choppers left, police sirens echoed through the luxurious neighborhood streets signaling the approach of a cavalry that has arrived too late.
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10
A Walk in the Crowds

April 22, 1986, 10:45 AM
This was not the sort of day Ethan had expected when he woke up with a hangover that morning. He had no idea what was afoot, but he needed to grab his 9mm from the apartment. His instincts were in overdrive, and he felt hyper-sensitive � absorbing details at an alarming pace, and yet tuning them out at the same time. Everything that had happened earlier that morning was still forefront in his mind: the attack choppers, the tactical team that descended upon Tobias�s estate, and the swiftness with which the poor officer was taken down.
Reawakened after many years, Ethan�s military training sprang to life with renewed vigor, his lessons on tactical evasion kicking into gear. He parked a few blocks down in an underground deck and moved up the street to take a different route home. As he walked, he put on the sunglasses and Steelers cap he�d taken from the car, setting it backward on his head like many of the young kids seemed to be doing today. The shades and cap, combined with the casual dark brown leather coat he wore, should allow him to blend in. He hoped. This wasn�t exactly the same environment as guerilla warfare or one of his military covert missions.
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He needed to sit down and study the items in his possession again. If they were the reason for what had happened at his uncle�s house, he first had to ensure he wasn�t being followed. He stopped to look at a storefront display and casually glanced in the direction he�d come from. No one in particular stood out; instead, people shuffled around him in annoyance like he was an obstinate rock in the midst of a rushing river.
His building was nearby, and as Ethan approached, the only vehicles that stood out were a maintenance truck, a van that had magnetic stickers advertising a local painting business, and a dark blue sedan sitting curbside. The driver at the wheel of the sedan appeared to be waiting on other passengers to arrive.
Ethan slid his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose to get a better view of the car�s driver. The man shifted continuously in his seat, scanning the crowd of people hustling by.
Son of a bitch! He knew surveillance when he saw it. These people were scoping out his pad. Now he�d have to come up with another means of acquiring a weapon or �
Ethan doubled back, allowing the crowd to swallow him again.

11
Tearfest

April 22, 1986, 10:49 AM
The van�s sliding door flew open and shut in quick succession. Ethan had jumped inside before the driver realized what happened. Ethan hoped the watchers in the vehicles ahead hadn�t noticed; because the van was parked behind the others, they probably hadn�t. Still, time was limited.
�Hey, hey, hey! What do you think you�re doing?� the driver wailed, his voice high-pitched in surprise.
�Shut up!� A backhanded fist thunked against the driver�s head along with the order.
After recovering from the blow, the man tried to turn in his seat.
�Face forward. Hands on the wheel or things get messy.�
Not overly foolish, the man did as he was told. Whether it was the veiled threat or the cold bite of metal that touched the base of his skull, Ethan wasn�t sure. It didn�t matter because at this point he had the man�s full attention now.
�Who are you?� The man asked through tight lips, beads of sweat forming at his temples.
�I�ll be asking the questions,� Ethan snarled. Nevertheless, it was the best question to ask � so Ethan copied. �Who are you?�
No answer.
Ethan grabbed the driver by the hair and slammed his face into the steering wheel. Blood exploded from the man�s nostrils as the bridge bone cracked. Tears formed in pools at the corners of his eyes. It had nothing to do with crying � getting your nose smashed just tended to have that effect. Ethan knew this from experience.
�You broke my nose!� the man screeched.
It was an unnecessary declaration because Ethan already knew it had to be. What a wuss. He glanced at his building�s entrance to make sure no one was returning to the van. Only one person in the area seemed out of place for reasons Ethan couldn�t explain. He could only glimpse the man from behind but was able to tell he had a buzz cut hairstyle and wore a black leather coat. And he was heading for The Elysium Terrace.
Ethan turned back to the front seat of the van he was in. �Who the hell are you? And what are your men doing in my house?� he asked in a low voice that promised further pain if the question wasn�t answered.
In the rearview mirror Ethan saw the man�s eyes widen in comprehension of the unspoken threat but he remained silent. Ethan clamped down on the man�s hair and jerked him closer. His mouth was now inches from the man�s ear and he pressed the metal harder against his head. �Did your ears get damaged? Answer me, dammit, or they�re going to need windshield wipers on the inside of this van to clean your brain off.�
Slowly, the man held his hands up in calm surrender and Ethan eased his grip. The driver moved to wipe off the blood oozing down his mouth, but his hand was in an odd position. Ethan saw his lips move before he registered the words.
�He�s down here � I�m ��
It took four slams of the driver�s head against the window before the man slumped over the steering wheel. Ethan pulled him back so the pressure on the wheel wouldn�t sound the horn. Seconds were precious; the others would be here any moment. He reached over the seat and took the firearm holstered under Mr. Broken Nose�s jacket.
Then he pivoted, opened the van door again, and emerged from the vehicle, walking swiftly away without closing the door. He deposited his newly acquired weapon into one of the side pockets of his coat and the Zippo lighter he�d used as a decoy gun on the now unconscious man in the other.
Suddenly, a loud �POP, POP, POP� sounded from across the street. Ethan spun around to see the man with the buzz cut and black coat walking backward out of The Elysium Terrace. Even from this distance, he could see that the man held a gun, pointing it in the direction of the closing doors.
An explosion of glass shattered outward from the entrance and several more shots burst through the air. Buzz Cut fell to one knee, wounded. Yet he was still trying to raise his arm to fire off another shot when more gun blasts found their mark in his torso, sprawling him to his back on the sidewalk.
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Ethan stood in frozen observation, his mind reeling. This was the second time in almost as many hours that he�d seen someone gunned down in front of him, and realization settled in like a lead weight. His earlier speculation that Tobias�s files held something significant had only been a hunch. Now he knew with certain dread that something very serious was happening in New York.
And he�d landed right in the middle.

12
Open and Shud Case

April 22, 1986, 2:07 PM
Checking into the hotel for a few hours had helped Ethan reclaim his bearings and a plan. He closed and locked the door marked 109 with a key that was held hostage by a large and gaudy pastel blue placard then walked to the front office to check out for the day. He would probably return later tonight, but since his life had been altered and he was on the move he couldn�t commit to coming back.
Returning the key to the front office less than half a day after checking in didn�t seem out of the ordinary for this motel; most people frequenting the place rented by the hour. Ethan got in the car and drove away from The Cozy Clam and its garish sign advertising color TV and vibrating beds.
It had been the scummiest location he could find on short notice and the last place anyone would think to look for him. He�d figured that switching up his routine would be a good plan. Just being on leave was already a change of daily habits, but in addition to the change of locale, he might need to start alternating the use of his car and the city metro. Just in case.
It was still early. Perhaps he could use the extra time to dig further into his uncle�s files. Ethan adjusted his course and headed to the nearest public library.
As always, parking was terrible when he got there, but he managed to snag a spot close to the building. After grabbing his things from the passenger seat, he got out and was locking the door when he looked up and let out a curse. This was a no parking zone. Of course it had been too perfect.
He didn�t have time for this shit. Ethan glanced around. A Jeep Comanche was parked behind his Mustang, and a Buick LeSabre sat in front. Both held lovely little tickets between the wiper blade and windshield. He snatched the ticket from the Jeep and put it under his own wiper blade. He could have dealt with the situation later, but given the circumstances he felt he deserved one less headache.
April 22, 1986, 3:17 PM
What had his uncle�s last words meant? Ethan still felt infinite confusion as he again inspected the contents from his uncle�s safe; like the first time, he was having no luck putting the jumbled pieces together.
He�d laid the items out in neat piles on the library table. The newspaper article about the plane crash was on top of one stack. This time he noted that the number �136� had a faded circle around it, signifying its importance to Tobias. But why? It had been simple enough to track down another copy of the original article on the library�s microfiche files and have it printed out. The slight difference between the headlines almost went unnoticed, but when Ethan rescanned the newly printed version, it jumped out at him then in big black letters on the splash page: �TOLL RISES TO 134 IN COLLISION OF PLANES OVER NEW YORK CITY�.
Frowning, he propped a fist under his chin and stared at the discrepancy. This added yet another unexplained piece to the strange puzzle. Where and who were the other two people? Was his uncle�s copy incorrect? For some reason this inconsistency brought to mind the conspiracy theories of the Kennedy assassination and the questionable photographs of Lee Harvey Oswald that some people claimed were doctored. He looked again at the copy from Tobias�s safe.
This makes no sense. He placed the library�s version on top of his uncle�s original and picked up the old, musty Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam. As he gently opened the ancient looking tome he took care to examine it closer this time. He noticed a portion of the last page had been removed � not sliced clean, but ripped away, as if in haste. On the inside back cover of the book a seemingly random series of letters were scribbled upon the yellowed paper.
Ethan jotted the strange jumble down in his notebook:
MRGOABABD
MLIAOI
WTBIMPANETP
MLIABOAIAQC
ITTMTSAMSTGAB

He decided to return to the odd combinations later, when he had more time to try to decipher their meaning.
The last item left in the back of the book was a tiny strip of neatly folded paper with torn edges. He unfolded the paper; inside were two lonely words:
He noted the jagged pattern of the ripped edges and held the paper against the last page of the book; the rip lines matched up perfectly.
There was only one other sheet of paper inside the book � a note written presumably by Tobias himself. It read: �Look into the �Tam�m Shud� case, Australia 1948.�
Ethan put down the paper and stretched, extending his cramped legs for relief. Then he rose and headed for the main desk where a petite college student with braces sat engrossed in a book titled Salem�s Lot. He could see that the book had been dog eared numerous times along the way and Ethan couldn�t help but wonder how she managed to finish a novel with all the intrusions throughout her day.
Her name was Lucy Nevares, and she had been the most competent and useful member of the library staff, despite her young age. He�d already called on her several times for help and her assistance had been invaluable. Ethan hated to be the interloper yet again, invading the innocent looking girl�s quiet moment on duty, but it was her job and she�d seemed more than happy to oblige him with the research tasks he�d given her.
He rapped softly on the counter and cringed when the girl jumped in her seat. �I�m sorry to bother you again Lucy, but I need another microfiche pulled from the archives.�
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�Oh, no problem, sir. That�s what I�m here for.� Lucy grinned brightly, giving him an eyeful of shimmering metal.
Ethan handed her the paper where he�d written down the date of the periodical he needed. She took it from him and flashed another gleaming smile.
�Be back in a minute.� She slid out of her seat and disappeared through a pair of swinging doors, Salem�s Lot put on hold once more.
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A Case of Read

April 22, 1986, 6:44 PM
The happy faced Lucy Nevares had returned with a copy of a 1948 newspaper article from Adelaide, Australia, which he�d read and reread numerous times. It described the mysterious death of an unknown individual referred to as The Somerton Man. The only thing Ethan gleaned from what he read was just more questions with no answers in sight. The article contained much of the same information from Tobias�s documents, along with additional photographs, one of which was that of the mysterious dead man.
Ethan flipped through his uncle�s things and found a photo from a different newspaper clipping. It displayed the area where the body was found, with several onlookers standing by. A circle had been drawn around one of the onlookers, who stood off to the left in a sideways stance with his arm out in front of his face to block the morning sun.
Thanks, Tobias, it all makes perfect sense now. Oh, wait � it doesn�t. These random pieces of information seemed relevant to each other, but the dots weren�t connecting. If Ethan didn�t know better, he would have thought Tobias was baiting him from beyond the grave. He cast the newspaper and clippings aside and rifled through some of the other documents in his uncle�s portfolio.
Red, black, and blue ink marks were splashed across numerous pages, notations of a dedicated but frustrated man in search of something important. Fragmented blurbs of thought had been jotted down in hasty scrawl, statements and queries which led to more confusion, question marks punctuating the unanswered ink ramblings followed by dates and random years with more question marks.
Then he noticed something that caught him off guard: the word �RUSSIANS� in large cap and triple underlined. He frowned and began going back through the papers, searching for more information about this new discovery. It popped up again a few moments later, this time in reference to a Russian attack. But attacking where, Ethan found no indication. The last occurrence made him sit up straighter. It read: �RUSSIANS � 1986�.
This was 1986. What could that note possibly mean? Ethan could think of only one thing: Tobias had been investigating Russian activity right before he died. Which meant that what he�d just found in the midst of his uncle�s files was no longer old information. As with everything else he�d read, the answer to the question of how it all fit together remained elusive.
Ethan moved on to a different sheet of paper littered with Tobias�s scribble, one out of several he�d already examined. Underneath it was yet another newspaper clipping. The title of this article mentioned an unidentified badly beaten man who had been found in Alexandria, Virginia and was admitted to a local hospital for treatment. He suffered from brain trauma and had no memory of who he was. After sufficient recovery at the hospital he was admitted to St. Jeremiah�s. The unknown man wrote only in unintelligible jumbles; no words, just letters and numbers. The article ended by asking the community for help with any information they could provide on the John Doe. In the top left corner of the page was Tobias�s familiar scrawl, which read: �Connection to Code?? Operation Backslider.�
Tobias must have been hot on the trail of something big � but what? The periodical was dated from the 70s � more than a decade and a half ago � but perhaps there were answers at St. Jeremiah�s if this John Doe still resided there.
Ethan�s mind felt like how it used to when he crammed for a college exam � overstuffed with information � but he was still no closer to understanding. It was time to call in a favor.
He stood up, gathered his things into his duffel bag, and left the library, throwing a wave of goodbye to Lucy as he walked out. She was too engrossed in her book to notice, or maybe she was avoiding eye contact on purpose. Ethan wouldn�t blame her; he�d worked her hard today.
Jogging down the steps two and three at a time, Ethan headed straight for the phone booth on the corner when he reached the sidewalk. It was a snug fit with the duffel bag, but he managed to close the door all the way. After digging some coins out of his pocket, he deposited them in the machine and dialed.
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Four rings.
�Detective Hansen.�
�And what took you so long to get to the phone Old Man River?�
Art puffed a breath then lowered his voice. �Ethan, this is no time for funnies. Are you OK?�
�I�m fine. Listen, I need a favor,� Ethan said.
�Anything,� Art said without hesitation, and Ethan almost felt bad for the line he�d just thought up.
But not quite. �You need to get a wheelchair; I don�t like the thought of your clumsy old ass walking around that office with fragile bones. Anything could happen.�
�Jesus, this is serious, man!� Art�s annoyance was palpable. �There was a full on assault at your uncle�s house early this morning. I�ve been trying to call you ever since � what the hell is going on?�
�I know. I was there.�
A brief moment of silence preceded Art�s whispered outburst. �And you are just now telling someone?�
Ethan felt like a child being scolded. With two kids, Art got plenty of opportunities to perfect such an edge to his voice. �Well, I didn�t want to put any stress on your heart. Have you been taking your meds?�
�They�re multi-vitamins, not meds,� Art snapped. �I don�t even know why I bother explaining these � You know what? Never mind, now listen � shut up with the wisecracks, and tell me what kind of crap you�ve gotten yourself into!�
Ethan figured it was time to put the jokes on hold for now. �I�ve stumbled onto something, but I don�t know what. I can�t say any more than that. You�ll just have to trust me, okay?� He waited while Art processed this, hoping his friend wouldn�t take the withholding of information personally.
Finally, Art spoke and Ethan heard with relief the assent in the other man�s voice. �What do you need me to do?�
Ethan took a moment to compose his thoughts and glanced around to double check that he wasn�t being watched. �Okay, but this is going to sound weird, so just bear with me.�
�I�m here,� Art said. �Lay it on me.�
�Can you check and see what the word is on the street about any sort of Russian activity?�
There was another beat of silence before Art�s voice boomed through the receiver, heedless of being overheard. �Dammit, Ethan � I told you to stop joking around!�
�I�m serious, Art. I think something big is up, and Tobias might have been involved. That�s why he was killed.�
On the other end Art took a slow breath, calming himself for a softer tone. �Listen to me, I know it may be hard to come to terms with, but it was a suicide and � �
�Look, before you say anything, hear me out. I know something strange is going on, I can feel it. Remember the trash cans outside?�
�The what?�
�The trash cans outside Tobias�s place, sitting curbside. They were full. Why would Tobias bother taking out the trash if he was planning to kill himself?�
There was a heartbeat�s pause before Art hissed, �Is that all you�ve got? You want me to believe that just because he took the trash out, he may not have eaten a bullet? That�s a stretch, Ethan. It would be like saying anyone who�s ever killed themselves wouldn�t even consider brushing their teeth that day because what would be the point, right?�
�Hold on, that�s not all,� Ethan said. �He left a message on my answering machine. Yes, I admit it did sound like he was about to end it all, but just before the recording finished he spoke out to someone else in the room.�
�Look, man, I know you want to believe � wait. What do you mean he spoke out?�
�Before the line disconnected he clearly said, �What are you doing here?� to someone. Art, I�m not making this shit up. Are you sure Bagowski hasn�t come up with anything yet?�
�So far nothing points to anyone being there except your uncle,� Art said. �And no, I still haven�t heard back from Bags. We�ll have more when the ballistics report comes in. You�re certain he was speaking to someone?� Before waiting for an answer, he added, �You should bring in the tape for Fredericks. He�ll want to hear it.�
�I, uh, kind of erased it,� Ethan said, feeling like an idiot.
�You kind of erased it. Or you did. Why would you delete the damn thing?�
Ethan huffed out a sigh. �I don�t know. I had a million things going through my mind � and Tobias practically left the combination to his safe on the message. What if there�s a leak at the station?�
�I think you�re taking this spy shit a little too seriously.�
�After seeing what happened on the front lawn of the mansion, I�m taking everything seriously.�
�Except your own antics. You need to buckle down, son, and think with a clear head.�
Art was right. A few seconds ago, Ethan had been lobbing wisecracks at his partner, just like any other day. Maybe his subconscious wanted to pretend things were still normal, but recent events indicated anything but the norm. �Okay, I hear you, Art, but you have to trust me.�
There was another sigh from across the line, but this one was not filled with skepticism. �So you�re serious. Your uncle was mixed up with Ruskies? And they�re in New York?�
�Not sure, maybe even more than just New York.�
The doors of the library opened and Lucy Nevares exited the building, trotting down the stairs with her head buried in her book. He hoped she made it safely home without crashing into a light pole or something. Must be a really good book. Maybe he should check it out sometime.
�Alright, I�ll put some feelers out,� Art was saying, but his voice held a tone that said Ethan shouldn�t expect much from his efforts.
�Thanks, man. So, has anything else been happening?�
�Fredericks is pissed that he doesn�t know where you are, and your uncle�s lawyer called several times.�
�Why?�
�Why? Your uncle had a fortune, and guess who gets all of it � minus the government�s share?�
�Oh yeah, right.�
Art grunted his annoyance at Ethan�s cavalier attitude in the face of overnight wealth. �Anyway, he wants to talk with you soon to discuss the transference of Tobias�s assets.
�It�s J.B. Wilcox and Sons right?�
�Yep, that�s the one. Do you need his office number?�
Ethan hefted the duffel bag higher on his shoulder. �Nah, I have it somewhere at my house, but if he calls back just tell him to send everything to me at my post office box.� He hesitated, then decided to tell Art about what happened at the Elysium Terrace. �Some guys were searching my apartment this morning and I won�t be going back. They gunned down a man right there on the street like it was just a normal Tuesday morning.�
Art sucked in a breath. �Jesus, man � are you okay? What the hell?�
�I�m fine, but I�m not going back there for a while yet. I know it�s not your jurisdiction, but if you get a moment, can you check into that too?�
�Will do,� Art said. �So when I comb the streets how do I get in touch with you, or are you going to keep up this cloak and dagger crap?� The words were lighthearted, but Ethan could hear the undertone of concern in Art�s voice.
�I�m staying at The Cozy Clam.�
�Sounds unsavory.�
�It is. I�m pretty sure my room came with a dead hooker under the bed, but at least I have someone to keep me company.�
�I feel sorry for the dead working girl already.�
�At least you didn�t lose all your humor with old age along with your hair.�
A soft hmpf came over the line and Ethan smiled. The banter felt good, however brief.
�I�ll be back at the Clam tonight,� Ethan said. �I�m staying under the name of �Cash�; call when you find out anything.�
�Sounds good.�
�Thanks, Art, and one more thing � I�m not kidding when I say this, but be careful.�

14
Juan Flew Over the Cuckoo�s Nest

April 22, 1986, 8:11 PM
Why was he even here at this hour? Was there any credibility to Ethan�s claims? These were the questions that kept coming to Art as he drove to his destination. The answer was always the same. Despite Ethan�s younger age, the man had an intuition that couldn�t be ignored. As outrageous as it sounded, Ethan seemed convinced, and Art knew he would never have lied about that message. That, and Art�s loyalty to his partner was the deciding factor; he would labor into this for him. It would be the first time, however, that he hoped Ethan was misguided. Art prayed it was just the turmoil of losing a loved one that was bringing Ethan to these strange conclusions, and he was hopeful he could deliver a message that would quell his partner�s fears.
The wheels of his Oldsmobile brushed against the curb as he came to a stop. He pushed the driver door open with his leg as he stepped out of his vehicle into the cool night air. Because he was in the Bronx, he made sure to lock the door before crossing the street to the trashy looking apartment building that was his destination.
Almost the instant his heel made contact with the sidewalk, a member of the local talent initiated conversation.
�Hey sweetie, mama�s got something that�ll make ya forget all �bout dat wedding band,� a husky voice called out to him.
�Get lost sister, I�m a cop,� Art growled, not even bothering to flash his badge.
At the word cop, she spun on her clunky ten dollar heels and stumbled away as fast as her bony and bruise-mottled legs could take her. She rounded the corner � to plague another intersection, most likely. Art shook his head in disgust. He didn�t have the time to take in a street walking tramp. The sad thing was, it wasn�t jail that would do her harm, but the beating she would get from her pimp for soliciting a cop that could get her killed.
In the few seconds it took him to cross the street to the tenement building, Art had witnessed numerous illegal activities. Fighting crime was practically a losing battle � like the plant life around the city attempting to take back the concrete jungle. Police officers throughout New York struggled to lay their claim on promoting civility and obedience of the law to all residents, legal or otherwise, but when gangs were pushed out of one locale, a new turf would be established mere blocks away.
As it had many times before, frustration surged in him at the hopeless situation. Would it always be this way? Did his service matter � was it worth anything? He had to believe it was; if even one life was saved from his efforts he�d keep going. How many had been lost already? He�d stopped counting years ago. But he hoped that before he retired his shield and hung up his holster the scales would be balanced.
He entered the rundown complex and climbed four sets of stairs before coming to the door he needed: 4D. It had taken him less than an hour to track down the scumbag he was looking for; now here he was, pounding on the door. Art waited a full twenty seconds before doing so again with more urgency.
�I�m comin�, I�m comin�!� a heavily accented voice said from inside the apartment.
The door cracked open, and instant recognition flashed on Juan Bracamontes� face at the sight of Detective Arthur Hansen standing in the hallway.
[image: ]
�Oh shit!� The door slammed closed, its dead bolt snapping into place. Art heard the clumsy scramble of feet moving across the room.
He�s running! Art withdrew his Colt .45 and smashed the heel of his shoe into the old door, shattering the lock from its frame. Why do they always run?
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B*A*S*H

April 22, 1986, 9:36 PM
The musty smell of old cigarettes permeated the air and clung to the walls of Interrogation Room Two. Art stood by the metal table in the middle of the room, perusing some papers in a dark brown dossier that was clasped in his meaty hands. At six foot six, he struck an imposing figure and had a reputation of effective intimidation when he questioned suspects. Size was relative here in the confined space of the low-ceilinged room, and Art�s hulking shape alone was often his most effective tool.
The overhead lights gleamed across his shaved head as he glanced from the page to Juan Bracamontes, who had occupied IR-2 on countless occasions. Art suspected this wouldn�t be Juan�s last visit.
Bracamontes� small, beady eyes were in constant motion, surveying the area. Art knew what he was thinking � that something was different this time around. After all, Art had rolled up alone, slapped him in cuffs after a short chase and drove him in without explaining the purpose of the arrest.
Juan reached an arm up to scratch the back of his stubbled head but was stopped short by the handcuffs that were shackled to the metal table. He made brief eye contact with Art before his glance darted away again. �How long is this gonna take, man?�
Art ignored the question and looked back down at the information in his hands. He heard Juan let out a dramatic sigh. He waited before speaking, letting the silence and Juan�s anxiety grow. The shackled man was about to usher another complaint when Art finally said, �Well, this is quite the list of accomplishments you�ve got here Juan � breaking and entering, assault, assault and battery, assault with a deadly weapon, possession of narcotics, possession with the intent to sell, grand theft auto, assault, violation of parole, assault, and wow � Holy Christ, this is just the past five years!�
Juan pursed his lips. �Yeah, but I ain�t did nothing, so I don�t know why I�m here!�
�Ain�t did nothing, huh?� Art laughed at the idiocy of Juan�s comment. �I should just lock you up for what you�re about to do, since looking at your list of priors tells me you�re intending to update this file any day now.�
�It don�t work that way � I know it, and you know it,� Juan sneered. �That damn gold shield tells you whatta� do, �cause you its bitch.�
Art knew he wasn�t the gem of the station. He�d had to help people like Juan give the right answers on more than one occasion. It was times like this that he�d rather spend twenty minutes beating his frustrations out on these jackasses instead of adhere to the rule of law. Despite his heavy handed reputation Art never threw the first punch, but he made sure to throw the last.
However, Art needed this perp to be lucid for their conversations, not missing teeth and vomiting blood. He�d cuffed Juan�s skinny ass to the table just in case he was dumb enough to try something stupid. Judging by Juan�s vacant expression and obvious underachievement in the area of English language, this was a definite possibility.
Art placed the file down beside a tape deck that sat in the middle of the table. He planted his palms on either side of Juan�s handcuffed wrists, towering over the other man. �Look, shitbag, it wouldn�t take much to get a warrant for your apartment and I�m sure I could find something that would stick. It would be like shooting fish in a barrel.�
After a short pause, Art pulled out a photograph from one of the folders on the table. �Prison life is getting more dangerous by the minute. It�s not as cozy as it once was. You still with Los Siete Reyes? Or is it Los Abandonados now?� Even though he had a Latin wife, Art�s Spanish was nowhere near perfect, but he knew the words were understood.
The stubborn man feigned disinterest and shifted his attention to the corner of the room, studying the wall tiles with great interest.
�Look at the picture.� Art left it on the table and began again, �In case you�re wondering, the man in this photo is Salvatore Larios. Or should I say � was.�
Curiosity beckoned Juan and he finally glanced down at the black and white image. It showed a naked man lying on what could only be a shower room floor. Puncture marks ran along his side where the rib cage was and a few others where his kidneys would be.
Art�s footsteps echoed in the room as he paced slow circles around Juan, watching him as he spoke. �Larios made one too many enemies this time around. He was attacked by a group of twelve men. After he was beaten, some in the crowd sodomized him before killing him.� Art let that sink in a moment and continued. �There are other photos too, up close ones. Put it this way, if he hadn�t been murdered, he would never have a problem taking a shit ever again.� Again Art allowed the full weight of the story and the photograph to marinate in the man�s mind before he spoke. �I wouldn�t put too much faith in your prior tenure; Sal was a veteran, even by your standards. He�d seen more cells than the Pope has absolved sins.�
Juan shrank back, cast his shifty eyes down and fixed a stare at the tabletop as though looking for help within its gleaming metal surface. The only answer given was a distorted reflection of his tattooed face and arms. He was no doubt trying to remember if there was anything at his place that could implicate him. Art knew at least half a dozen things must have come to Juan�s mind.
He looked at the colorful designs on every part of the shackled man�s body � not even his face and fingers had been spared the onslaught of ink.
Some of the artwork was well crafted and pristine. Others were a faded black, misshapen where the ink bled at the corners or poorly blended. One arm sported celestial bodies: planets, comets, stars, a moon peppered with craters, and a sun that shed tears of light in every direction. The mirrored arm bore oceanic life: crustaceans, seashells, coral spikes, and tendrils of sea anemone floating through a blissful watery current, all plastered against a dark blue backdrop.
As delicate and appealing as those depictions were, the cruder tattoos stuck out the most; those that had been inked from within the walls of prison life. Juan�s shirt had been torn from the earlier scuffle with Art, and a portion of lettering was revealed on his chest. Art didn�t have to be a detective to know that the large Old English letters spelled the word �BRACAMONTES�.
There was also the infamous web just behind Juan�s ear, and an ugly looking skull with cracked and broken teeth on the back of his head. Finally, the solid black gang sign of Los Siete Reyes: a large number seven took up the length of Juan�s neck, its bottom nearly touching his collar bone. Atop the seven was a regal crown.
It was Juan�s general appearance and the amount of time he�d spent in prison that gave way to the nickname �Cell Block Juan�. Word on the street was that over time he�d come to feel proud of the moniker and used it often when referring to himself. Once you�d been in and out at least three times, you were a seasoned member.
Silence stretched in the room, but finally Juan found courage to speak. �You got nothin� on me, man,� he grumbled.
But Art noticed the slight tremor in his voice. Juan might make himself out to be a badass, but he was just another pussy who beat women and harassed others with guns. Guns were the great equalizers; without them, this little rat was just some punk loser. Tonight�s chase had solidified that point. If Juan was indeed the tough-as-nails thug he pretended to be, he wouldn�t have tried to run.
Art had played his hand and nailed it, putting the pieces together and coming to his conclusions. Juan�s file stated that he�d given up circumstantial evidence against Raul Salazar � AKA �El Chino�. Since being released the last time, Juan must have become affiliated with yet another gang; it was the only way he could get some quick protection from Los Siete Reyes. Each one of The Seven Kings had a district cut into the map. El Chino was one of the lower tier kings in the department�s eyes, but the higher ups would be gunning for Bracamontes. Juan must have offered up more for shelter too � a cache of drugs, money, or both � but Art didn�t care about any of that.
Up to this point his guess had been a loose gamble, but it was the only one that seemed to fit. Art picked up Bracamontes� file and began sifting again. He was short on time, but if it came down to it he would start his fishing expedition. Juan had tats for more than one rival gang and everyone knew that didn�t go over well in general population. This was just the leverage Art needed, but if Juan called his bluff it would only waste time. Or worse, he�d get nothing at all if Juan ended up dead while they did their search.
Juan was still whining about something. When Art tuned back in, he heard the wannabe gangster saying, �Come on man, I got kids.�
Art�s eyebrows quirked. �A few here, it says. Looks like you got a couple sets of Irish twins, but I don�t think you should worry about them � they grew up without a father in their lives, which is probably a good thing for once. You aren�t exactly an ideal role model.� His mouth curved into a sardonic grin. �Are you even sure half of them are yours? I mean, if you do the math on some of these kids, they were probably conceived while you were on the inside doing one of your tours.�
Art knew his distaste was evident, but he didn�t care. He still couldn�t understand how people fucked up their lives so badly that they weren�t ever intent upon � or capable of � fixing their mistakes.
�What�s it going to be? You going to answer some questions for me, or do I have to play hardball?�
Juan�s face was a mask of fear and confusion. After all, Art still hadn�t told him why he�d been brought in. The uncertainty of the situation was advantageous for Art. Juan remained silent, weighing his options. By his expression, he�d come up short.
�I guess a warrant it is then!� Art boomed, standing up straight in one quick motion. The action made Juan jump. Art continued speaking like he hadn�t noticed. �God knows what sorts of drugs are stuffed in your walls, or how many dead presidents we find under your mattress.�
Juan�s lip curled, a feeble attempt to play the cool con. �Last I checked, Franklin won�t no prez�dent.�
Art was surprised Juan would even know such a thing, but he wasn�t about to let it show. And he�d grown tired of playing this game. �Shut the fuck up!� he bellowed, slamming his palms on the metal table. In a brief loss of control, he belted a smack across Juan�s face. The motion was so quick Bracamontes didn�t even see it coming � hell, Art barely had. The bone in Juan�s nose was no match for the force of Art�s massive hand. It cracked easily and blood spurted out over Juan�s lips.
Juan had been so caught off guard he was knocked out of his chair, but the shackles hooked to the table�s cross bar kept him from falling all the way over. Juan groaned as the cuffs dug into his wrists from the weight of his leveraged position. A fall would have hurt less.
Art rounded the table and glared down at him. �I don�t have time for your jokes or anything else you find funny, but I�ll show you what I think is funny.� He kicked the chair out of his way. It skidded against the floor with an ear piercing squeal before bumping to a stop against the wall. He brought up his foot and let it hover a moment before pressing it down on Juan�s chest. Art continued, �When little piss ant gang bangers get royally screwed by the strong arm of the law, that�s what I think is fucking hilarious. How are you going to defend yourself inside the pen without the use of your goddamn hands?�
Juan looked terror-stricken. Art knew the worm had dodged the judge�s gavel about as many times as he�d seen the inside of a cell. He gave Juan a look that promised there would be no skipping by on this one; Art would find some way to bring down the swift hammer of justice and seal Juan�s fate if answers weren�t forthcoming.
When Bracamontes took a second too long to respond, Art applied more pressure to the man�s chest and collar bone. Juan�s face contorted in agony as the motion intensified the wrenching in his arms, but Art didn�t care anymore. He�d break this piece of shit�s arm and change the report later if he had to. It would be easy enough to say Juan broke it during their foot chase earlier. Even if the claim could be medically disproven, there weren�t likely to be many questions asked, given this dirtbag�s reputation.
Juan grunted against the pain and then screamed until audible words formed. �Okay, okay man � fuck!�� I�ll talk!� Art removed his foot, ending its wrath on Juan�s body. Bracamontes panted and struggled to get up. �You nearly broke my wrist!� he choked on a held-back sob. �What you wanna� know?�
Art bent down and seized Juan by the collar of his shirt, the fabric tearing just a little more as he was hefted to his feet. He retrieved the chair he�d kicked against the wall and set it behind Juan, who sat down obediently.
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�I need to know why my partner feels there�s a suspicious amount of Russian activity on the streets of New York. He�s puzzled, so I�m inclined to be puzzled with him.� He moved around the table and leaned against the edge. �At any point during this conversation if I feel you�re fucking with me or holding anything back, I promise you, I�ll finish what I started.�
Somehow, the tape deck had managed to stay on the table during the scuffle. Art pressed the record button.
�Start talking, Bracamontes.�
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The Seven Year Snitch

April 22, 1986, 10:14 PM
Art walked in slow circles around the room as the tattooed man began talking. He�d become extra skittish after Art�s unveiled threat. Of course, Art moving like a predatory shark around its next meal was a heavy contributor to Juan�s anxiety. He�d been speaking long enough for the dried blood on his nose to flake off each time he swiped at it with his hands.
�So you�re certain there�s a group of Russians in New York, and not just the Mafioso type?�
Juan threw him on incredulous look. �Man, ain�t you been listenin�? I done told ya � these cabrones are dif�rent. They ain�t bringin� in weapons and they ain�t slingin� no drugs � not even coke.�
�And they�re definitely just looking for someone?� Art continued his pacing, deep in thought.
�Sim�n,� Juan nodded vigorously, all cooperation now. �My cuz� Smiley � he know all the players in town. Word I heard was, they was lookin� for him too.�
�And what�s so important about Smiles?�
�It�s Smiley, ese.�
Art scowled. �Cut the shit. When I ask a question, just answer it. You punks give Latinos a bad name, thinking you�re all Scarface and shit. News flash, asshole: that movie was crap, and Pacino had some sick-ass incest fascination with his sis. So you can drop the tough guy act.� He stopped for breath before finishing, �And I ain�t your ese.�
�Look homes, Smiley can find people, even ones who don�t wanna be found.� Juan shrugged. �Es what he does. I don�t know all the fools he does, but he�s the one who can track a fucker down.�
Art stopped and faced the shackled man. �So how can I find your cousin?�
�I talk with him every couple days, man. He usually swings by.�
�Moving drugs for you? That�s odd, isn�t he with Siete Reyes? How is it he still associates with you after what you did? Whatever happened to �Kings for Life�?�
�He keeps it on the low,� Juan said. �Blood is thicker than water.�
�Uh-huh. So where is he? I want to have a little talk with him.� Art loosened his tie for effect.
He had Bracamontes backed into a corner. If he told where his cousin was, there would be nowhere he could run. Juan�s allegiances were coming up on their expiration date, but if he didn�t spill the beans he was bound to die on the inside in a few short hours. Art could smell it in the air like a thick musk. Any second Juan was going to make a choice, and just like before it was going to be for self-preservation, however temporary.
Juan scowled and looked away, jaw clenched like he was fighting some sort of skewed right or wrong gangster inner conscience. �Ah, shit. I ain�t heard from him in over a week,� he finally said in a quiet voice.
�Out of town?�
�Don�t know. He mighta bounced. I called and I paged his ass, but I ain�t heard back.�
Art thought about this, wondering at Smiley�s possible whereabouts.
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The silence seemed too much for Juan and he interjected, �I�m tellin� ya, these Russian dudes are no joke � they are some scary ass motha�-fuckers. Seems like every hombre they wanna find end up disappearing forever.� Juan crossed himself and glanced around nervously. �Madre de Dios.� He was getting shakier by the minute, as though just the mere mention of these Russians would bring them crashing into the room.
As if on cue the door burst open, and Juan recoiled in his seat. Deacon Maznicki popped his head inside.
�Hey Art, I got a call from � whoa, holy crap!� Deac said when his eyes found Juan. �Who�s the princess with the pretty face?�
�Shut the fuck up,� Bracamontes said, looking anything but threatening.
�Oooooo, and she has such a dirty little mouth on her too.� Deacon turned to Art. �So, some Wilcox lawyer guy called for Ethan again. What should I tell him?�
Art glanced at his watch. They were closing in on 10:30 pm. It seemed late for Tobias�s lawyer to be on telephone duty. This guy must be getting a serious percentage on the estate settlement or he was vying for lawyer of the year. �Get his number; tell him I�ll try to call him back.� He emphasized the word try with a raise of his brow.
�Got it.� Deacon winked at Juan and pursed his lips.
�Asshole!� Juan hollered as the door closed.
�Who exactly are these guys looking for?� Art asked, routing Bracamontes back to the line of questioning.
Juan�s attention refocused. �They lookin� for two jokers � guy named Kane and some other fool.� Juan squinted at the ceiling as if trying to pull the words out of his memory through the air. �Stanton, Stenner, Stoner � �
Art went cold. He leaned over the table again to peer into Juan�s twitchy eyes. The guy was still bouncing around in his drugged brain, attempting to recollect the right name. Art enunciated his next words. �I need you to think very clear; were the names Tobias Keane and Ethan Tannor?�
Like a lightning flash frying what was left inside Juan�s skull, his eyes quit moving and fixed on Art. �Yeah! Those the ones.� He bobbed his head and grinned, clearly proud of his powers of recollection.
Puzzlement settled over Art, clouding his thoughts. It occurred to him then that perhaps Tobias really had been murdered. That idea faded away quickly, though; forensics had pointed too strongly at suicide. Still, he hadn�t heard back from Bagowski on the report yet. Would something unusual turn up after all? He began to wonder how safe his partner really was. Sure, Ethan could handle himself, but what if he was caught by surprise?
An unknown force had been scrambled to Tobias�s estate and then left like a pack of ghosts � in and out with precision. Were these Russians the same guys? With that question, Art�s fear for Ethan escalated; even with the pedigree he had, the chances of surviving against such military might were low.
Stan Bailey�s frantic account came back to him: �They were just there, sailing out from the chopper like some hit squad in black masks and then I was down, and everything went dark quick. But before I passed out, one of them was standing over me � the bright white against black � it was the face of Death, I tell you, with a gleaming row of teeth that smiled back at me. I thought I was dead.�
�Hey man, I�m talkin� to you! Can I go or what?�
Art snapped back to the present, shaking his head to cleanse the imagery of Stan�s account from his mind. He pushed away from the table and stood erect once again. �Is there anything else?�
�Es all I know, I swear.�
Art stopped the recording. There was a faint click as the tape ground to a halt. He fixed a steely gaze on Juan that the other man couldn�t hold.
�You�ve bought yourself a reprieve, Bracamontes. Consider your time here tonight as �� he paused, �� rehabilitation.� Art reached for the tape recorder. �But I swear to Christ, if you�re fucking me on this I�ll find you, and I�ll end you. There will be no Miranda rights. There will be no penal system; just you and me.� He jabbed a thumb at himself to underscore the point. �And a bullet that has your name on it.�
Juan felt like his chest was caving in with each word thrown at him from across the table. Was it the adrenaline finally ebbing from his body, or the crippling pain of their earlier encounter returning to his ribs?
The detective continued, �I�m cutting you loose, but I�m going to keep my ear close to the ground. If I hear so much as you leaving the toilet seat up after you take a piss � � He made the universally understood neck slashing motion.
Detective Hansen�s words had come out cool, collected, and thick with promise. Juan believed him. He�d heard rumors about Arthur Hansen. But they ain�t rumors if they true, right? Juan didn�t care if they were or not; at this moment, Hansen had his dick on the chopping block � theoretically speaking. Juan hadn�t been circumcised when he was a baby � gracias a Dios � and he wasn�t about to start the habit of letting sharp objects near his genitals.
He was a survivor � he�d been one all his life. Flipping on someone for a shorter term in prison and letting another person take the fall came naturally to him. Cooperation was the key. Maybe his brother Miguel would give him a job and another chance at the tire shop. He could change � no, he had to change. His life depended on it, and that wasn�t theoretical. Juan knew what the man staring down at him was thinking. Not just thinking, hoping. Hansen would let Juan go, sit back, and hope for the day he fucked up again.
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The Bad Lead

April 22, 1986, 10:52 PM
The Cozy Clam was always open for business. Ethan felt like he was becoming a regular, but not in the regular sense of the word as it pertained to the normal clientele. As usual, the perverted motel manager, Jeffrey, sat behind the desk skimming through the last issue of a porno magazine. Creepy noises emanated from his mouth.
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It took a few seconds before Ethan�s presence was noticed. �Oh, ahhhh � how can I help you, Mr. Cash?� Jeff said with a wink.
�I�ll need a room for the night.�
�Your previous room is, ah, occupied at the moment. Would you like a different room, or do you wanna wait?�
�New one.� This place disgusted Ethan. If he wasn�t so preoccupied with the current goings-on in his life he�d have the building bulldozed for safety and health code violations.
�Twenty bucks,� Jeff said, then turned to the rack of keys on the wall and lifted a pair off its hook. �Looks like you�ll be upstairs this time, Room 202. You can take the elevator or those stairs across the lot.�
Ethan dropped the money on the countertop so he wouldn�t have to touch the revolting man. Jeff mimicked Ethan, dropping the key on the counter as well. Ethan looped a finger through its ring, wishing he was wearing his crime scene gloves.
* * *
An hour later, he was stuffing the last remnant of a Sno Ball into his mouth. The bite was oversized and his cheeks bulged as he chewed, savoring the tasty goodness of chocolate and shredded pink coconut.
The phone blared, and Ethan jumped. He wiped his hands on his jeans and swallowed the last bite of dinner before reaching out to answer, but not in time to stop another ringing blast.
He snatched up the receiver, ending the racket. �Yeah.�
�It�s me,� Arthur�s voice came through from the other end.
�Whatcha got?� Ethan sat up and pivoted to face the bedside table, grabbing his notepad and pen.
�I�m still at the station, but I wanted to get this to you before it got much later. I took your old pal Cell Block Juan in and gave him the �Hansen Special�. His facts were sparse, but he tipped us in the direction of his cousin, Alejandro Cortez � AKA �Smiley�.�
�Okay, so what did Smiles Davis have to say?�
Art grunted. �Well, his corpse wasn�t too talkative. He had several distinguishing tattoos so I got word pretty quick. He was a member of Los Siete Reyes. Before I could even put out the full APB on him, I got a call from the county morgue; GSW and his throat was slit.�
Gun shot wound and a slit throat. This news held Ethan silent for a moment as he pondered the information. �Well, those neck tattoos are hideous, but killing him seems a little unnecessary. All kidding aside, though, it�s too bad you couldn�t get him breathing.�
�I wouldn�t waste too much upset on this guy. He�s been in the drug trafficking business for a long time and murdered more than a handful of innocent women and children. As far as I�m concerned, if it was these Russian guys you�ve been talking about who took him out, they did us a favor.�
�I guess you can consider myself not upset then,� Ethan said.
�I�m more concerned that any information he might have had died with him. So you wanna guess the sixty-four thousand dollar question? Where do you think his body was found?�
�What do I win if I have no clue?�
Art hesitated before saying, �In a back alley near your apartment. Two of his buddies had a set of gunshot wounds as well.�
�I guess they got a little too close to the sun with the Ruskies. Karma will catch up to everyone in the end. So what�s the deal on this Russian epidemic?�
There was another pause before Art spoke. Ethan heard him take a deep breath. �You can�t pretend this isn�t serious. These guys are very close to you. Did you hear what I said? They were practically in your back yard. I sure hope you know what you�re doing.� It wasn�t the wavering tone in Art�s voice that Ethan picked up on, but the genuine concern.
�Trust me Art, I know what I�m doing.�
�Okay, so yes � there is some sort of Red Scare crap on the streets. It looks like they�re on the hunt for a certain someone in particular; there was no mention of them slinging drugs or any arms trafficking.�
�And who exactly is on their radar?� Ethan asked.
Again, a hesitation. �You. But I have this gut feeling that isn�t a surprise.�
�That gut feeling is probably just gas.�
Uncharacteristically, Art didn�t respond to Ethan�s jab. Either he was in no mood for humor, or maybe it really was indigestion.
Ethan reigned himself in. �So was it the guys from uptown at the estate?�
�I can�t be sure, but all my instincts are pointing in that direction.�
�Mine as well. Did they leave tracks at my place?� Ethan began doodling in the notepad.
Art let out a puff of air. �I looked into that, but everything at your place seemed undisturbed.�
Ethan�s pen stilled. �They were there, Art. I wouldn�t lie about that.�
�No, I believe you. Eyewitnesses came forward about the shootout on your street, but don�t even ask who was gunned down. When they got the hell out of Dodge, the body was taken with them � left us nothing but blood on the sidewalk. Also, your buddy Donald admitted that several men came in with IDs saying they needed access to your room and mailbox.�
�What kind of ID?� Ethan frowned and resumed sketching patterns on the page; they didn�t come close to being artistic, but the mindless action helped focus his thoughts.
�He wasn�t one hundred percent sure but he thought F.B.I.�
�Fake?�
�Can�t say. But I did call one of my contacts at the Bureau, and he has no record of any teams being there � or even remotely in the area.�
Ethan mulled this over before asking, �Outsourcing maybe? Any groups off the grid?�
�Listen Ethan, this shit sounds deeper with every phone call � looks like you�re in it up to your ball sack. You need to get yourself somewhere safe.�
�Why the sudden interest in my ball sack? And no one knows where I am except you. As long as I keep moving, and you aren�t sweated for details, I should be fine.�
Art huffed again at Ethan�s blas� response. �OK, but for the record, I don�t like this. And a couple more things: J.B. Wilcox called again. He seems very determined to get in touch with you. He said he�ll need the death certificate to get the paperwork started, and he�d like you to drop it off at his office personally. Speaking of getting sweated, Fredericks has been hounding everyone about you. I�ve managed to dodge him, but I don�t know how long I can keep that up.�
�I figured as much. I�ll be calling him shortly. Do you have his home number?�
There was a shuffling sound as Art searched his Rolodex and then read off the digits.
Ethan jotted them down then said, �Thanks buddy. I�ll call if I need anything else.�
�I�ll be off tomorrow; the wife and I are going shopping.�
�Awww, you guys are picking out coffins � how sweet. Are they going to be a matching set?�
�You�re a dick, Ethan. Leave it to you to never let an old joke slip by.� Art�s words were caustic, but his underlying chuckle was evident.
Ethan grinned. �It�s what I do best.�
�Yeah, well � when the time comes, we�re both going to be cremated. I�d always envisioned having our ashes put in the same urn together because we�re a team and I never want to be without her. Maybe every now and then the kids can give the jar a good shake so we can still get it on in the afterlife.�
�That�s probably the most touching and disturbing thing I�ve ever heard, Art. And for some reason I feel like I need to take a shower now.�
�Just don�t catch an STD in that place.�
�I�ll try to be careful. Anyway, touch base with you tomorrow, okay? And I�m sorry I�ve been such an ass lately. It�s just been a rough couple of days.�
�We�ve all had �em. I know what it�s like to be in your shoes.�
The remark left an opening for questions, and Ethan could never help but chase a lead; it seemed that was all he�d been doing lately anyway. �What was your worst day Art? And don�t say when I became your partner or this conversation is over.� He laughed at his own wit, but Art didn�t join in.
�I�m sure word got to you at least once or twice, but it was probably that whole Lewis Martinelli business.�
Oh shit. Ethan knew where this was going. �Yeah, I did hear about that, but I chose not to bring it up.�
�I hope you never know what it feels like to be betrayed like that. Every judgment call I�ve made since that day still gets questioned. I trusted him � for fourteen years. He catches her cheating on him, and does he just divorce her? No. Does he just kill her in a fit of rage? No. He planned and schemed for weeks. That�s just sick.�
Ethan remained silent.
�Here�s something not everyone knows: it was all swept under the rug � as best as possible, anyway � from the rest of the guys and never revealed publicly. Not only did he stage the break-in at his house and murder her, but he also killed four other women before that using the same MO just to keep us off the scent. Then, when the wife showed up dead, he tried to pretend he was just another victim in a long line of others.�
Art heaved a jagged sigh and didn�t say anything for a moment. Ethan waited for the rest. Finally, it came. �We figured it out, but not before he murdered two more. I guess he thought it would be suspicious if the final victim was his wife. Did you know the Feds got pulled in for the case? They thought it was a serial killer. I guess he sort of was, just not your garden-variety type.�
Ethan almost didn�t know what to say for once. �Why haven�t I ever heard about this?�
�Like I said, swept under the rug as best they could; the big guys didn�t want it to get out that one of their own boys went rampage on the city. Makes us all look bad, that kind of thing.�
�Holy shit � that�s terrible, Art.�
�The worst part is I began to blame myself. Here we were the two of us together, trying to solve this case, and the whole time he was faking his distress and I didn�t see it. It was right in front of me.�
�But you couldn�t have known what he was doing,� Ethan said.
�It doesn�t change anything. Seven women are dead, and to this day those same big boys upstairs think I�m not the detective I should be. How could I not figure it out? He was my partner, you know? How did this happen?�
�Sometimes there are just people who do a good job at hiding their crazy.�
�Trust me, I know,� Art said. �I think I�ve nearly seen everything, and I�m not sure I want to see much more � because just when you think you�ve seen it all, something happens that blows your world away.�
Art�s revelation had been unexpected and eye opening, but a glance at the clock told Ethan the night was dwindling and this conversation would have to be picked up later. �Hey man, thanks for sharing that. I know it must have been hard. I wouldn�t mind hearing more sometime, but I�d better give Fredericks that call before he cans my ass permanently.�
�Give �em hell, kid.�
�Yeah, I�ll try. And Art � thanks again for everything.�
�No problem, buddy.� There was a touch of sadness in the big man�s voice, as if he had so much more to say and Ethan felt a tinge of guilt for not having more time to continue the conversation.
He disconnected the line and dialed Fredericks� home number, but his mind was still glued on the story of Lewis Martinelli. He imagined himself in Art�s situation, and wondered how it must have felt to have been deceived so completely for so long. Ethan hoped he never had to experience something like that.
Fredericks answered the phone then, breaking his thoughts. Nine minutes later � after a series of outbursts, rants, and grumbles from his boss � the man finally calmed down and agreed to meet at Jo Ann�s Caf� in the morning.
Shortly after ending the call, Ethan flopped back on the bed. It had been a long damn day. Moments later, he drifted into sleep surrounded by a pile of Tobias�s papers.

18
The Breakfast Slug

April 23, 1986, 6:47 AM
�I gotta hand it to you Ethan, you sure do have some stones with the crap you�ve pulled lately,� Fredericks said as he slid into the seat opposite Ethan.
�I was born that way; it�s my cross to bear.� Ethan smirked around a mouthful of breakfast. Jo Ann�s Caf� didn�t sit in the safest of neighborhoods but the food was amazing and worth the risk. �So were you able to get what I asked for?� Ethan said after swallowing.
Fredericks leaned back. �Would I be here if I wasn�t?� He produced a light brown folder he�d been carrying and slapped it on the table. �I�ll admit, I thought you were getting your panties in a bunch about your uncle, but after that raid at his estate, even I�m starting to believe there is some shady shit going down.�
A waitress bearing the name tag �Aurelia� walked by to tend to other patrons, and Fredericks raised his finger to snag her notice. She stopped when she saw the badge hanging from his chest pocket, glinting like pure gold, and her dark eyes flashed as if saying, Anything for the boys on the street. �What can I get ya darlin�?� Her twang made her sound like a member of the Kennedy family.
�Coffee, black.� Fredericks faced the woman, offering Ethan a glimpse of his legendary ear hair. Ethan usually tried to avoid looking at it but he was almost a captive audience here. It was like the Garden of Eden and grew in wicked formations. He half expected a slithering serpent to shoot out and offer a bite of the forbidden fruit. Ethan suppressed a shudder and quickly averted his eyes.
As the serving girl left on her newly given mission, Fredericks gazed back at Ethan. �I want to get something straight with you before we move on. Art isn�t your errand boy, and I don�t like my detectives running around on the city�s dime chasing down leads I�m not aware of. No more behind my back shit; everything goes through me from here on. Are we clear?�
Ethan nodded, and Fredericks continued, �I assume you already spoke with Art so you�re aware that Bracamontes didn�t tell us too much we didn�t already know. Also, our boy Bailey is still in the hospital. He�s pretty shaken up by the whole ordeal. I�d be surprised if he decided to wear blue again.�
Fredericks was probably thinking the same thing as Ethan. He�d seen it several times during his short career, so he couldn�t fathom how often his boss must have witnessed it: a cop gets a close call and decides to throw in the towel. Much like a guy with a motorcycle who loves to feel the speed of the machine beneath him and the wind in his face, then sells the cycle at half price just to get it out of the garage when fate nearly claims his life.
The serving girl came back and set the mug on the table, then gave a quick top off to Ethan�s cup. She flashed a grin and moved on to her other customers before they had a chance to ask for anything else. Coffee wasn�t a big tip opportunity for her, cop or not.
Fredericks rubbed his hands together and wrapped them around his cup, then took a giant swig. �Jesus, this coffee is so weak it�s helpless.�
�It�s okay to me; I think the cigarettes are killing your taste buds.� Ethan dumped a heaping spoon full of sugar into his own java.
�If you keep using too much of that shit you�re going to die young, Tannor.�
Ethan could feel Fredericks eyeballing him, but he pretended he didn�t notice and returned to his breakfast. �Life is short, right?� He pointed to the file. �Do we have new leads?�
�Contrary to popular belief � and despite its strangeness � your uncle�s case isn�t the only one on my desk. A lot of shit�s going down all at once. The higher ups and the Mayor want that Brooklyn Vigilante case closed; there�s been another killing.�
�Same MO?�
�It�s not really an MO � unless taking out each of The Seven Kings systematically can be considered that. But you know the really odd thing?�
Ethan shrugged, waiting for Fredericks to elaborate.
�I knew every last one of those sons of bitches almost twenty years ago, when they were small time. Couldn�t seem to put them away except one, but even then it wasn�t for long. It�s like someone found my short list of names and is cleaning up what I couldn�t.�
�Wait a minute. The Kings? You knew them all?�
Fredericks gave a slow nod. �There�s Eduardo Dominguez, Don Chuey, and Rogelio Gomez.� He ticked off a finger for each name. �They�re all six feet under now. That still leaves Raul Salazar � who�s currently locked up and maybe in the safest place � Marco Murillo, Javier Menendez, and then there�s La Sombra � who nobody seems to know. He�s the only one I don�t have information on.�
�The Shadow,� Ethan said. �The name seems to fit.� He didn�t know much Spanish, but Art had spoken about this guy before and he remembered the translation.
Fredericks was still talking. �And no one has been able to get an eyewitness to say anything. I get it, they�re looking after their own and don�t want to send a man to the gallows. After all, these aren�t good guys dying. If you ask me, the man�s doing us a favor. But you know the politics of it; every murder needs to be solved. I say let God sort them out.� He finished with, �Then there�s this business of your uncle that�s turning into a cluster fuck and it�s caught the Commissioner�s eye.�
�What are you going to tell the Mayor then?�
Fredericks pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek. �I�m still trying to think of a way to tell him to fuck himself without hurting his feelings.�
Both men laughed, and Fredericks started up again. �This job will get to you, though. I know we had our words the other day about drinking, but seriously � heading down that path isn�t worth it. I had a friend who told me things about his addiction. He said everyone has to hit their own bottom. Do you know what that is?�
Ethan had his suspicions, but he shook his head and continued enjoying his breakfast.
�He said hitting bottom means having shit happen in your life faster than you can lower your standards to convince yourself that everything is okay.� Fredericks gave a quick head bob in soundless agreement of what he�d just relayed.
Ethan studied Fredericks a moment. There was something about the way his boss had delivered the line that made it seem very personal. Like they weren�t words fostered by a friend but something from his own life experience.
The Captain blew into his coffee and took another gulp. �What about you? Have you found out anything new?�
Another bite of Ethan�s egg and bacon sandwich was on its way to his mouth when he froze, then pulled it away. Should he really divulge everything he�d learned so far? He eyed the brown folder; he�d have to give Fredericks something, or the Captain would think him crazy and snatch this lead away from him.
�Well, it�s all sort of jumbled and I�ve got nothing concrete, more of a hunch than anything. I�d hate to jump the gun and not follow the book. You know � due process and all.� Ethan took a quick bite of food, hoping to buy some thinking time if another inquiry was launched his way.
�Are you fucking kidding me Tannor?� Fredericks hissed, reaching up to loosen his tie. �I�ve stuck my neck out � you can�t pull this crap, especially when I�ve thrown you a pretty big bone as a favor with this here.� He tapped the folder. �Your activities lately have been a fucking mystery, and I don�t even know where the hell you�ve been staying because it sure isn�t at your house!�
Hypertension reddened the Captain�s face. He set his coffee aside and leaned closer across the table, lowering his voice an octave or two. �A day after your uncle dies you demand I release you back to full working status. Now it seems you�re making headway on your personal time � let me remind you I�m giving you full access to investigate � and for some unknown reason, now you can�t stay far enough away from the department.�
Ethan finished chewing, taking his time before swallowing. �There�s a lot of heat on me right now, and I don�t think it�s safe. Did you know some sinister types were ransacking my place?�
Fredericks� eyes narrowed. �Yeah, Art told me about that. I had it looked into, but your place was untouched. Can�t say the same for outside the building, what with that OK Corral showdown. It�s too much of a coincidence to say these two events aren�t connected. Tell me what the hell is happening.�
The look on Fredericks� face made Ethan want to ask if the man had taken his blood pressure medication, but he decided it wouldn�t be a safe question. He took a slug of coffee instead. �Look, I�m still trying to figure that out myself. If I find anything significant, I�ll let you know. I just need four more hours.� He worked to keep the pleading tone out of his voice. Fredericks had the ability to shut him down if he wanted and that meant playing this conversation smart.
The Captain scoffed at his subordinate, pinning Ethan with an intense look. This was the patented �Fredericks Stare�, which he used when attempting to get a read on his quarry. Ethan forced a neutral expression. Fredericks was rarely wrong in his assessments.
Ethan looked away from the man�s scrutiny and put his cup down. The bottom edge of the mug caught the lip of his plate, spilling its contents.
�Jesus Christ!� Fredericks thundered, pulling his arms back to escape the wave of coffee flowing across the table.
Ethan leaned over, snagging a handful of napkins from the dispenser. There was a sudden crashing sound and for an instant, he thought his elbow had knocked the cup to the ground, shattering it to pieces. Damn, I�m clumsy today! He chanced a look at Fredericks, knowing he�d see deep agitation lines creasing the man�s face, but all he noted was shock. The Captain�s mouth was agape, and on his crisp white shirt a bright red splotch was blooming.
Time came to a standstill as Ethan�s mind detached itself from reality and only one thought managed to push its way through: The coffee splashed all the way over there? Wait � that�s not coffee, that�s �
He ducked down on instinct just as the sound of a second crash exploded around them. Fredericks took another shot, this one to his shoulder. The impact shook his body and he grunted out a moan of pain.
Ethan rolled from the seat and crashed to the floor under the table, screams from the other patrons piercing his ears. He grabbed Fredericks� coat, yanking him down. Fredericks fell over in the booth. Blood dripped from his mouth, his breathing ragged.
Fredericks coughed, the sound of it wet and sickening. His eyes fluttered, and when they opened again Ethan saw resignation there. Fredericks knew he was gone, but his lips were moving. Ethan barely heard his voice over the screams filling the caf�.
�I�m � done � Tannor �� Fredericks coughed again, swallowing the blood in his mouth. �Go �� The Captain�s eyes were glassy now and Ethan knew there was nothing he could do to help.
The file! His eyes shot upwards. The folder was still on the table near the edge. Hopefully it had been spared from the coffee spill. He reached up for the folder and more shots pelted the table near his hand.
He yanked back to safety, cursing. He couldn�t turn the table over to get the file because it was bolted to the wall. Another flurry of shots exploded, and Fredericks absorbed a volley of bullets. Then Ethan felt something drop onto his legs and glanced down. It was the folder. Fredericks had enough of his mind left to realize Ethan�s predicament and had somehow managed to lift his arm to the table, pushing the file off to save Ethan from placing himself in danger.
Ethan looked into his friend�s frozen eyes and his chest stung with grief. He�d never be able to thank Fredericks for his sacrifice. But he couldn�t think about that now. He had to get out of here.
He steeled himself and edged closer to the wall, standing up behind the barrier. He peered out at the building across the street. On its third floor the tip of a rifle was sticking out of an open window.
The sniper�s vantage appeared to be limited to only the first couple of booths by the window. Ethan calculated he could make it to the end of the diner and out through its rear exit. This path to safe escape had already occurred to the other customers; they were moving en masse toward the back in a rush of panic, shrieking as they fled.
Ethan pushed off the wall and surged forward, throwing up his arms to shield his face at the sound of exploding tiles behind him. Chips of flying debris nipped at his legs, but the damage was minimal. Sunlight from the alley struck his face as he approached the open door, and he knew he was home free. For now.
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19
Doctor Strange Gloves

April 23, 1986, 8:33 AM
Ethan walked into the county morgue, doing his best to remain calm. Two medical examiners were in deep conversation by the front door and he rechecked his posture, making sure to appear casual as he approached the service counter. After witnessing Fredericks take half a clip of ammunition, Ethan was surprised he was holding it together so well. This whole morning had felt unreal, like reality had lost its grip in New York City and anarchy was taking hold.
He reached the counter and mentally congratulated himself on not having a public meltdown. Another set of MEs � a middle aged, balding man and a younger woman � stood on the other side making idle conversation. The woman appeared to be on her way home from the night shift; she held a set of car keys in her hand and had a purse slung over one shoulder. Ethan waited for them to come over. The man gave him a curt nod but continued the conversation with his colleague. The woman offered a slight glance in his direction, clearly not interested to extend herself in service; shift was over, who cared if a citizen needed assistance?
Ethan eyed the little hand bell on the counter and formulated various ways to get their notice. First, he thought about ringing the shit out of it. Then he envisioned throwing the damn thing straight at them. Instead he stood silently for a few more moments, hoping their sense of duty would kick in.
When it became obvious their sense of duty was nowhere to be found, he pulled out his detective shield and rapped it against the glass window. The woman snapped her head around, saw the glint of gold, and said a quick goodbye to her co-worker. She exited through a side door in the hall, throwing a nasty look at Ethan before disappearing outside.
The man she�d been talking to approached the desk window. He cleared his throat before asking, �May I help you, officer?�
�Detective,� Ethan corrected.
�Okay �� the man paused, �Detective, how may I help you?�
�You should have received an elderly man about two days ago. I�m here for the autopsy report.�
�Officer � I mean Detective � we get lots of elderly people coming through here. Can you be a little more specific?� He spoke with a tone of condescension that Ethan found irritating.
�The individual would have suffered a gunshot wound to the head. His name is Tobias Keane.� Ethan pulled out the necessary medical release forms he�d stuffed in his pocket and pushed them through the slit at the base of the communication window. He�d decided to leave their file folder in his car. It was splattered with Fredericks� blood.
The ME skimmed over the forms to validate their authenticity before he finally spoke. �Ahhh, yes � that was a clear-cut autopsy; he expired due to massive brain trauma from the blast of a large caliber handgun ��
Ethan cut him off. �How about a little respect for the dead �� he glanced down at the man�s name tag. �Greg. This isn�t an animal carcass we�re discussing.�
�My apologies, Mr. �?� Greg tried to make it sound like he was interested to know Ethan�s name for ease of conversation, but Ethan imagined the underlying reason would be for lodging a complaint with the police department about this one-on-one experience with a member of New York�s finest.
�Tannor. Ethan Tannor. The victim was my uncle and had no other family, so you could say it�s a little personal for me.�
�My condolences, Mr. Tannor.� Greg�s attempt at sympathy didn�t sound convincing.
�Is it possible for us to continue this conversation in the other room with the full report in your hands? I�d hate to get all the information from just your memory, in case you forget to tell me something important.� Ethan plastered on a stiff grin that probably made him look like he wanted to bite the man�s head off.
Greg gave a faux smile of his own. �I suppose. Normally I just hand over the paperwork, but seeing as you�re the next of kin I guess I can accommodate you by extending that courtesy.�
�Thanks Greg, that is much appreciated.� Ethan made no effort to stifle the sarcasm in his voice.
Greg pressed a button to release the door and a buzzer rang out. Ethan went through and the two men walked side by side down a long white walled hallway. As they passed by a few rooms, Ethan could see through the observation windows on the doors that there were several autopsies in progress. They took a quick left and passed two more closed rooms before the doctor pushed open a door and allowed Ethan to pass through first.
�Wait here just a moment, Mr. Tannor,� he said, peering at Ethan over the top of his wire rimmed glasses.
�That�s Detective. Let�s not forget, I�m also on police business.�
The man let out a loud huff, indicating � if there was ever any doubt before � his irritation at Ethan�s presence, questions, and apparent egotism about his title. �I just need to grab your uncle�s charts � Detective.�
�Take your time, no rush, these bodies aren�t going anywhere.� And then Ethan bit his tongue, remembering that just moments before he�d chastised the good doctor to have a little regard for the dead. Ethan, you hypocritical idiot; will you ever learn to shut up while you�re ahead?
It wasn�t long before Dr. Greg walked back from the other room. He was carrying a folder under his arm and snapping on a pair of purple examining gloves, the sound of it loud in the quiet room. Greg readjusted his glasses, opened the file, and began reviewing its contents.
�Okay, the notes say that your uncle did in fact commit suicide. He had powder burns on his right hand, the bullet passed through his temple causing severe damage to the frontal and temporal lobe.� He looked up at Ethan. �If you�ve been working in this city for any length of time, you know by now the damage that a high caliber bullet can cause to tissue and brain matter.�
Ethan said nothing to that, just nodded to concur with the doctor�s statement. Then he began his line of questioning. �Were there any other findings � toxicology, blood work, anything? My uncle mentioned that his health had been failing. Any idea what he had?�
The doctor began leafing through the pages, flipped back a few and then forward again. �This is weird,� he said in sudden alarm.
Ethan leaned forward, trying to read portions of the written ME report and decipher the chicken scratch and medical abbreviations. He couldn�t glean anything understandable, so he finally asked, �What is it?�
[image: ]
Greg frowned up at him through his smudged lenses. �There are pages missing from his file and others have been inserted in the wrong places.� He returned his attention to the papers, confusion etched on his face. �Some of the things we sent to the lab haven�t been sent back, and we should have gotten those results within twenty-four hours.� He gave Ethan the folder.
Ethan scanned the pages and noticed a Polaroid attached to the report with a paper clip. It was a snapshot of Tobias�s torso; on his chest was a solid black tattoo of an �S� in between two five-pointed stars. Ethan had never seen the odd tattoo before, but it didn�t answer any of his questions, so he sifted further through the file. The handwriting was even more illegible up close, if that were possible.
Greg sensed Ethan�s lack of comprehension and said, �Even this is incorrect.� He pointed a wrinkled index finger at one of the papers where a section indicated blood type. Finally something he could read; the notation �AB+� stood out in clear print.
�That isn�t right,� Ethan mused.
�I know,� the medical examiner said. �I�m the one who did the work on your uncle�s blood. I clearly remember when I typed up the report I put AB negative in that field. The reason I remember is because it�s a rare blood type and we don�t get many of those.�
�I want to see the body � now,� Ethan said with a sharpness in his tone that wasn�t there before. His instincts were tingling like a real-life version of Spidey-sense.
The doctor consulted his paperwork again, and then went to one of the refrigeration units against the wall. Scanning the labels on the metal doors, he stopped at one and said, �Here we go � RU-4.�
He twisted the handle, releasing its latch, and pulled on the sliding metal drawer. The container breathed out a cloud of frigid air, and when the cold fog dispersed, they were staring at an empty slab.

20
Invasion of the Dead Body Snatchers

April 23, 1986, 8:46 AM
�What�s her name and where does she live, Greg?�
Despite the cold air circulating in the morgue, Greg was perspiring like he�d just finished a sprint. He readjusted his glasses � he�d been doing it nonstop since the discovery of Tobias�s missing body, and it was annoying the shit out of Ethan. �I�ll have to look that information up in the file room,� Greg said.
�Look it up then � quickly!�
�One moment.� Greg went to fetch the information. Ethan followed, despite the non-verbal request to wait. The man headed into the file room and opened a cabinet, thumbing through the folders until he came across the one in question and pulled out a sheet of paper.
�Here she is. Becky � or, I mean, Dr. Rebecca Wilson. She lives at 14397 Juniper Way.� Greg looked at Ethan, pushing up his glasses once more. �If you�ll wait a moment, I can make a copy of this ��
Ethan snatched the page from Greg�s hand. Without saying another word, he left with the newly procured information, leaving the shaken doctor to contemplate the repercussions of losing a body in his morgue.
April 23, 1986, 10:02 AM
What was supposed to be a twenty minute drive took triple the time, courtesy of New York City drivers who had obvious difficulty remembering where the gas pedal was located on their vehicles.
Ethan now stood on the faded brick patio in front of the house and cross-checked the number on its door against the employee hire sheet. This was the right place, and the hood of the car in the driveway was still warm, so he knew she was here. He gave the heavy oak door three strikes with his fist. When it wasn�t answered right away impatience got the best of him, and he raised his arm to pound again just as the door opened a crack.
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�Can I help you?� The woman�s eyes were skittish, yet Ethan noticed that she had a look of recognition on her face. Up close, he had a better view of Dr. Rebecca Wilson. She was a petite woman, and � now he realized � quite pretty in the right lighting.
�Yes Ma�am.� He pulled his trench coat open to expose the detective shield attached to his belt. �I believe I saw you this morning at the coroner�s office. I�m Detective Tannor. Do you remember me?�
�Not the name, but I remember seeing you.�
Ethan edged closer, staring into her wary eyes. �Could we talk inside?�
She began to open the door then pushed it back, alarm reddening her face and causing her breathing to quicken. �What�s this about?� Her voice hitched a little when she asked the question, like this wasn�t the first unpleasant encounter she�d had with an operative of the state.
�Just some routine questions about one of your autopsies,� he said, putting on his best smile. �Greg was unable to answer some of them and he mentioned that you were the lead examiner on the case I�m investigating.�
Her face relaxed and she stepped away, letting the door swing open. �Come in � I�d offer you coffee, but I work the night shift and was just getting ready for bed.�
�Thanks, I�d love some.� Ethan�s sarcasm was on auto-pilot, the result of his simmering anger. Now, he berated himself for allowing the inconvenience at the morgue to snowball down upon the exhausted woman.
She led him through a short, darkened hallway that creaked as they walked and into a small kitchen and dining room combo. Her hair was damp from a recent shower and the smell of honey and almonds left a beautiful trail through the house; the fragrance of her seemed to pull him along behind. She held her robe closed as she reached for a canister of Maxwell House. Then she hesitated and turned back to Ethan. �Regular or decaf, Mr. Tannor?�
�I don�t see the point in decaf,� he answered, not bothering to rebuke her for failing to use his title as he�d done with Greg. Perhaps her beauty had something to do with it. If Ethan wasn�t careful his tongue might start lolling out of his mouth, like those cartoon characters on TV.
Rebecca poured water into a kettle and placed it on an open flame of the gas stove. Then she pulled out a chair from the table and sat down, taking care to keep her garment in place, but not before Ethan caught a flash of naked thigh and lacy bra. Rather than ask him for permission to change into something more comfortable, she seemed determined to hurry up and conclude their business.
�Okay,� she said on an exhale. �Can I see the file?�
�Actually, I�m not here about an autopsy. I need to discuss a missing person with you.
Worry lines etched her forehead. �Shouldn�t you be dealing with the regular police department then?�
For a moment, he considered asking her what constituted an �irregular� police department, but he decided against it. �The person in question � my uncle � happens to be the deceased. And until yesterday, he was an occupant at your morgue. Dr. Greg informed me the body disappeared on your watch, and I want to know where it is, Miss Wilson,� he said, intentionally omitting her professional title.
She fidgeted in her seat, readjusting her robe and glancing around self-consciously. She didn�t even bother to correct his lack of professional courtesy. �I don�t know what you�re talking about.�
Ever since Ethan arrived, his cop intuition had been telling him that something about this woman wasn�t adding up to his previous assumptions � and something about the house, too. But he was so fixed on getting information from her � and so distracted by the curvaceous shape beneath the robe � that he couldn�t put a finger on what was amiss.
�Look Miss Wilson, I�m not here to arrest anyone; I just want answers. Where�s my uncle�s body, and why was it taken? Did someone break in last night?�
She was eerily quiet and sat very still, her eyes pensive.
�Is someone threatening you? Did anyone talk with you?�
She stared down at her hands and began fiddling with a ring on her finger. �I can�t!� she burst out and her eyes welled up with tears.
He adjusted the tone of his voice to that of calm assurance. �I�ve already said I�m only here to ask questions. I�m not going to arrest you � of this I promise. I just need to find out who stole his body and why his chart contained incorrect information.�
She glanced up in alarm and Ethan knew this vein of inquiry could lead him in the right direction.
�Why was his blood sample swapped? Or was it just documented incorrectly?� he asked. The house creaked a little, as though urging her to open up and tell him everything.
�His blood was irregular,� she said slowly, avoiding his eyes. �That�s possibly even why he chose suicide; it may have been causing problems with his brain.�
�Irregular, how?� Ethan felt a surge of eagerness for the answer to Tobias�s mysterious ailment and leaned forward with expectation.
She shook her head, still toying with her fingers. The house creaked again and seemed to sigh. The kettle on the stove began to whistle.
And then Ethan had that moment � a switching on of the mental light bulb � when he figured out what was wrong with his earlier perception of Rebecca Wilson. Now it was clear: the two types of coffee, the lacy bra, and the gold ring she twisted around her finger.
The conclusion popped in his head like the snapping of fingers, and another creak sounded in the hallway behind them as if driving it home. That was when Ethan realized they were not alone.

21
The Girl with the Distracting Shampoo

April 23, 1986, 10:18 AM
Ethan jumped up from his seat as Rebecca screamed in alarm. His forward inertia slid the chair back to collide with a nearly naked man swinging a baseball bat. The man�s tighty-whiteys did little to hide the condition of his nethers. It seemed that something more than Rebecca�s preparations for a snooze had been interrupted by Ethan�s visit.
�Whoa, whoa, whoa!� Ethan pulled out his sidearm, disengaging the safety, and aimed it as he would in any other situation where he was being barged by a half naked � and semi-aroused � assailant.
�Who the fuck are you?� the man wielding the Louisville slugger yelled, after recovering from his lost balance on the wild swing.
�Detective Tannor, NYPD.� Ethan was glad to notice that the man�s erection was retreating, though his own predicament hadn�t changed. Oddly, the only thing that occurred to him at that moment was the situational pun behind the word �pre-dic-ament�.
�How do we know you�re a real cop?�
�Put the bat down and we�ll talk.� Ethan pointed his gun a little off center mass to ease the man�s tension. The tea kettle continued its shrill whine.
�Hell no!� he barked.
Rebecca rose to her feet, not caring that the robe no longer sheltered her attributes. �He�s got a gun, Mark!�
�I can see that, Becky � now shut the hell up, and turn that damn thing off!� Mark twirled the bat in a slow, steady circle at the tip. Becky went to the stove, pulled the kettle away from the burner and shut off the flame.
�Your wife has a good point.� Ethan lowered his gun, no longer keeping the weapon trained on Mark�s kill mark. It sounded weird when he thought of it that way.
�That doesn�t mean shit!� The club moved in jerky motions, bringing to mind an image of Casey at the bat ready to swing for a home run; Ethan hoped for a strikeout here as well.
�Okay,� Ethan said, �call the NYPD headquarters then; ask for verification.� With his free hand he tossed his detective shield to the other man, who snatched it out of the air. �My badge number is on there.�
Mark still eyed him with suspicion, but the bat had ceased its menacing circulations.
�All I need are some answers to a few questions about a case your wife worked on.� Ethan gave him a wry grin. �And then I�ll let you two get back to your � ah � morning.�
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Dr. Rebecca Wilson � or more recently known as Dr. Rebecca Frasier � had regained awareness of her near nakedness. She clutched the edges of her robe against her body as she reset the burner and took a seat at the table again.
The water had cooled off while Mark took Ethan up on the challenge to verify his identity by calling the NYPD. After ending his talk with the dispatcher, the doctor�s new husband excused himself. Moments later the sound of a shower running could be heard down the hall. Rebecca�s face reddened.
Ethan cleared his throat in the strained silence and tried to pick up where they�d left off. �I apologize for this intrusion, but like I said � I do need some answers. Where is my uncle�s body?�
�I wish I could tell you, but I honestly don�t know.� She fiddled with the collar of her robe, looking miserable. �Two men arrived in the middle of the night � around 1:30, I would guess � and asked for it.�
�Just asked?� Ethan eyed her with suspicion.
�I didn�t want to cooperate at first, but they showed identification, the works. I insisted it wasn�t protocol, and then they offered me twenty thousand dollars.�
She noted the look on Ethan�s face, then spoke again before he could respond. �You don�t understand; we just got married. I�m still paying on my student loan, and we were broke. We needed that money, and to be frank I don�t think I would have been able to stop them if they�d decided to just take his body by force.� She bit her lip and looked away, shame flooding her features.
�I don�t give a rat�s ass about the money,� Ethan said impatiently. �You mentioned identification. What were their names?�
She shook her head and watched the kettle. Wisps of steam were beginning to float through the hole in the spout�s lid, but its telltale whine had not yet begun. �I don�t remember. The only thing I recall was the bigger of the two men. I think his name was Jackman or Jackson.
Ethan was still scribbling down what she�d said and didn�t raise his eyes from the notepad as he asked his next question. �Their identification � was it FBI, CIA, NSA?�
�No. I�d never heard of the agency before and I can�t remember the acronym at all, I�m sorry.�
He frowned in thought and she cut in to defend herself again. �I wouldn�t have done this, but your uncle�s chart indicated there was no next of kin. I figured no one would miss the body and I was going to change the out processing sheet tomorrow, showing he had been cremated.
�Otherwise, CDC regulations would have made cremation out of the question due to the irregularity of his blood if I didn�t swap the samples. I was going to make notes on his chart correcting my findings.�
Ethan lowered the notepad and fixed his gaze on Dr. Frasier, leaning toward her. She eyed him with trepidation but didn�t back away. �What was irregular?� he asked. �I know he was AB negative, and that�s a rare blood type. But it�s not that unheard of, so what was the problem?�
�His blood was slightly radioactive. Not enough to contaminate anyone else, but definitely not healthy for him to live that way. I flagged it and called the CDC. Shortly after I made the call, these two men showed. It all seemed legit, until I didn�t want to go against CDC guidelines and they offered me the money.�
Radioactive? What the hell? His brain kept repeating the question to himself, but still he had no answers. Ethan scanned his notes for another moment before asking, �And they gave no indication as to where they were taking the body?�
She shook her head again, the motion sending another whiff of honey and almonds his way. �No. A truck pulled up to the cargo doors and a bunch of guys came in and took the body from the refrigeration unit.�
The kettle whistled its second tune, and Rebecca pushed herself up from the table to pour the boiling water into the waiting cup of instant coffee.
�Cream, Mr. Tannor?�
�Ah, yes � and sugar if you have it.�
She stirred the contents, tossed the spoon into the sink, and brought the cup and a saucer to the table, placing them in front of Ethan. She sank back into her chair and bundled up again, her face still full of uncertainty.
�Well,� Ethan said as he returned to his notes, �I now have more questions than I have answers.� Tobias�s suicide goes further down the rabbit hole than I imagined. He stood from the chair and slid it back beneath the table. �I appreciate your time and help in this investigation, Mrs. Frasier. And again, I apologize for the intrusion.�
Why was he apologizing? This woman had been complicit in serious illegal activities; what he knew could do permanent damage to her budding career.
The mournful expression on her face said she knew this. �But you didn�t even drink your coffee.�
�I only drink Folgers or Dunkin� Donuts.� Ethan headed for the door. He didn�t bother looking back.

22
The Anguished Patient

April 23, 1986, 12:24 PM
Having exhausted his other options, Ethan headed for the next lead on his list: the patient at St. Jeremiah�s.
St Jeremiah�s was an old institution, having been built back in 1907, when construction on such buildings was simple brick and mortar. While still a solid structure on the outside, the inside gave away its age. The original white floor tiles were still in place but with time had morphed into a cream corn yellow streaked with black shoe scuffs. And the smell � that was another thing entirely. The air held a thick odor of old urine mixed with the harsh chemical rank of bleach. Ethan had to breathe through his mouth to avoid gagging on the stench.
Dr. Cunningham walked beside him down the east ward hallway, shooting off rapid-fire information about the individual Ethan had tracked down here: Patient 3944. Behind them, two orderlies trailed at a respectful distance.
�It�s quite normal in these cases for the cranial damage to not destroy every facet of the human mind,� Dr. Cunningham was saying, an almost fevered look in his eyes. �It is truly a remarkable thing.�
Ethan noticed two staffers talking over a dirty mop and bucket. When they caught sight of Dr. Cunningham rounding the corner they grabbed their cleaning equipment and went back to their duties. The doctor was so engrossed in his one-sided conversation that he didn�t spot the idle employees. When Cunningham paused for breath Ethan asked, �So you�re saying it�s remarkable he survived from the head trauma?�
The man flapped his hands in dismissal. �No, that is fairly typical. The mind � the mind is what is remarkable. It�s like a giant video camera that is constantly set to record.�
�Uh-huh.�
�You must think about how amazing the brain is. From the moment of memory recollection, all information is stored. And at an instant �� he snapped his fingers for dramatic effect, �it can recall with intimate detail a memory long ago that had not been there a second before.
�Keep in mind that when thinking about a past event, you are technically just recalling the last time you remembered the memory itself, not the actual incident. With each recollection, the data can grow less precise � to the point that it could eventually become a false memory upon its retrieval. It is like the past, unchangeable the moment it happens, but over time the brain can fool us into remembering a contradictory version. This is why eyewitness testimony in court cases can be a dangerous thing to rely upon.�
�Yes, that is pretty riveting,� Ethan drawled. �I�m sure I won�t be able to sleep tonight with this new revelation.�
Cunningham threw him a pinched look, mouth tight with agitation. �I may be old, Detective, but I do sense sarcasm when I hear it.�
�Noted. No disrespect, but this talk of memories is not why I�m here. I just need information about the patient.�
�I understand.� The doctor looked so crestfallen Ethan almost felt a twinge of pity. But then he started up again as if having his own contradictory relapse. �I can get carried away by the intensity of this subject matter. It boggles my mind. For example, a friend or colleague tells you a story of his life, and during his conversation perhaps some image or word sparks one of your own memories � one that had not been on your mind for years, yet you can remember with the greatest precision like it were yesterday and not five, ten or twenty years ago.�
Ethan ground his teeth. �You know what? I�m remembering something now. On April 23, 1986, thirty seconds ago, I told you I didn�t care. I just came to see the man I inquired about, not for a science lesson.�
Cunningham sniffed and cleared his throat. �This way then.�
Blessed silence was granted for the next several moments of their walk until they came to a gray metal door.
�Why is this type of confinement needed?� Ethan asked. �I thought he was a harmless man with memory loss.�
The doctor pursed his lips. �He � has demonstrated instability in the past. Steve and Luke will be outside if you need assistance. I�m not sure if you�ll get the information you came for, but take as long as you like.�
Steve and Luke, the muscle enforcement of St. Jeremiah�s who had traveled the hallways with Ethan and the doctor, now stood by the door to the solitary wing. They both wore scowls that seemed to have been permanently transfixed on their faces.
Where�s Nurse Ratchet?
�I can�t guarantee the patient will be helpful in answering your questions; he has primarily been unresponsive. You may reclaim your gun at the front desk when you�re ready to leave. Good luck and good day, Detective.� Cunningham gave a perfunctory nod to the two beefy bouncers and left, humming a merry tune as he traversed back down the east ward.
One of the musclemen pulled on the metal door. It screeched and grated outward with reluctance, as though unaccustomed to being opened.
Inside the room, an elderly man, gaunt and sickly white, rocked back and forth on the edge of a small bed. His ginger colored facial hair magnified the pasty paleness of his skin. He stopped rocking and craned his thin neck, staring at Ethan with distant eyes. There were several missing teeth in the man�s mouth, and his shoulder was misshapen � like a bone had broken long ago and hadn�t seated correctly into place as it healed. It was painful to look upon. Ethan averted his eyes, forcing them back to the man�s skeletal face. Despite Patient 3944�s dead features, his eyes seemed to hold an eerie, knowing expression. Like recognition.
�Hello, traveler,� the patient rasped through dry, cracked lips. �Has it been averted yet?�
So a conversation had been initiated. This was a good start. The bad part was it made as much sense as a rubber crutch. �My name is Ethan Tannor. I�m a detective with the NYPD.�
�Ethan? Ethan? No, you have no name now. You are a traveler, a lonely traveler like me. You must be careful what you say, and more careful what you do.� He raised a bony finger in warning, and Ethan could see faded scars, infected scabs, and fresh cuts all along his arm.
�Okay.� This was going nowhere quick, but Ethan soldiered on. �I have some questions about a visit you may have received from my uncle. Do you remember a man named Tobias Keane?�
�No other visitors, only you.� The old man squinted a filmy eye at Ethan. �Has it been averted?�
�Has what been averted?� Ethan was beginning to think he should have heeded Cunningham�s earlier advice. This was a waste of time; the Skeletor look-a-like was giving him nothing to go on.
�The War.�
War? Which war? It could be any � World War I, World War II, Korean, Vietnam? The Cold War? Well, that one�s still in play. But Ethan didn�t think the Cold War was what this disturbed man was referring to, and all of the other ones had ended. Best to just play along. �Yes, it has been averted.� He wasn�t good at talking out of his ass, but if it got the man back on topic he would attempt anything for answers.
Patient 3944 visibly relaxed, and as the tension ebbed from one shoulder, the deformed one appeared to jut higher. �Good, then they got my message after all.�
�What message did they get? How did you get here?� Every minute Ethan spent in this room with the old man increased his feeling of disconnect. Where was this taking him?
A finger raised again, this time pointing at the yellowed wall where there was a series of letters and numbers written in no discernible pattern. The random markings had been made in dark rust colored paint, but wait � that couldn�t be right. A patient this unstable wouldn�t be given paint. Then the healing scabs on the old man�s arms made complete sense. It wasn�t paint on the wall, but blood.
Repressing a shudder, Ethan pulled out his pad and wrote down the jumbled sequence. �And what does all this mean?� he asked, not really expecting a coherent answer.
�Hope. We have hope now.� A gap-toothed smile spread across the sickly face, eyes staring at Ethan, looking through him and beyond to some place far away. �Yes, traveler � it�s all letters and numbers, quatrains and words. There is a message � a message that needs to be delivered. It is for me and me alone to know. The code is the key and the key is the code.�
Sweet Jesus, he�s talking in riddles! �Quatrains?� A thought occurred to Ethan and he reached into his trench coat, pulling out The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam. �Does it have anything to do with this?�
The man only smiled and continued to stare.
�What does it mean, and what does this,� Ethan waved the book, �have to do with that?� He jabbed it at the blood code on the wall.
The man stood up slowly, as if measuring his frail body�s reaction to the movement, then shuffled toward Ethan with an unstable gait from what appeared to be a damaged hip. �Can I borrow your pen?�
Ethan handed it over but readied himself for a surprise attack. These people could be like wild animals, lunging without notice. Not to be trusted.
But Patient 3944 just took the pen and moved to the wall, studying his handiwork. �I can go now. My mission is done.�
Ethan glanced down at his pad to compare the two messages and ensure their accuracy, but he remained confused. Everything was going around in strange circles, one coded clue here, leading to another, which wrapped back on itself. This was the most baffling case he�d worked on.
The sound of a dull thunk followed by a gurgle snapped Ethan�s head up in time to see the man drawing back the pen and plunging it into his neck again. �What the fuck?�
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The man dropped to his knees but kept ramming the sharp end of the writing implement into his jugular again and again, blood spattering in disjointed patterns around him. Then he fell over, eyes frozen in death, a lop-sided smile stretched across his face.

23
Trace/Off

April 23, 1986, 6:10 PM
The cramped records room of St. Jeremiah�s made Ethan feel almost claustrophobic as he sat surrounded by volumes of books. The fiasco of Patient 3944�s suicide had died down hours before and in the aftermath Ethan had demanded to be taken to the archives.
Again, he battled with the frustration of knowing something huge was in motion, but he still had no clue how all the pieces fit. Not for the first time, Ethan wished his uncle was still alive so he could have his own personal interrogation with the man.
At last he came to the page he�d been searching three hours for: a sign-in guest registry dating back fourteen years.
Patient: 3944�| T. Keane 4/17/1972

So Tobias had visited St. Jeremiah�s � or at least someone signed in under his name. He examined the signature. It certainly looked like his uncle�s handwriting. Although Tobias�s visit had probably been just as unfruitful as the one Ethan just had, he was sure it wasn�t as dramatic.
He slammed the book closed and rose stiffly from the chair. He left the room and went back to the front office where he pressured the head nurse to borrow the phone. It didn�t take much effort. He was a cop, after all. She pushed the phone toward him and he punched in the number to the station.
�Maznicki,� came the terse answer.
Crap. Ethan suppressed a groan. He�d forgotten Art was off for the day. �Deac, it�s Ethan.�
�Yeah, whadda� ya want?� No wisecracks came from the man this time. Ethan knew why, but he couldn�t let on now.
�Has there been any update on my uncle�s case?� he asked.
�Contrary to popular belief, Tannor, we got more important fish to fry. If you�d quit being so self-absorbed you�d know that. Fredericks was killed early this morning.�
�What? How?� Ethan forced shock into his voice. It didn�t sound convincing, but Deacon didn�t appear to notice.
�Got shot to pieces down at Jo Ann�s. Everyone�s been called in, including Hansen; he�s still at the scene. Now that I got you on the phone, maybe you should bring your happy ass in too.�
Ethan hadn�t even bothered to make a phone call in to the station after the shooting, opting instead to go straight to the morgue. His selfish motivations to prove Tobias had not killed himself were no doubt beginning to tarnish his character. Art could cover for him for only so long. Information would get out soon that Ethan had been sitting at the same table when the Captain was killed. Despite Dr. Cunningham�s comment about the fallibility of eyewitnesses, he preferred not to take any chances by interviewing people from the restaurant and getting himself identified on the spot.
By now Ethan was convinced there was more than just his uncle�s death to consider and he was barely scratching the surface. The Russian presence signaled an ominous front moving in, like a lurking black cloud in the distant horizon. Instinct told him that time was running out. �I can�t make it, Deac. I�ve got a lot on my plate just dealing with my uncle�s death.�
A loud scoff burst through the phone. �You need to hurry up and wipe the sadness out of your eyes.� Deacon�s tone was like a knife�s edge. �Stop nursing Mr. Keane�s suicide like a toddler on the tit. The teams working on that were pulled off; we were wasting resources with that shit anyway, and you can�t stop skirting the issue like a little girl. He killed himself, plain and simple. It happens every day. Get with the fucking program.�
�Look, jackass,� Ethan snapped. �Just tell Art I called when he gets in.�
�Sure, I�ll let big old Walking Midnight know,� Deacon sneered. �Oh, and call your dumbass lawyer back. He�s driving us crazy with all the damn calls. They�re coming in like clockwork, every hour on the hour. Like I said, we�ve got more important shit to do than be your personal answering service.�
Ethan hung up, not bothering to end the conversation in a civil manner. Screw him. But then he considered Deacon�s final words and wondered again why J.B. Wilcox seemed so enthusiastic about having a face to face with him.
That thought made him uncomfortable and Ethan began to suspect that Mr. Wilcox wasn�t just vying for a lawyer of the year trophy. He must have been compromised in some way. He imagined a similar group of soldiers like the ones at his uncle�s house tearing through the man�s office and forcing him to lure Ethan in for an easy catch. The promise of unknown millions in inheritance would have normally been a great incentive for anyone. Yet the forces after Ethan hadn�t counted on his being more guided by the strange circumstances involving Tobias�s past rather than claiming any inheritance, no matter how sizeable.
His thoughts drifted back to Patient 3944 and in an unconscious movement, he slipped a hand into his pocket, rubbing his fingers along the rough, green cover of The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam. He pulled it out and looked down at it with renewed focus. This strange book had been directly connected to his uncle and somehow as well to the code on the wall of the dead man from St. Jeremiah�s.
Now he just needed to crack the damn thing.
April 23, 1986, 9:22 PM
The latest sleazy hotel he chose as a hideout was aptly named The Knotty Beaver. The manager sat in a fog of smoke behind the desk and barely looked up when Ethan came in. The transaction for a room was quick, and shortly he was given a room key which boasted a placard in the shape of a beaver�s tail. Ethan cringed at the sight of the man�s crusty fingernails.
He rode the elevator to the fourth floor. The Cozy Clam was like the Ritz compared to this place. When he let himself into Room 408, his throat tightened at the smell of stale cigarette smoke and musty fabric and he knew a headache would be forthcoming. Ethan deposited his items on the grime encrusted table, draped his coat across the chair, and walked to the window. Maybe some fresh air would help. But the window was stuck. Of course it was. He went back to the table and sifted through the contents, assuring himself that nothing had been lost or misplaced.
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The strange looking watch caught his eye again and he picked it up for further examination. He took more time with it now, carefully studying the switches and dials and the various lighting sequences they initiated with each press. As before, the word �LOCKED� appeared on the front display without moving and the sharp hooks on the four corners remained motionless. Still, he maintained caution around the hazardous looking barbs, half expecting them to spring around and latch onto his flesh.
He fiddled with the knobs some more and the blue light over the twelve position illuminated. It was strange that the light didn�t shine out on the entire clock face, and Ethan still couldn�t understand the purpose of the feature. From what he could see there also didn�t appear to be a way to open the watch from the bottom to change a battery. More random ideas emerged, but he dismissed them for lack of a clear answer. He lacked a lot of answers lately.
Ethan sighed and set the timepiece aside, allowing the glow to keep radiating from the tiny bulb just to see what would happen, if anything. Maybe it had to stay lit for a certain length of time. Like a self-charging function. It sounded ridiculous, but he was willing to try anything at this point.
His eyes found The Rub�iy�t and he picked it up, staring thoughtfully at the book as his mind returned to Patient 3944�s suicide and the strange coded wall message.
Ethan pulled his notebook out of his coat. The man�s ranting had been near incoherent, but whatever damage had been done to his brain in the past hadn�t destroyed everything. What had he said again? �It�s all letters and numbers, quatrains and words. There is a message � a message that needs to be delivered. It�s for me and me alone to know. The code is the key, and the key is the code.�
He shook his head at the jumble of words that had spilled from the crazy man and opened the notebook to look at what he�d copied down from the patient�s wall. He focused on the first string of the cipher:
C-10 F-16 B-5 E-3 D-D-5

�Quatrains and words,� Ethan muttered to himself. Perhaps this coding was different from the one associated with the �Tam�m Shud� case. Maybe an alphanumeric one?
�Quatrains,� he said again. Each grouping was broken up with either one letter and a number or two letters and a number. He contemplated the options. �C� would be three in the first grouping and then �F� would be six, and so on. So the �D-D� could be forty-four instead of just four-four.
Ethan ripped an unused page from his notebook and busied himself with parsing the number and letter combinations, mumbling his thoughts aloud in the silent room.
So immersed was he in cracking the code, that he didn�t notice when the small light on the watch face changed to red and began to blink.

24
Knight Glider

April 24, 1986, 2:07 AM
Under the cover of darkness and a full moon, far above the New York cityscape, rudders from a nondescript helicopter held the flying beast aloft above murky clouds. Inside the chopper, a gloved hand grasped the lever of the cargo door and slid it back in preparation for the LALO � low altitude low opening � jump.
Moments later, six bodies leapt from the safety of the chopper and fell one by one toward the twinkling lights of a tireless city. Chutes deployed in near silence as the squad descended upon their target. Less than six seconds from the initial release of the parachutes, tactical boots were making contact with a pebbled roof.
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Jackman touched down hard, rooftop pebbles crunching under his weight, and simultaneously pulled on the PCU-4P quick release rings. He was already tucking into a roll as the parachute disengaged from his back, the wind carrying it away in billowing folds. By the time the last of Jackman�s troopers had landed at the intended mark, he was in position for the final huddle.
Each of the commandos had full face coverings, including Jackman. The silver metal skull of his tactical helmet shone in the moonlight. The emblazoned image was his trademark, contributing to his call sign: �Reaper�. When his men were in a more talkative mood, they referred to him as �Jack the Reaper�. But now, they were silent as they strode to their lieutenant and hunched down in a circle formation.
Jackman put a hand to his ear, pressed the transmit button, and checked his watch. �COM check,� he whispered.
It was always necessary to assure no one�s equipment was damaged during a hard breach at an insertion point. Jackman listened with satisfaction as five �affirmatives� came into his COM device.
�Sync up at zero two ten, in five, four, three, two, one.�
That routine task completed, they stood with purpose, ready for their next directive.
Jackman glanced down, his skull mask bathed in the luminescent blue that emanated from the apparatus strapped to his forearm. The glare of the light on his face gear made it look even more menacing. �This is simple snatch and grab,� he said. �Let�s make it quick and quiet. Our target is priority one.�
�Zodiac and Hex, you take the east fire escape, split up and check levels five and four. Priest and Tinman, go to the first floor and climb up � make sure he doesn�t double back on us.� Jackman jerked his head in the direction of the last team member, �Worm, you�re with me.�
A hiss came through Jackman�s earpiece. �Reaper, this is Overlord. We�re pulling out. Extraction zone is in the alley behind the lot; ETA ten minutes.�
�Alright, it�s ten minutes to extract.� Jackman repeated the message he�d just been given. �You know your jobs, move out. No mistakes.�
In seconds, each two-man team arrived at their designated locations. Jackman stood by the junction box as Worm opened the electrical panel. �Take his eyes, Worm.�
The commando positioned himself at the ready to flip the breaker.
Jackman transmitted over the COM, �We�re dark in three, two, one.�
He looked at Worm and they nodded in unison as the countdown concluded. Jackman twisted a knob on his helmet, and the lenses over his eyes changed, morphing everything into a hazy emerald glow.

25
Room Raider

April 24, 1986, 2:13 AM
The wall heater struggled to stay alive, thunking and heaving along in its duty to keep pumping warm air. The lodging at this latest motel boasted an even more uncomfortable bed than The Cozy Clam � if that was possible � and a semi-working bathroom. Ethan had yet to sleep in the beds of the rooms he�d rented over the last couple days, opting instead to doze in the chairs. The consequent neck and back aches were the cost to be paid for anonymity and no questions asked. Thank God it was dirt cheap, because his immediate cash flow was beginning to run dry.
After several hours of attempted code cracking, Ethan had barely made progress on the combinations that lay before him. The trashcan was filled with failed attempts at the decoding process. But he kept going, feeling the importance of the alpha-numeric sequence. There were always one or two letters accompanied by a number. The first letter or two were the starting point, which according to his gut instinct represented a numbered quatrain. The following number represented a number as well, but perhaps that number designated which word on the page. If that was the case it would be a simple enough code, but the problem for anyone else who held the code was that no ground could be covered if they didn�t know which book was its partner.
The last few days of pouring through countless unsolved mysteries worldwide that shared similarities to the Somerton Man case were beginning to reap dividends � albeit small ones. He still had yet to figure out what �TAMAM SHUD� meant in correlation with the original coded lines. The only information he�d learned so far was that Tam�m Shud, translated to �The End�. The end of what? And it was curious to him why someone would keep a torn page from an old book in a hidden trouser pocket.
But none of that mattered right now, because Ethan felt like he was close to cracking the latest code he�d found at St. Jeremiah�s. He paged once more through the aged copy of The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayy�m, circling the indicated word and searching for the next.
A message was finally beginning to take shape. He jotted down the words: �Red�, �Hand�, �Is�, �Victorious�. The next letter was �M�, which would equal thirteen on the numerical scale. After another quick glance through The Rub�iy�t, he was staring at the thirteenth quatrain. He checked Patient 3944�s code; the number �21� followed the �M�. He scanned the page in search of the twenty-first word.
And then the room went dark.
Ethan sat frozen in the black and placid silence, blinded by the sudden loss of light. He waited for his vision to adjust, hoping that the meager light seeping through the edges of the drapes would be enough to guide him. Out of habit he searched for the bedside clock to check the time, only to remember a second later that the power outage meant the clock was useless. When he�d last seen the time, it had been closing in on 2 a.m. and the hourly renters had long since left for the night; which explained the significant lack of outraged patrons in the hallway.
Where had he put his gun? Still unable to see, Ethan felt along the surface of the table and eased out of the chair. He�d probably left the gun over by the bed. The power outage was no coincidence, of that he was sure. The events of the past few days � the attack at his uncle�s estate, the undercover saplings at his downtown apartment and the firefight that ensued there, Fredericks being shot down right in front of him, his uncle�s missing body � wouldn�t allow him to draw any other conclusion.
He couldn�t waste time fumbling for a gun when precious seconds were ticking away. Ethan stood up, moving carefully along the wall for the door where he�d left his boots. He put them on, not bothering to tie the laces. Then he pulled open his door and peered out into a hallway that was scarcely brighter than his room. There was only one window at the end of the corridor, but it didn�t provide sufficient lighting to illuminate his path well. On the opposite end was the loud and ancient elevator that had given him little confidence it would make the rise to the fourth floor when he came up earlier.
Ethan took measured steps toward the elevator and by the time he was halfway there, his eyes were beginning to adjust. Near the elevator doors, he could see that just to his right was a door for the stairs and roof access. He moved to cross the void when the door squeaked open, and he jumped back behind the wall.
A red laser light split the blackness, the beam jerking with dangerous movements as the handler scanned the area. Ethan held his breath, feeling the pressure build in his lungs until he saw the barrel of a machine gun emerge from around the corner.
He launched himself at the wielder of the weapon, smashing into the mystery commando and grabbing onto the body and barrel of the gun � which felt like an M16 beneath his touch. He struggled furiously to lay claim to the weapon, but the man pulled back and they both grappled for more leverage on the firearm.
The man was covered from head to toe in a thick military looking Kevlar suit: chest, shoulder, knee pads. And then there was the helmet; Ethan had seen it before at his uncle�s house, but up close it broke the steel reserve of his usual calm. It wasn�t a helmet in the normal sense of the word, more like a complete face covering made of solid metal or something similar, with screws holding it in place. It was the eyes that unnerved him the most: circular insect-like sockets emitting a dull green glow.
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Ethan squeezed his eyes shut, forcing the view from his mind and straining to overpower the man. After wrenching and pulling at the weapon, he realized it was slung around the commando�s shoulder and torso and couldn�t be pried away with brute force.
Ethan�s opponent pushed back, slamming him into the wall. His lower back collided against a metal railing, and he gritted his teeth against the shock to his spine. He managed to smash a knee into the man�s inner thigh and felt grim satisfaction at the muffled grunt of pain it produced. This slight advantage wouldn�t last long, and Ethan�s own body was still throbbing from the pain in his back.
He shifted his right hand from the stock of the gun and pressed the magazine release. The cartridge clanged to the floor and Ethan managed to push the barrel away from his body. He got his thumb on the trigger and pushed, firing off the remaining bullet in the chamber. The man�s grip released on the now useless weapon and he reached for his side arm instead.
Ethan held on to the empty rifle, twisting it underneath the commando�s right arm. He kicked the back of the man�s leg, bringing him to his knees. This gave Ethan the opportunity to yank the M16 up behind the man�s back, spinning it again, and cinching the commando into a choke hold with his own weapon. He kept squeezing and pulling, grimacing with effort. This man was no lightweight, and it had been years since Ethan trained for hard combat. He was almost surprised he�d made it this far.
With his right arm pulled up by the gun strap, the commando tried to grab at his side arm again with the other hand, but the attempt was awkward from such an angle. Then his survival instinct overrode his attempt to get the secondary firearm and he began trying to free his neck. His gloved hand clawed helplessly at the makeshift noose but finally his body went limp. Ethan let the man fall.
He removed the commando�s thigh gun from it�s holster. It was too dark to check, but he trusted there was a round in the chamber, given the man�s apparent military training. He stuffed the gun behind his waistband at the small of his back and searched the man for some form of ID or other weapons.
He heard the faintest sound of static in the quiet darkness and stilled, one hand on the man�s side pocket. What was that? He leaned forward and heard a voice coming from a receiver inside the man�s helmet.
�Team check; who fired?�
�Negative on Tinman.�
�Negative on Priest�
�This is Zodiac. Shot came from level four. Hex, do you copy?�
There was a slight pause and another voice came through. �Hex do you copy? Shit, shit, shit! Hex must be down � proceed to fourth!�
Ethan felt his chances for escape fluttering away. He called the elevator with a quick jab on the button, praying the decrepit machine wouldn�t die on him now. He flipped over his unconscious attacker and continued his search, finding two sets of handcuffs � although they were unlike any he�d ever seen. He snapped one around the man�s wrist and fastened it to the wall railing, then attached the second set around Hex�s booted ankle and secured its other end to the handle bar of the hallway door.
The slow clank of the elevator was like sweet music to Ethan�s ears and he hurried to finish the task of binding the man. Then he straightened and pulled the handgun from behind his back, aiming it at the elevator as the door crawled open; it was clear. The doors began to move again and Ethan stepped his foot in the track, halting their progress. When they opened in response to the intrusion, he kicked over a nearby trash bin and rolled it between the sliding doors.
Loud footfalls ascended and descended the stairs, and Ethan backed away from the sound. Then the hallway door began to swing open and Hex�s leg moved up and out in response to the pull on his ankle. The stretching of Hex�s extremities yanked him from his slumber.
�He�s chained me to the damn door!� The man began struggling against his bonds and yelled out as his comrades continued to pull on their side of the handlebar.
Ethan didn�t have time to bask in smug satisfaction at his resourcefulness. He was, after all, still stuck on the fourth floor. He looked down the corridor. His only escape route was through that window, so he sprinted for it. He passed his own room, knowing that everything he�d left on the table was forfeit. When he got to the window he returned the gun to his waistband and yanked on the lock. It relented, finally, and Ethan placed his palms against the frame to slide it up.
Without warning, a crushing blow slammed into his chest and knocked him down, glass showering over him like a deadly hailstorm, cutting and nicking him in a dozen places. Before he could even open his eyes or comprehend what happened, a heavy form dropped onto his body. An unseen fist plowed two quick blows to Ethan�s jaw and he spent a few moments staring at explosions of painful light. When his eyes came rolling back to the front, he was face to face with Death.
A member of the tactical unit stared down at him behind a green glow that emanated from ocular cavities in a black metal helmet. The helmet was nearly identical to the one worn by the commando Ethan had chained to the wall. But this one was different; sporting the shape of a skull. It was a great deal more menacing.
�You�re coming with us, Mr. Tannor.� A rough no nonsense voice came from behind the mask. Then the man piped into his head set, �What�s your status, Priest?�
Ethan couldn�t hear the other end of the conversation, but the casual way in which Death moved told him that quartering Hex hadn�t held the team up for too long. He tilted his head back, viewing the world upside down, and saw three other members of the squad swooping in from the elevator�s ceiling hatch.
He thought about going for the gun at his waist, but now he was outnumbered four to one; he�d never been a math wiz, but even Ethan knew the odds of fighting his way out of this situation were nil.
One of the men in full combat gear came closer, and despite Ethan�s distorted perspective from the upside down view, he could tell the guy was enormous. He felt his gut clench with the first tremor of real fear. Ethan turned his focus to the rest of the group down the corridor and saw them busy shouldering Hex onto his feet.
�So this is the mark, huh?� Mr. Gigantic pointed the business end of his equally intimidating weapon at Ethan.
Ethan recoiled on impulse beneath the front sights of the gun, but he wasn�t afforded much room for movement under the weight of the squad�s apparent leader.
�Yes he is, Priest. This is our boy.� The Grim Reaper patted Ethan hard on the head then followed it up with front and back hand slaps across the face.
Ethan winced as his already sore jaw took the second assault. Blood pooled in his mouth and he spit it at Death�s mask before even pausing to consider the ramifications. He was saved from instant reprisal when the door to room 403 burst open and a man�s face poked out.
�What the hell are you doing?� Even in the dim light, Ethan could see the man�s expression change the instant it registered that he�d walked in on a nasty situation. His eyes bulged, and his mouth sagged open, then he began stammering. �You � you can�t be here � I�m calling the police!�
Technically, Ethan was the police and he hadn�t faired so well. So he knew his buddies wouldn�t stand a chance. At any rate, by the time the boys in blue did show up, he and this team of elite soldiers would be long gone.
The man ducked back inside his room and slammed the door shut. They heard the lock engage a moment later. Ethan almost laughed at the futility of the gesture. The team leader gave a nod to the bulky man named Priest, who turned, squared himself, and brought his enormous boot up to kick the frail looking door. The locking mechanism tore from the frame as the door caved in, crashing into the back of the poor occupant. Priest went inside, and the sound of fist meeting flesh came from the room. When the quick assault stopped, Ethan guessed the resident of 403 was now lying in an unwanted dream state.
Priest�s goliath-like form rounded the entryway of the room. He yelled down the hall to his squad mates, �Worm, Tinman � grab all his shit from the room.� He jerked a thumb at Ethan.
�Which room?� one of them yelled back.
�Whichever one the tracker�s in,� Priest shouted. �Or just start kicking in all the damn doors!�
The death-masked commander leveled his green-hued gaze at Ethan. �So, Mr. Tannor, are you going to come peacefully?� The muzzle of a weapon pressed against Ethan�s shoulder, bringing him back to his current predicament.
�Who the hell are you? What do you want with me?� Ethan gasped through the pressure on his chest.
�We don�t have time for twenty questions. Dope him, Priest.�
The Sasquatch named Priest pulled a syringe from the side leg pouch of his pants with one hand, letting his other drop the gun; it dangled against his torso as he pulled off the needle�s plastic cap and tossed it aside. Ethan felt queasy just eyeing the wicked looking point. Or maybe it was the beating his jaw had taken.
The syringe filled with God-knew-what was jammed into Ethan�s neck. He struggled against the burn of the stinging liquid as it seeped into his skin, but he knew it was fruitless. His vision began to blur and then the weight on his chest seemed to lessen as he felt his consciousness slip away along with everything else.

26
Full Rubber Jacket

April 24, 1986, 3:41 AM
A team of police and forensic specialists milled about in the dim hallway, performing their tasks with routine precision and dedicated determination.
�This is turning into quite the week,� a young blood officer said.
�Yep,� Art responded, his eyes not moving from the wreckage by the elevator.
It was well after three in the morning, but Art didn�t feel tired despite the long day. His instincts had not let him down; Art had asked one of the night dispatchers to page him in the event something like this happened at a pay by the hour motel. When he�d heard the news of an assault squad abduction at a hotel similar to The Cozy Clam, Art knew with certainty it involved Ethan.
He rubbed the scruff that had formed on his chin then ran a hand over his bristled mustache, sucking in his lower lip as he pondered the fate of his friend. He glanced over at the hotel manager � if you could call this piece of shit structure a hotel � who was standing nearby, also examining and assessing the damages. Art could almost see the elaborate insurance scam forming in the man�s head, if the look on his face was any indication.
�Was this the renter from room 408?� Art handed a photo of Ethan to the dubious looking character whose name was Marty.
Art could barely conceal his disgust at Marty�s disheveled, unclean appearance. The man�s gut stuck out under a dirty tee shirt that was sprinkled with remnants of mustard. At least Art hoped it was mustard. In a place like this one could never be sure.
�Yeah, that�s the guy; said his name was �Cash� � if you can believe that.� He winked at Art.
�Anyone get a look at the group of men who stormed the place?�
�Just the guy you already know about on the stretcher over there.� Marty indicated the incapacitated figure being hauled down the stairs by three EMTs.
�Thanks for your time.� Art left the manager by the elevator and strode down the hall. He entered Ethan�s empty room and gave it another quick once over. The bathroom still held Ethan�s toiletries, but other than that the room was clean except for a few clothes on the dresser and a Gideon�s Bible. Art did notice something strange � the covers on the bed were missing. Why steal the bed sheets?
He exited the room with that question still on his mind and walked down the hall toward the shattered window, the scattered remnants of which crunched like gravel under his shoes. Art stuck his head through the opening and grabbed the rope that dangled freely just outside, yanking on it to confirm that it was securely fastened somewhere on the rooftop. He envisioned a member of the squad rappelling down and crashing through the glass.
Art pulled his head back inside and was granted another visit with the hotel�s skunky smell floating in the air. Ethan must have really felt desperate to stay at a place like this. The remnants of mayhem on floor four proved Ethan�s fears a reality.
He glanced down at the cheap carpeting and saw something amongst the broken shards of glass. It was a piece of clear plastic that had almost blended in with its surroundings on the floor. Art squatted down to inspect the item closer; it looked like the protective sheath for a hypodermic needle. His eyes darted around, searching for other clues, but found nothing else. The introduction of a sedative to the equation meant Ethan had put up a fight.
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Good for you, brother.
The sedative also meant something else: Ethan probably wasn�t dead. This revelation helped calm the burning in Art�s stomach. He said it to himself again � Ethan�s not dead. But another word floated to his mind � Yet.
�Detective Hansen,� one of the officers called out. �I think you should see this.�
Art rose, joints creaking as he stood and lumbered over to the young man in uniform. �Whatcha� got?�
�We found this embedded into the drywall by the elevator.� The man held up a set of large tweezers for Art�s inspection; between the prongs was a small rubber pellet.
The officer gave him the tweezers for a better look. It was the same type of bullet found on the driveway after the assault on Tobias�s property, and it confirmed what Art already suspected. This was the same team. Art knew it wasn�t unheard of for squads to use rubber bullets � they were often deployed by riot control officers to settle an angry mob with non-lethal force. For an unknown paramilitary group to be operating with such precision and be armed with this type of fire power meant something huge was in motion.
Art gave the tweezers back to the officer. �Bag and tag,� he said and walked back to the window, staring out at the pre-dawn skyline with distant eyes.
Ethan � where are you?
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Smelling salts brought Ethan back into the realm of the living. Have I been dead? He sure as hell felt like it.
�Wake up, pumpkin,� an unmistakable voice said from across the room. Ethan had heard that voice before, when he was being crushed beneath its owner�s weight on the grimy floor of The Knotty Beaver. It sounded no less menacing.
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The world around him began to focus as he wiped the grit from his eyes and blinked up at an unfamiliar face. Ethan�s head felt like he�d gone two rounds with a steel pipe and lost. He eased up in the bed but it seemed unstable beneath him and he saw that it wasn�t really a bed, but a military cot.
The voice spoke again. �Leave us, Worm,� it said, and the face that hovered over Ethan with the smelling salts pulled away. A moment later, he heard the sound of a door opening and closing.
Ethan was now alone with the man who�d worn the skull-faced helmet. He glanced around, his vision still bleary. The room was small, almost like a prison cell. In the corner he saw the bed sheets and top cover from his most recent lodging; they�d been tossed down like Santa�s bag. In the middle of the pile he could see some of the papers he�d been working on and a few of his belongings. Ethan guessed his gun wasn�t among the list of items bundled in the material.
�Drink this.� The Reaper shoved a cup of foul smelling brine against Ethan�s lips and its contents spilled down his throat. The pleasantries were over.
Ethan coughed and sputtered, pushing away the offending vessel with his hands. When it was removed he took the moment of peace to wipe at his face with the sleeve of his shirt. He blinked to clear the remnants of fog from his vision and saw Death unmasked.
The commando was still in his black uniform, but wasn�t wearing any tactical gear. He studied Ethan with detached calm, his gray eyes impassive but bearing a hint of lethality. Judging by the height of the doorway, this man was perhaps an inch taller than Ethan, with a body frame similar to his own. But the way the man�s combat suit hugged his skin revealed that his musculature was more developed. This was someone whose sole purpose in life was military training � and, from the looks of it, his livelihood. If the man�s actions at the hotel spoke anything, he was damn good at his job.
�Where am I?� Ethan croaked and the effort to speak sent shockwaves through his pounding head. What the hell did they give me?
�Manhattan.�
�How long have I been out?�
�Just get up. The boss wants to see you.�
�You have a name other than Death?� Ethan said as he tried to swing his feet off the rickety cot. His legs were weak and non-cooperative, but with effort they did as they were instructed, and he brought himself to his feet. The blood rush from his head set off explosions in his brain and his balance faltered. He managed to catch himself with his hands against the concrete wall.
The commando grinned down at Ethan. �It�ll pass.� He went to the door and said over his shoulder, �It�s Jackman. Follow me.�
Follow he did, but more by sound than sight. They walked down a long corridor and then Jackman stopped at a door that resembled the last five they�d passed by. He held it open for Ethan to enter.
The interior was a combination rec room and mess hall. Tables lined a wall to the left, and on the right, five men were busying themselves lifting weights and training on floor mats.
A few of the men stopped what they were doing and stared at Ethan as he walked through the room. The distinctive behemoth of the group � Priest, if Ethan�s memory was correct � stood at least a foot and a half over the rest. The man�s shirt was stretched almost beyond its capacity to hold his muscles, veins clearly visible through the taut material of his clothing.
Ethan�s eyes shifted and made out a shirtless figure holding himself up on parallel bars and taking tentative steps on an unsecure ankle. Two circular bruises were visible near the center of the man�s chest, the purple coloration outlined with yellow splotching. Ethan had seen bruises like that before � on a fellow officer whose life had been saved by Kevlar. Ethan guessed this had to be Hex and he wondered who�d delivered the shots to the man�s bulletproof armor. Then he remembered the shootout at Tobias�s estate. This was the commando that poor policeman had shot before being gunned down in return. Ethan glared at Hex, who returned the look with a cold stare of his own as he kept testing the threshold of his footing.
Beyond the injured man was a wall of windows which were painted black. He couldn�t tell if it was day or night. Two large double doors stood at the end of the room, and Jackman increased his pace, edging past Ethan to open one of them.
Darkness greeted him here. With his head still twirling and the pervasive ache circulating behind his eyes, Ethan could scarcely make out the silhouette of a man with his back to the doors. He stood erect, staring down upon the city through floor to ceiling windows. Twinkling lights from neighboring skyscrapers and an intermittent glow from the orange embers of a cigar reflected upon the glass surface, illuminating the man�s visage like a ghostly apparition.
The man eased himself around, revealing a face veiled in smoke. Through the gray haze and glimmering light of the cigar, Ethan saw thin lips stretch into a grim smile. �Mr. Tannor, so glad you could join us. You�ve been out for a little while.�
�No thanks to your Gestapo.� It might be unsafe to mouth off like that, but with everything that had happened, it was doubtful he was at risk of death for throwing out a few caustic words.
The cigar lowered, leaving behind a swirl of smoke. �They are hardly the Gestapo.�
�Really? Your hit squad killed a man outside my apartment in cold blood � not to mention almost killing a police officer � two days ago. Or however many days it�s been.�
�I assure you, that man fired first. And Officer Bailey was lucky � we used non-lethal force; he was never in danger of death. Under other circumstances, I would not have my team compromised just for the sake of sparing an attacker. Please, take a seat so we may discuss matters. I�ll answer whatever questions I can.� He drew in deeply on the stogie.
�Thanks, but I�ll stand. I�m not in the habit of accommodating my captors.� Ethan took a moment to scowl at Jackman.
The Reaper flashed a devilish smile, indicating he wasn�t threatened by Ethan�s boldness. As quickly as the smile arrived it was gone and Jackman resumed his military bearing. He was squared evenly with the right side of a large desk in the middle of the room � a sign that he would be a permanent fixture during the impending conversation. His presence also served as a warning to Ethan, should he attempt a daring escape.
Ethan�s eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the room and from the muted glow of the city�s backdrop he could see Cigar Man a little better now. He had jet black hair that was combed straight back and an equally dark yet neatly trimmed beard. The color looked unnatural � like it had been dyed recently. Not even the head of a covert military group was immune to the desire for youthful looks, it seemed. To each his own.
The silence grew for a few more seconds and Ethan finally spoke. �What�s this all about? Can I know why I�m here now? And what�s your name � I�d like to know who I�m talking to.�
The man grinned. �My name is Benjamin Wallace � and I do apologize for the abduction, but time is a factor here. I hope that after this discussion, your opinions of us won�t be solely based on our prior actions.�
Ethan�s heart skipped a beat at the sound of the man�s name and Tobias�s words came back to him. �You�ll come across an important name: Ben Wallace. Don�t bother searching for him, he�ll probably find you.�
He�d forgotten all about that part of the message until now. Here was another piece of his uncle�s strange puzzle coming into play. And this time, Ethan knew he would have some solid answers � finally. Inside, his anticipation of those answers grew to a fever pitch, but he didn�t let it show. Instinct told him to play it cool with this guy.
�Yeah, well � Ben, one of your men jabbed a needle the size of an elephant�s dick into my neck, so I�ll have to withhold a change in judgment for now.�
�Again, I express my regrets, but please hear me out.�
Do I even have a choice? Ethan almost laughed out loud at the ridiculousness of the situation; despite the man�s politeness, Ethan wasn�t getting out of here anytime soon. But as long as this guy answered some questions, he might as well put any plans for retaliation on hold. Not that he had any such plans. His brain hurt too much for that type of mental exercise.
�Alright, whatever. What the fuck is going on?�
Wallace drew in a breath, and then turned back to the windows. He didn�t speak at first, gathering his thoughts. Ethan watched his reflection in the glass take another pull on the tobacco log, and then he finally spoke. �Are you familiar with the name Bernard Baruch?�
Ethan shrugged. �No. Should I be?�
�Many people don�t know him, but they are very familiar with a famous phrase he coined in the late 1940s.�
Where is this going? �And that would be?�
Ben faced him again. �He was a presidential advisor decades ago, but that�s not what made him so influential. His claim to fame came during a speech he gave at the unveiling of his portrait in the South Carolina House of Representatives in 1947 ��
Ethan put up a hand to silence him. This was growing tiresome; he wanted answers, not a history lesson. �What does that have to do with your assault squad here?�
If Ethan�s interruption annoyed the man, he didn�t let it show. �If I remember the quote exactly, it went like this, �Let us not be deceived; we are today in the midst of a Cold War. Our enemies are to be found abroad and at home. Let us never forget this: Our unrest is the heart of their success.��
The melodramatic way in which Wallace enunciated the words made his point transparent, and Ethan couldn�t help it � he laughed. �So he invented the phrase �Cold War� � big fucking deal. What does that have to do with anything here? Besides, it�s nearly over.�
The expression on Wallace�s face resembled that of sympathy for a slow child. �No, Mr. Tannor. It is far from over.�
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�You�ll have to run that by me again.�
Wallace gave a thin, hard smile. �The Cold War is hardly over. Things are in motion that can�t be stopped � troops are being rallied.�
For a moment, Ethan just gaped at the man. Is this guy serious? �What do the CIA and FBI have to say about such claims?�
�This isn�t something most people know, even within the intelligence community.�
�Of course they wouldn�t.�
�I fear you don�t fully understand the gravity of the situation.�
Ethan spread out his arms and shrugged. �I have no basis in fact for what you�re suggesting, except for a couple of run-ins with your thugs.�
Wallace�s eyes narrowed. �Mr. Tannor, these are the facts: one, there is a select group of Russian extremists who call themselves Synov�ya Stalin � The Sons of Stalin � and they are determined to do what is necessary to ensure their victory; and two, the battleground is America.�
Ethan didn�t know what sounded worse � that this man spoke his words with such conviction that there was no doubt he believed what he said, or the ease in which the Russian words glided from his lips.
�Imagine a day when you walk outside your New York apartment and tanks are rolling through the streets � scenes that look like Dresden after the Soviets came through. It�s enough to make Sep�� He cut himself off and gestured to the skyscrapers in the distance. �I want you to envision those buildings, the very landmarks you see before you tonight, toppled to the ground.�
Ethan gazed out the tinted windows. He tried to picture the storybook fiction Wallace was selling, visualizing in his mind as citizens scrambled for their lives before armored forces that funneled them between buildings and took no prisoners. Jets and bombers ruled the skies, and the heavens themselves were blanketed in thick black dust. Bright white lightning scorched the clouds leaving scar-like trails against the dark void overhead.
Ethan was a natural bullshitter, so he could smell someone else�s bullshit a mile away. Whoever Ben Wallace really was, Ethan knew one thing: he wasn�t bullshitting. Granted, it was possible the man was simply a sociopath skilled at making people believe in his own fantasy. But Ethan didn�t think that was the case here. This scared him more than anything Wallace had already said.
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He looked at Wallace. �So this group, The Sons of Stalin, they�re here in New York? Now?�
A curl of smoke drifted out from Ben�s nostrils and he nodded, dousing his cigar in the ashtray on the desk as he spoke. �We refer to them as the Red Hand, but they are one and the same.�
The familiar weight of cluelessness enveloped Ethan like a heavy blanket on a hot night, but some fragments were starting to cluster together. The message he�d begun to decode in his motel room � �The Red Hand is victorious� � came back to him. �How could this happen?� he said. �Shouldn�t we warn someone if this information you have is true?�
Wallace grimaced. �And there lies the rub. These are things that have not yet happened, but they�re unfolding as we speak. The only hitch is, we can�t stop it here � we must stop it before it begins.�
Something about the way Wallace phrased that last sentence triggered a red flag in Ethan�s mind. �Stop it before it begins? That sounds a little like ��
Wallace interrupted him with a raised finger. The gesture seemed oddly familiar to Ethan � like he�d seen it before, but in a different setting. �I�m speaking of things to come, Mr. Tannor, and a serious debate would not be heard by the United States, or any other country, for that matter. It would fall on deaf ears or there would be mass panic, but the result would be the same. We are doomed by the arrogance of a President who does not heed our warnings.�
�Ronald Reagan?�
�No. Abraham A. Bock. He couldn�t hold a candle to President Reagan. Abraham is a far leftist posing as a moderate. He pretended to care about the security of this nation�s citizens, but his policies stripped away their rights and bolstered the foundation for a second civil war.�
Wallace began to pace like a sentinel marching a slow cadenced step in front of The Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. �Half the country reached the breaking point with government intrusion and unconstitutional behavior toward citizens. The other half � made up of the complacent and the dependent � viewed those who spoke out against Bock�s policies as the true enemy.
�It wasn�t North versus South, it became red states versus blue states � literally. Chaos broke out in the streets, talks of revolution, trade between feuding states was cut off, petitions were signed for permanent secession from the union, and guerilla warfare tactics were carried out by anarchists and statists alike.
�The Bill of Rights meant nothing. Our fair President was attempting to rewrite the Constitution and he viewed the country�s military as an enemy � a threat to national security precisely because of their oaths to protect this nation. Bases were shut down and disbanded. Only those deemed loyal to Bock�s worldview were allowed to remain.�
Wallace stopped to draw breath � or perhaps collect his thoughts. Ethan couldn�t guess which, but if what the man had said was true, maybe he was reflecting on actual memories. Ethan�s mind was reeling as it clambered to catch up with the flow of information. By the time it did, Wallace was speaking again.
�We know that a country divided cannot stand, and sadly, while our country was at war with itself, The Red Hand emerged from the shadows and took us by surprise. We were unable to regroup and unite as one to launch a counteroffensive.� Wallace lowered his head, as if in prayer.
Ethan stood mute, stunned to silence. He wanted to ask questions, but couldn�t process the words into a coherent order. He glanced at Jackman, who remained as he had been before � rigid and alert, yet quiet. Ethan tried to read the man�s face, but got nothing. He looked back to Wallace, saw the seriousness of his expression, and at last words came to him.
�How is it you know all of this? You�re speaking of things that haven�t happened yet in the past tense. And who is this President Bock you speak of? I may not be a history buff, but that name�s not striking a bell as one of ours. What kind of mind trip are you on?�
Wallace gave him a forbidding smile that seemed almost sad. He chuckled softly. �A mind trip. If only it was that simple.�
�Are you trying to tell me you�re from the future?� Ethan threw the option out there only because it was the most ridiculous thing he could think of. When Wallace didn�t dismiss or deny the accusation, Ethan blinked. �Are you fucking serious? Really? You think I�ll buy that shit? I�m outta here.�
He made to leave and wasn�t surprised to feel Jackman�s hand clamp down on his shoulder. Of course they wouldn�t let him just leave. Vise-grip fingers bit into his skin as he was turned back around to face Wallace. Ethan yanked his arm away. �Get your fucking hands off me,� he snapped.
Jackman�s answer was an impassive half-grin that made Ethan want to punch his face in, not once, but maybe a hundred times. He imagined destroying the bones in the man�s jaw, shattering his teeth as he laid into him over and over, perhaps breaking his own hand in the process but not caring enough to stop.
�Please, Mr. Tannor. There�s no need for such dramatics. Allow me to explain,� Wallace said.
Ethan pulled himself from the violent daydream. �Yes, explain � please explain; because from where I�m standing you look like an insane man with a lot of muscle and firepower.� Ethan motioned to Jackman and the door behind them to encompass the men in the outer room.
Wallace moved casually to his desk and picked up something from its surface. It appeared to be some type of portable screen � glossy, thin and flat, unlike the huge butt of the video monitors Ethan was familiar with. It seemed incredibly light as Wallace held it between two fingers and powered it on without the use of a cord. The screen lit up, casting a gentle glow on Wallace�s face.
�What is that thing?� Ethan asked, staring at him with suspicion.
�This is a TL-K5 series. But technically it�s just a tablet device, from many years away.�
TL-K5 series? The question rolled through Ethan�s mind, but what came out was, �What�s a �tablet device�?�
Wallace tapped on the surface of the machine as he spoke. �It�s like a miniature computer. This can process a thousand times or more information at a faster rate than a hundred of those clunky desktop models you�re stuck with in the department; more than the city�s mainframes too.�
Ethan barked out a laugh. �Okay, sure.� He shook his head, but was willing to play along for the time being. Still, that device does look very � future-y. Unease prickled through him.
Wallace looked up at him, one eyebrow quirked like he was about to let Ethan in on a deep dark secret. �Let me show you something.� He made a swiping gesture with his hand across the screen and up into the air like a wizard summoning a spirit from the Earth.
As though springing forth from the man�s fingertips, an image planted itself in the air before Ethan�s face. He jumped back, hands up in a defensive motion, eyes bulging. �What � what is that?� In his mind he yelled the question, but it came out as a hoarse whisper.
�This is the future, Mr. Tannor. Have a look.�
Ethan stared in amazement at the levitating show that unfolded halfway between him and Wallace, and his first thought was: Where�s the man behind the curtain? Where was the Great and Powerful Oz who controlled the witchcraft his eyes were seeing but couldn�t comprehend?
He snuck a peek at Jackman again, hoping to discover he was the one behind the crazy light show. But the man stood silently, hands clasped behind his back. His face held no surprise; it was obvious he�d seen this display before. Ethan looked back at the moving images, which appeared to be a collage of news clips.
He forced himself to focus on what he was seeing, to convince himself that these were just camera tricks or special effects. In the back of his mind he suspected he was asleep somewhere, the fluid from the tranquilizer still flowing in his veins and this was some sort of drug induced nightmare.
When he saw the face of Vice President George Bush float before him, hand on a Bible as he took the oath of office, his wall of resistance began to crumble. He watched silently as the United States went to war in the Persian Gulf and stared, transfixed, at other images that floated past. An older version of Arnold Schwarzenegger � a man he only knew as The Terminator or Conan the Barbarian � was standing in a suit and tie at a podium giving a speech, words at the bottom on that screen showing that he had become Governor of California. Momentous events and other horrors proceeded to unfold, and then came footage of tanks rolling through the streets of New York City. The Statue of Liberty bombed into pieces.
Ethan looked away at that point, his jaw clenching. �Shut it off,� he growled.
Wallace complied, and the holograph closed in on itself, jetting back down to return to its point of origin. He stowed the tablet back inside the desk. �When diplomacy dies, anarchy will rule.�
For several beats, Ethan remained quiet, processing what he�d seen. Finally, he found his voice. �Alright, let�s say I do believe you.� That sounded lame, even to him. How could he not believe what he�d seen? Special effects in movie-making weren�t that sophisticated. Not yet, anyway. �So where do I fit into all of this?� He swept his eyes around the room, part of him still hoping to catch a glance of The Great and Powerful Oz playing tricks on him.
Wallace approached Ethan and stood within arm�s distance. �We need a candidate, and your record is more than par for the course. You joined the Air Force at nineteen, crossed from blue to green, and ended your military service as an Army Ranger. Shortly afterwards you began your police career and with the backing and influence of your uncle you secured yourself a spot as a detective in record time.�
Ethan averted his eyes to hide the unsettled feeling that came over him. The man wasn�t reading from a file, he was recounting Ethan�s life from memory.
Wallace continued, �You�re proficient in at least two forms of hand-to-hand combat, and according to your armed services vocation and battery tests you scored high enough for any position. Most of your military files are classified, but with the right phone calls I could have access to them. I doubt that�s necessary, though; considering the unit you were in, you saw your share of the battlefield.�
�So, you can recite my dossier, that�s phenomenal,� Ethan said, tasting bile on his tongue. He brought his eyes back around to Wallace. �But if you want me to take this on blind faith, you�re doing a horrible job. This is the second conversation I�ve heard in as many days that makes no sense.�
�Would you be referring to your visit to St. Jeremiah�s?�
That also took him by surprise. How long have they been following me?
�Don�t look so shocked, Ethan. I always keep tabs on my agents, even if they are mentally unsound.�
�He was one of yours? How exactly did he end up there?
�Our operation has always worked on the fringe.� Wallace�s mouth twisted into something resembling a smirk and a frown in one. �We�ve blackmailed Secretaries of State, foreign ambassadors, military officials, you name it. They�re all fair game. Everything you see around you is expensive to run and we need to get the funding from somewhere. We only ask for a blank check and no questions.�
�So what backfired on your agent then?�
A shadow crossed over Wallace�s face. �One general in particular didn�t like the idea of his secrets being used against him � and no guarantee we wouldn�t ask for more � while we filled our coffers. Truth be told, we probably would have.� He opened a drawer.
Ethan peered to see what was retrieved. It was just another cigar, which Wallace promptly clipped and lit. After offering a few puffs of smoke to the ceiling, he continued, �The general had men tail our agent and nearly beat him to death.�
�You didn�t pursue this general?�
�Have you been listening? Our whole point is to remain invisible. The general called our bluff; we lost, end of story.� Another cloud of cigar smoke drifted upward. �We attained our funding elsewhere.� He paused, looking at the Cuban like it held the answer to many questions. �Secrets. Dirty little secrets are everywhere in Washington, and they can cost people so much if exposed. Do you have secrets, Mr. Tannor?�
Ethan shrugged. �If I do, they�re a secret from me. I�m an open book; straightforward, like the laws I enforce.�
�Indeed.� Wallace cast a sideways glance at him. �And this partner of yours � Mr. Hansen?�
Ethan�s rage was quick and uncontrollable. He lunged forward, hands balled into fists. Jackman�s response was lightening fast as well. He spun sideways, moving in to slam a warning palm on Ethan�s chest.
�You leave him out of this!� Ethan spat, pressing against the restraint of Jackman�s outstretched arm.
Wallace responded with a thin smile. �I had no intention of bringing him in. But if you decide to part company with us after the conclusion of our discussion and return to your previous life, I suggest that you refrain from bothering him with these matters. In other words, don�t go telling him about a secret group of Russians hell-bent on America�s destruction.�
The flush of blood ebbed a little from Ethan�s face. He glanced down at Jackman�s hand, which still rested on his sternum. He swatted it down and away. Reaper made a sound of bemusement at the impotent display of bravery and stepped back, resuming his former stance.
Ben Wallace moved from his desk and returned to Ethan. The two men locked gazes as Jackman watched them closely for signs of trouble.
�There is one more thing I would like to show you,� Wallace said. �Come with me.�

29
3 Mile

April 24, 1986, 4:50 AM
Not that Ethan had much choice � either go along and see what they wanted him to witness or get another forced injection. A second dose was not an appealing option; his head was still splitting from the first one.
Jackman shepherded him out of Wallace�s office and into a service elevator located in the room they�d just passed through. Wallace and the other commandos streamed in behind them and the group rode the elevator down to the basement garage in that awkward silence that only an elevator can offer.
When the doors pinged open an unmarked van was already waiting by the elevator doors. They piled inside and Jackman took the wheel. He drove them out of the building and onto the freeway, heading toward LaGuardia. Ethan stared out the window, trying to block out the people around him and the things he�d heard in Wallace�s office.
When the vehicle stopped, they were sitting in a sectioned off area of LaGuardia for private takeoffs and landings. Jackman had parked beside what looked like a Gulfstream; it was smaller than a commercial jet, but bigger than most of the other twin-engines parked around the runway or in the hangers. The plane was impressive, but it seemed this wasn�t the show and tell Wallace had been speaking of.
Ethan was led to the steps of the plane unbound but not free to leave of his own volition. Jackman nudged him forward, but he resisted, gazing into the open plane door with trepidation. He shot a glance at Wallace, who stood at the foot of the steps, waiting for Ethan�s ascent.
�Where are you taking me?�
�You�re in good hands, I assure you.�
�That doesn�t give me much comfort, given, you know, everything that has happened.�
Wallace smiled patiently. �The next stage of your journey is imperative, Mr. Tannor. Please, after you.�
Ethan climbed the steps to the plane and entered the cabin. It looked comfortable enough with the plush seats, tables, and couch, but still felt like a prison. He settled himself in the closest seat facing the door and leaned his elbows on the table in front of him, watching as the others piled in and took their own places.
Jackman eyed Ethan�s chosen position with a knowing grin and stationed himself between it and the door. Ethan hadn�t planned on making a run for it � he was realistic enough to know he didn�t stand a chance of escape � but Jackman�s ever watchful presence continued to grate on his nerves. Perhaps it was time to bury the hatchet, but maybe not until after Ethan stopped having visions of doing so in Jackman�s head.
Wallace was the last to step inside. He was carrying a black briefcase, which he handed to Jackman who stowed it beneath his own seat. Wallace then took the chair across the small table from Ethan and made himself comfortable, stretching out his legs as he reclined.
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Ten minutes into the air, Jackman had been excused and was now sitting behind them at the table in the back. Wallace pulled out yet another cigar and lit up. His eyes cut over to Ethan. �Would you like a drink, Mr. Tannor?�
�No thanks. I like to keep a clear head during my abductions.�
Wallace chuckled deep in his throat and brought the cigar to his lips.
�Tell me something,� Ethan said. �How is it that with such a sophisticated gadget from the future you took so long to track me down?�
Wallace nodded like the question made perfect sense. �You are right to conclude the future holds many technological advancements, especially with regard to information and tracking. But the truth is, we are constrained by the limits of today. The 1980s are not the digital age.�
Ethan scowled. �Digital age?� This was another phrase that carried no meaning.
Wallace made a dismissive gesture with the hand holding the cigar. A trail of smoke floated in Ethan�s face and he waved it away with an exaggerated cough. Wallace didn�t seem to notice.
�It�s the method by which most information flows in my time � much more efficient, less constrictive, but with its own drawbacks and limitations. It is far easier to track someone down by the digital footprint they leave behind in cyber space or the electronic grid.�
There it was again, that word �digital�. The jargon was lost on Ethan, again used in a context he didn�t understand. �Jesus Christ, the more you talk, the more I get lost. Digital footprints � whatever they hell those are � cyber space, electronic grids?�
�I�ll humor you. Let�s say someone purchases a bus ticket. We can find out where and when by focusing the scope, perhaps even tracking them down on a closed circuit video feed. Once we�ve located where that person was, from there we can easily jump on the backbone of the network � either locally or wirelessly. If the admin rights were locked, we can hack our way in with a worm, virus, or password algorithm program. But as I said, today�s technology is primitive; no backbones, no trunk systems that can work with our advanced gear. We are confined to looking with our eyes and ears.�
Wallace fell silent, probably for Ethan�s benefit in catching up. �I can tell from the stumped expression that you�re lost, but I wouldn�t expect you to comprehend this completely. These terms are beyond your capacity of understanding. That part�s not important. The type of device you saw in my office � while greatly beneficial decades from now � is reduced to nothing more than an information receptacle in 1986.�
�Whatever you say, Doc Brown.�
�I�m not familiar with this doctor. Who�s he?�
Ethan rolled his eyes. He was done talking; better to wait until they showed him what they wanted him to see before asking more questions. And he had a feeling there would be a lot more questions then.
* * *
Almost an hour after takeoff, the plane landed smoothly. All things considered, the flight had been one of the most comfortable Ethan had experienced. He figured he could get used to this sort of luxury. Maybe if he ever got through this mess he�d use some of his inheritance to revisit this lifestyle on occasion.
When the door opened, Jackman grabbed the black briefcase and was beside Ethan before he could even stand up, prodding him to move. From the look of the sky the sun was beginning to make itself known. Ethan had no clue where he was and didn�t even try to guess as he was bundled into another van similar to the first one. His position in the windowless vehicle afforded him no view of the outside world, but he counted it a blessing that he wasn�t bound and gagged.
The van lurched slightly as they came to a stop. Ethan glanced around at the driver, whose code name was Zodiac. The man had a shaved head and a trimmed bottom goatee. He no longer wore black commando fatigues, opting instead for a dark blue coverall jumpsuit, which made him look less intimidating than before. Zodiac gave something to a man standing outside � presumably an ID � and in short measure the red and white striped gate opened to allow them access to a bumpy road ahead.
The vehicle came to another stop and everyone piled out. It wasn�t until then that Ethan realized exactly where he stood.
He�d seen it enough on the news several years ago. The giant cylindrical structures in front of him were unmistakable; he�d been transported into the heart of the Three Mile Island nuclear facility.
Jackman prodded Ethan again and he followed the line of men through access door after restricted access door and on into a large cargo elevator. Once inside, Ben slid open a concealed panel, withdrew a key, and used it to turn on the power switch.
The slow grinding of the elevator was anything but express service and the screech of mechanical gears raked on Ethan�s ears with merciless intent. Everyone else seemed unfazed by the irritant, standing like stone statues as the car made its slow progress toward their destination.
After what felt like eons the doors split apart revealing a large hanger-sized room that resembled Mission Control in Houston. �Ground Control to Major Tom,� Ethan muttered.
Ben gave a slight grin. �Indeed.�
Well, at least he knows David Bowie. It was a small comfort, but Ethan would take what he could.
Wallace said nothing further until they were all standing in front of a round grated iron structure. At its center, sitting in the middle of the elevated stage, were several large satellites. �This is the Axiom.� Wallace stretched out his hands like an emcee at the circus.
�How sweet, you�ve given it a name,� Ethan said. �And what does this Axiom do, exactly?�
�I�ll be laying down some heavy concepts, so please try to keep up. This is where we pull the massive amount of power needed from the facility to create a wormhole. Are you familiar with that word?� Wallace arched an eyebrow in question.
�Yes, Steven Hawking, I�ve heard of wormholes.�
The commandos around them made noises in the back of their throats, but Wallace ignored Ethan�s sarcasm. He indicated the thick black attachments at the base of the Axiom. �These cables carry the power generated by the nuclear reactor and with that massive energy source we�re able to plot a course of our choosing into the past up to � but not exceeding � forty years.�
�Why forty?�
�That seems to be the magic number. Nuclear power limits us to that span.�
�So you�re sending agents into the past to what � alter history?�
Wallace shook his head. �We don�t want to change things; we want to prevent them from being changed by the Sons of Stalin. If they�re successful, our future as we know it is gone. We need to intercept them in Adelaide, Australia � in the 1940s.�
�What happens in Australia?�
�A scientist who worked closely with Nikola Tesla is there. Together, they found a meteorite � but not just any meteorite. This one has phenomenal properties that allow for a different kind of time travel.�
�Different?� How long have these guys been playing leap frog through history? �Wouldn�t all time traveling be the same?�
�No, this object allows for time jumping into the future, which is much more dangerous than traveling backward.�
�And why is that?� Ethan glanced surreptitiously at the others, who stood around them in rigid formation with crossed arms and clenched fists. They appeared to be unfazed by such talk.
Wallace began pacing as he spoke. �The Red Hand wants this meteorite. The possibility of traveling forward to bring back technology that is not around today would give them monstrous supremacy. They would be unstoppable.� He came to a halt in front of Ethan. �We can�t allow this power into their hands.�
�Well, I can see how we don�t want that,� Ethan said, managing to sound sarcastic and serious at the same time.
Wallace turned to look at the Axiom. �We need to act quickly, so that we can rewrite history before it is written to our disadvantage.�
Rewrite history before it�s written? This was playing with his head. �So, this is why I�m here? To be your time traveling guinea pig? And how do I change this version of history?�
Wallace went to a computer station and picked up a piece of paper. �Imagine this is like time ��
Ethan held up a hand. �You know what? I have a shitty imagination so spare me the visuals. I�ll take you at your word. What happens to this time and place if someone shifts the timeline of the past?�
�This one,� Ben pointed to the carpet beneath his feet, �ceases to exist. And the new one continues on from the point of change.�
There was no way he�d be able to wrap his understanding around that one, so Ethan moved on to something more pertinent. �Why me?�
�Your qualifications, and you have no one to leave behind.� Wallace tossed the paper away, a disposable object. Like Ethan�s life.
Ethan gritted his teeth and stared at the floor. Why wouldn�t the man feel that way? Ethan didn�t have family anymore. He was alone, unconnected; except for Art, Mary and the kids, Ethan would not be missed.
�Let�s proceed below, Mr. Tannor,� Wallace was saying. �There is much more to discuss.�
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The group split up, with most of the commandos heading in one direction, Wallace, Jackman, and Ethan in the other. Wallace led the way down a long corridor, to another elevator � this one slightly less noisy than the first � and from there, into an industrial-style office space not much smaller than the one Wallace had back in New York. The only notable difference was the absence of windows.
A desk was in the middle of the room like before, and atop the desk was a small square glass case. A watch was secured with metal pins inside the case. The timepiece looked almost like the one Ethan had found at Tobias�s, but there was something different about its metal construction. Ethan couldn�t place the distinction other than it looked older somehow, worn down by age.
Wallace opened a drawer on his desk and pulled out another cigar. Ethan watched him light up. Expensive habit.
Neither Jackman nor Wallace had spoken since the group went their separate ways. Jackman placed the briefcase he carried on the desk and assumed his usual aloof posture like a dutiful soldier.
Ethan couldn�t take the silence anymore. �What�s the deal?� he said. �You �Terminator� me to 1948 � to Adelaide, Australia of all places � so I can take care of this Soviet agent and his buddies and preserve this rock. And after all that you just �Beam me up, Scotty� back here?�
�Not quite,� Wallace said, looking almost regretful. �The drawback is that we don�t have a way of pulling you back through after you�ve been sent. You must stay there and live your life from then on.�
For some reason, Ethan had been expecting it would be like that. �So everything I have here is gone and I have to start over in a time where people are just recovering from two world wars?�
�That�s right, but this drawback has a perk,� Wallace said matter-of-factly � as if this �perk� made destroying Ethan�s current life a perfectly reasonable option. �Both of your parents died in a car accident, correct?�
Ethan nodded, not surprised that Wallace knew the more vivid particulars of his life.
�Well, after you�ve dealt with this problem � and secured the meteorite in the process � then you are free to do what you can to see if you can fix that little detail in your history.� Wallace�s mouth smiled, but his eyes didn�t. �And maybe you can give your future self a better childhood to look forward to?�
This was quite the piece of bait Ben dangled in front of Ethan, and it struck him like a sucker-punch to the gut. At first, he couldn�t even get his mind to comprehend the possibility of such a thing, let alone form coherent words. Still, too many questions loomed in his mind and he forced the sad memory of his parents to the side for now.
�This Abraham Bock guy; why not just wait it out and prevent him from becoming president? Wouldn�t that end this second civil war you speak of?�
�An interesting idea, but one that has been thought out, and deemed unfavorable.� At Ethan�s frown, Wallace lifted a finger to prevent interruption. �The fact remains that the Russians are coming, whether it�s fifteen years from now or thirty � it makes no difference when.
�Now, what we do have is a date set in stone that they travel back. This gives us an advantage, albeit a minimal one. It�s only a few short days from now. If we wait all those years for President Bock to take power we�ve already lost. As long as we know their current plans will still be on course, if we attempt to change that timeline then they might attack us at a date we can�t predict. Also keep in mind that if we wait we lose this window of opportunity due to the constraints of our current system.
�As it stands, their insertion date � or, the day that they first travel back to 1948 � doesn�t change. If we can pinpoint the exact location of their jump, we can stop them before they begin their first phase of world dominance.�
This all sounded like something from a bad James Bond movie, and he couldn�t disguise his sarcasm when he said, �What�s the guarantee this little time-space continuum thingy is even going to work?�
�Why Mr. Tannor, haven�t you figured it out yet?� Wallace gave a slight smile, the motion sending out wisps of smoke through his curled lips. �You�ve had the proof at your fingertips for a while now.�
The man tilted his chin at the black briefcase Jackman had put on the desk. Jackman opened the case and began pulling out papers from jacket folders and placing them on the desktop.
Ethan stepped forward to examine the items, keeping an eye on Jackman as he did so. He looked down at the pages. They were the same documents he�d taken from Tobias�s safe and had been studying for the past few days.
Wallace continued, �What we have here is a newspaper clipping from your uncle�s time period and a printout from yours. His parents died in a plane crash � and that was just the nudge he needed to push him into becoming our first candidate for time travel.�
Ethan�s head snapped up. �My uncle worked with you?�
�Is it so hard to believe? Tobias wasn�t comfortable or happy with his own fate. When given the tools to change things to his benefit, he jumped at the opportunity. Your uncle was an amazing individual and had the courage to take that leap without even knowing he would survive the journey.�
This just got more surreal every moment. Uncle Tobias � a time traveler? �How can I be certain all of this is true?�
�Before we had more gear from the future sent back, we used to mark all of our travelers.� Ben reached up, keeping his cigar expertly crooked between his fingers as he unbuttoned his shirt. He spread the material apart to reveal a black �S� between two identical stars that had been tattooed on his chest.
Ethan stared at the design as the memory of Tobias�s own tattoo resurfaced. He�d never thought Tobias was the tattooing type, but that fact had seemed unimportant at the time. Holy shit!
Wallace refastened his shirt. �All I need to know is, do you possess the same strength that he did? Or should I continue to look into these other personnel files?� He jabbed a lanky forefinger at the briefcase.
Wow, pack your bags � we�re going on a major guilt trip! This guy knew how to put the screws to someone. First use family as a weapon, then go for broke � insinuate the target lacked balls. This tactic was laughable to Ethan; he had a military history and police career as proof of his balls to anyone who doubted. Most people were clueless that it took an amazing amount of bravery to head to work each day knowing that you might end up in a body bag with a toe tag to complete the ensemble.
�Well?� Wallace asked, impatience edging his voice. �This isn�t something that you can just get back to us on. We need your answer and we need it yesterday.�
�I�m thinking!� Ethan snapped, trying to buy a little more time before committing to something so insane.
Is this what his uncle had done � jump on board the Crazy Train without question? Ethan had always known Tobias was different, but if his uncle had really taken this leap, he was nuttier than Ethan had ever begun to imagine. His chest tightened. This might explain a lot about the suicide.
�It would appear that the bravery your uncle showed wasn�t his only good quality,� Wallace said. �He also seemed to be clairvoyant. By leaving you that information in the safe and the message on your machine, it was like he knew you would say yes to this mission.�
�How the hell did you know about that?�
Wallace grinned enigmatically and tapped his temple.
This guy�s creepy as shit. Despite Ethan�s detective prowess � which was pretty damn good � he still couldn�t get a bead on the man. It made him feel vulnerable, and this wasn�t a feeling that sat well with him.
�Are you familiar with Sun Tzu, Mr. Tannor?� Wallace cocked his head to one side, sizing Ethan up. The pause seemed to linger a beat too long and then Wallace clasped his hands behind his back and began to speak again.
�Speed is the essence of war. Take advantage of the enemy�s unpreparedness; travel by unexpected routes and strike him where he has taken no precautions.� He pulled one hand around and looked down at it, as though deeply concerned about the state of his fingernails, then rested it back into his other palm and stood staring at the floor. �He was an amazing military strategist. We have found ourselves in countless wars that have spanned centuries and the globe since this man�s existence, yet we still look to him for advice on plans of attack.
�Unfortunately, the members of The Red Hand are also familiar with Sun Tzu and will stop at nothing to see victory. So we too must adopt this course and pursue our enemies wherever they go. Even if that means we must chase them through time.�
Wallace looked up to meet Ethan�s gaze. �That means we must act now, because the failure of action, is an action of failure.�
Ethan didn�t reply to that and Wallace continued, �We had our failures along the way, when we attempted to act too soon. We were responsible for the blackout in �77 ��
�That was you?� Ethan interrupted. �I suppose the �79 incident here was also your fault?�
Wallace inclined his head, giving the barest hint of answer. �I was getting around to that. Yes, there were � issues that contributed to the �79 incident. At any rate, we have fixed the kinks in the system, and the machine works.�
�But why are you using a place so far from your base in New York? Wouldn�t one of the plants closer to the city work better?�
�This location is optimal because it�s sufficiently distant from the city. New York, as you�re aware, is a prime target for the enemy. If something happened there, and our facility was lost, we would lose our capability to travel. Not to mention the human casualties if we cause another meltdown; next time we might not be able to contain the problem so easily.�
He waved a hand, dismissing that topic entirely. �Now back to you, Mr. Tannor. For obvious reasons, we can�t ask of your uncle again. But even if we could, his life has been altered to the point that he no longer fits the qualifications we need; he has served his purpose. You are the next best candidate.�
Next best? Eclipsed by a senior citizen � how awesome for me. �What you�re proposing could cause massive chaos by screwing with the past. Now, I�m not saying that good things can�t spring from the ashes of chaos.�
Ethan took a second to focus his thoughts. �You mentioned the blackout in �77. I wasn�t on the police force then, but my partner told me how there was a rash of thefts across the counties � that tons of DJ equipment was stolen. But these crimes eventually did create a positive; the equipment was sold on the streets by these thugs to wannabe music artists and there was a surge in the hip hop industry which changed music forever.
�I pay little attention to such trivial matters, Mr. Tannor � although I do see your point.� Wallace drew a shallow breath, �So does that mean you�ve considered this mission?�
�Apparently you do pay little attention because I haven�t gotten to my point yet,� Ethan said.
�And that would be?� Wallace crooked an eyebrow; if he was annoyed by Ethan�s candor, it didn�t reflect.
�That the chaos in my example sprang out of events that occurred in a linear pattern. Stepping back into a pattern that has already been set could cause untold damage to our future.�
Wallace�s eyes flashed. �Our future already is damaged. Don�t you understand that?�
�This is a waste of our time, sir!� Jackman said, inserting himself into the conversation like a head-butt from left field. �What makes this guy so damn important?� He gestured at Ethan, disgust lines etched deep in his face, before turning back to Wallace. �What about that Pendergast fellow? He seemed like a good pick � this sort of thing would suit him well. There�s also Epping � or even Amberson. Hell, you know any one of us would buy stock in this job.�
�Oh my God, someone please stick me with that knock out juice again so I won�t have to hear all this bitching,� Ethan blurted out.
Jackman pinned Ethan with a hateful stare. The man�s cool, indifferent expression was gone, replaced by barely suppressed rage and a pulsing vein in his thick neck.
Ben�s voice broke through, calm and peaceful, his earlier brief display of anger having vanished. �I understand your concerns, Jackman, but if need be, we�ll exercise our other options. As it stands now, Pendergast would need more convincing. With regard to Amberson and Epping, they had their chance and created nothing but disorder.�
Jackman balked, staring at Wallace in disbelief.
�That mess was cleaned up already,� Wallace said. �Those issues are moot at this point, we have two days before the Russians make their move, but I need your services here. Your team has already been prepping, and to lose their leader now could cost them dearly.�
�If they choose an earlier date, we are fucked � sir.�
�They won�t.�
�How do you know they won�t?� Jackman�s tone was that of a pleading child, in total contrast with his appearance. Ethan had the sudden urge to laugh out loud.
�I have sources,� Wallace said quietly. �It is impossible for them to attempt the jump.�
�And you�re so fucking certain � how, exactly?�
Ethan watched this exchange with open curiosity. If Jackman was out of line, Wallace didn�t show it. It was evident theirs was not a normal military relationship � as if Ethan hadn�t already figured out nothing about these jokers was remotely normal.
�Because they�re not ready,� Wallace said patiently, as one would speak to a slow learner. �They will go when I have told you and not a day sooner. We know the when, but we don�t know the where.�
Jackman�s frustration was becoming contagious and Ethan felt worry spread through his own body, even though he still wanted to believe the story told to him moments ago was mere fantasy.
�This is starting to sound like bullshit,� Jackman said. �I don�t see why we have to sit by and ��
�Stand down.� The decibel level in Wallace�s tone was no different than earlier, but it commanded respect. Jackman�s mouth slammed shut following the order, but the bunching of his jaw muscles belied his silence.
Ethan couldn�t help but feel impressed with Wallace�s intangible aura of command over those around him. Perhaps they were all just blind disciples of a crazy man, but Ethan�s instincts told him this wasn�t the case with Jackman and his squad. Wallace�s words carried the undercurrent of truth. And then there were those videos he�d seen. Given all of that, Ethan supposed that if this man had said the world was ending tomorrow, he�d be compelled to believe.
But what if this time machine didn�t work and it was all a hoax? Still, what would be the harm in trying? There was nothing to lose. Ethan thought briefly of Art, Mary, and the kids, but reminded himself that if everything Ben Wallace had said was true, that would mean all of this business about the Russian cell was even more serious than Ethan had anticipated. And everyone�s future was at stake.
�I�ll do it,� Ethan said suddenly.
The expression on Wallace�s face tempted Ethan to start rattling off demands. The man seemed so desperate for him in particular; Ethan doubted a second choice would have been given the full-scale tour he�d just been treated to. So why not capitalize on his position? Two prostitutes, a million dollars, and maybe a line of coke to try just once before taking a giant leap into the unfucking known. But Ethan kept quiet, allowing his own words to sink in and relishing the look of unexplainable relief that washed over Wallace�s face.
�Excellent,� the man said, settling his features back into a mask of composure. �Tomorrow morning we should be finished with the remaining items on our checklist and we�ll be turning the system on. You should get some rest and a nice meal. Jackman will show you to your quarters. Tomorrow will be a long day; what comes next will change the world.�
It wasn�t until Jackman escorted Ethan from the room that he felt a sudden heaviness press down on him, carrying with it a dread unlike any he�d ever known.
April 24, 1986, 9:01 AM
Two hours later the doors to Wallace�s office opened again. Jackman strode in and planted himself in the spot where Ethan had stood earlier. Wallace looked up from his reading material and waited for the other man to speak.
�So why didn�t you tell him the whole truth?� Jackman stood motionless, like a stone gargoyle, as he spoke.
Wallace contemplated the question. �And what would you have me tell him? That Tobias failed and we need to send him back to clean up? That the Communist bastards have already gotten their filthy hands on that meteorite and the future is grotesque? That this mission is suicide at best and he won�t make it out alive?�
He placed the reading material aside and sat forward. �The past is hard to change, my friend; all we have is hope. Because thirty, forty, fifty years from now there is nothing but dust and death.�
�You could have told him more about Tobias�s body and the shootout at his apartment.�
Wallace flipped a dismissive hand and sat back in his seat. �And what of those two bodies?�
�Incinerated, as you instructed,� Jackman answered, his face impassive.
But Wallace knew him well enough to sense the man was troubled. �Sometimes it is necessary to lie by revealing nothing,� he said quietly.
�And you think it�s better to tell half-truths? I know what it feels like to be led astray.�
�Yes, I guess you would know a little something about that.� Wallace arched a brow. �Killing your own commander; it was justified, I agree � but look at you. There is no hope of redemption; is that why you�ve been insisting on going back yourself?�
�You know it is. No one has a happy ending coming.� Jackman paused, and his mouth formed a hard, thin line as he continued, �If I�m going to die, let it have purpose.�
�I need you to understand that running away from your past is not the answer.� Wallace stood and walked around the desk to lay a hand on Jackman�s shoulder. �Your past is over and done. It�s the future you should be worried about; the future is always unknown.�
Jackman eyed Wallace�s hand for a second but made no move to remove it. He looked back up. �I don�t have the faith you possess in this man, sir. I say we give up using him as a viable option. Just send me instead. I�m prepared.�
Ben didn�t speak for a few moments as he regarded the other man. �We�re sending the satellites tomorrow morning. And you know as well as I that the science of the Axiom is not an exact one. We run into glitches with these antiquated components every day. What guarantee do we have that it works when we send Ethan � or even the satellites, for that matter?�
Jackman hissed his frustration.
Ben took his hand off Jackman�s shoulder. �You are not as expendable as you think you are. I can�t afford to sacrifice my most valuable asset when we�re so close. I need you here.�
�Even sending him, we know where the evidence points; that it probably won�t change anything,� Jackman argued, but he looked defeated. The debate was over and his face registered understanding.
Ben took a step back and slid a hand into his pocket. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes and looked down at it almost mournfully.
Jackman�s stony eyes followed the man�s gaze. �When it comes time, will you be able to do what you must?�
Ben�s eyebrows rose in acknowledgement. He stuck the pack of smokes back in his pocket and gave a bitter smile. �Don�t I always?�
The forced silence soon became uncomfortable and Jackman left Ben to the quiet of his office.
A small piece of rock that he�d been studying earlier that morning was lying on the corner of his desk. He picked it up and twirled it delicately between his fingers. The mission would be a success � it had to be. At least that much was partially certain. Tomorrow morning the satellites would be sent back. And then it would be Tannor�s turn.

31
The Pills Have �I�s

April 25, 1986, 6:13 AM
Memories of Tobias infected Ethan�s dreams; from a long ago time when Tobias had helped him rebuild the Mustang. His uncle hovered over the engine block decked out in a ratty tank top and tattered jeans, thick veins navigating his thin frame as he wrestled the transmission into place, a thunk sounding when it found its home.
Tobias removed the chains that the transmission had suspended from a moment before and set them aside. �Someday she�ll be good as new and all yours,� he said with a satisfied grin, jutting his spear-headed beard at the car as he spoke and wiped his hands on the oily rag.
Ethan was busy tightening bolts Tobias had delegated, sweat trails coursing down his forearms as he strained to secure the lugs. This had been tougher than he thought, but well worth the effort, despite the pain. In a way, the process felt like he was rebuilding his life bolt by bolt as each component was repaired.
�You must promise me something,� Tobias said, his voice hoarse and dry like always. �Keep this car and never sell it � and if you ever do think about selling it, let me buy it from you.�
�Don�t worry about that.� Ethan gave him a solemn look. �I�ll never part with it.�
Tobias nodded. �You know, I was the one who picked this car out on the lot for your father.�
Ethan tightened yet another screw and smiled up at his uncle, but it was a sad smile, the memory of his father and mother bittersweet. �Really?�
�Yep, and someday when the time is right I�ll tell you a story about this car.� He patted the propped up hood with reverence.
�C�mon, you can�t say that and leave me hanging in the wind.� Ethan protested. �What is it?�
Tobias wheezed a laugh, but his face was serious. �When the time is right, son.�
* * *
His eyes were caked shut with sleep and opened slowly, reluctantly. It felt like one of those hangover mornings. For a moment Ethan forgot his bearings and tried to remember how much liquor he�d downed the night before.
Then he remembered the dream and the memories that came with it, and felt a renewed sense of loss for Uncle Tobias. When the time is right, Tobias had said. Now there would never be a right time, would there? And he�d never get a chance to find out the mystery of the Mustang. The thought felt selfish, but Ethan still wished he�d pressed Tobias more on the subject. But the old man�s lips were tighter than a virgin�s knees. He would only speak about certain things if he wanted to and there was no convincing him otherwise.
A peek at the clock said it was 6:13 am; the mere three hours of sleep he�d managed to grab almost wasn�t worth it. He felt like shit. His sore muscles begged to return to their slumber, but Ethan stood and stretched all the same.
Coffee and breakfast called to him like manna from heaven, but they would not be had until priority one was fulfilled, so he forced his steps toward the small bathroom. Brushing his teeth felt like a chore from hell as his arms resisted the effort with fierce complaint.
After supper had been brought to Ethan�s room the night before, he�d slept in his jeans � thank God � so the only thing he had to wrangle on was a shirt. After that painful process, he headed out the door and made for the crew�s mess hall.
Every commando aside from Jackman was seated at the table and all seemed ready to seize the day. Then again, they hadn�t had nearly as much on their mind last night as he did. Or maybe it was the coffee.
�Can I take this seat?� Ethan tapped the backrest of an empty chair.
�Go for it.� The reply came from Hex, who still sported a sour look � could be he just looked that way all the time.
�No hard feelings, right?� Ethan offered.
�Yeah, whatever,� Hex mumbled before digging back into his breakfast of eggs and oatmeal.
High carb and high protein were all that sat on the table, just the way Ethan liked it. He took his seat and eyed the feast spread out, not knowing what he wanted to splurge on first. He reached for the coffee and swiped a few strips of bacon with waffles on the side. He passed on the pancakes, which for some reason had been made into smiley faces.
[image: ]
The behemoth named Priest was working on what appeared to be his ninth boiled egg, if the mass of yellow yolks piled on his platter was any indication.
Ethan took a sip of coffee and it burned in the right kind of way down his throat. �Priest, is it?�
�Yup.�
�You lead all these guys?�
�Second in command; Reaper takes point.� Priest folded a piece of dry toast in half � it looked the size of a cracker in his massive hand � and stuffed it into his mouth with ease. He leaned back in his chair and began introducing the squad around the table, pointing out each one as he spoke: �Zodiac, Worm, Tinman, and Hex.�
Zodiac smiled, Worm gave a nod, Tinman arched an eyebrow as he chewed, and the ever scornful Hex raised an index finger of his fork hand as he shoved in more grub.
�So tell me, how did you fellas end up doing this?� Ethan waved his arms around.
Priest bent forward placing his elbows on the table. �Same reason you became a cop; it was a calling.�
�What did you do before this mercenary work with Wallace?�
Priest dropped his next victim � a biscuit this time � chewed, swallowed, then slurped back the rest of his coffee. He set the cup down and his face scrunched up in thought, mulling over Ethan�s choice of words for describing what they did. �My brother and I were in the same unit in Burma.�
�Your brother?�
Priest slapped Zodiac on the back. The bald commando with the lower goatee smiled, white teeth shining between bits of unswallowed food. �This is Timotheus, and I am Matthias,� Priest answered.
�Interesting names.�
�We are the sons of a preacher man. He liked the sound of those ancient biblical names.� Priest was clearly the mouthpiece of the duo. His brother continued shoveling food in his mouth, jaws working furiously as he chewed, head bobbing to some unheard tune.
�So I take it that�s why you adopted the call sign Priest?�
�Yeah, I quote scriptures and my bro reads the stars and heavens.�
�Really?� Ethan got a second helping of bacon and scrambled eggs, scooping a heap of them onto his plate.
Priest grunted. �Hell no, that is some gay ass shit � you�d have to be an idiot to believe that.� Another egg white disappeared into his mouth.
The other men snickered; they�d probably all heard this line before.
Priest left no room for interruption and started up again, �C�mon man, you don�t get to give yourself your own moniker � it�s against the rules � someone else does. It�s probably written down somewhere.� He stole Zodiac�s coffee, then continued. �Anyway, on my first assignment I was only eighteen then and had stones like no other. My brother hadn�t joined up yet but he was hot on my heels. I was sent into Bolivia, as green as Kermit. On that operation I killed a certain missionary.�
The giant pushed his remaining food aside � as if it was invading his personal bubble � to continue the story unencumbered. �So it turns out this man of the cloth wasn�t just saving souls but was smuggling in weapons for Che, not to mention sodomizing most of his congregation.� Priest�s face morphed into a look of disgust. �Children even. That is some twisted ass shit. How could someone do that and even remotely think it�s okay? Anyway, my commander said there was a special spot in heaven for executing justice on such a scumbag.� Priest sat back and spread his arms. �From then on, Priest it was.�
The manner in which Priest had said the word �executing� gave Ethan a feeling the commando had delivered a slow punishment for the missionary�s crimes. He suppressed a shudder and directed his next question to Zodiac. �How about you?� Ethan poked his fork at Timotheus before taking his next bite.
Timotheus shrugged. �I can�t remember, but maybe because the first animal I killed was a Zodiac bear.� He made a grab to reclaim his coffee when a palm strike from his brother caught him hard between the shoulder blades, nearly choking him on his food.
�That�s a Kodiak, you dumb shit,� Priest boomed, ignoring Zodiac�s scowl. �My brother is a badass when it comes to killing and weapons but he isn�t too bright sometimes.� Before Zodiac could recover and reach for his coffee again, Priest had snatched it back up.
�What about Hex over here?� Ethan jerked a thumb to his left in the brooding man�s direction.
Silence descended over the table. Hex gulped a mouthful of his food and glanced at Ethan. �I�m cursed.�
�Uh-huh.� Well, what could you say to that? Ethan wasn�t one of those hocus pocus, Voodoo and witchcraft believers.
Thankfully Hex elaborated, �On every mission something bad always happens to me. Maybe it�s because I take the most risk, but it never fails. I�m just waiting for my chute not to open one day.�
What a bleak outlook, Negative Nancy. �And this theory of yours doesn�t make you fearful for your life?�
The Cursed One edged forward, fixing Ethan with a serious look. �No. When you know that any second may be your last, you have no room for fear. You just act on pure instinct every moment. I pity all those who are scared of every black cat, number thirteen or what have you. In the end it�s all the same � you die. And you die alone.� He sat back and shrugged one shoulder, his face relaxing. �You must accept the first rule.�
�And what�s that � that we�re already dead?�
Hex shook his head. �You accept that God has control, and you can�t change shit.�
It seemed ironic to Ethan that the message Hex was trying to deliver ran in contrast to their entire purpose of traveling through time to change history. �Then why should I try to stop anything in the past?�
The commando stared at his plate like he was contemplating what to eat next. �You will not try, because you already have.�
Okay, Master Yoda! Ethan decided he was done with the crazy talk and turned to ask Tinman where he came from, when Jackman�s shape filled the doorway and all levity drained from the room.
�Ready up!� he barked. �Time to head in.� He threw a handful of clothes to Ethan who barely managed to catch them before they landed in his plate of food. �You,� Jackman ordered, �go get dressed.�
April 25, 1986, 6:55 AM
All his possessions had been returned to Ethan in his sleeping quarters, but as Wallace had reminded him, they would be of no use where he was going. The unspoken order in that reminder was that Ethan must not take anything with him. In silent defiance of that order, he pocketed both sets of keys he had � the one for his mustang and apartment, and Tobias�s house key with the Steelers strap attached to its ring. He couldn�t say why, exactly, he felt compelled to hold on to those items. But for some reason, they felt like the only thing that would keep him from forgetting his past.
The walk from the room to the elevator seemed short in a way that only nervousness and apprehension could accomplish. He gave an anxious tug at the collar of his era-appropriate shirt and with each step forward, his second thoughts grew. He decided to pep talk himself before his will gave out. Isn�t this what I wanted all along? A chance to make a real difference in the world, not just lock up one criminal at a time. The result here could save countless millions.
Again the cargo elevator ride was a great joy on the ears, but the room referred to as the Axiom was completely different today. The evening before it held an eerie quiet and when the echoes of Wallace�s voice played off the walls it jarred the senses. This morning the room was a buzz of activity as a slew of technicians and engineers busied themselves completing tasks at computer terminals and checking last minute safety concerns at each cable attachment.
Wallace approached Ethan and Jackman�s team. �Welcome again. Did you sleep well?�
�Look at the bags under my eyes and think about asking again,� Ethan said.
�I see. Well, this is Dr. Parikh and he will be assisting us today.�
A small-framed, serious looking Indian man approached and stood to Ben�s left. Ethan held out his hand, but Dr. Parikh merely offered a curt nod, oozing detached professionalism. Or maybe he was afraid of germs.
�Okay, we have a lot of ground to cover and not much time,� Ben said. �I need to instruct you on your weapons, your watch, the mission, diet, and a few other minor details.�
�Diet?�
Wallace gave him a patient look. �Mr. Tannor, you will be traveling back close to forty years. Your stomach will not adapt easily to the foods of that decade; your intestines lack the proper enzymes.�
Ethan almost laughed. �Is that really a problem?�
�It is. I doubt you�d like puking up your guts because you can�t digest correctly. Unless of course, you decide to never eat again.� He chuckled, amused by his own wit.
Real comedian, this guy. �So, how do I prepare my insides then?�
�With these.� Wallace showed him a handful of medicine bottles.
�Are those drugs?�
�Sort of. These pills help coat your stomach with the needed enzymes for processing foods that your body has not been acclimated to. By the time they�re gone, your body should have built up the tolerance for digestion. As you may have guessed, these pills are limited in quantity. They�re from the future as well, so don�t lose them; they can�t be replaced.�
He handed Ethan one of the tablets for inspection. It didn�t look like something from the future, but he took Wallace�s word all the same. It was similar in shape and appearance to a Tylenol, but a distinctive �I� was etched on the surface.
Ben retrieved the pill and put it back in one of the containers. �It is imperative that you take one pill every twenty-four hours for the first five days and then every two weeks until you have finished.� He shook the bottles and the pills jangled together inside. It sounded like a lot of them.
�Sounds easy enough for me to forget.�
Wallace directed Ethan�s attention to a large, well-used and dated duffel bag sitting on the platform. It would fit in perfectly with the 1940s. �There are other essentials that will be sent back with you in that travel case, including some syringes with a specially formulated pain medication from my time. Be wise in deciding when to use them.
�And this is your most important tool,� he went on, holding up an object. �Your watch.� It looked the same as the one found in Uncle Tobias�s safe � if not the same one. �You must not lose it � this cannot be found by anyone. Just as I mentioned before, the dangers of bringing things from the future to the past are extreme; that should be self-explanatory by now. Make a conscious effort to always wear long sleeves to keep it covered. The 1940s are very different from today; something like this sticks out, and as always your goal is to blend.�
Ethan nodded, but felt the sudden urge to crawl back into that small bed he�d stumbled out of less than an hour before. The weight of this undertaking now felt unbearably heavy.
�Just going back will change small things. So I must stress to you that it is of utmost importance you stay as low profile as possible. Try not to interact much with anyone � or intervene in anything � except when dealing with the Sons of Stalin.�
�I have a question.�
�I�m certain you have many, but please � we must make it quick.�
The look on Wallace�s face made Ethan want to yell with frustration � to lash out by reminding Wallace that he didn�t have to do this. But deep down Ethan understood time was dwindling. �So, if I�m going to be sent back in a few moments, and let�s say that � for theoretical and God protect my life purposes � it works. Would that mean that I�ve already made it there as we speak?�
Wallace studied him for a long moment as if trying to decide how much to reveal. Then he inclined his head. �For the sake of argument, yes. Time is a strange thing, you must understand. What is done can seemingly never be undone. In the here and now things are what they were and always will be, but beyond this is what is changeable.�
What the hell am I getting myself into? Rather than voice his concerns Ethan just nodded again.
Wallace tilted his head, waiting for another question that would never come. �Either you are satisfied with my answer or more confused.�
�Both.�
He gave a thin smile. �Alright then. Now, we�ve made as many safeguards as possible. Along with the various items in your travel case, we�re sending a specialized gun back with you. If you lose the weapon at any point, turn this dial here on the face of the watch and then press this prong.�
Wallace mimed a demonstration of the act. �It will detonate a small explosive in your gun, destroying it to prevent examination or discovery by others. The explosive is implanted inside the wall of the pistol grip and synced to the watch.� He extended the timepiece toward Ethan and pointed to the watch face. �If you would, put your thumb here until you hear the beep.�
Ethan did as he was ordered and a bright blue line traced a path down from the top of the screen to the bottom. A soft beep sounded, and he removed his thumb. The display now read �UNLOCKED�, which pissed him off and amazed him at the same time. Hours had been spent trying to force his way into the strange contraption, and the action he�d just performed would have never crossed his mind. Why would it?
�This is another safeguard as well,� Wallace said. �No one else will be able to use the device except you.�
�What if I�m killed and my fingers are chopped off?�
�Try not to let that happen.� He motioned to Ethan, �Give me your wrist.�
Ethan complied. Wallace slid the timepiece over his hand and down his wrist.
�This might sting a bit,� he said, and pressed another prong. The spring loaded hooks shot out, clamping onto Ethan�s skin.
I knew it! Ethan remembered his earlier reservations about the claw hooks when he�d first examined Tobias�s watch. He grunted as the claws pierced his flesh and locked into place. �That was more than a sting.� He looked down at the watch and saw a graphic of words run across the screen: �ANALYZING DNA SEQUENCE�.
Wallace smiled again. �Now, if you will please look to the left and focus on that generator.�
Ethan was getting tired of that superficial grin on Wallace�s face; nevertheless, he obeyed the directive. Then he gasped in shock and pain. What had felt like a snake sinking three inch fangs into his forearm shot through him with a jolt.
�What the fuck!� Ethan snapped his head around, gaping at his sore arm. A dot of blood was oozing from the wound. When Ethan glared up at Wallace, the man hid an object resembling a nail gun behind his back.
Wallace addressed the Indian man. �Thanks so much, Dr. Parikh. You may go.�
The doctor gave a slight bow, and left with the nail gun look-a-like.
�What the fuck did you just do to me?� Ethan snapped. �That hurt like hell! Was it some kind of typhoid or malaria shot?�
�No, we have situated a tracking device in your arm.�
Ethan blanched. �I thought the watch was a tracking device.�
�It is, but only when activated. The node we injected you with is always active. Inside the deep muscle tissue, it detects your biometric heart rhythm. As long as you are alive, it will transmit. If at any point your heart stops pumping, the signal dies. Our computers here can tell us if the transmission stops. No sense in trailing dead agents.�
A thought came to Ethan. �Why couldn�t you find my uncle if he had one?�
�When he was sent back we didn�t have access to these devices yet; otherwise we would have given him one as well.�
�Whether he wanted it or not, huh?
Again the phony smile. �This is why I misdirected you a moment ago; I didn�t want to fight your verbal objections if we simply asked permission. Time is short.�
�Not that it would have mattered; I have a feeling my opinions are very low on any totem pole here. Has anyone ever told you you�re a devious bastard?�
Wallace ignored the insult and said, �Please follow me.�
�Now you ask for my permission � how thoughtful.� Ethan had the urge to punch Wallace. The presence of the commandos held him back.
He followed with reluctance as Wallace led him to one of the computers against the far wall that displayed a digital map of the world map. �You see that blip?�
Ethan saw a few dots were peppered on the screen but he zeroed in on the one Ben was pointing to. �Yeah.�
�That is you, Mr. Tannor. Each node has a specific frequency, but as I said we can only track it as long as you are breathing. This morning we sent back several satellites. By our count today, they�ve been in orbit only a few hours, but in reality they�ve been circling the Earth now for close to forty years. And they�re still active, sending and receiving transmissions as we speak.�
This was all more than Ethan could comprehend. The process seemed to be so seamless, but trying to understand it was enough to make his head hurt.
Wallace began yammering again � something about high orbits versus low orbits, which over time can degrade. Ethan was still stewing with irritation and missed most of the monologue but forced himself back to the present after a few moments.
�Now, we encode the signal,� Wallace was saying, �and not only does it indicate the frequency, but your name shows up on the screen.� A few taps on the keyboard and there it was: the dot and the words �Ethan Tannor� hovering next to it.
Seeing his name in pixilated form gave Ethan an idea. �Wait, I have a request.�
Wallace frowned over at him. �And what is that?�
�I�d like to use my middle name on this mission.�
An eyebrow arched, but Wallace didn�t ask for elaboration. �Fair enough.� His fingers made another series of inputs and the letters changed in a blink. �Blake Tannor� now glowed on the screen.
Ethan heard Art�s words ringing in his ears,�It�s really amazing what they�re doing with computers and technology nowadays.� He shook his head. Buddy, you don�t know the half of it.
Wallace gripped his shoulder. �Okay, so this is the important part; we need to recap your mission.�
Ethan figured everything he�d heard since his arrival was �the important part�. This was feeling more and more like something from an episode of Mission: Impossible. Except he didn�t think Phelps and the crew ever did the Time Travel Tango.
�You must stop the Russians from obtaining the method to travel forward in time. We don�t know their numbers in Adelaide for sure, but from what I�ve been told there are three of them: two Russians and a Japanese man.�
�Terrible odds for me. Tobias will be there, won�t he? Perhaps I could use his assistance.�
Wallace made a funny noise in his throat then said firmly, �No.�
�So I�m alone in this � completely alone?�
�Continuity, Mr. Tannor. The normal timeline will need to be preserved at all costs and reset. This is based on Gilford�s String Theory.�
�Should I even bother asking what that is?�
�It is very complex, but in layman�s terms it states that you can alter small events in the past by creating knots in the string instead of cutting the line completely, as it were, without disrupting the larger flow of history.�
�And what if I mangle the history too much?�
�It would cause problems for us here,� Wallace said. �In the past you can devise a future that is not this one. I know it�s hard to grasp in such a short time, but you must understand the importance of limiting your exposure and be committed to this. Your main objective is to stop the Sons of Stalin from carrying out their plans. Your secondary objective is to make sure there are no other opportunities for the group to carry on. To that end, Dr. Amhurst must die as planned.�
Ethan blinked and took a step back. �Wait a minute. You never said anything about killing an innocent.�
�Amhurst is far from innocent. His actions are the main reason for the War. Would you say that a man who causes the deaths of millions is innocent? It would be better if he had never invented that infernal machine. But he already has, and we lack the capacity to travel far enough back to prevent its creation.�
�So how do I go about making sure he dies �as planned�?�
�You don�t even need to kill him � the Russians do that much for you. Just make sure you don�t intervene too early. There are several files in your baggage that detail all your objectives and targets. Prep yourself well.�
This mission was starting to fill up with guess work. �Maybe I should have done a crash course last night. Better yet, perhaps I should look at those files first.�
�There is far too much for just one night of reading, and we don�t have that kind of time. Plus, we needed you well rested.�
�Well thanks, �cause I got loads of sleep after everything you told me,� Ethan said sarcastically.
�Regarding your main objective,� Wallace continued like Ethan had not even spoken; he was good at that. �You need to secure the meteorite and place it in a protected location where it will be safe for the next thirty-eight years.�
He did acknowledge Ethan�s puzzled look by holding up a finger to halt any questions. �You will put the rock into a safe-deposit box at this bank.� Wallace gave Ethan a slip of paper with the details. �That bank existed then and is still here today. Now, if you succeed in your mission, as soon as you�ve gone, the future timeline will change. Perhaps even without our awareness, our memories will change � and here is where it gets dicey.�
Just here? Isn�t this whole fucking mess dicey?
�As I said before, if you do change history, then in our present we won�t even know you�ve been sent back. Because technically, we will have never met.�
Ethan put a hand to his brow. �This hurts my brain even thinking about it.�
�That is the whole point of the tracking node,� Wallace said. �We may not remember sending you back, but that node transmitting a signal is the only proof that we did.�
�I feel like I�m going to be a needle in a haystack.� Ethan stared down at the paper with the bank information, then stuffed it in his pocket.
Something akin to sympathy flashed in Wallace�s eyes. �You will be; but we can find you, I promise. If you succeed in getting Amhurst�s rock into that deposit box, the meteorite should be in the Australian bank the instant you�re gone.�
�I still don�t think I�m following. If you forget that you sent me, how will you even know to check for the box?�
�There are ways to receive messages from the past without the aid of banks. You let me worry about that part.�
There it was again, the pacifying tone that quietly demanded obedience. Despite Ethan�s instinct that it would be foolish to place complete trust in this man, he found the opposite emotion battling for dominance. He told himself it was because he was about to jump down the rabbit hole; he needed something to tether to for support.
Right?

32
In the Heat of the Light

April 25, 1986, 8:11 AM
Ethan allowed himself to be guided into position in the middle of the large, round, elevated platform Wallace had dubbed �The Axiom�. He felt like a lamb being led to slaughter, but another part of him felt detached from the situation.
Was he really doing this? Or was all of it just a dream? He touched the tender spot where the tracker chip had been implanted. It was still sore, but now that the bleeding had stopped the skin was only a soft pink. No, not a dream.
Another random technician with limp brown hair and gray at the temples walked up onto the platform. He introduced himself as Ron and said that he would be hooking in the power source. He held a cord that was about as thick as a phone line and at its end was an inch long metal prong. Ron plugged the cord into a socket on the watch, then began inputting numbers into the timepiece from a slip of paper on his clipboard.
�What are those?� Ethan asked, but feared the explanation would cross way above his head.
�Coordinates.�
�You mean latitude and longitude?�
Ron nodded. �We can get a precise setting by inputting or marking a spot directly where you�re standing at any location. The watch itself has been programmed. The Earth is always moving, but we can transfer you to the exact spot we want, without the fear of sending you into outer space.�
Ethan swallowed hard as that thought sank in.
�Don�t worry, even if that happened you wouldn�t feel a thing. Your body would freeze instantly.�
�That gives me � no comfort.�
�Trust me, you are in capable ��
Wallace interrupted the exchange with Ron. �Ethan, you need to understand something. This jump back in time isn�t going to be painless.�
This jerked Ethan out of his semi-daydream of floating through space as an aimless human popsicle. He stared down at Wallace. �What? Now you tell me � when I�m at the precipice of doing something I already thought was Evel Knievel worthy.�
�Who?�
�Never mind.� Ethan regarded the metal around him with increased skepticism. �What kind of pain are we talking about on a scale of one to ten? Like a trip to the dentist or something?�
�It will feel like something akin to open heart surgery without anesthesia.�
�Well, that�s just great,� Ethan said dryly. �Maybe I need to re-think this decision.� But even he knew this was just talk. Part of him was terrified of this unknown he was about to jump into. But the other part � the one that had to know � was in control.
�This experience is going to create heat and lots of it,� Wallace said, ignoring Ethan�s last quip. �Try not to scream or move around too much. And please, keep your eyes closed. We�d hate to waste sending you back only for you to be blind.�
�I�ll run that up the flagpole and see who salutes it.�
Wallace moved to stand behind the technicians monitoring their machines. Each one began running through their checklists, and Ethan soon heard voices around the room signaling that all functions were up and running.
�We�re at full power,� someone said.
Full power � it won�t be long now then. His body tensed in expectation and each voice that rang out amplified his growing anxiety. He felt strangely in tune with everything around him: the metallic smell in the air, the almost tangible sense of expectation that hung in the room, the fullness of his bladder � Shit! I should have gone to the bathroom one last time.
�QLA is online.�
�CFT check.�
�Coordinates for transfer have been locked in.�
�E.S.M.E.R. heating up.�
�Security precautions set. We are a go.�
�Commencing transfer in ten, nine, eight, seven ��
And there was the countdown. He�d been listening for it since the checklist dialogue had begun. Now that it was here, each number called out over the intercom was like a stab in the gut. The anticipation grew beyond anything he�d felt before. His pulse quickened like he was running for a touchdown, and beads of sweat were sliding down his arms and tickling his ribs. He felt a trickle seep into one of his eyes and he closed them.
�� six, five, four ��
He wished they�d go ahead and push the damn switch. Be like a band-aid � just rip the fucker off.
�� three, two, one!�
Ethan felt the hairs on his arms rise up and a soft, electrifying current coursed through his body in one rippling motion. An intense light penetrated his eyelids, and he squeezed them tighter, but it didn�t help. Still, he heeded Ben�s warning and kept his eyes closed. Maybe he should have worn sunglasses.
The noise around him was immense. Machines hummed like engines on full throttle and what sounded like a jet plane warming up to hit its afterburners pierced his brain. �THIS ISN�T SO BAD!� he screamed over the sound and felt his ears pop.
Over the loudspeakers the intercom blared: �Mass core drive taking effect.�
Wait. So there was more?
Then his guts heaved like they were going through a blender, and his muscles felt like they were undulating beneath his skin. He tensed again as the painful sensations ebbed and flowed; every vein feeling like it was rising to the surface with each pulse of his heart.
Ethan�s legs shook and he began losing his footing. It felt like gravity was shifting and up was now down. He hunched lower, trying to hold firm, but there was another spin in his midsection � longer this time. His legs buckled and he was forced to take a knee. Gravity switched on him again. There were no words to describe the magnitude of this pain. He fought the urge to scream. He was going to cross this metaphorical Rubicon any second; there would be no turning back.
Through the blood roaring in his ears, Ethan heard the intercom again: �Mass core drive at maximum.�
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Then the heat came � fast and intolerable � even worse than before. There was another hard pull at his body, like the massive jawbone of a dog had clamped down on his torso. His lips peeled back from his teeth, and he screamed � loud and guttural, almost inhuman � and in that instant it felt like a burning log had been shoved down his throat.
And then, like a breaker wire being tripped, all systems shut down in unison. Only the echoes of Ethan�s scream were left behind, reverberating off the walls as quiet descended upon the room.
Unknown and unfelt, there was a shift. Ethan was like a stone hurled into a pond. And as with every tossed stone, there are always ripples.
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Death Spoof

April 25, 1986, 5:34 AM
�Well done everyone,� Ben Wallace said to the room of technicians. �Can you please turn on the mainframes?�
A bespectacled man with shaggy hair spoke up. �Systems are coming back online, sir.�
Wallace leaned over one of the computer monitors, studying the information with an expression bordering on desperation. �Are the satellites safely in place? I need a check of agents in the field and status updates on each.�
Another voice said, �We have a signal that bumped in on November 29, 1948, from Adelaide, Australia, but the signal stopped transmitting on December 1, 1948.� A heartbeat later he added, �Looks like he�s dead sir. Should we have one of our scouts check for his body?�
Ben froze, his fingers gripping the edge of the monitor. Slowly, he stood to face the bearer of bad news. �What was the field agent�s name?�
The technician glanced down at his screen. �Encoding the dead signal now, sir.� He waited as the computer reversed the encoding. �It says: Blake Tannor.�
�Tannor,� Wallace murmured, his mind straining to remember. He strode quickly to the desk where his files were and pulled out sheets of paper, flipping through them until he found what he was looking for. �Ah! Ethan Blake Tannor � they�re one and the same. He�s the nephew of Tobias Keane. It�s the man from that incident at the diner.�
He looked up and saw Jackman standing on the other side of the room, mute and motionless. Wallace said, �You�ve searched his apartment. Any leads to his whereabouts?�
�Negative, sir; he�s off the grid.� Jackman�s face was serious. �The search teams were involved in a shootout, but other than that he�s still in the wind. The watch hasn�t been activated again since his uncle�s estate, but we�re assuming he still has it. We�ve done the reverse log on Mr. Keane�s phone. We found his lawyer, but he has also been unsuccessful in contacting Mr. Tannor.�
�Anything else?�
�There were several calls made from a mobile car phone. No recordings left on the answering machine.�
�Did you trace its origin?�
�Yes, but it had been removed and junked on the street,� Jackman said with more than a little annoyance.
Wallace was frozen in deep concentration.
Jackman moved to the desk to look at the monitor as well. �So, was this Blake Tannor successful? Did he find the location of the Russian cell? Where are they launching from? What about the meteorite?�
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Snapping out of his transfixed state, Wallace held up a hand to halt the questions. �We need to check the safe deposit box. Call Lucas � he�s waiting for us to give him the verbal to check.�
The room seemed to hold its collective breath while Jackman dialed out. The commando spoke in rushed sentences, then pressed the phone to his chest and said, �He�s checking now.� He brought the receiver back to his ear and waited, his face tense with expectation.
Wallace stared at Jackman, feeling his jaw muscles twitch. Everything was on the line here.
Jackman dropped the phone back into place. He looked at Wallace and shook his head.
Ben�s eyes narrowed and his fingers curled involuntarily into fists. �It goes without saying that we sent him back; that signal proves it. The question is, what has he done that shifted the timeline if he�s dead?� He paused a moment, thinking. Then he said to the technician sitting at the workstation beside him, �Prep the machine. We need to send a message to our scouting agent.�
He reached inside his coat pocket, pulling out his copy of The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam and tapping its binding against his chin. This was a gesture everyone in the room knew well, so no one else spoke as Wallace pondered the next course of action.
Finally, he came to a decision and said to Jackman, �I�ll be back. Call Lucas again and have him ready.�
Jackman watched Ben exit the room in quick strides, then he lifted the phone to his ear once more.
�Jackman here. Get your team ready. And double your efforts; I want Ethan Tannor found � now.�

PART II

Then of the THEE IN ME who works behind
The Veil of Universe I cried to find
A Lamp to guide me through the Darkness; and
Something then said � �An Understanding blind.�
��The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayy�m


34
Iron-Plan

Adelaide, Australia
February 3, 1948, 3:11 PM
Doctor William Amhurst tinkered with �The Machine� � as he had come to call it � until he was satisfied that all of the bolts were tight and all the moving parts were in working order. Then he stepped away and marveled at his masterpiece, uttering a silent prayer to himself that this time would be the one. All the others had been failures, but his hope never faltered. There was too much at stake and the time for the final test had arrived.
[image: ]
He began removing his clothes and stuffed them into the footlocker that rested at the end of his makeshift bed on the far side of the basement lab. With the exception of taking bathroom breaks and grabbing bites to eat, William had rarely ventured upstairs to the living quarters during most of the summer, preferring to grab needed sleep in quick snatches on the small bed. His gut had told him he was close to achieving the goal and he�d been working with tireless determination to get to this point.
The coffee and tea shop down the street from here was the only place he visited anymore. Martin, the owner, had become accustomed to William�s visits, which were now almost like clockwork � the first one coming at close to six every morning, when he would stagger in with an armful of notes. Along with the notes, he also toted various leather bound volumes of old and odd-looking books.
When he�d first settled here with Celice, the location was almost too remote, but it was affordable and at the time that was all that mattered for the young couple. He�d fixed up the basement lab with soundproofing and installed glass thicker than his fist in the windows so his work wouldn�t bother Celice upstairs. That was no longer a concern, but William was glad now that this location was still on the fringes of town so that the odd noises and loud hums generated by his work wouldn�t be heard by passersby. He�d almost closed up the lab windows entirely but finally decided against it. He�d already excommunicated himself from friends but resisted the pull to alienate himself from the world completely.
In truth, it had been staring out at the night sky through those windows that sometimes gave him the most resolve for his work. �Beyond the shining sun and stars, and further than the seven glittering veils is where our final resting place awaits us.� It was what his grandmother, dear old Elisabeth,�� God rest her soul � had told him when he was a child.
Yet it was not for her that he worked. It was for those who completed him: his true love and the unnamed child they had created. Gone now, for so long. Many sleepless nights he would reach his hand toward the moon, and cry out to her. �Celice. Sweet Celice,� he would whisper. A name to his son, he had never given; it would only make the hurt worse.
Amhurst gave a final, longing, look at the waxing moon and then walked back to The Machine. It sat idle on the circular platform, a hulking beast of metal and wiring that resembled a modified deep sea diving suit, only slightly larger. Huge plugs and wires extended from the chest piece, connecting with cables that ran the length of the lab and hooked into the power junction box.
A heavy weight of anticipation and impending regret pressed on him. He unlocked the back of The Machine and pulled the hatch down, walking up the three steps to situate himself inside the giant apparatus. He engaged the locking mechanism and the rear door squealed on its hinges as it sealed behind him.
Within seconds, the interior atmosphere of the metal machine became muggy and hot to a near unbearable level. With great effort, Amhurst worked the mechanics of The Machine, flipping the necessary switches in sequence until all that was left was to pull the lever that gave a final charge to the suit.
With methodical skill he performed the tasks, and imagined the possible ramifications of his next actions. But as before, all he could see was a cloud of uncertainty. There wasn�t a way to fathom all the possibilities the following few seconds of his life would bring.
Twenty-eight years ago, William Amhurst had been happily married and about to become a father. Complications arose when his wife went into labor, and the surgeon lacked the skills to save her and his unborn child. He barely remembered the delivery nurse�s explanation about why Celice and the child had passed. But what he could never forget was one of her final comments to him: �What�s done is done.�
He could not live with those words.
William still didn�t know how he managed to keep from killing the woman right there in the waiting room. As the months passed, he somehow found his way back to his old lab, plunging himself into his experiments with a ferocity that would have frightened Celice. If she�d still been alive. The work served to occupy his mind and, perhaps, offered something more �
He had crumbled apart then, and had never been able to put the pieces back together. Maybe this would change all of that.
William looked down at the giant metal arm with the large hook on its end. His breath fogged up the four inch glass plate of The Machine�s helmet. He closed his eyes and pulled the lever.
As if the inside of the suit wasn�t already blazing hot, the temperature escalated another twenty degrees as quickly as a light turns on with the flip of a switch. Through the looking glass, William saw the blinding glare. The suit didn�t give him the dexterity to move its arms and block it, so all he could do was close his eyes. Brightness beyond compare rendered his eyelids useless as it penetrated through the thin skin. He felt pressure building in his ears and worked his jaw to unclog them. Seconds later, there was a loud whooshing sound and the light was gone.
He blinked several times and attempted to regain his bearings. When his eyes focused, he saw with dismay that he was still in the suit, and everything in the room was the same. The heavy air inside The Machine felt like a living entity, smothering him with the weight of his disappointment. For the first time in a long time, he felt tears coming.
This was wrong, all wrong. He shouldn�t be here. He�d failed yet again, perhaps never to succeed. Thomas Edison�s comment about not being a failure despite the hundreds or thousands of times it took him to complete his invention � which had long served as an inspiration to William � now felt like an insult.
He climbed out of The Machine, his body covered in a layer of perspiration. The unexpected chill in the air stung him with surprise and he lost his breath. He began shivering and moved quickly to the footlocker to escape the sudden cold that seemed to be settling in on his bones.
Donning his pants and an extra sweater, he walked back to his chair, slumping down hard on the seat. His head hung low against his chest and he closed his eyes. He sat like that for several minutes, still absorbing the blow of his recent failure.
As he regulated his breathing back to normal, other sensations poked their way into his brain. Something smelled � strange. He tried to identify what it was, but the answer eluded him, like a forgotten name to a familiar face. He wiped his eyes and sat up straight. It would be best to put his mind at ease by focusing on his work again.
William leaned across the desk for a pencil and paper. As he jotted down the recent event and his thoughts, he noticed the pencil wasn�t working correctly. He stopped writing and looked at the tip to see if it needed sharpening. It didn�t. Then he noticed dust on the paper. He rubbed the side of his hand across the sheet and only then realized quite a bit of it had settled on his notepad.
In a daze, he put the pencil down on top of his notes with a slow, measured movement and touched his palm to the surface of the desk. Slower still, he brushed his hand across the tabletop, wiping away a thick layer of dust that had been there just seconds before.
�What in the devil?� he whispered.
William looked down at his open palm. Then his gaze jumped back to the table, which displayed a streak of wood beneath the dust. The odd smell wafted to his nose again and it took him a moment more to realize the source � his sweater? He clutched a fistful of the material and brought it to his nose. He sniffed, and made a face. It stunk, like clothing that had been kept in storage for a while.
He sat there for a heartbeat, processing this discovery, and then jerked back so suddenly that he almost toppled out of the chair. He pushed away from the desk, stumbling as he tried to regain his mental bearings and balance. Forgetting his age, William ran across the room and opened the door, racing up the stairs to the main floor of the house.
By the time he got to the top of the staircase and bustled through the upstairs door, he was out of breath. But he didn�t stop, continuing through the kitchen area, into the foyer, and then outside into the cold clip of the wind.
William stopped then, a hand to his chest as he tried to calm his heaving lungs and racing heart. The chill air cut deep and he found himself shivering again beyond control. His eyes found the familiar beacon up ahead, and he crossed the street then made his way north for the coffee and tea shop. The little bell over its entrance door sounded and Martin looked up.
�Hey Willy, long time no see!� Martin boomed over the howl of the wind that blew in as William entered. �How�s it going?�
William didn�t answer, but walked over to the counter, still shaking from the cold. He forced himself to look into Martin�s eyes and asked, with a voice that cracked and trembled, �Can � can I get a coffee � umm � black � and � and a newspaper please?�
�Comin� up,� Martin said. His face registered concern and confusion, but he just swung around, grabbed a cup, and began serving up coffee.
William was frozen in place as he waited, his anxiety growing. Martin came back to him with a cup of coffee in one hand and a paper under his arm. He sat the coffee down and passed the paper to William, who snatched it up, bumping the cup and sloshing coffee on the counter.
He didn�t notice, digging blindly into his pants pocket for some money and thrusting it at Martin. It was more than enough for his purchased items, but he didn�t notice that either.
Martin scoffed and pulled the hand towel from his shoulder to clean the �liquid petrol� � as he called it � from the counter top. He threw a cautious glance at his patron as he put the money away, but William was oblivious to this also.
William picked up his cup and crossed the room to a booth by the window, where he sat down and opened the paper. His mouth went dry and his heart stuttered then began pumping in a fury. The paper slipped from his numb fingers and fell to the tabletop.
The date on its front page read: August 16, 1948.
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Message in a Body

August 16, 1948, 3:51 PM
Gernot Kalkolov cut a sliver of medium rare steak and stabbed it with his fork. He popped the juicy bite into his mouth and chewed slowly, savoring the taste.
Inside the cramped kitchenette, he sat at a small table rereading the notes he�d taken from the research completed in the lab. They were getting close; it was almost an art in precision.
Gernot sliced another bite of meat and flipped a page of the journal, staring at the schematics drawn out on the page. He was placing the next morsel in his mouth when there was a violent explosion of wind accompanied by a crashing noise.
He pulled back in surprise when a body form, along with bits of wood and an upside down domed slab of concrete, landed on the floor in a heap, leaving behind heavy swirls of dust in the air and a smell of smoke. He coughed and batted a hand at the debris floating in front of his face.
Gernot looked around, dazed to find he was already standing; he had no recollection of getting to his feet. He approached the body. It had listed off to the side and its face was obscured from Gernot�s view. Next to the body was a rock, or what looked like an ordinary stone.
Can it be? He walked closer to the unmoving form, holding his breath. At first glance, he saw that the body was missing its right hand and had a wound in the abdomen. He could only assume it was a fellow traveler. It had to be. Gernot reached down and pulled on the shoulder of the limp man, rolling him over for closer inspection and came face to face with � himself. The breath whooshed from his lungs, and he stumbled back a step, eyes bulging.
What to do with this news? His mind scrambled to make sense of what he was looking at and quickly settled back into analytical mode. The object by his dead body was the meteorite. It must be preserved for his countrymen.
He turned back to the journal on the table. The schematics were not complete. He still needed more time, and Amhurst would be returning soon. It was necessary to approach the doctor today and no earlier. The old man needed to know that his research was successful; otherwise, it would take more convincing.
The fact remained that whether Gernot liked it or not, it appeared a new timeline had been set. Once this happened, to change it was an exercise of extreme difficulty. He knew this even without knowing the catalyst of the event. And what was the catalyst � or who?
It did not matter. He squatted down to remove the watch from the corpse, and the dead man stirred. Gernot flinched, but didn�t move away. The man�s lips moved, and he rasped, �He�s � he�s here.� Before Gernot had a chance to ask questions, the alternate version of himself � his Other � drifted away to the next realm.
Who�s here? Is it one of the six? The possibility had always been there, but he would still want to be sure. If it wasn�t The Marshall himself, Gernot knew with certainty that he was behind it.
Gernot finished the task of pulling off the watch and tossed it to the floor. This one would be useless now. Still, he rose and brought the heel of his boot down on the timepiece again and again until it was irrevocably demolished. With that task completed, he took a moment to look down on the body of an older and dead version of himself before he pressed the nodes on his own watch one last time.
If he was unable to change the timeline, it would have to be preserved. Otherwise this body would not turn up again in the cycle. Maybe � with this knowledge of his possible looming death � the situation could still be changed. He clicked another prong, setting the point where he stood as �LOC1� on the timepiece. The body would have to be disposed of later.
Right now he had somewhere to be.
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Where the Red Burn Shows

August 16, 1948, 4:38 PM
Dr. Amhurst somehow found himself outside Martin�s coffee shop, staring blindly into space, the newspaper clenched between fingers that hadn�t stopped trembling. His mind�s eye was fixed on the paper�s date, still in shock and disbelief but at the same time in awe of what had happened.
It occurred to him then that his habit of prepaying bills months in advance � in order to continue his work unhindered by monthly annoyances such as writing checks � had reaped an unexpected benefit. It would have been most inconvenient to discover his electricity was cut off during his absence. Or that the bank had auctioned off his mortgage to someone else.
He�d always thought � hoped � he would be successful in traveling backward in time, or that he would die in a failed attempt. But he hadn�t counted on this type of error � jumping forward.
Now that it was over, only then did the likelihood of disastrous consequences occur to him. Any number of anomalies could have done serious � most likely fatal � damage to his body as his matter was thrust into the void. He shuddered as he considered the possibilities and crossed the street to his lab�s building as fast as his aged bones could take him.
A tall, unfamiliar man wearing a full-length trench coat stood on the front stoop of the entrance, leaning against the railing. He wore a top hat that shielded his face from partial view. As Amhurst drew closer, he noticed a large burn across the man�s face. It appeared to have been inflicted recently. Amhurst�s scientist brain stirred with curiosity, but he knew it would be rude to ask. Apart from the scar and the tightness of the stranger�s features, he seemed kind enough to warrant striking up a conversation.
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�Can I help you?� Amhurst asked as he halted on the second to last step and came eye to eye with the man.
�William Amhurst.� It wasn�t a question. Somehow, the unknown man knew who he was and this greeting was just a formality.
Amhurst squinted at the stranger. �Apparently you know who I am already. The question is, who are you?�
The man flicked his wrist to bat the query aside. �Let�s just say I am someone from far away who follows your work.� He withdrew a book from his coat; it was tattered, ravaged by time. A smell of death accompanied the book as the man�s arm outstretched, bringing it forth like a proffered gift.
Amhurst took the book, and his eyes widened in recognition, then narrowed, as he stared at it.
The man spoke, breaking the short silence. �Do you know what you are holding?�
�Indeed I do,� Amhurst said, pursing his lips. He stared up at the man with wary eyes. �This is my journal, why did you take it from my lab?�
The man smiled thinly. �I�m going to come clean, Dr. Amhurst; I found this book.�
�As I have concluded; in my lab, no doubt. What have you done to it?� Amhurst felt a compulsion to launch himself at the man, demanding answers with ferocity. Fear and old age, however, calmed his rushing blood.
�This is the condition in which I found it,� the man said, his voice flat. Before Amhurst had a chance to respond he added, �Thirty-three years from now.�
* * *
�I still don�t understand,� Amhurst said, staring at the stranger. �Where did you find this?� he asked for the second time.
Moments ago, he�d suggested it would be best if the conversation was taken inside � not only for a reprieve from the cold, but Amhurst would rather not have any errant ears listening to their dialogue.
�Not to sound morbid, but we � myself and some fellow associates � discovered it in your grave.�
The thought of his body being raided carried with it too many disturbing thoughts. Amhurst placed the decaying journal on the coffee table and gaped at it, a horrified look crossing his face.
The man removed his hat, bringing the nasty burn into full view. The right side of his face was scarred from mouth to hairline. Amhurst tried not to stare.
�We had information that at your death you requested to be buried with it,� the burned man said. �As you may have guessed, I�m not from around here. And when I say here, I mean this period in time.� He locked eyes with Amhurst, waiting for him to catch the meaning. When Amhurst did, the man continued, �I need your help, Doctor, and clearly you need mine.�
�Why do you say that?�
�Your desire to travel back and save your wife and child, of course. We can facilitate that.�
Amhurst said nothing, uncomfortable with the realization that his guest seemed to know everything about his life, and he didn�t even know the stranger�s name.
�We have tried, unsuccessfully, to decipher your journal so that my people and I can travel into the future as you have. Help us with what we need, and in return we will help you save your family.�
Amhurst still didn�t speak. He�d never wanted anyone to know about what he was now capable of. It could be extremely dangerous in the wrong hands; perhaps even his own. Yet here he was, barely an hour from his spring forward, already thinking about the adjustments and calculations to make when he got back to work. If this man did possess the key to travel back, Amhurst wanted it � desperately so � but wariness persisted in his mind. Finally, his courage broke the lull. �And what is it you intend to gain from the future?�
�There is a great war coming, Dr. Amhurst; one that will be forever remembered in the history books.� The man flashed a smile that didn�t look natural. �I want to be on the winning side. I need your help to ensure victory.�
Amhurst didn�t approve of war. He was a man of peace and science; he always had been. His eyes traced upwards to the picture above the mantle, and with an aching heart he peered at the lovely image of Celice. His gaze touched on every detail of her face as he had done so often before, and he felt his gut instinct falter. Even after all these years, he missed her terribly.
Then again, this total stranger had mentioned a great war. What would that mean for his unborn child or future grandchildren? I could keep them safe. With the power to travel back in time, they could go anywhere and live out their lives in peace, just the way he wanted it.
With reluctance, Amhurst looked away from the portrait and met the stranger�s gaze. This man had been waiting for him at his door, like opportunity itself greeting him in the flesh. Amhurst felt himself nod in agreement without further thought, then held out his hand to accept this life-changing encounter. �I never got your name.�
A slight smile ticked up at the corner of the man�s mouth as he fixed a piercing gaze on Amhurst. He held out his own hand in return. �It�s Gernot. Gernot Kalkolov.�

37
Time Drop

November 29, 1948, 8:00 PM
Thin wisps of smoke and dust swirled around Blake Tannor�s prone form. He stirred and slowly opened his eyes; he was lying face down in the dirt. For a long moment his mind was a blank, not remembering who � or where � he was. Then it came to him in a rush of memory, and he closed his eyes, rolling over on his back to take in a deep breath.
He stayed like that for a while until he found the strength to crane his head up and look around. He had no way of knowing how long he�d been here before regaining consciousness, but he�d made it � at least, he�d made it somewhere; the exact date he�d have to find out soon.
He gave himself a once-over and moaned at the aches in his body and the disheveled state of his clothes. He looked and felt nothing like Arnold Schwarzenegger from the Terminator movie. The scene of the Model 101 machine rising gracefully from a kneeling position ran through Blake�s mind, and he let out a raspy grunt of a laugh. Having woken up planted face first in the earth, he hardly resembled the lumbering coolness of that killing machine from the future. On the contrary, he�d arrived more like the supporting protagonist Kyle Reese � battered, bruised, and groaning. Blake�s lips were dry and dust covered; this alone required him to spend some time spitting dirt-turned mud from his mouth.
When he felt strong enough, he pushed himself upright and looked around again, spotting his travel bag close by. He forced himself to rise to his feet, wobbling as he stood, as if the synapses in his brain were misfiring. He walked on reluctant limbs and, after a few steps, plopped down on the duffel bag to rest some more.
Blake glanced around and noted the pattern on the ground where he�d crash landed. It looked like his body had been thrown hard against the earth from the force of the wormhole that had swallowed him up and spit him out. Blake wasn�t sure what he�d expected for his entry into 1948, but making such a violent one was something he hadn�t anticipated.
Wallace told him the process wouldn�t be painless. That was an understatement. Blake felt remarkably older than he had just moments before, when he existed in 1986; like the jump back had sapped a lifetime from his body. And his throat felt like he�d swallowed broken glass. He coughed, and the pain grew worse. He winced, and took a shaky breath. Hell, it even hurt to breathe.
He spent the next while settling his body and mind down and after a little time he was able to stand without the weakness in his knees. But he still took a moment to focus more on his surroundings. He appeared to be on the outskirts of a town, not far from a road leading to the world beyond. Wallace had said it was important to travel back to a location where he wouldn�t bring attention to himself, and Blake had to admit the man was right. He could only imagine what would have happened if he�d popped into 1948 in the middle of a crowd of townsfolk.
Car lights in the distance tore through the darkening night like slow moving comets streaking through the sky. Blake grabbed the duffel�s hand strap and began to drag his things in the direction of the road. The bag carved a snaking trail in what he hoped was Australian soil. He realized that he should have opened it to check his things, but it was far too dark now. Blake figured if he�d made it here in one piece then everything inside the bag would be undisturbed as well.
What felt like ages later, he managed to get to the strip of road in time to flag down the oncoming vehicle. When it slowed and pulled over, Blake � car enthusiast that he was � noted the make and model: a Standard Twelve four door.
The driver rolled down the window and poked his head out, squinting in the dim light. His graying scalp sported a well-worn fedora, which he pushed back to get a better look at Blake. �Are you alright mister? Are you stranded?�
�I guess you could say that.� The sound of Blake�s own voice hurt even his ears. It came out like cobbles scratching against each other and created more searing pain in his throat. He tried to swallow, then coughed.
The driver and passenger in the old car recoiled, eyeing him with sudden wariness.
�I�m sorry, I�ve been sick for a few days now and I can�t seem to shake this one.� Blake attempted a grin, but the vehicle�s occupants still regarded him with suspicion.
�You haven�t been coughing up blood have ya?� the man inquired.
�No, nothing like that, just really sore.� Blake rubbed his throat to reinforce the point.
Relief passed over the man�s craggy face. �I thought it mighta been the Tuberculosis.�
Blake shook his head, not wanting to speak more than he had to. The first thing he was going to do when he got anywhere close to a store was buy a jug of water. He�d never been so thirsty in his life.
�So how�d you end up out here? You don�t sound like you�re from around these parts.�
Blake shrugged. �Some guy gave me a lift, but this was as far as he brought me.�
�Really?� The man frowned and scratched his head beneath the brim of his hat. �The last turn off is a ways back.�
Blake didn�t know the topography of the land, but he knew he looked like he�d made a long hike. �I�ve been walking for a while.�
�I wonder why the fella didn�t just take you the last leg into town?�
�He seemed to be in a rush, but I was lucky enough to be taken this far.� Blake gestured toward the road. �Is that next town Adelaide?�
�Yup.� The man heaved open his door and climbed out. �Well, let me help you with your things. We were on our way to a gospel meeting, but we can take you on into town.�
�I really appreciate it,� Blake said, smiling with genuine relief that at least he was where he needed to be and that he wouldn�t have to walk all the way to Adelaide. Now to find out if he was in the right year.
The man stuck out a calloused palm. �I�m Lester Creswick, and that�s my wife, Grace,� he indicated with a tick of his head.
Ethan took the man�s hand and offered a greeting to Mrs. Creswick. �Ma�am.� Then he said to Lester, �My name�s Eth� eh, Blake � Blake Tannor.� It felt alien to introduce himself this way, but if he wanted to be associated by his middle name he needed to start using it.
Lester helped him load his bag into the back seat and Blake climbed in beside it, settling himself behind Grace on the passenger side.
In the company of his new acquaintances, Blake didn�t want to rouse any unneeded questions, but he had to be certain what year it was. Asking outright would get him some looks and he didn�t feel like giving up his free ride into town. He glanced around the interior of the vehicle; this Standard Twelve appeared to be the 1937 model. �This is a nice car. How old is it?�
Lester started the vehicle up and continued back onto the road. �Betsy,� he said as he patted the dashboard. �We call her Old Betsy. She�s eleven years now, but we take good care of her.�
Quick math told Blake he�d been spot on. He didn�t know whether to feel relieved or fully terrified to be so far away from � home.
�So, where are you staying in Adelaide?� Lester asked.
�I haven�t figured that part out yet. As you can tell from my accent, I�m new in town.� Blake smiled at the old man through the rearview mirror. �Do you have any suggestions?�
Lester thought for a moment. �Well, there�s The Lion Inn, and a few bed and breakfasts here and there, but that�s about all I know of. We live close enough to town that we don�t need to rent a room when we make the trip in.�
Blake mulled over this information. He would have to make something work, even if it meant sleeping on the street for a night.
Lester�s voice broke in through his musings. �You could stay at our house if you need. Do you have family in Adelaide?� Grace didn�t say a word, but Blake could hear her staring at her husband.
There was no need to create a rift between the generous couple. �Something like that; I�ve got an uncle there.�
It was surreal to think that Uncle Tobias was here � alive � and weirder still that he would be in his prime years. The temptation to seek him out was strong, but Blake knew he shouldn�t risk coming into contact with his uncle. Doing so might somehow change the course of history, upsetting the balance. If that happened, Tobias might never befriend his parents to become Uncle Tobias, which in turn would alter his own life and ruin the continuity Wallace held such regard for.
The memory of his parents hit him with a rush of adrenaline, and Blake�s heart thumped with fury in his chest at the sudden realization that he stood at the edge of an unknown precipice. When he was finished here � so long as he didn�t die in the process � he would find a way to stop them from getting killed in that car crash. Changing that was the one knot in the chain that he could tamper with. The life of his future self would change and he may never even become a detective. His thoughts drifted to Art then, and a pang of regret hit him. He hadn�t even had a chance to say goodbye �
�There are some good restaurants in town,� Lester was saying. �During your visit you�ll have to eat at ��
�Les! Keep your eyes on the road!� Grace shouted.
The car swerved to miss an oncoming set of headlights before steadying itself back smoothly on course. Blake�s heart gave another jolt, his stomach lurching in sudden fear.
Wallace�s warning about not interacting too much with people along the way came to his mind with sobering clarity. He had placed this couple�s life in mortal danger just from conversing with them. What if they had all died just then? With him dead, the mission would be a failure before it even got started, and he�d never stop his parents from meeting the same demise he nearly had seconds ago.
If that happened, everything would remain the same. He�d eventually be born, his parents would die, Tobias would kill himself, Fredericks would die, Wallace�s men would capture him and convince him to go through with this crazy mission, and he�d be sent back to 1948. Then he�d head to the road and meet this exceptionally nice couple, and they�d all be dead again. Those events would be in motion to rinse and repeat for an eternity.
The lights of Adelaide twinkled up ahead, but the only thing on Blake�s mind was the thought of his life being caught in an infinite loop, ending the same way every time.
Dead. In 1948.
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Whoa Brother, Where Art Thou?

November 30, 1948, 7:27 AM
It was strange to realize that he was in an era from before his own birth. The world around him carried with it a slow hum, a stark contrast to the blaring frenzy of 1980�s New York City.
Blake sat in one of the diner�s window booths, studying the passersby outside. Men opened up doors for women who were dressed in the most unusual garb by his own standards. Clothing seemed to be a dim gray, faded black or dull brown � much different than the loud colors of his time. The clothes he wore helped him fit right in � on the outside, anyway. On the inside it was a different story. He had a superior edge to the populace of Adelaide; the future to these people was a mystery, but he knew of things to come. To Blake it felt like reading a book for the second time, the ending already known.
He thought of how the people here would feel as they heard the news that Neil Armstrong took his first steps upon the moon�s surface. Hell, he was just a boy when that happened and he�d been filled with the type of amazement only a child can know. When the momentous event transpired again, it would not carry the same emotional pull as it had when he first witnessed the footage from Apollo 11, anxiously wondering how � or if � they would ever make it back. Blake already knew the crew would return to Earth, safe and sound.
Then it hit him: Unless I change history. Ben Wallace�s words floated through his mind: �Stay as low profile as possible.�
On cue, Blake felt a stinging itch in his forearm where the tracking device had been injected. He pulled back his sleeve and saw that a red and purpling bruise had formed. High in the sky an unknown satellite was monitoring his movements, but Blake couldn�t help but feel that he had been cast into solitary. He gave his arm a quick scratch and then yanked his sleeve back down to cover his watch. Out of his entire outfit, it was the one thing that did not fit in here.
He stared through the window again and lost himself in the world outside.
�Need a refill on that coffee, mister?�
Blake snapped out of his thoughts at the sound of a voice. He looked up and saw the proprietor standing at his table with a carafe in hand. �Oh, yes, please.� Blake pushed his cup to the edge of the table.
�What was your name again?� the man asked.
�Blake. Blake Tannor.� It still felt weird to use the name, but at least he didn�t stutter and stumble over the answer this time.
The man halted in mid pour, his eyes squinting in a way that made him seem to be peering at the top of his own skull, like he was locking Blake�s name and face away for future reference. �Well, Mr. Tannor, you let me know if you�ll be needing anything else.�
Blake picked up his fresh cup of coffee and held it aloft as if saying �Will do.� The server nodded and moved on to the other patrons. Blake gave a soft blow over the lip of the cup to cool its contents, but it was still much too hot to drink. He sat the blazing hot goodness down and began on his meal.
It wasn�t until he�d cut into his biscuit and forked a bite in his mouth that he remembered the pills. He reached into his coat pocket and took out one of the �I�-stamped tablets Wallace had given him, washing it down with the smoky tasting java. The fresh heat of the fluid burned the soreness in his throat, and he grimaced. As much as Blake hated it, he would have to make the personal sacrifice and only drink water for the next few days. He just couldn�t enjoy his coffee with every sip feeling like liquid fire.
As soon as he was done with his breakfast, he needed to get back to The Lion Inn and go through Ben Wallace�s care package; inside it would be his weapon and every scrap of information that had been compiled on Doctor William Amhurst and the other men.
Blake put the cup down and pushed it far away. In the corner of his eye he spotted a man in a nearby booth peering at him. Something felt off about the man�s scrutiny � he was much too curious � and Blake turned his head to get a better look at who was watching him. A flash of ginger hair came into view before the man brought a newspaper up to shield his face. When Blake looked back down at his plate, he saw from the periphery of his vision that the man stood, put on his bowler hat, and left the caf�.
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Blake rose, following suit. As he passed by the front counter, the proprietor called out, ��Scuse me, sir � you didn�t pay for your meal.�
Damn. Blake thrust his hand in a pocket, pulled out a fistful of bills and tossed them on the counter. He rushed out the door and into the street, glancing about for a glimpse of his quarry. The redheaded man was nowhere in sight.
November 30, 1948, 9:03 PM
It had grown dark fast. Blake had spent the last few hours going over the dossiers of each individual.
Dr. William Amhurst had lived a cozy life with his spouse until she died during childbirth. From that point on he had sunk into seclusion, but over the years he�d managed to form a relationship of sorts with the renowned scientist, Nikola Tesla. Amhurst had even lived in the United States while they worked together, but after Tesla�s death the doctor moved back to Australia.
Three black and white photos of other men were spread out on the bed. Two of the individuals were members of the Sons of Stalin, and the other was a Japanese man. The names Gernot Kalkolov, Mikhail Shchekochikhin, and Satoshi Yashuda were stamped on the bottom of the photos. Blake spent a minute or more attempting to pronounce Mikhail�s surname, gave up hope on that endeavor, and began memorizing the faces of the three men.
Mikhail had the simplest face. No distinct features stood out except for a slight crook in the nose. The man had a soft jaw, but his eyes burned with an inner ferocity.
The Asian man, Satoshi, had thick sideburns, and long black hair pulled back in a ponytail. His face was hard-lined, and even in the picture his mouth seemed to be snarling in disgust.
It was Gernot Kalkolov who struck the most impressive image, despite the passive expression of his angular features. The dark eyes that stared up at him gleamed with a brutal promise that seemed almost intimate. It was creepy in its intensity.
Blake stood and slid his gun into a side holster under his left arm. If he had to pull out his weapon quickly, he would be slowed down by the cross draw. With his current objective, though, there would be no need for that; he would already have the gun in hand before taking the stairs to Dr. Amhurst�s building.
He secured the firearm into the holster and bent to retrieve and reread an article that was in Amhurst�s file. The periodical had reported on the house fire that not only destroyed Amhurst�s domicile but had also taken the life of the elderly doctor. The case was concluded as being an accidental chemical fire in the lab. No other lives were claimed.
Appended with a paper clip to the inside jacket of Satoshi�s file was another article that spoke of a double murder. The names were unknown, but the faces of Satoshi and Mikhail were unmistakable. Both men had been shot in the back of the head. It would appear that Gernot the traveler had disposed of his helpers along the way, but for what purpose, Blake didn�t know. Had there been a power struggle or perhaps dissention in the ranks?
Ethan opened the last folder, the one designated to Gernot Kalkolov � or Der Attent�ter, as the file referred to him � who was from the future like Blake. He was German born, but his Russian father had moved them to Kiev when he was just a boy. As an adult, he formed a close alliance with Vyacheslav Kirillovich Ivankov in the Russian mafia. He became their main assassin, and after more than fifteen known kills for them, he�d taken the title of Der Attent�ter � The Assassin. A few years after his rise, Ivankov had been imprisoned. Following this event, part of the original group branched off from the Russian mafia � this one a harsher faction, with different ideals and far different desires. They referred to themselves as Synov�ya Stalin � Sons of Stalin.
Thinking the mafia would be broken apart soon, The Sons of Stalin eventually severed all ties to their former group, but not before recruiting Gernot Kalkolov. In a short time he rose as one of the higher ranking members, and within that group he promoted himself as the leader of his own sect, the Nach-Soldat.
Reading at a feverish pace, Blake soaked up the information that followed. The Nach-Soldat were the �Past Soldiers�. They began working on something called Project Iron Hammer, and the result of that mission would be the future Ben Wallace had spoken of. Gernot volunteered to be the first Russian sent back to recover Amhurst�s lost work. Their goal was to attain this time traveling edge so that they might leap forward and back in time at will. Victory � and supremacy � would never be more than a time jump away.
Blake checked his watch. It was close. The fire at Amhurst�s would be just a couple of hours from now. If he was lucky, he could dispose of all parties in quick order and take the meteorite without further incident. His secondary objective was one in which he couldn�t predict the outcome: if possible, he would try to keep one of the bastards alive and find out where the first leap happened in 1986. With that information, perhaps Wallace�s version of America would turn out to be quite different.
He tossed the articles back in his bag. Two sets of keys were lying on the now rumpled sheets of the bed. They�d made the jump here with him, hitching a ride in one of the pockets of his era-appropriate clothing. The more familiar of the two belonged to him � the ring holding the key to his apartment at The Elysium Terrace and his �67 Mustang. Blake felt a quiver roll up his spine as his mind adjusted to his position in history. His vehicle hadn�t even rolled down the assembly line yet, nor was it even an idea in its creator�s mind. He lobbed the first set of keys into the duffel, and tied the lacings. Then he picked up the second set. These belonged to Tobias. The Steelers emblem beckoned him to hold on to something concrete from his past � or future. He couldn�t be sure of anything anymore.
For luck then, he thought to himself and stuffed them into his pocket.
* * *
Blake hitched a ride across town from a man driving a pickup that looked like it predated the recent war by a decade. He was dropped off a mile and a half from Amhurst�s house and had to jog the rest of the way. It hadn�t been easy, given the recent trauma his body had suffered without having a full recovery. He had to pace himself in order to prevent burnout on the final half mile.
As he approached Amhurst�s residence, Blake stopped to take a few moments to catch his breath and recharge. Then he pulled out his binoculars and eyed the property before checking the time. It was closing in on the final minutes now.
It didn�t matter if Dr. Amhurst lived or died, but it was imperative that Blake stop the traveler and his cohorts. He looked again through the lenses. The lights were off throughout the whole house; that must mean they were all below, in the basement. Blake could only hope that was the case. He didn�t want to be taken by surprise.
He was about to pull the binoculars away when he noticed a man walking down the street. Blake�s senses tingled as he watched the man turn and head up the steps to Amhurst�s front door.
Who the hell is this? He hadn�t been told of a fourth individual, and this new addition to his already unscripted attack could be a game changer. One on three was already terrible odds, but against four it bordered on suicide.

39
Silence of the Telegrams

November 30, 1948, 9:42 PM
The buzzer rang and a red bulb on the wall near the basement stairs illuminated.
�Expecting someone?� Gernot asked.
Amhurst frowned with concern. �No � let me find out who it is.�
Gernot gave a short nod and returned to his work.
�I�ll be right back,� Amhurst said as he ascended the stairs to the main floor. He slowed as he approached the front door with caution. He opened it a crack and peered out. �Who is it?�
A man stood on the front stoop. He wore a thick scarf wrapped around his face; only his eyes were visible. �Telegram for you, sir,� he said, holding out a slip of paper with an attached envelope.
�Thanks.� Amhurst managed to make his voice sound benign and innocent, in contradiction to his basement project. He glanced over his shoulder to the stairway at his back to see if Gernot or one of the others was close behind, but he was alone.
Amhurst let out an imperceptible sigh of relief. The first two months of working with Gernot had carried a sense of normalcy in the daily routine. But in the last few weeks the man had become insistent that Amhurst deliver acceptable results without further delay, as if there was an invisible looming deadline.
Assured that he was alone, only then did Amhurst look down at the telegram. He read it once, twice, then a third time, his brow creasing more with each read.
Impossible! Yet Amhurst knew better than most that he couldn�t denounce anything after what he now knew was possible. As the courier waited, Amhurst opened the envelope and scanned the page. It had to be true � it just had to be! His heart fluttered and an involuntary voice in his head told him that he should run for his life � now.
But what would that solve? Gernot would still have his encoded notebook and his machine. Whoever had sent him this telegram knew more than what Amhurst himself had been told by the strange man downstairs in the lab who had stood on his porch months earlier.
Amhurst folded the two pieces of paper, put them inside his front pocket, and thanked the courier as he closed the door.
He stood in the front hallway, trying to sort out his options, but he couldn�t escape the dread that crept up his spine. There was no backing out now. He had already given away too much information to the men in the lab. He had to find a way to get it back, even if it meant dying in the process.
So he came to a drastic conclusion: The lab must be destroyed, tonight!
* * *
Blake stared at the newcomer to the equation who stood at Amhurst�s door with a scarf wrapped around his face � which made no sense because it was late spring in Australia and the temps were mild. A light inside the house flicked on and seconds later the door opened. Amhurst and the man engaged in a brief exchange and then the man handed something over.
Amhurst appeared shaken by what he�d just been given. So it wasn�t a fourth party � just a courier. Thank God. Blake didn�t relish the thought that he had an extra target to go after.
He glanced at his watch. A little late to be delivering messages though, isn�t it? His unease grew.
The messenger descended the steps. Blake tracked the man as he walked away before swiveling the binocs back to the door. Amhurst had already retreated inside and switched off the front stoop light.
Blake trained his eyepiece back on the courier, but he was already gone. He hated that he now had a loose end to the puzzle he may never get to deal with.
Screw it. Whatever just took place might have been a key factor as to why Amhurst is murdered tonight.
He put the binoculars away and zipped open the overalls he�d worn on the trip over here to cover his mission clothing. He unfastened his gun, pulling the slide back and then letting go. He heard the gratifying sound of a bullet engaging in the chamber and flicked off the safety. Then he stepped out of the overalls and left them in a heap by his feet.
Time to roll.
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* * *
Lies. All of it. Who to trust?
Amhurst had never walked down the two flights of basement stairs so slowly in his life. Mentally processing his strategy added to the lethargy of his steps. Part of him knew that his body language was giving him away, but he seemed incapable of forcing himself to act any different.
He entered the lab, peering at his now unwelcome guests with new eyes. The Japanese man, Satoshi, was helping Mikhail install gaskets on the new apparatus Amhurst had designed. Gernot stood with his back to the staircase, busying himself with another task Amhurst had designated earlier.
They were all so preoccupied that it should be simple enough to grab his notebook and scurry back up the stairs. His legs were wobbly in his old age, but surely he could pull it off. He would then lock the door and run for help.
But could he really trust the sender of the telegram with his notes? Amhurst didn�t think that would be too smart at this point. In the wrong hands, who knew what the future would hold. His present was technically his future, but what lay beyond could be the Holocaust all over again � or worse. His personal log needed to be destroyed; even with the code he�d developed, he just couldn�t chance it.
He was attempting to deftly walk in and grab his book, when the cracking in his bones betrayed his position. It was useless. He couldn�t sneak up on a corpse. And now that he had been noticed, he couldn�t request to leave again without raising too much suspicion.
�Who was it?� Gernot spoke with his back still facing the stairs.
�It was � just a man looking for a local.� Amhurst began fiddling with liquids that were boiling in their beakers, using their proximity to his notebook to edge closer.
�Who was it?� Gernot asked again, and turned to face Amhurst. The man�s burn scar seemed to look even more gruesome than before, the taut skin shiny, almost pulsing in the glow of the bubbling liquids around him.
�I don�t know. I�ve never seen the man before.�
Gernot shook his head. �No, who was this man looking for?�
�Can�t remember, never heard of him either.� Amhurst waved a hand, attempting nonchalance, but he saw Gernot give the slightest nod to Satoshi and knew his lie was unconvincing. Truth be told, he�d never been a good liar.
His stomach twisted with anxiety, but Gernot went back to working on his task at hand. Amhurst had to take advantage of the man�s distraction, his mind frantic as he worked to come up with a plan. And then Gernot�s scar seemed to light up for Amhurst�s eyes like a target, and he knew this would be his only chance. A boiling pot of mixture that had been extracted from the meteorite was close by. He grabbed it and hefted it at the man�s face.
The Russian moved so much faster than he had anticipated, and Amhurst�s heart felt like it stalled from the surprise of Gernot�s sudden movement. The meteorite concoction sailed in a harmless arc over the table and splattered impotently to the ground with a wet, splashing sound. The hot, thick liquid sizzled like bacon in a cast iron skillet as it landed on the cold floor.
Amhurst froze, blood pulsing in his ears, adrenaline pumping ineffectually through his limbs. Except for when Celice had passed away, he�d never felt more helpless, and he gave an inward curse to his old age.
Gernot grinned at him, his expression sinister. �My dear Amhurst, I�m afraid I saw that coming. You see, I wasn�t lying when I said I took this book from your remains.� He picked up Amhurst�s coded diary and waved it casually in the air. �But you were hardly in a grave. In reality, you were lying just where you are standing now.�
The pot almost fell from Amhurst�s grip, but he kept his grip on the handle through the strength of sheer terror. It was now his only weapon, the last line of defense. He forced himself to stand straighter, but the other man�s words had rattled him and the now empty pot began to shake.
�You see, we have had this dance, you and I, several times,� Gernot said in a condescending tone as he took a step closer to the old man. �You gave me this.� He pointed to his facial scar. �I fear someday you may actually succeed in killing me, but I won�t be dead forever. You�ve caused only a tiny setback for me; minor details that I must adjust next time.�
�Then I�ll destroy my work!� Amhurst wailed, and swung the pot toward Gernot�s head.
The younger, stronger man swatted Amhurst aside like he was was made of paper and sent him crashing into one of the lab tables. Amhurst tried to steady himself but was unsuccessful.
Gernot approached, reaching out to curl his hand around the doctor�s thin neck. �Dr. Amhurst, do you not understand?� the Russian whispered. �After I kill you here, I will travel back three months from now to meet you once again on the steps of this very place. To you, it will be our first encounter.�
If the choking grip had not been so tight, Amhurst would have tried to offer his best retort. Instead, he concentrated on trying to suck precious air into his struggling lungs.
�Even so, I would like to know who sent you the telegram.�
�What telegram?� Amhurst gasped.
Gernot threw back his head, letting out a haughty laugh. Then he stopped like the flip of a switch and fixed Amhurst with a cold glare. �You are not listening to what I�ve been saying. This has all played out before.� He stuffed a hand into the old man�s pocket and pulled out the telegram with the attached clipping, flinging them away in a dismissive motion.
He was nose to nose with Amhurst now. �As sad as it is to watch you die time after time, it�s taxing and it halts our progress; now I must start three months back. I need whoever sends this telegram gone!�
Amhurst recoiled from the ferocity in the other man�s eyes. It was hard to fathom that this was the same man who had been so courteous and respectful nearly three months ago. While his demeanor had altered and he�d seemed too driven these last few weeks, Amhurst never expected this transformation. He decided that if he couldn�t stop this cruel man, the least he could do was slow him down by keeping silent.
The truth was that Amhurst didn�t know who the sender was, but having seen the clipping from the paper that detailed his own death from a blaze in this lab, he was now willing to believe what would happen.
Gernot continued, �The only reason I allow the messenger to deliver that telegram is because I already know your reaction and what you attempt to do. Otherwise, something else entirely could happen and I don�t want to risk that. I can�t afford to start over. Perhaps I should run the risk.�
When Amhurst didn�t say anything, Gernot clenched his throat harder and hissed, �Who is he?�
Doctor William Amhurst stared up into the man�s harsh face, and pressed his lips together in a final display of defiance. Then he closed his eyes, ready for death, and prayed that Celice waited for him there.

40
To Kill a Fucking Turd

November 30, 1948, 9:49 PM
The buzzer echoed again throughout the lab, the red light pulsing in unison with the ringing of the bell. Gernot�s head snapped around. What was that? His eyes darted about as he processed this unexpected occurrence, and he pulled Amhurst closer, unclenching his hands slightly from around the old doctor�s neck. �Who is it?�
�I don�t know!� Amhurst choked out after taking a ragged breath.
The whites of the old man�s eyes were reddened from lack of sleep, his irises dulled with age. Gernot searched the doctor�s face for a sign of deception and knew he was telling the truth. Amhurst had always been a horrible liar.
But he was stubborn; fear of death had never been enough to force him to reveal the mysterious sender of the telegram, and he�d lost count of how many times the loop had continued. But now there was a new twist. Gernot glanced back at the stairway as the buzzer sounded and the red light lit up again like a Christmas decoration.
This had never happened before. Gernot was trapped in a state of uncertainty. Should he just teleport now? Kill Amhurst and reset the clock? Destroy the work they�d spent months on? They were so close this time. He couldn�t leave it to chance; whoever was at the door could be another American time traveler.
As if the same questions were stirring in Satoshi�s mind, the Japanese man reached for the hidden twin blades that were strapped to his back beneath his coat. His eyes asked, What do we do? Gernot offered a staying hand and motioned for Mikhail to take point and check the door.
Mikhail returned the gesture and headed up the stairwell as he pulled his weapon from the inside holster of his jacket. If it was bad news, Mikhail would have to be the sacrificial lamb.
Gernot had always made a solo trip on the leaps back after each time William Amhurst�s mystery telegram arrived. There was only one watch to go around. One piece of information Satoshi and Mikhail didn�t know was that he had to kill them both. It wasn�t that he had anything against them; he just couldn�t allow them to live beyond the alternate future he was creating. His concern about what would happen if he didn�t keep everything the same was the driving force behind such decisions.
Despite his reservations, he wanted to see this new twist. The setbacks were driving him mad and being locked in this eternal loop was making him desperate. How many times had it been now that he had jettisoned to the past? How many times had he killed his other self? They both couldn�t be allowed to live; that would ultimately bring conflict. It was best to go back now � take Amhurst�s book and kill his past self, continuing from there as usual.
And where the hell is Mikhail?
There was a fracas above that lasted a few seconds, punctuated by a: BAM! BAM! THUD! Then another scuffling noise filtered down from above.
Gernot and Satoshi locked eyes as the realization hit them that their numbers had just dwindled down to two. While it was entirely possible that Mikhail had felled the intruder, instinct told Gernot this was not the case. Mikhail was nothing more than an unskilled extra hand. Strong-minded, yes, but Satoshi was a born killer and Gernot � well, he was a leader of the Nach-Soldat. He was Der Attent�ter. He would kill this intruder.
Without warning, the bright lights of the lab went out, plunging the room into absolute darkness. Gernot froze, his hand still around Amhurst�s throat. The sound of the doctor�s ragged breathing was loud in the black room.
A moment later, the backup generator outside kicked on, and the lights popped back to life. But before Gernot could savor relief, the generator�s hum changed to a dying rumble and the light dimmed out again.
Gernot spat out a savage curse as he tried to adjust his eyes to the shadowed room. The only light available pierced the gloom feebly from the upper walled windows of the basement. Dust particles floated in lazy drifts in the rays of moonlight shining through. Gernot and Satoshi remained silent in the surreal quiet of the room, listening to the creaking noises coming from above. Even Amhurst seemed to hold his breath, but Gernot sensed he was the one being stalked.
This was a new experience and he didn�t like it. He was the one to fear. He was the one who snatched life from his victims. He was the taker of souls. Yet even with these mental encouragements, he felt his shirt collar grow tight on his neck, and his grip on Amhurst�s old leathery throat loosened some more.
Gernot looked down at the shadow of Amhurst�s face and saw the old doctor for what he was � a variable. It was two versus two, or � given the age of the doctor � two versus one and a half. Time to remove the half. A snarl curled the edges of his mouth and he straightened, dragging Amhurst with him.
The old man�s feet scrabbled for purchase on the floor, but before he could gain steady ground, Gernot flung the doctor against one of the supporting columns. Old bones met a hard concrete pillar. There was an audible crunch. Amhurst gasped and fell over, gripping his ribs and wheezing for breath.
Gernot turned away � Amhurst already forgotten � and strained to see better in the dark basement. Everything was backlit by the windows above and the shadows played tricks with his eyes, fooling his brain into perceiving threats that weren�t there.
It didn�t take long for him to realize the waiting game had begun. There was only one way out � the staircase, which would become a kill box. The windows were too high and too thick to consider using. Gernot looked at the iron giant that stood like a hulking specter in the middle of the room. With no power to run it, and testing still a ways off, he couldn�t use it to escape. His watch was the only feasible exit strategy � for him.
He could see a little better now, so he went to one of the tables, knelt behind it and used a hand to cover the illumination of the watch face lest it reveal his location. If that happened, the story would be over before it started.
Pressing the knobs quickly, he toggled the display until it read �LOC1� in bright LCD lettering. This was his route out of here. Satoshi was loyal, but he would have to fend for himself. Gernot would have liked to kill the man outright; he could have used him as bait to draw out the American � if it was the American. Or perhaps there was another one?
Gernot�s hand hovered over the button, a hairbreadth away from leaving this time and place. No! He wanted � needed � to see the stranger�s face. He had to stop this intruder from interrupting the time sequence he�d worked so hard to preserve.
But it had been many repetitive months since Der Attent�ter had killed someone new. Until now, it had just been the defenseless bag of bones that was Amhurst and his own comrades. Would he be out of practice?
A noise to his left. Or maybe his mind was creating imaginary sounds. It wasn�t important. Gernot curled his fingers around the edge of the table and flipped it over in one sudden motion.
Glass beakers and metal pots smashed, chemicals hitting the ground in a liquid rush of lethal combinations. Flames erupted in an instant, and the room flared into light. The sudden burst assaulted his eyes and he almost missed noticing a figure in black standing in front of him.
The man was holding up one arm to block out the heat and light of the flames. With his other, he held a pistol. But before he could pull the trigger, Satoshi slammed into him. The gun dropped as he attempted to brace his fall.
Satoshi�s fists flew down on the man in black, but he blocked most of them with effective defense moves. Gernot�s yakuza of the bōryokudan even had to move deftly to avoid an elbow from the intruder. Satoshi rolled to the side and came to his feet while the other man sprang up at the same moment.
Satoshi reached back and pulled out his twin wakizashis � traditional Japanese swords that were two feet in length.
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The man in black altered his posture, readying himself for the lethal blades. This stranger knew how to fight.
Gernot remembered the gun that had fallen and glanced away from the skirmish in front of him, searching for the weapon. There! He lunged for the gun, and scooped it up. But he he fired too quickly, his depth perception off in the darkened lab. Still, the man was hit a little off center, causing him to spin as he dropped.
But not for long. To Gernot�s amazement the man staggered back up. The shot should have ripped through his insides, but it appeared to have only winded him. Son of a bitch! The man had body armor beneath his clothes.
Satoshi rushed forward, one weapon aloft. �Don�t!� Gernot called out, closing the distance between them. The Asian pulled back, but held his wakizashis at the ready.
Now it was easy to see the man�s face in the shimmering light of the flames burning harmlessly on the concrete floor.
It can�t be! Gernot hid his shock as he realized that it was the cop from the diner � in 1986. How could he be here in 1948?
�Well, I guess I can believe anything. Mr. Tannor, we meet again.�
Tannor had recovered from his instability and he stood straight now, eyeing Gernot with open hostility. �I�ve never met you before, but I�m pretty sure if I had I would have killed you then.�
�You don�t remember our little chance meeting? Bad business about your boss dying. Then again, that bullet was meant for you. I see now why they wanted you dead. You are most resilient.�
Tannor said nothing to that.
�Hand over the watch,� Gernot ordered. With an extra timepiece, he might not have to kill Satoshi after all, and the Asian could join him in the leap back. This interruption was proving to be an interesting and beneficial turn of events. He watched with smug satisfaction as Tannor began disengaging the clasp of his watch.
Suddenly, a harsh whining noise screeched off the walls of the underground lab. Gernot started in surprise, his eyes snapping around in search of another member of Tannor�s group. He saw no one, and had a frantic millisecond of confusion before he realized the high-pitched ringing came from the weapon in his own hand.
Gernot tried to fling the gun aside, but it was too late � an explosion ripped his right hand away. He screamed and fell, clenching his bloody stump and watching in horror as blood pulsed from the wound. He pulled his arm close to his body in a pathetic attempt to stop the blood loss. He didn�t even feel the shards of hot metal that seared into his face and burnt his clothes.
Satoshi�s eyes bulged with shock from seeing Gernot covered in his own blood and clinging to a stubby wrist, but he recovered quickly and moved to attack Tannor. The cop was already on the move, leaping over objects to evade the dangerous swords Satoshi wielded.
Gernot slid on his back to get away from the action and bumped against the table he�d overturned. Flames were shooting up from the other side. He saw that the meteorite was on the concrete floor a few feet away. It had broken into two pieces; one was as large as a coconut, and the smaller chunk was the size of a golf ball.
He leaned against the table, gasping for breath and trying to evaluate the situation. He needed to find something to use as a tourniquet or he would bleed to death right here.
A loud banging sound erupted. Gunshots? Was Satoshi down? He was running out of time. In desperation, Gernot released his hold on the stump of his right hand and grabbed the larger fragment of the meteorite. He dragged the rock over to him and pulled it onto his lap.
He heard the crack of shattering glass � but something about it didn�t fit in with the sounds of fighting. It came from his far right, where just seconds ago he�d heard Satoshi and the American tussling.
And then Amhurst was beside him, hands coming down with something aimed at his stomach. Gernot reached out on instinct, bringing his left hand up to defend against the attack on his right side. He fended it off, but the pain in his injured arm was now searing through his whole body and he was quickly losing strength. Going into shock felt imminent.
When Amhurst raised his arms again, Gernot was unable to protect himself in time. A broken beaker slashed down into his gut. Gernot screamed. Amhurst twisted the crude weapon ravenously, tearing into Gernot�s intestines. Gernot flung his left arm out in wild reaction, knocking the frail and still wheezing doctor aside.
There was no more time. His end was coming. It was well past fight or flight; the fight in him was gone, and flight wouldn�t save him in the end. Something flared to life in his memory, and he saw a mangled body crashing down onto his own table as he sat eating a tender steak. Was this the new loop?
He gritted his teeth and brought his left arm up to tap the transporting node of his watch against the overhanging lip of the table. Agony slowed his progress, but he knew he had to give the warning, even though it would be his dying breath that sounded the alarm. It gave him some comfort that the meteorite would be saved, but the doctor had yet to finish his work. Which meant that his Other had to start this all over again.
Gernot was in so much pain that he wondered if he�d even be able to make this work. But of course he could. He�d already done it once before, hadn�t he? He cursed himself for not traveling sooner. His arm shook as he brought it into position, then let it drop.
The node clicked.
There was a sudden whirling in the air, followed by a sucking noise and a violent crack as the floor beneath him was ripped from its foundation where he lay with the table at his back. A portion of the table splintered and shredded as it was pulled with him back in time � to a small kitchenette where his Other sat enjoying a succulent steak, oblivious to what was about to come hurtling down in front of him.
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The Sword in the Bone

November 30, 1948, 9:56 PM
Wakizashi blades flew in a rapid pattern, slicing the air inches in front of Blake�s face, torso, and arms. He jumped back as an attack barely missed his right thigh. Shit! That was close!
The Japanese man�s conditioning seemed to be infinite. Blake�s body had been through too much in the past few days, and he felt his reserves depleting.
In his left periphery, he saw the frail doctor being knocked way from Gernot. There was a loud sonic boom-like crack that threatened deafness. Blake didn�t have time to check his ears for blood, but both he and Satoshi stopped and stared at the cloud of smoke, wood splinters, and dust where Gernot had been seconds ago. A large crater was left in the concrete, caved in like a giant footprint in the snow.
Son of a bitch! He was gone.
Satoshi shot forward again, angry eyes reflecting madness in the fiery room.
Dodge. Shift footing. Change positioning. Alter between defensive and offensive stances. His years of martial arts training were paying back with huge dividends, for he�d have surely been dead by now.
Blake parried the next blade attack that came from Satoshi�s left hand, and the man followed through with the spin of his momentum, bringing around the butt end of the short sword held in his right. Training apparently wasn�t all the Asian man received � this was his lifestyle.
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But this attack had been wild, and Blake avoided the strike with ease. This gave him time to see Satoshi�s overhead slash with the left blade as he finished the three-sixty spin. Blake rolled underneath the spin, but it wasn�t enough and he felt the sting of hot pain as his calf was clipped.
The cut was deep. A spasm exploded through his leg and caused him to stumble as he came to his feet. He grabbed for the edge of a nearby lab table and pulled himself up. He glanced down at the injury and saw that his black pants hid the true extent of damage and amount of blood pouring from the wound. His newly acquired limp would tell Satoshi a different story.
This could be it for me.
Satoshi noticed Blake steadying himself with the table and took the opportunity to surge forward, striking out with another flurry of his blades. One came in with a high arc, and Blake pushed off the table, launching himself forward.
The blade in Satoshi�s other hand was positioned harmlessly backward. Blake used this to his advantage, bringing his forearm up to block the man�s arm as it descended, then caught his wrist and wrenched it beyond its normal pivot. The Asian�s fingers flexed open in response and the short sword clattered to the floor.
This made Blake�s odds better. Still, they needed to be evened out more. He dove for the wakizashi, but Satoshi read his thoughts, kicking the blade beyond reach and whipping into another spin. It was uncanny how the fighter managed to maneuver with such speed. Satoshi came around with the left-handed wakizashi, going for Blake�s midsection.
Blake sidestepped as best he could given his injury, and collided with the lab table he�d grabbed onto earlier. Now he was cornered, and Satoshi rushed in for the kill. Blake knew throwing a kick of any kind would be useless; his injured leg wouldn�t support his weight, and if he used it as the lead it would do little more than flop through the air ineffectually. A punch was now the only weapon he had.
He tossed out his left arm, but Satoshi�s sparring mind must have seen the volley coming. The man caught Blake�s arm by the wrist with his right hand, and brought up the wakizashi with his left, closing the distance between them.
Time seemed to slow. Blake felt a pin prick in his left forearm. Then it transformed into a mountain of pain as his skin ripped open, splaying apart like a tomato. His fingers numbed, but he felt his arm being thrust back. Agony shot through his body as the blade created an exit wound, severing nerve endings along its way.
There was another jolt on his arm. Blake grunted, barely able to breathe. Then the Japanese man came face to face with him, muttering something in his native tongue. Blake felt Satoshi�s hot breath on his face and dimly registered that the man wasn�t even out of breath, despite his exertion moments before. Satoshi walked away, still vocalizing his displeasure in broken snatches of sound. Blake clutched at his throbbing arm and saw that it had been firmly staked to the table top.
He was running out of options and everything hurt. He�d lost a lot of blood, and the intense throbbing in his arm threatened to put him into shock. The Asian spat out a few more incomprehensible words � probably something along the lines of, �You took Gernot�s arm, so I will take yours � then your life!�
The man bent to pick up the sword and spun it masterfully in his hand. Jesus, it seemed like a lifetime ago he�d knocked that blade from Satoshi�s grip.
Blake couldn�t move; he was easy prey. All he could think was � Maybe I haven�t failed completely. Maybe something in the future will be changed just because of this encounter. But that was a foolish notion.
In desperation, he pulled on the blade that affixed him to the table�s surface. It wouldn�t budge, and all he accomplished was sending another jolt of agony through his body. He wasn�t going anywhere.
He glanced over at Satoshi. The man was walking back for him, but taking his time like some Halloween horror movie � Michael Meyers methodically stalking his next victim. Blake turned, giving his back to the predator and gripped his left wrist with his right hand, trying to pry it free.
His fruitless efforts rewarded him with another brutal cascade of pain as his arm raked up and down the length of the exposed blade. He felt himself beginning to pass out but managed to blink away the encroaching blackness. He glanced back at Satoshi, who was now less than ten feet away. There were no options left.
It�s over; Satoshi has won.
Still, something inside wouldn�t let him give up. He�d resist death until the end. As Blake held on to his injured wrist, he pulled down as hard as he could, putting his full weight behind the movement.
The pain was white hot, immediate. Nausea washed over him, temporarily removing his fear of being skewered through the back. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to keep pulling. There was a harsh snap as the radius in his arm broke, sending new shockwaves through his pulsing nerves. In the far depths of his mind, Blake noted that it would have been easier to break the ulna, but the sharp side of the blade was facing the wall, and he didn�t have that choice. With the impediment of bone now gone, the remaining bit of flesh was sliced clean through.
Blake looked back again � he�d almost forgotten about his assailant. Satoshi�s eyes narrowed. He knew his prey was escaping, but he still held the upper hand. He covered the last few feet between them in milliseconds, the deadly point of the wakizashi aimed at Blake�s back.
It was now or die. Satoshi came crashing forward, and Blake swung out his left leg to trip the Japanese man in his forward surge. The blade flew out of his hand and hit the wall with a solid thunk as its owner face-planted on top of the table.
Blake�s head was spinning from his movement and the pain. His opportunity window was beginning to shut. He glanced around for anything to help his fight and spied the sword embedded in the table.
Satoshi was still stunned from the blow to his face. Blake leapt onto the man, grabbing his right arm and hefting it back. The arc of motion did the brunt of the work. Satoshi looked back, his eyes widening as he began to slide toward the anchored blade.
Blake heard hands scrabbling against a slick surface as the Asian lost his grip. But just before Blake�s body hit the ground, he halted. The blade had caught Satoshi just under his arm, piercing his rib cage. Satoshi gasped for air as the cut went deeper, and the room filled with the wet, sucking sound of a dying man.
But Blake wasn�t finished. Still holding firm to Satoshi�s arm, he pulled his weight up and dropped again. He did it again and again, Blake�s body dropping further with each repetition, as the blade sliced deeper into the Asian�s quivering body.
And then Blake�s reserves depleted without warning. His arm slacked, releasing his hold. He collapsed the last few inches to the ground, knocking the breath from his lungs. Blackness swarmed the edges of his vision again as he eyed his left arm.
The forearm was mangled beyond repair, with nothing but the thin bone of the ulna and the last bit of skin and muscle holding it together. He was going to lose his arm.
But not before he passed out.

42
The Musty Professor

December 1, 1948, 1:09 AM
Blake�s eyes opened reluctantly, like they�d been glued together. His surroundings were dimly lit by a lone lantern on a table by the small, low bed he was in. Also on the table sat an empty wine glass, a bowl filled with sugar cubes, a bottle with a label he couldn�t read, and a taller, spout-valve urn filled with a clear liquid.
The smell of smoke lurked in the room, bringing back the fragmented memory of a fire, a swordfight, and �
It all felt like a blur, but two things were certain: he was alive � barely � and his entire body was electrified with pain he could have never imagined in his previous life. But something wasn�t right. There was an enormity of sensation throughout the whole of him, except for his left arm. He must�ve passed out with the weight of his body on his arm, which accounted for the indescribable numb-yet-there feeling just below the elbow.
Blake shifted, waiting for the numbness to fade and the familiar tingling in his arm to rush in. What he received was a hot burning throb that seared near his elbow. He lifted his head from the pillow and tried to push himself up so that his back was against the headboard. He lost his balance and fell to his side, crying out as another blazing pang shot into his arm.
But this made no sense because his hand was still without feeling. Blake grimaced as he pulled his arm closer to his face, struggling to see its outline in the lantern�s soft glow. His breath caught in his throat. From the middle of his forearm down to where the tips of his fingers should have been, everything was gone. In its place was a bandage wrapped around his lower arm and elbow.
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The scraping of wood against concrete brought Blake out of his horrified trance. He rolled his head toward the sound and by now his vision had accustomed enough to discern that he was still in the basement lab. There was a clothes locker at the foot of the bed and behind that he saw a figure rising from a chair in the corner. The form shuffled in his direction. Blake glanced around for a weapon, but there was nothing. Even the lantern and bottle were beyond reach.
Two legs stepped into the haze of light around the bed. The pants sat high as though in preparation of The Flood, and one of the shoed feet was missing a sock. Fashion was not the bearer�s strong suit.
The shape moved closer, and the face of Doctor William Amhurst emerged in Blake�s line of sight. �I had to remove your arm, young man. I�m sorry, it couldn�t be helped. I bandaged your leg as well; the bleeding was fierce, but the damage was minimal.�
If Blake�s mind had the ability and time to think coherently, it would have pondered how his life would be forever changed by this loss. But strangely, the first thing that came to him was Gernot. �Where�s the Russian?�
�He�s still alive. Upstairs.�
Blake�s brain still felt fuzzy. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. �No, not him. The other one. The one that disappeared.�
�I�m not sure where he went.�
Frustrated, Blake let his arms drop against the mattress, and then grimaced at the instant, unforgiving shock that trailed into his shoulder. The doctor took a step forward in concern. Blake gritted through the sensation. �Dammit. It�s not where. It�s when.�
One of the old man�s grey brows arched. �Well, wherever he was off to, he won�t make it far.�
A glimmer of hope returned to Blake. �How so?�
�He was in the same shape as you,� Amhurst said, indicating Blake�s missing appendage. A wicked gleam flashed in his eyes. �And I gave that bastard quite a nasty gut wound,� he cackled with a wheeze that ended in a wet cough.
Blake considered where Gernot might have gone, and the pieces started to come together. If the Russian did manage to travel back into the past, nothing had been changed. For Blake, this meant that whatever he did or wherever he went, he was not capable of altering what had happened just now. The time arc continued on its uninterrupted path, with Blake lying here, missing an arm.
He still had trouble processing what had occurred, and that his only option would be traveling a course he couldn�t change. �How did you remove my arm?�
�With one of Satoshi�s swords.�
�It�s called a wakizashi. Do you still have it?�
The old man bobbed his head. �Yes. I sterilized it, if you must know, and put it ��
Blake made a face of irritation. �Not the sword, the ��
�I believe you said it was a wakizashi,� the old man interrupted.
�This isn�t the time to be a smartass,� Blake snapped.
�It�s better than being a dumbass, young man,� Amhurst said primly with a sniff.
Blake paused in his retort, taking in the old doctor, who seemed to possess the sort of quick wit and sharp tongue he had to admire; after all, it was so much like his own. �Touch�.�
Amhurst beamed, giving Blake an eyeful of yellowed teeth.
Despite himself, Blake grinned back, then sobered quickly. �I apologize for my attitude; it�s not every day I lose part of my body, but it is the arm I was referring to.�
The thin skin on the old man�s forehead creased. �Why would you want the arm?�
�I just want to know if you have it,� Blake said, forcing himself to keep from sniping at the old man again.
Amhurst raised one bony shoulder. �Yes, but I didn�t really know what I should do with it. Felt odd disposing of it in the trash, so I put it in the freezer.�
Something in Blake�s mind rebelled at the thought of his arm in a freezer, like a piece of meat. He suppressed a shudder. �What about your other house guests?�
�Satoshi is still nearly split in two over there, and Mikhail is upstairs. I was able to stop him before he killed himself.�
�He tried to kill himself?�
�Indeed. He had a fake molar � filled with cyanide, no doubt. I clubbed him over the head and stuffed something in his mouth so he couldn�t bite into it.�
This geezer kicks ass! Blake got a mental picture of the good doctor beating someone upside the head, and it was all rather comedic. Then he remembered what Amhurst had done to Gernot and Blake knew this man was capable of more than he appeared. He made a mental note to never get on the doctor�s bad side.
Then he decided he�d wasted enough time in this bed. He had to get back to work. The muscles in Blake�s body protested, but he slid his legs over the side and tried to stand up.
�You should rest,� Amhurst said, moving forward and bending over Blake to help him up.
The doctor�s proximity granted Blake a whiff of the man�s scent � a combination of stale sweat and musty clothing. It reminded him of how his uncle smelled in his old age; like someone who cared so little for his own life that he couldn�t even be bothered with something as simple as a bath. If Blake didn�t already know Amhurst�s sad history, the man�s scent alone would have betrayed the absence of a woman in his life. �I�d rather ask Mikhail some questions,� he said.
�At least have a drink of this first.�
Blake didn�t have a chance to decline; Amhurst was already at work preparing the beverage. He poured from the bottle into the glass, filling it almost halfway. Then he placed a silver piece of metal with tiny holes over the rim of the glass and used a pair of prongs to set a single sugar cube on top of the metal.
Blake watched all of this with fascination. It�s like a lab experiment.
Amhurst turned the spout valve on the urn and the clear liquid dribbled onto the cube of sugar. It began to erode and fall into the glass, mixing with its contents to create a cloudy, mother of pearl concoction. The smoky clouds transformed into a dull light green. When the sugar completely dissolved, Amhurst took the silver strainer off the glass and stirred the tonic before handing it to Blake.
As soon as the taste hit his mouth, Blake felt the sting, but it wasn�t unpleasant and the sip went down easy. �This is actually pretty good, what is it?� He took a second swig.
�Absinthe.�
His hand halted. Blake had thought it was merely a cure-all elixir. Any other time it might have been nice to lose himself in the power of Absinthe, but this wasn�t the time to be blazed drunk. However, he felt like he had nothing left to keep him going.
He sat the glass down and reached into a pouch on his suit, pulling out the syringe Wallace had supplied him with before his jump. It was housed in something similar to the size of a pen. He twisted the top and a needle spiraled out from the tip like a drill bit. Wallace had warned him about being smart when deciding to use it; Blake figured this qualified as a good time. He jammed the sharp point into his leg and the bite as it poked his skin and muscle was dull in comparison to everything else he�d gone through tonight. Let�s hope this miracle injection from the future does the trick.
�I need to talk with Mikhail,� Blake said. �Lead the way.�
Before he�d taken six steps after Amhurst, the throbbing in his arm ebbed away to nothing. He stared down at it, bewildered. The evidence of his missing appendage was the only clue that it had indeed been removed. The burn in his leg was gone too, and his extremities felt light and warm at the same time. It was like he was at one hundred percent, maybe even more. He stood still, reveling in the euphoric feeling of zero pain.
The doctor noticed Blake had stopped and he looked back, worried. Blake waved aside his concern. �I�m fine.�
Amhurst shrugged and began walking again. They went up the basement steps and through a doorway, moving down the hallway of the main floor and into a small room off to the left. Blake did a double take at what he saw. Mikhail was lying on top of an overturned table. His arms and legs had been tied with vicious knots, and a white gag puffed out from the sides of his mouth where another rope held it in position. Blake shot a glance at the feeble-looking doctor beside him. Damn! This wrinkled fart is not to be taken lightly.
Blake�s leg felt good enough to squat down for a better look at Mikhail, but he didn�t want to push it for fear that when the miracle drug wore off he might suffer. So he took a knee instead and leaned closer.
The material in Mikhail�s mouth matched Amhurst�s lone sock, and Blake almost laughed out loud. Although fashion was still a long way off for the old doctor, the missing sock made sense now. Blake almost felt sorry for Mikhail; if Amhurst�s body odor was what set the bar, he could only imagine the taste that saturated the captive�s tongue. He stifled a gag at the thought, cleared his throat, and said, �How about we give you some free cosmetic dentistry and pull that tooth for you?�
* * *
Grunts and huffs for breath echoed off the walls. Amhurst had told Blake that the room they were in had originally been set up as a nursery, but everything had been cleared out decades before. The room was now ill-fitted for welcoming a newborn child into this world.
A haymaker landed fiercely against ribs that were now cracked and broken. The left side of Mikhail�s body had been pulverized � not because that was the plan, but because the man who wielded the haymaker had only one arm. Through Mikhail�s good eye, everything was clear. The same could not be said of the other; it had already sealed shut from swelling and if the time to heal was granted, the result could still be blindness.
�Is all of this necessary?� The recognizable voice of Dr. Amhurst greeted Mikhail�s ears.
A different voice responded, �Probably not, but it seems like he hasn�t even come close to his breaking point.�
�There are less invasive ways to encourage someone to talk,� Amhurst said.
Mikhail�s functional right eye widened, swiveling back and forth between the two men.
�Alright, let�s try it your way.�
The old doctor walked closer to Mikhail. He appeared to be favoring one side of his body as he limped forward.
�Mikhail � I assume that�s your real name?�
The beaten man straightened the little he could against his bonds. He hadn�t spoken a word since they began hammering on him, and he�d swore he wouldn�t. Both of his kneecaps had already been busted and they ached with every movement. He moved his tongue to the void where the fake molar with cyanide used to be. He wished he could end it all and stop the torment. At this rate, it was only a matter of time before his body would beg him to tell the men not only everything he knew, but anything they wanted to hear.
Dr. Amhurst began again, �You are clearly not in a talkative mood. I do hope that changes soon; I don�t like violence. I am a man of science and that is all I know. So I will explain how this is going to work.� He rocked back a little on his heels. �You and your friends betrayed my trust, and my new friend here wants to know all of your plans � every detail.�
Mikhail fixed his gaze on the doctor, but remained mute, his teeth clenched. Again, he longed for the capsule.
Amhurst continued, �So, here is what will happen: I am going to drill into your teeth, and then �� He stopped to pull around a long tube connected to a large canister and held it up for Mikhail�s lone eye to see. �I am going to blow this cold compressed air into your mouth.�
Finally, Mikhail found his voice. �I am prepared to die.� The blood in his mouth made his speech slurry, and his Russian accent adding to the already hard to understand words.
William Amhurst leaned in, his old eyes keen, and stared deep into Mikhail�s. �Who said anything about dying? I�m speaking of science, and science tells me that the human body has limits. All I need to do is perform some tests. What are your limits?�
* * *
Is it safe? The infamous line came to Blake�s mind, and a chill went down his spine. He was glad not to be in Mikhail�s shoes.
Mikhail�s lower lip began to tremble, and blood leaked from his mouth to dribble down onto his pants.
Blake said, �I say we just start by cutting his penis off and get this over with.�
Mikhail cried out and began struggling against the ropes that held him to the chair. He thrashed about with such intensity that veins bulged in his neck and arms.
�What is your choice � mercy or mutilation?� Blake said with forced indifference. During his previous life in the military and as a cop, he�d seen a lot of intense interrogations. This beat them all.
Movement ceased from the bound man, but he remained tight-lipped. His shaking hands clutched the arm of the chair, knuckles gleaming ivory.
Amhurst made a tsking noise. �Pride is such a dangerous thing. Science will triumph tonight. Let�s begin.� He signaled to Blake. �Hold his head back with the strap.�
The bloody man bucked again in the chair, giving vicious yanks against his restraints, though it did no good. Blake pulled Mikhail�s head back with the strap and fastened the leather to the bottom rung of the chair. The Russian was now effectively positioned for Amhurst�s work.
The would-be nursery � a room reserved for love and affection � now emitted machine sounds that were better suited for a dentist�s office, the accompanying moans and screams befitting a torture chamber. The hum of the drill sounded, and then, just as quickly, the noise of an unrestrained drill was replaced by the sound of a bit meeting resistance.
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It was an appalling display, but Mikhail held up pretty well to the horrific damage of Amhurst�s drill. Holes were not only in his teeth but there were also small, sporadic punctures in his now swollen cheeks. Even with the brace holding him in place, his motions of resistance had caused several missed drills, the bit tearing clean through the sides of his face. By now, blood was dribbling down his chin, onto his neck, and soaking into his shirt.
There was another whooshing sound as Amhurst shot more compressed air into Mikhail�s mouth. His cheeks bulged and the air whistled through the holes in his skin. The man�s screams were muffled and mixed with gurgles as he choked on blood that pooled in his throat.
Blake had lost track of how long this torture dragged on, but he was beginning to feel he couldn�t watch too much more if new information wasn�t given. This man would probably never break; it must have been one of the reasons Gernot had chosen him. Seeing Amhurst go to town on Mikhail�s mouth did nothing but encourage a nonstop loop of Marathon Man scenes to run through Blake�s mind.
Amhurst readied the air hose for another attempt and Mikhail struggled in vain to keep his mouth closed. Blake sighed, at the limits of his patience with old stinky codger versus young bloody man. He took the nozzle from the doctor, jammed it through one of the gaping holes in Mikhail�s cheek, and squeezed the trigger. Air blew out of the other side of the man�s mouth, accompanied by thin trails of blood.
Blake gave the air hose back to Amhurst. �It has to be no-nonsense torture if you�re going to do it.�
As the doctor returned to his work with renewed vigor, Blake took a moment to inspect himself in a mirror that was propped against the wall.
He�d definitely seen better days. Satoshi had given him quite a beating, and although Blake was the victor, the absence of his arm was the visual byproduct of a defeat. Scattered bandages covered numerous nicks and cuts along his body, and a deep purple bruise took up residence on most of the left side of his face. He grimaced at the spectacle, then winced as he felt the faintest trace of discomfort returning.
Blake didn�t know how long the �Ache-Be-Gone� respite would last, but he was terrified of the feeling that would be forthcoming when the drug�s effectiveness wore off. He was glad he had some backups left.
Something moved in the mirror, drawing Blake�s eyes to the reflection of the room�s window. There was a figure peeking through the glass. Despite Mikhail�s cries, the attention of a common passerby at this hour would be out of the ordinary, especially given their location.
Whoever the voyeur was, he hadn�t noticed that he�d been spotted. Blake decided to make use of this. �Amhurst,� he said.
The doctor�s drill skipped, tearing another gash in Mikhail�s cheek, and the captive jolted and scream-gagged again. Amhurst looked up and tilted his head, waiting for Blake�s comment. Mikhail eyeballed them both with an expression now far beyond mere panic.
�You know, this whole Marathon Man thing has run its course. I think it�s time to speed things up. Let�s just take his stones and see what he says � I�ll be back with a knife.�
Amhurst and Blake ignored the strangled sound that seeped from Mikhail�s throat. The doctor set down the drill and gazed thoughtfully at his victim. �I still have other methods. There are plenty of chemicals in the lab.�
At that, Mikhail�s eyes rolled back in his head and his body went slack as he slid into apparent unconsciousness. But the telltale fluttering of his eyelids gave him away.
�Sounds great,� Blake quipped. �We can melt his balls off instead.�
�That wasn�t what I was suggesting.�
�Keep your suggestions. I�ll head down. Feel free to continue working on his teeth if you like.�
The drill fired back up as Blake left the room, but he didn�t head downstairs. Instead, he picked up Mikhail�s gun that Amhurst had set on the hall table, then walked deftly to the front door and opened it, stepping quietly outside into the chill night air.
He took a cautious glance around the house and saw the interloper, who was still trying to peer inside Dr. Amhurst�s makeshift torture chamber. The man wore a bowler hat and a dark coat. His attire triggered a memory in Blake. This was the man who�d been spying on him at the diner earlier.
Blake drew back into the shelter of the corner to consider his options. When he peeked again, the man was still there. He gripped the handle of the gun, comforted by the reassuring feel of it, before swinging over the ledge. His boots hit the mud with a thump, and the man by the window jerked around to face him.
�Don�t fucking move!� Blake leveled the gun at the man�s chest. �Who are you?�
The man froze, but only for a second. And then, contrary to Blake�s command, he moved, dashing down the alleyway beside the house. Blake dropped his gun arm and sighed, rolling his eyes. He wasn�t up for a foot chase, dammit! But he needed to make sure this guy wasn�t another one of Gernot�s men. Cursing under his breath, Blake pushed into a run.
The unknown man was already clawing his way up the fence at the end of the alley. As Blake ran up behind, the man launched himself over the top. What had been a minor inconvenience to the man who fled was an epic struggle for Blake.
He stowed his gun and jumped awkwardly, reaching with his right arm. His fingers grasped the edge, but handicapped by the stub of his left arm, he couldn�t swing himself up. His missing appendage hit the fence, and he slipped, falling hard to the ground. The impact knocked the wind out of him, and the gun crunched into his hip bone. Regardless of the numbing agent in his system, it hurt like hell. Blake groaned � long and loud � and struggled to his feet like a man Amhurst�s age.
He looked through one of the slats in the fence and saw the man opening the door of a car parked across the street. He�s getting away! Blake drew in a deep breath and raised his leg to kick through the fence. He drove his foot into the wood, which merely creaked in protest.
�Come on!� he fumed, sending out two more kicks, then a fourth, and finally two of the pieces of timber broke free.
Squeezing his way through, Blake nipped his tender arm against the opening but he gritted his teeth and kept going. A car door slammed. Damn! But wait, the man hadn�t entered the vehicle; he was now running again down another side street in the direction of the beach.
Blake saw he was closing the distance now as he rounded the next turn. The rate of footfalls betrayed the man�s fitness; he was slowing and near the point of exhaustion. Blake�s lungs burned as well, and he felt wetness running down his calf, dimly registering that the stitching on his leg wound must have ripped from the volley of kicks he�d just thrown.
Waves crashed in the distance beyond as the chase went down a set of wooden steps to the beach. The man must have known he couldn�t lose Blake within the city lights on the street and was hoping to escape in the darkness of the surf and sand.
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And, Blake thought, he might succeed. The man was sinking into a black pit of shadows in front of him as the lights from the street lost their effectiveness with each yard of ground covered.
He couldn�t let this man get away. Then Blake remembered the gun and yanked it loose, firing a shot. A small shower of sand kicked up in front of the fleeing man and he skidded sideways, tripping over his own legs.
A few short strides later Blake had closed in on him. But the man had given up his attempt at escape. He rolled over, puffing for air, and now sat looking at Blake.
The gun shook in Blake�s hand as he caught his own breath, but he still pointed it at the sitting man. Then Blake saw his face.
What the hell?
�Ben Wallace?� The hair was a different color and the beard was absent, but the eyes that stared up at him now belonged to the same man that Blake knew from decades in the future.
Ben stood up, dusting himself off but not managing to remove all the stains from his pants. �I�m not the same Ben, I assure you. We haven�t met, although I�m sure you know who I am.�
Blake lowered the gun. �You bet your ass I know who you are � you sent me here.�
�I don�t doubt it.� Ben made a wry face. �I sent myself here too.�
�So what happens now?� Blake asked, shaking his head. This was a major mind fuck.
�Nothing. You failed, as I can see; they have the meteorite. They won. Again.�
Blake�s mind refused to accept there was nothing to be done. �Maybe we can stop them before they send back the Sons of Stalin.�
�No, it�s hopeless; this was our last option. We don�t know where they travel from in 1986, we only know when. We thought if we could make them fail here, then they would be stuck in an infinite loop of failure.�
�I didn�t fail. We still have a piece of the rock.�
�And they have the larger one.�
�How do you know that?�
�Because you failed, just as you failed before; because it all happens the same way every time. You don�t understand how hard it is to change history.� Then he seemed to reflect on something and, as if quoting a famous line, said, �The past is obdurate.�
Obdurate? Blake had no idea what the word meant, but he hated it already. �What are you saying?�
�It doesn�t matter how hard you try,� Ben said tiredly, like he was explaining things to a child. �You think you�re making a new choice, and then it turns out it was those choices that tipped the dominoes to begin with. You yourself are in a loop, my friend � just as I am � and no matter what different turns I think I�m making along the way, it ends up they�ve all been made before.�
Blake shook his head. This was too much to process.
�I bet you even know what will happen next,� Ben said.
�What are you talking about?�
�Look around. Where are we? Look at me � at my face.�
Blake puffed out an impatient breath. �I am. You�re Ben Wallace, and we�re standing on the beach.�
But as the words trailed from his lips and he stared at Ben�s face, recognition dawned.
He�d seen that face in another place besides 1986. It had been in a photo of Ben�s own dead body � a photo in an article that had been written about the mysterious death of the Somerton Man.
The realization hit Blake like a punch to the gut, but as he intently studied Ben�s impassive features, another shock ran though him: if he took the face in front of him and aged it twenty or thirty years, it would closely resemble Patient 3944. The same ginger hair.
What the fuck?
Ben was saying, �I�ve decided, with information I gathered today, and our conversation at this moment, that my mission had been a failure as well. My existence here only changes the future and makes it worse.�
�I won�t kill you,� Blake said, his jaw set at a stubborn angle. �I�ll choose differently.�
Ben smiled, but looked almost sad. �It wasn�t your decision. You don�t kill me, I poison myself.�
�Why don�t you alter your choice?�
�I can�t. We travelers are all flies in the ointment, caught in a web of our own doing.�
�That makes no sense at all,� Blake snapped. �I won�t kill myself to satisfy some perverse sense of duty.�
Ben shrugged. �So you choose to live, as you have before. Tobias chose life as well.�
�Tobias. He�s here.� Blake had almost forgotten.
Ben nodded. �I was going to go with him, but having seen how this attempt played out, I�m forced to switch my call.�
Blake stood in silence for a moment, trying to process what he was hearing. �How was it supposed to play out?�
�Things didn�t go according to plan. The doctor was supposed to run the moment Tobias sent the telegram.� Ben looked out at the darkness of the ocean. �We were friends, Tobias and I. But I couldn�t look into his eyes any longer without telling him the truth; I just wanted him to live. He�s leaving tonight. He�s at the train station now.�
Blake analyzed the possibilities. Perhaps he could still change things. What did this man know about what was possible? �What�s your plan?� he finally asked.
�It has already been enacted. I�ve left a message to inform those in the future that you and Tobias are dead. Otherwise, I�m supposed to make sure that you are.�
Blake tightened his hold on the gun. �Let me guess. To keep the timeline preserved.�
�Yes, but I can�t keep living this way. Sometimes, it doesn�t matter who you were when you went into the machine; you�re not always the same man who comes out on the other side.� Ben gave him a knowing look. �You�ll see.�
�Was it all for friendship, this sudden change?�
�No. It was love.�
�Oh my God � are you kidding? For a woman.� Blake wanted to laugh. This was all so � melodramatic.
Ben glanced away again. �Not just any woman. It wasn�t something I planned on, but she was the love of my life.�
�Was; as in past tense. What happened? You got a Dear John letter?�
�She waited for a bit, but she was with child � our child. In these times, a woman cannot easily manage being unmarried, with a baby. She thought I was dead, and by the time I returned it was too late.�
�Wow, that�s a sad story,� Blake said. �Get to the part where you and the future version of yourself screwed my life over.�
Ben didn�t react to the barb. Instead, he seemed to contemplate his next words with care. When he looked back at Blake, his demeanor was chilling. �Every decision has been yours, but you may learn that you don�t have the free will you thought you did.�
His words carried the weight of something ominous, like an invisible, deadly hand was guiding this whole affair to a destructive end.
�I have free will,� Blake insisted. �What if I shoot you right here?� He aimed the gun at Ben�s face.
Ben stared into the barrel of the weapon for a long moment, then his eyes flicked back up to Blake. �It matters not.�
Blake pulled the trigger. Click. Out of bullets. How?
Ben gave a little smirk. He hadn�t even flinched. It was as if he�d already known.
Blake lowered his arm and stared helplessly at the other man. �I could kill you any way of my choosing.�
�What�s done is done, and it can�t be undone,� Ben said in a hushed voice, walking away to sit in the sand by a nearby seawall. He pulled out a packet of cigarettes from an inner pocket of his coat and offered one to Blake. �Smoke?�
Blake wanted to strangle the life from this man just to prove that he could do something different, but what purpose would that do, trying to prove something so trivial to a corpse? �So how do you kill yourself, Mr. Wallace?�
�P-tox-34.�
Blake frowned. �Come again?�
Ben waggled the cigarette package. �These are laced with them. Undetectable by smell and taste. Very effective. Even a toxicology test shows nothing.�
�So you just tried to poison me?�
Ben laughed softly. �Relax, I knew you would decline.� He opened the packet and pulled out two cigarettes. He tucked one of them behind his ear and held the other between his fingers.
�How is that?�
�Because of the timeline. This is not where you die � unless you�d like to demonstrate how wrong I am.� He offered up the pack of smokes a second time.
When Blake didn�t respond, Ben laughed again, and reached into another coat pocket. He withdrew an object and tossed it to Blake, followed by two more. �Take those.�
Blake looked down where the items had landed by his feet. Three bottles of pills lay in the sand, identical to the ones Wallace had given him back in 1986 before he made the ridiculous leap for mankind. He gazed back at Ben. �Why?�
�Consider it a gift. I won�t say more.�
Blake couldn�t fathom why getting stomach pills was a gift, but apparently this discussion was coming to an end. �I�ll ask again, what happens now?�
�I die,� Ben said flatly. �You tell me.� He retrieved a lighter and brought a flame to life, lighting the cigarette between his fingers. He hesitated only slightly before bringing it to his mouth and taking a long pull.
As Ben puffed out the smoke, Blake moved away from the exhalation, turning to face the crashing waves. He closed his eyes, savoring the pleasant feel of the night breeze on his skin.
He had no clue what he should do next. Amhurst was alive, and the lab was ruined � but it could be fixed, right? They had a fragment of the meteorite, so if the doctor could figure out the process, Blake could still make it home. And that was how he planned to prove Ben wrong.
�I have another question,� he said. �What does the message you leave behind mean?�
There was no answer. Blake looked down. Ben�s respirations had ceased. He was now in the slumped position he would be found in by a local passerby in a few hours.
It felt eerie to be witnessing this past in the making. Blake looked back out at the coastline and stood there for a long time, reflecting on what had just happened. Then he remembered something Ben had said, and turned, walking away from the Somerton Man.
He had a train to catch.
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Blake retrieved and donned the discarded overalls he�d left outside Amhurst�s place before heading to the station. It wasn�t too far away; in another five minutes he�d be there. Blake refused to believe Ben�s claim that his choices didn�t matter. He was going to change history if it was within his power. He just hoped he wasn�t late and the train hadn�t departed. Maybe that detour for the overalls wasn�t the best idea.
In moments he was there, walking through the front door and scanning the waiting area. Blake�s mind attempted to de-age the face of his uncle. What would he look like in his twenties?
Then, by the bathroom entrance, he saw a familiar jacket � the one worn by the courier who�d delivered the message to Amhurst. Had that messenger been Tobias himself?
Blake strode forward, ready to confront the man. He didn�t know if this was his uncle or not, but at this point he didn�t care. He clutched the man�s shoulder and pulled him around so they were facing each other.
Both men�s eyebrows rose in surprise, then their eyes simultaneously widened and narrowed in a combination of shock and confusion. Blake wasn�t looking into the eyes of his uncle � he was staring right at a mirror image of � himself.
Blake�s fingers curled, digging into his twin�s jacket. He bared his teeth, and with something resembling a growl, shoved the other man toward the bathrooms. The identical men entered the room in a flurry, one stumbling backward, and the other charging forward.
They collided with the sink and almost tripped over the toilet. Blake�s twin lost his footing and fell. The room was a one-occupant-only facility, which worked to Blake�s advantage. In a flash of movement he locked the door and spun around to glare at the man on the floor.
�What is this?� Blake shouted, pointing to his own face, then the identical one that gaped up at him.
His carbon copy blanched, but remained mute.
�What the fuck is going on?� Blake demanded, but with more reserve in his voice now. He�d made enough of a scene in the main lobby. It wouldn�t help matters for security of any kind to arrive.
�I � I don�t know,� the man stammered.
�So I am correct in assuming your name is Ethan Tannor?�
The name appeared to mean nothing to this man. A puzzled look crossed over his face and he said, �No, it�s Tobias. Tobias Keane.�
Blake froze. He couldn�t speak, just stared, uncomprehending. Finally, he managed to form words. �That�s impossible.�
Tobias was shaking by now, either from fear or adrenaline, or both. Blake didn�t know. But the sight of the man trembling sent him into a sudden, renewed anger. He hauled Tobias to his feet, jerking him up by the coat collar so they were face to face.
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Now that the initial shock had worn off, Blake studied his double with fixed concentration, noticing small differences between them. Although their faces were the same, their bodies were different. Tobias had a leaner frame, and his face was gaunt. Of course, Tobias also had two fully functioning hands. By focusing, Blake could almost see it now: if this man�s face aged and grew the mangy beard he always remembered, it could be the face of the man he�d called uncle for so long.
Still unconvinced, Blake grabbed at Tobias�s shirt and ripped it apart. Buttons popped off and pinged to the floor.
�Hey, what are you doing?� Tobias exclaimed, trying to pull away.
Blake didn�t answer, he just stood staring at the black tattooed �S� between two stars on Tobias�s chest.
I�ll be damned.
Blake�s mind was in overdrive now, trying � but failing � to figure out this development. Here he was, existing twice in time. How can this be possible? He stepped away as Tobias attempted to pull his clothing together. Blake continued staring at the other man, waiting for an epiphany to strike.
So Tobias was back before on this mission and hadn�t been as successful as he�d thought. But he was forced to stay and live out the rest of his life in this time. And he took that opportunity to head to the U.S. and save his parents � or their parents, as it seemed � but they�d still died. In a car crash this time, instead of the plane crash.
A sense of amazement settled in as Blake realized that trying to stop his � their � parents� deaths had been the underlying motive for both of them to accept this crazy mission.
�Why are you here?� Tobias asked.
�Same as you. To stop the Russians. The future isn�t going to look so bright if we don�t.�
Tobias frowned. �Amhurst didn�t run?�
�No, he had a moment of senility and thought he could take on three men in a vain attempt to get his codex out of their hands,� Blake said dryly.
The other man�s eyes widened at this news. �And?� he asked almost breathlessly.
�Gernot escaped with a large fragment of the rock. I can only assume he saved it and stashed it away for his friends in the future.� Tobias quietly absorbed the information, and Blake continued, �But nothing has changed this timeline, so perhaps pride got the best of him � or better yet, he was never able to get all of the information from Amhurst. It�s possible they have the fragment but still lack the correct process for traveling forward like they wanted.�
Tobias waved a hand. �That still doesn�t explain why you are here. Why not send someone else?� He stopped then, peering closely at Blake. �Are mother and father alive?�
The line of questioning caught Blake off guard, but he didn�t want to divulge the fate of his � their � parents to Tobias just yet.
�Yes, they�re fine,� he lied.
Tobias�s eyes brightened with hope. �They survived the crash?�
Blake swallowed over the sudden dryness in his throat. It was hard to play with the facts like that, even though it was technically true � they did survive the plane crash, after all; just not the car crash years later.
�No, they didn�t survive the plane crash, because they were never on the plane.� Well, that much is true, he thought, then went on, making the rest up as he went along. �You head back to the States and years from now manage to convince them not to board the plane.� After that lie passed his lips, he thought of something. Is that exactly what ends up happening � because I told him this?
The relief on Tobias�s face struck a chord of guilt in Blake, and he had to look away for a second.
�Thank God,� Tobias said. Then his eyes sharpened. �But again, that doesn�t explain why you�re here.�
Blake gave a half shrug. �Wallace. He can be � convincing, can�t he?�
�That he can,� Tobias nodded, wearing an expression that resembled affection. �But he is a good friend.�
�Are you kidding me? Wallace is a snake. He manipulates people to serve his own personal cause.�
�He�s not all bad. He has made the sacrifice as well. Several times. You should try and understand his motives.�
�Too late for that. He�s dead.�
Tobias blinked and drew back. �You � you killed him?�
�No, he Hitlered himself with some poison.�
�He was going to leave this place,� Tobias said, looking suddenly very sad. �He felt like he was done with all of this � that it was always destined to be a failure. He would say, �Sometimes the man who comes out of the machine is not always the one that goes in�.�
Blake rolled his eyes at Tobias. �Obviously. Look at us,� he drawled.
�I led a different life than you, I assume,� Tobias said. �I was an orphan, malnourished, and desperate. It didn�t take much to persuade me there was a way out.� He smiled sadly. �And I�ve been here for close to two years now.�
�That�s something else I don�t understand. I�ve only been here two days. What took you so long to get to Amhurst?�
�He wasn�t my first mission. Technically, I didn�t even have a mission.�
�You had no mission?�
Tobias shrugged. �I was approached by Wallace in 1986; he said he could send me into the past.�
�He just approached you? Out of the blue?�
�I�m ashamed to say I was living on the streets, and he presented me with an offer. You know � the kind I couldn�t refuse. As I said, it didn�t take much. I was hungry to escape my situation, and the things I had to do to survive.� He reddened with humiliation.
Tobias. Poor and living on the streets. It seemed Wallace did more than make a simple proposal; he�d used a vagrant as his own personal crash test dummy to see if the machine worked. Better to attempt it on a worthless street person than one of his trained recruits.
Blake wondered how many others Wallace had snared like that and how many didn�t make it through the portal. He had believed in the man, and yet Wallace was turning out to be no better than the Commie thugs Blake himself was sent to dispatch.
Why did I trust him? Blake had no answer. Now that it was evident bribery, blackmail, and the possible murder of innocents were not beyond Wallace�s methods, Blake felt like an idiot for having had any semblance of faith in him. Not that it had been a lot to begin with, but it had been enough to make him jump into this mess too, hadn�t it?
The sound of Tobias�s voice penetrated his thoughts and Blake tuned back in to hear him say, �Wallace got some new information and we got started on this mission two days ago as well. He said they sent back another operative as a failsafe, but he didn�t mention it would be you.� Tobias shook his head. �Or � I guess me, it appears.�
�Like I said, Wallace is a prick.�
Tobias offered no reply.
It was true Wallace had a silver tongue. Blake remembered wondering if Uncle Tobias was clairvoyant, given his pre-existing knowledge that Blake would accept the mission to travel back. But no, his uncle hadn�t been psychic. He�d already lived this life and knew from this moment right here and now that they would meet in the past.
�So what was your scheme after failing miserably here � and me having to clean up this mess?� Blake waved his stump of a left arm in Tobias�s face. �I�m not sure if you noticed, it cost me an arm.� Then he added as an afterthought, �And nearly a leg.�
Maybe it was the stunned surprise of hearing about Ben Wallace�s suicide, or that he�d just been attacked by an identical twin and interrogated in the water closet, but at the sight of Blake�s missing arm, Tobias reacted with horror. �My God,� he gasped, �what happened?�
�Satoshi happened.�
Tobias cringed and shuddered. �I was just purchasing a ticket to leave town and head to the U.S. After that, it would be a waiting game until I could warn my � our parents.�
Blake�s eyes glittered, and he smiled like a man who had a secret to tell. �How would you like to screw the game and get home faster?�

45
The Last Deployed Scout

December 1, 1948, 5:27 AM
Blake and Tobias walked up the steps to Amhurst�s house and let themselves in. Blake knew right away that something was off; there were no muffled screams, no whistling of the air hose, not even the whining of a drill.
He ran to the torture room and found Amhurst sitting on a stool, hands covered in blood. Splatters of red marked his face, even though there were no visible wounds. A brow-wiped smear of it was streaked across his forehead.
Tobias came up behind Blake and sucked in a sharp breath. Blake ignored him and addressed the old man. �Amhurst, are you okay? What happened?�
�He�s dead.� The doctor pointed a red finger at Mikhail. The Russian was still sitting in the chair, head dipped down, chin resting on an unmoving chest.
Amhurst realized there was another visitor in the room and blinked at Tobias. �Who is that?�
�I�ll explain later. First explain this.� Blake waved an arm at Mikhail�s body. �I wanted him alive, dammit!�
Amhurst looked like he was still bewildered by what had happened. �I was preparing to drill more holes into his teeth when the strap holding his head broke.�
He paused, but Blake said nothing, waiting for the rest of the story. He continued, �I thought nothing of it and was going to reattach the strap, but it all happened so fast.� His eyes grew sad.
�Come on you geriatric old man � out with it!�
Amhurst drew in a shuddering breath. �He killed himself.�
�How?� Blake threw his single arm wide in the air, frustration mounting. �You�re not explaining how he went from alive to dead in this story arc.�
�The drill.� Amhurst blinked up at him with dull eyes. �It was still spinning, and he jerked his head at it on purpose. Tore right through his eye in an instant and the bit went into his brain.�
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Blake�s jaw dropped; he couldn�t help himself � this was too far-fetched to believe. Swallowing a cyanide capsule to induce death was one thing, but this was gnarly. Talk about dedication.
�The ocular nerve must�ve severed and then the frontal ��
�I get it!� Blake snapped. �It killed him.�
�I am sorry,� Amhurst said with genuine remorse.
Blake gritted his teeth on the profanities that wanted to erupt. �This is why I said we should go for his stones first!� He moved away from both men to pull his thoughts together. �We�ll have to dispose of the body. He�s useless to us now.�
�Bodies. Satoshi is still in the lab,� Amhurst reminded him.
�It�s a good thing we have an extra pair of hands then,� Blake said, turning around to face them. �Tobias, I need you to get rid of the bodies.�
It had been strange enough to start referring to himself as Blake, but looking at a man who shared his own face and calling him by his uncle�s name was something Blake didn�t know he could ever get used to.
Tobias nodded in mute understanding and Blake started to leave. �Wait � where are you going?� Tobias called out with a quavering voice.
�I�m going back to Ben�s body. It�s a long shot, but it occurred to me that he might have had his time traveling device on him, and we may need it.�
�What should I do?� Amhurst asked.
�Try not to die of old age while we�re gone.�
Blake went to the front foyer and headed for the small table in the entryway. He withdrew the empty gun from his belt and opened a drawer to put it inside. Some objects clinked together when he pulled on the handle and he looked down. Nine bullets rolled around inside the drawer, clattering into each other. Amhurst. He was a man of science, after all, and against having a dangerous loaded gun in the house. Yet the man�s ineptitude with weapons left him without the sense to remove the round that had been in the chamber. Was it the old doctor�s morality, or was it the stubborn nature of time holding him back from changing the course of history? He tossed Mikhail�s gun into the drawer and pushed it shut.
December 1, 1948, 6:18 AM
Approaching the beach, Blake heard the commotion up ahead before his eyes found it. Shit. The body had already been found. It would be impossible to search Ben�s remains with the herd of onlookers and police officers � or Bobbies, or whatever the Australian cops were called � gathered around.
He came up behind the circle of bystanders. Ben Wallace�s body was just as he had left it hours ago. Blake cursed his stupidity; he should have searched through Ben�s pockets and belongings earlier. Now the opportunity was gone.
The sun was spreading its glow across the beach and a breeze caressed his face. He looked up at the early morning sky, wishing he could just sit here all day and enjoy the view of the ocean, feel the crashing waves sweep up to tickle his feet, to bask in the rays �
A man walked over to Blake and stood directly in front of him. He returned a fixed stare. What the hell does he want? Blake�s silent question was answered the instant the man pulled up a camera and put the crowd � Blake included � in his sights.
In a moment of panic, Blake threw up his good arm to cover his face as best he could just before he heard the flash bulb, and the area lit up around him.
Dr. Cunningham�s words about memories being summoned in an instant came back to him like a jolt of electricity, almost as if sparked by the illumination of the bulb. He remembered sitting in a New York library in 1986, pouring through his assumed uncle�s belongings. He�d been staring at a newspaper article that documented the mysterious Somerton Man case. A photo in the paper from the scene of the body showed a crowd of people, and in the midst of that crowd, one individual stood shielding his face. A circle of red ink had been drawn around the unknown man.
But unknown wouldn�t be the correct word now. At this very moment it was evident who that covered visage belonged to � him. Again, Blake found himself caught in the act of changing nothing and crafting everything as it had been; like a memorized script quoted verbatim.
* * *
It had been an unproductive trip, but the cogs in Blake�s mind were spinning. Ben might have been right � how could he change things if he didn�t know what choices would generate which outcomes?
He would work with Dr. Amhurst until he died if that�s what it took. He was determined to get home somehow. Then again, how well would that go? Should he just try to build another life for himself when he got there, or should he confront his future self? Blake was thankful he wasn�t married; that would have made for a complicated dynamic.
Would Ben have even recruited him if he�d been tied to a family? And then, for the first time in his life, Blake wished he had taken the time to settle down. Sharing his years with a special someone, and sleepless nights with a newborn seemed like a paradise to him now. The image of Art and his family rose in Blake�s mind and his chest constricted.
He arrived at Amhurst�s and lumbered up the steps. The effects of the drug had almost worn off now. With each passing hour, the ache in his arm magnified and he felt the strength draining from his battered body.
When he walked inside, Tobias was in the living room, straightening the table to its correct position. This was all still so eerie; it wouldn�t feel normal looking at his own doppelganger anytime soon. �Where�s Amhurst?�
�The lab.�
�I�ll be down there with him. How about you make us some coffee?�
Tobias dipped his head like a simpleton being ordered by a superior and went silently to the kitchen. Blake watched him go with mixed feelings. He couldn�t help thinking Tobias was a pansy compared to the man he�d known growing up and he had trouble reconciling the differences. Would he ever be able to?
Blake went down the steps that led to the laboratory. Doctor Amhurst was in the middle of cleaning up ashes from the floor. Tables had been rearranged in the large open space and Satoshi�s body had been hauled off as well.
Amhurst looked up as Blake descended the stairs. �How did it go at the beach?�
Blake leaned against one of the tables and tried to cross his arms, but the posture sent a sting of pain through his limb and he let them both drop. �It was a wasted trip. But I had some productive thoughts while I was there.�
The doctor raised an eyebrow. �How productive?�
�I�ll get into that later, but first, let�s start by you telling me how all this works.�
Amhurst propped the broom in a corner and hesitated before answering. �I�m guessing you know why this all started.�
�Dead wife and child,� Blake said.
It had been almost three decades but the wound was still raw, given the look of pain on the other man�s face. Blake had never felt like more of an ass. �I�m sorry, that was out of line. It�s natural to try and save the ones we love. Tobias and I are cases in point.� Apologies didn�t come naturally to him, and this one felt pathetic at best, but Amhurst seemed to accept it.
After a moment more of silence, the doctor said, �The seed began as a mere thought of, �what if�? I started following the work of Nikola Tesla, a true genius and good friend.�
�You didn�t just work with him; you were friends with Nikola Tesla as well.�
�Yes, and it pains me that the death of his mind came before that of the body. Senility strikes many of us in the end. Pigeons.�
Blake�s eyelids flickered as he tried to follow the sudden shift in Amhurst�s monologue. �I�m sorry, did you say pigeons?� He couldn�t suppress a chuckle.
�It was all the man cared about near the end; feeding the birds.�
�I do hate to bring you back on point,� Blake said � and silently congratulated himself on not rolling his eyes or sighing loudly. �I can understand the loss of a friend, but this time travel idea � where did it come from?�
Amhurst looked mildly surprised, as though Blake had missed something obvious. �From Tesla, of course. Have you ever heard of the Tunguska event?�
�No, what�s that.�
�In 1908, something fell from the sky in Russia. Tesla went to investigate, and this is what he found.� Dr. Amhurst indicated the chunk of rock that had been Blake�s mission priority. �It was Tesla�s team that found it,� he continued. �Later, when I proved myself to the man, he allowed me to help in the pursuit.
�In the beginning, Tesla had hoped to channel the energy that could be stored and was going to harness that power for something he called �The Peace Ray�. It was to be an instrument so powerful that it could end all wars. Not until later � and quite by accident � he discovered its true potential.�
�That�s pretty ironic, don�t you think?� Blake said. �End all wars, my ass.� He gestured to the iron beast in the corner. �This thing ends up causing World War III.�
Amhurst didn�t respond.
�Alright, continue with the story then,� Blake said impatiently. �What was its true potential?�
Something haunted shimmered in Amhurst�s eyes. �That it could tear open a hole in a time stream and theoretically push something forward or back. Unfortunately, the corruption of his mind began to hinder our progress and the solution was left to minds not as great as his. Mine.� The doctor shook his head with sadness. �The world had a treasure with him, and didn�t even know it.�
�And this brought you here,� Blake said quickly, lest Amhurst get lost in reverie again.
�Yes, I moved back here after I plundered all of Tesla�s writings and work from his safe. I couldn�t allow them to fall into the wrong hands.�
�So they fell into your unstable hands.� Blake grimaced, disgust evident in his face.
Amhurst said nothing to that, just stared down at the floor.
�You do realize if you hadn�t started messing with such things, none of this would be happening now and I wouldn�t be here.� Blake started pacing in agitation. �I could be in New York, sipping whiskey.�
�That is not entirely true. You would be the man upstairs cleaning this house.�
Dammit, the old man has a point. His fate would have never altered course in the first place, and he�d be the pansy of a man that was Tobias, who was now brewing coffee in the kitchen.
Amhurst said, �I know it is hard, but we shouldn�t dwell on what has happened. It is done and over.�
�It�s not nearly over for me.�
�Fair enough,� the doctor conceded. �Now where were we?�
�Tesla�s plans falling into your unstable hands.�
�Ah, yes,� Amhurst said without reacting. It seemed he�d already built a solid tolerance for Blake�s jibes. �I moved back here and continued to work on the research. Tesla had many other fantastic ideas and plans that I feel mankind would have been better off with.�
�All I�m concerned with is the one I�m staring at that we could have done without. If it wasn�t my ticket home, I�d destroy the damn thing now.�
�It is still an option,� Amhurst reminded him with a look of dare.
�Don�t think I�ve taken it off the table. The only thing holding me back is the Russians. They have a large piece of that Tuskegee rock, so they�ll still be able to time travel at some point.�
�Tunguska.�
�What?� Blake snapped.
�You said Tuskegee. It�s Tunguska.�
�Whatever,� he said, feeling like a child but not giving a shit. �Tobias and I need to leave 1948. We both can�t fit into that hulking Iron Man suit together. If one goes in the suit, the other is stuck here.� Blake pushed away from the table and beckoned the doctor. �Follow me.�
Blake led him to the freezer and opened the door. �I need you to take this.� He reached inside and pulled out his severed arm.
�Your arm?� Amhurst�s face wrinkled.
�Not the arm. The watch. Tobias should have one too. You�ll need to see if you can get them both to send us forward in time. Can you do that?�
A spark of interest flared in the man�s eyes. �I�ll certainly try.�
He took the arm from Blake and began fiddling with the watch. It wouldn�t come off easily at first, but he managed to wriggle a bony finger under the hooks and pry them loose from the pallid skin. Blake suppressed a shudder.
Amhurst handed the appendage back to Blake, who stared at it with remorse for a few seconds before looking back at the other man. �I have one more question, Doc.�
�And that is?�
�Do you have a knife?�
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The Geiger Sanction

December 1, 1948, 11:14 AM
Blake had taken his coffee to go and headed back to his rented room. With the pain returning to his body and sleep not an option, that meant another injection. As before, moments after the injection, the feeling of weightlessness and renewed vigor flowed into him, and he sighed with pleasure. This could turn into an addicting habit.
He collected his belongings and checked out of his room at The Lion Inn, then made the trek back to Amhurst�s and parked himself in one of the upstairs rooms. After washing up, he went back to the lab, where it felt like class was now in session. Amhurst started babbling on about the intricacies of his personal experiment and it was all Blake could do not to break into a series of yawns. Either the second injection wasn�t lasting him as long, or the good doctor was boring him to sleep. He rubbed his eyes to clear the tiredness from them. Sleep had to wait for later.
Amhurst said, �As you know now, the meteorite fragment is not only an excellent conductor, but it also has the capacity for energy storage on an extraordinary scale.�
Blake nodded, but it bugged him that he alone was subjected to this torture. Tobias was upstairs, resting � that irritated him too.
It had only been a few hours since Blake had met his twin, but that brief passage of time had underscored what Blake intuited shortly after their introduction � besides identical DNA, there was nothing similar between them.
Tobias was skittish, nervous about almost everything. And there was no doubt that he�d never taken a life, unlike himself. Both were products of their environment, though Blake would have figured that someone with Tobias�s background had developed a tougher hide. He found it hard to fathom the great differences that were evident in his own life just from growing up with parents for a few extra years.
Crap, was that a question? Dr. Amhurst was still talking, but something in his speech pattern had changed. The sentence was repeated, taking an upward pitch again, and Blake snapped into focus. �I�m sorry, what was that? My brain turned into diarrhea for a second.�
Amhurst frowned like a teacher dealing with an incorrigible student. �I said, I�ve removed the depleted cell you arrived with from your gadget and inserted a new one. Like this.� Amhurst demonstrated, holding up the watch as he replaced the small piece with another object.
�What is that? It doesn�t look like the battery you showed that it had before.�
�I�ve substituted the depleted energy cell for a small piece of the meteorite. The fragment is melted, and from there we can mold it however it needs to be. Once that is done, I charge the material. The size of the energy that can be amassed has yet to be calculated. I�d already created this type of power source for Gernot�s watch, so it was easy to duplicate.�
�So how do we test it?�
�On these.� The doctor directed Blake�s attention to a glass tank that held two small white lab rats with mischievous-looking red eyes. �Snow and White,� Amhurst said.
Oh geez, tell me I didn�t hear that. He�s named them after that chick that shacked up with the seven little men?
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Amhurst took the watch and wrapped it around one of the squirming rats, ignoring the creature�s small squeak of protest. �I�ll affix the watch around Snow just like what was done to you before you arrived.�
Blake remembered the sharp hooks that had dug themselves into his now absent wrist and glanced quickly down at the bandaged nub of his arm before putting his attention back on Amhurst.
The doctor rotated a dial on the watch and there was a click followed by a squeal of pain as the hooks embedded into the rat�s back. Blake winced in sympathy.
�Here is when we find out if everything works the way I�ve theorized,� Amhurst said. �I�ll set the LOC1 and adjust the time for return to this location, exactly thirty seconds from now.� He placed Snow back in the container and pressed the activation prong. On the face of the watch a three second countdown began ticking.
The rat was motionless, probably still stunned from the four barbs jabbed into its body. There was a low hum, a crackling of static, and then a loud WHOOSH. This was followed by a crunching, cracking sound as the bottom of the cage was ripped away and sucked into the vacuum of nothingness with the time traveling rat.
In the silence that followed, Amhurst observed, �Ah, as I expected; just like what happened with Gernot, the matter in a small field around the traveling host is taken as well.�
�That didn�t happen when I came to Adelaide.�
Amhurst considered that a moment, then concluded, �This is obviously a side-effect of the excessive charge the fragment possesses.�
�Is there a possibility the charge won�t be enough to get the subject to its destination?�
�Theoretically, no. The charge that is initially used is all that is needed, but I guess we will see.� Amhurst tapped his grizzled chin, silently counting down the remaining seconds.
Blake�s eyes were glued to the hole that had been left at the bottom of the cage on the other side of the rat container. Suddenly, White scurried around in a frenzy, sensing the arrival of something unknown and ominous, like a dog fearing an impending thunderstorm. A quick hum sounded, followed by a forceful rush of air and there it was: Snow appeared with the watch still strapped to its back.
It had been zapped right back to where it was thirty seconds prior, this time hovering over the hole that had been created. The rat fell into the small hole along with chunks of the yanked matter from its first trip, and they clattered about on the tank floor as they rained down. From inside the hole, a pink nose shot out, and Snow hoisted itself up � tentatively at first � then, like nothing had happened, began inspecting its surroundings.
�Okay, so we know it works,� Blake said. �Give it another shot and see what happens.� He motioned to Amhurst, who seemed more than willing to give it another go in the name of science.
The old man set the timepiece again and put the rat back down quickly so his hand would be a safe distance away from the time vacuum. They waited, yet nothing happened. Amhurst made a noise of impatience and took the watch off the squirming critter to access the underside of the device. He withdrew the meteorite fragment and placed a set of prongs against it.
He sighed. �It�s depleted. The charge needed for time travel is extreme.� He paused a moment in thought, then continued, �I�ll just replace it with another charged piece.�
A few minutes later, he came back and attached the watch to White�s back this time. Snow was still scurrying around the tank, oblivious to the four bright red dots of blood trickling down its sides.
Amhurst said, �I�m curious about something, and I�d like to give it a test before we attempt another jump.�
�You�re the scientist, Doc Brown.�
The cultural reference was clearly lost on Amhurst; the doctor gave him a blank stare, then shrugged and began fiddling with the device again. �Okay, what I�ve done is recalibrate the process. It�s now programmed to jump from Location One, or LOC1, to Location Two, LOC2. It should be instantaneous, and it isn�t quite time travel, more like, well, teleportation.� He reached deftly into the container and clicked the button. Again came the soft hum.
Without warning, Snow rushed toward its teleporting companion. �No, no, no, no, no!� Amhurst shouted.
There was a sucking sound, then a popping as expected, but these were followed by a new, wet sound. Blood sprayed against the sides of the glass and the edges of the new crater.
Blake and Amhurst stared in stunned amazement at the tank. Half of Snow had been ripped free from its body and carried into the void with White. Guts, bones, and other viscous matter had been thrown everywhere.
�What the hell?� Blake looked at Amhurst, who was eyeing the bloody mess with revulsion. He can torture a human being and not bat an eye, but a dead lab animal gives him the queasies?
�It would appear,� Amhurst began, but stopped a moment as the return hum and loud flush of air sounded. White reappeared, falling into its own crater like Snow had. A second later it crawled out of the hole and began trudging through the blood swamp of its now deceased tank mate, sniffing at what remained of the body.
The pathetic sight of Snow�s maw twitching with a constant spasm seared itself into Blake�s mind. He arched a brow. �You were saying?�
Amhurst cleared his throat and began again, �It would appear that the watch only takes with it the same organic material that matches the genetic coding, preserving only the traveler. Anything that is not the same as the traveling host � but is within the immediate area around the jumper � is snatched up with it in the process of teleportation. Perhaps if Snow had been closer to the circle, this would not have been the result.�
�You said, �Anything that is not the same.� So would it not happen if they were twin rats?�
�I suppose, but they would probably need to be touching, just in case. Otherwise, the outcome might be the same.�
�Well, I say we iron out the kinks a few more times just to be sure. I�d like to make it home in one piece.�
�I do have one more quick test to run,� Amhurst said slowly, like he was thinking about something else. �I need to check the surviving rat�s exposure.�
He opened a nearby drawer and pulled out something Blake didn�t recognize.
�What is that?�
�It�s a Geiger counter. I�m curious if White was dosed with radiation. This will measure the RADS.�
He aimed the gadget at the container and powered it on. Static bursts and popping noises came from the device in Amhurst�s hand. �Hmmm � it appears our little guy was exposed.�
�What does that mean?� Blake asked.
�It is low emission, but death will be inevitable.�
�Imminent death?�
�For this fella, a month or so maybe. For a human, a while longer I suppose.�
�Well we don�t want that, do we?� Blake edged around the table to get a look at the readings that he had a feeling he wouldn�t understand.
�Whoa!� Amhurst blurted out, startling Blake. �That�s odd.�
�What? What�s odd?�
The doctor blinked in confusion. �It stopped. It just stopped. The radiation stopped emitting.�
�How?�
�I�m not sure.� Puzzlement crossed Amhurst�s face, and he checked the handheld device again. �It�s almost like White was irradiated and then magically there was nothing.�
�That�s a good thing, right?�
Amhurst faced him, frowning. The erratic fizzle and popping sounded again.
Blake froze. Amhurst gaped. They both looked down at the Geiger counter.
It was pointed directly at Blake.
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The Strongest Guard

December 1, 1948, 11:29 AM
Blake was the first to speak after recovering from the shock of their new discovery. �We can�t tell Tobias. This puts a whole new spin on the situation.�
�I believe he has a right to know he is going to die.�
Blake glanced at the stairway and lowered his voice. �Screw that. So am I, but think about what happens if we let someone know their own future. It�s bad enough I�ve had a glimpse of mine, trying to make sure things stay together, and treating each day like a house of cards about to collapse.�
�That was the whole point in using time travel � to change things for the better.�
�For the better?� Blake scoffed. �Don�t you see the ramifications of this? Small changes now make for huge differences in the future. Look at Tobias. Look at me. The contrasts between us are stark. It�s mind boggling enough that both of us are putzing around here. What happens when there are three of us in 1986?�
The doctor crossed his arms, bringing a skeletal hand to his face as he mulled over the situation.
Blake couldn�t resist the opening granted in this moment of silence. �Think about the timeline, timestream, or whatever you want to call it. It�ll get more mucked up and convoluted the longer this goes on. I admit, this seemed like a good idea at the time, but now it�s become nightmarish.�
Amhurst gawked at him. �Are you suggesting we kill Tobias to ensure he no longer mucks with your history?�
�Geezus no!� Blake said, horrified. Then, unbidden, the thought fluttered into his mind as if it were a viable option. What would happen if he killed Tobias, here and now? It wasn�t really murder was it, if you killed a version of yourself? Could it be possible � if such a thing as souls existed � that Tobias and Blake, despite being the same person, actually possessed different souls? And if one believed in God, would it not then be murder to kill a soul?
Or would it?
This line of thought woke something deep inside of him, an internal earthquake shaking his foundation, and he flushed red at the thought of the unknown Judgment Day, and what may come.
The repercussions of such an action as killing his double stirred like a dream coming to life. If he ended Tobias�s life here, then in the future, Ethan wouldn�t become the person he was today. He would still eventually become Tobias Version 1.0, the meek little man upstairs. Just like Amhurst said.
Sure, he could play the part of Tobias and step in to prevent the plane crash death of their parents, but the fact remained that mentally, he wasn�t Tobias. Perhaps he wouldn�t say the right things at exactly the right time and those events would still fly off course.
Unless it had already been that way before, and that he himself was the one that had undone everything � that here and now is when and where he created a new string. Blake slapped his hand against his face. It was impossible to get a grasp on the whole concept of time being unchangeable. And yet not.
Blake spoke his next thoughts aloud for Dr. Amhurst. �If we kill him, then he changes nothing regarding our parents � my parents � in the plane crash. A loop continues with his upbringing alone, and no uncle to help him through life. Then someday, Ben Wallace comes along and sends him back here on a fool�s errand as a test subject, and in the end, the Sons of Stalin still exist.�
�What do we do then?�
Blake felt like he was in the hot seat. Amhurst may carry the bulk of the blame for what had happened so far, but now the rest depended on what Blake decided was right. The reality of this responsibility shift stalled his brain.
�We could �� Amhurst began.
Blake threw up a finger to shush him. �I�m thinking.�
The doctor pressed his lips together and fidgeted with a piece of equipment while he waited.
Blake tuned out the background noise as he debated his options. Then he had an idea. �Okay, we need to send him back. The watch works with the changes you�ve made; we can iron out the little kinks. We let him save them from the plane crash.�
�And the car crash too?� Amhurst asked.
Blake swallowed over the pain that question brought. Saving his mother and father had been the guiding force that put him in this very spot, across time and the world to stop Gernot � and now he was abandoning them.
Yet he knew that if he allowed that change, he wouldn�t know what his future held and where his newly shaped life would take him. The only thing he was sure of was what would be waiting for him when he returned if he allowed Tobias to stop his parents from boarding the plane.
His throat tightened, refusing to let him release the words, then he found his voice. �No. I can�t risk that, but perhaps there is something else I can do.�
�Which is?�
�As things stand now, it�s a given that both Tobias and I succumb to this radiation poisoning,� Blake said. �But there might be a possibility I can end this whole time travel incident. I need to change 1986 by stopping my future self from ever going back. At least this way, one of us can live.�
�You�re forgetting the Russians. You said they eventually come back in the future to here. How do you stop that?�
�I�ll have to figure that part out later.�
Amhurst seemed satisfied with that answer, but a look of uncertainty remained. He said, �Still, we have another unanswered question.�
�What question?�
�If the readings on the Geiger counter are true, why is it that you show no signs of radiation sickness?�
Blake shrugged. He knew nothing about radiation sickness, other than what he�d been taught to fear as a child from history class lessons on Japan, and that horrid television movie that had aired a few years ago. Well, technically it hadn�t aired yet. �Perhaps I�m some kind of anomaly? That would explain why Tobias is doing well also. Maybe Wallace chose us because we�re special?�
The doctor wheezed out a chuff of laughter. �No disrespect, but you are not special.�
�Gee, thanks,� Blake said.
Amhurst shrugged. �Don�t take it personally. Exposure is exposure and it doesn�t matter who you are. You would need to take some form of medication to keep the sickness at bay and even then it would only be temporary. To even consider � �
Blake�s hand flew up, cutting off the other man�s words again. Two floors above in his room, inside the confines of his duffel bag, several pill bottles held the answer to Amhurst�s question. Blake felt his blood pressure rise with hot anger as the truth dawned.
Enzymes, my ass! Those pills weren�t for digesting food from a decade Blake wasn�t accustomed to. Wallace, the slimy bastard, had snowed him good.
This mission had been suicide from the start.
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Locked Up

August 10, 1949, 2:16 PM
�Checkmate,� Tobias said, grinning.
Blake looked down at the situation on the chessboard and scowled. He sat back, pulling his coffee cup toward him and weighed his options. Yep, he was screwed. Damn, he hated this game. It didn�t help that Tobias beat him most of the time. But he wasn�t about to admit defeat yet, so he took a sip of coffee and pretended to be contemplating his next move.
Time had been sliding by at a snail�s pace since Blake situated himself at Amhurst�s. Days had melted to weeks and weeks bled into months as the doctor worked on refining the process. He�d spent most hours of the day downstairs while Tobias and Blake kept themselves sequestered inside his house, away from the world as best they could.
Amhurst did most of his work alone, as Blake and Tobias were more of a hindrance than actual help at this stage. Every so often he requested their assistance for some menial task, but sitting opposite Tobias had become Blake�s routine. Meanwhile, Amhurst worked through the night on reserves of energy that made Blake feel like a wimp in comparison.
Blake didn�t like that feeling. It reminded him too much of Tobias. He comforted himself with the reminder that he wasn�t cut out for sit-down work, hashing out complex algorithms in his mind, or hunched over microscopes. He needed to be out and about detecting, and he hadn�t done any of that lately.
Being cooped up in this house, reduced to playing games of chess, checkers, and Nine Men�s Morris with his twin on a daily basis hadn�t helped lessen his irritation at the whole situation. Blake wasn�t fond of such pastimes in the first place. Getting roundly beaten by someone like Tobias, and seeing the glow of pride on the other man�s face at each pronouncement of �checkmate� or cornering Blake�s final checker into surrender, scraped on his nerves like fingers down a chalkboard.
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Even after the months they�d spent together, Blake hadn�t adjusted to the knowledge that this guy was someone he�d looked up to as a young man. The discrepancy between what he remembered and what he saw now made him feel antagonistic most of the time; he�d been bossing his twin around like he was Blake�s own personal butler � mostly because he knew he could.
That Tobias was able to kick Blake�s butt soundly in the form of mental acrobatics during moments like this made Blake determined to master the complexities of each game, just so he could pulverize his double during these confrontations. He�d even managed to almost win a round or two. Tobias was no dummy, Blake had surmised reluctantly; his deficiency was in the area of kick-assery, where Blake excelled.
He snuck a peek at his twin. Tobias�s face had grown serious.
�What is it?� Blake asked.
�There�s something that still bothers me.� Tobias gazed at the chessboard but didn�t say anything more.
Blake prodded, �And that is?�
Tobias met his eyes. �How did our parents end up with different names? I can�t figure that out.�
Blake frowned. �I assume you somehow manage to convince them to change their name. You know, for protection. Or whatever. I don�t know how you do it, but clearly you figure something out.�
The light that dawned in Tobias�s eyes went through Blake like a jolt. He�d just handed Tobias an opening to set that particular piece in motion � yet another part of the puzzle that he seemed intent on putting together himself. Whether he knew it or not.
Feeling suddenly sick, Blake set aside the coffee and absently rubbed his other arm as he scrutinized the game pieces arranged strategically throughout the board.
Tobias frowned at him. �Is it bothering you?�
�What?�
�Your arm.�
Blake looked down at himself. God, he missed his arm. He never realized how much he�d taken his body for granted until he lost part of it. He didn�t like the initial dependency it had created for him, or that it had played havoc with his center of gravity � and the phantom sensations drove him nuts. He�d never noticed these particulars at first, when he was running on those pure adrenaline injections.
It was in the days that followed when the infection had taken hold and sapped a lot from him. He�d been bedridden for a few days early on. It happened shortly after discovering that he and Tobias were dead men walking. Perhaps that had been the final straw, or he�d just over-extended himself so soon after losing the arm � chasing Wallace down the streets, hauling Tobias in from the train station. Whatever the cause, he was knocked flat for close to a month.
Amhurst had been too busy to provide consistent care, so that had fallen to Blake�s double. Maybe in another life, Tobias should have been a nurse. He�d faithfully administered antibiotics and other medicines while Blake was incapacitated, regularly cleaned his wound, and then, when the infection passed, had wrapped Blake�s limb with an elastic-type of material that was supposed to help with the swelling. Tobias had even changed the linens when Blake was too weak to use the restroom.
These memories pricked at Blake�s conscience; sometimes he felt bad for treating Tobias like crap these past few months. He really was a dick sometimes, but he just couldn�t seem to help himself; another byproduct of their different lives growing up?
Blake came back into the moment and said, �Nah, I�m good. Alright, fine � you win.� He pushed the chessboard away, signaling an end to game time and rose from the table, pulling some objects out of his pocket that he�d been working on before the match began.
Tobias was reaching for the newspaper and his own coffee � a beverage they shared equal affection for � when Amhurst trudged up the stairs, entering the kitchen like a wraith.
For a moment, the old man�s appearance shocked them. Blake realized it had been days since he�d actually seen the doctor. Amhurst seemed to have aged years since then, his exhaustion almost palpable.
�It�s done,� the doctor said with a voice so faint that it almost wasn�t heard.
Blake slid the items back into his pocket. He�d started working on them several days before. It had been a difficult task with only the use of one hand, but he wasn�t about to ask Tobias for help.
Tobias set aside the newspaper and stood as well. He seemed cheerful with the news Amhurst brought, even though for him home wouldn�t be the place he�d left from; it would be 1960. He still had to save their parents from the Syracuse plane crash.
Tobias�s happy disposition struck a chord of resentment in Blake. He envied the man�s cluelessness and wished he didn�t know they were both dying.
�Great,� Tobias said, pulling his pants up and tucking in his shirt. �When do we get started?�
Amhurst slogged over to the coffee pot and poured himself a cup before answering. �I�ll prep the room and move the machine; we won�t be needing it.� Then he headed slowly back down the stairs.
�Go get your things together,� Blake said to Tobias. �I want this to be quick.�
As Tobias started to leave the room, Blake was hit with a sudden, horrifying thought: would Tobias have the final laugh in the future and subjugate the teenage version of himself to similar treatment Blake had meted out these past few weeks? He had a vision of Tobias ordering him around to clean that enormous house and torturing him on a daily basis.
For some reason, this struck him as funny and Blake chuckled softly at the alternate future that could play out, then he caught himself and sobered. What if � geez, what if that is exactly what happens? Those small changes in his upbringing could alter the man he was to become, and he�d been too stupid to even think about such a consequence.
�What�s funny?� Tobias asked, turning to face him.
�Nothing. I�m just looking forward to getting home.�
�I know we decided we shouldn�t discuss too much of our lives with each other, but when exactly is home for you?�
It was odd that Tobias was broaching this conversation now, after all that had happened. Something stirred in Blake�s chest � regret, possibly?�� as he realized how much time he�d wasted acting acting like an ass when he should have been making an effort to get closer to his other self.
He forced a smile. �Well, I miss everything from the 80s,� he said.
That much was true. He missed his normal clothing, watching movies at the local theaters, good times with Art � hell, he just plain missed being Ethan. The Blake fa�ade had worn out its welcome and he wanted things back the way they�d been. Yet even when he returned to 1986, things would not just slide back together. He wouldn�t be able to pick up where he left off unless he arrived right after he�d been sent, and since he was dying that was out of the question. No, he�d never be Ethan again. When he got back to 1986, that version of himself would still be a detective living in an upscale apartment. All of his possessions would belong to that Ethan, not him.
�So for me,� he continued, �it�ll be 1986. I left on April twenty-fifth of that year. To make sure I don�t create any problems for myself, I�ll have Amhurst send me back to the day after that � April twenty-sixth. I�ll have to catch up to Wallace and make sure we stop the Russians.�
This was mostly a complete lie, but Blake couldn�t risk letting Tobias know his true plans.
His twin said nothing, just watched him with solemn eyes. Blake could only wonder how the man felt. Tobias wouldn�t be able to pick up where his life left off either, but then again, he�d decided to travel back because he hadn�t liked where his life was going to begin with.
Blake felt another twinge of something for Tobias. It took a moment for him to identify that it was gratitude � genuine gratitude this time, not the prickly, resentful kind he�d battled with these past few months. He did in fact owe this man everything. If it wasn�t for Tobias saving their parents from the plane crash, Blake�s life would have taken an irrevocable turn. Tobias was walking proof of that.
He cleared his throat; it had grown dry all of a sudden. �I know you must be scared. I can�t tell you what to say or do. To be honest, I don�t know what you said or did to stop them from going on that trip, but just say what comes natural, I guess.�
�I�m not scared. This is what I came here to do.� Tobias looked timid as he said it, but his voice didn�t waver.
Blake grinned and snapped his fingers. �Oh, and don�t forget to make that fortune. I kinda liked living in style, driving my �67 Mustang.�
Tobias beamed, and his face relaxed. Perhaps he was envisioning a happily ever after for all of them. �A �67 Mustang, huh?�
�Yeah, metallic black with a copper stripe running up the middle. It was Mom and Dad�s, I got it after � � Blake stopped himself. After the accident, had almost rolled off his tongue. He shifted gears from truth to falsehood. �After I graduated from basic training.�
Tobias looked dazzled by this information. It could have been from the vision of the beautiful car, but Blake thought he knew the truth. It was the fantasy of their mother and father alive and well, enjoying a proud moment with their son. Tobias would never know until years from now that their parents hadn�t been alive at that point.
Blake remembered the picture of the car crash in Tobias�s files and wondered if he�d felt betrayed by Blake when the accident happened. Or if he�d chalked it up to the past reclaiming what had been stolen.
�And I think it was you who picked out the �Stang from the lot. You said so yourself.�
Tobias�s chest seemed to swell with pride, but he said soberly, �Blake, I think you�ve told me enough. You said yourself we shouldn�t know too much about our future.� He drew in a deep breath. �The time is right, I�m ready to go.�
A memory floated in � from where, Blake couldn�t say. Perhaps Dr. Cunningham had an entire thesis on the subject matter somewhere in 1986. Had Tobias just said, The time is right?
An eerie feeling of d�j� vu crept into his consciousness � he�d heard that before. But when? And where? He thought a moment and then remembered. Yes, that was it � �When the time is right.� Those had been the very words Tobias used so long ago when they�d been fixing up the damaged �67 Mustang and Tobias had promised to tell him a story about the car.
A strange sensation twisted in Blake�s stomach as his brain sifted future memories and this past event into clearer perspective. Could the story have been: that one day in 1948, Tobias and Blake had met as fellow time-travelers and it had been Blake himself who influenced Tobias about which car to pick out for their parents?
It made sense on some level, but right now Blake didn�t possess the brain power to hold on to that strange loop in his mind without it giving him a monster of a headache.
He smiled in acknowledgement of what Tobias had said. �Alright, let me go grab your things for you.�
Blake walked out of the kitchen and headed for Tobias�s room. He took a detour along the way to stop by his sleeping quarters and grab his bag. Then he went into Tobias�s room. He pulled his twin�s similar-looking duffel up onto the bed and laid his own bag down beside it.
The conversation Blake had with Ben Wallace on the beach before the man eighty-sixed himself came back to him then in a rush and he realized how much weight the dead man�s words carried.
He thought of that strange word Ben had mentioned � obdurate. Is this what it meant? That if someone traveled from the present to the past, try as they might, changing history wasn�t quite changing history, but more like following a narrative that has already played itself out time and again? He hoped it didn�t work the other way around too. Given what he now knew about 1986, would it be possible that the timeline there wasn�t exactly like the screenplay of the past, with every decision seemingly set in stone?
Hesitating only a moment, Blake opened his duffel and retrieved the pill bottles Wallace had given him in what felt like a lifetime ago. He threw them into Tobias�s bag and then snatched up a pencil from the table by the bed. He scrawled out a quick message on the accompanying notepad, cursing at how clumsy his efforts were with one arm.
When he finished the note, he stuffed it into the bag beside the pill bottles. This would be Tobias�s only chance at surviving decades with the radiation. Blake couldn�t risk having the man�s body give out earlier than expected.
He�d done the math in his head already; the pills that were left would never be enough to last Tobias until 1986. But maybe he could stave off the sickness for a while after the pills were gone.
Blake thought about the snapshot that had been taken on the beach when Ben�s body was found. He�d thought about it a lot over the past few months. And like his presence in the photo, Blake was setting the course that had always been. Had he been planning to do this for some time already and hadn�t even known it? He couldn�t remember when he�d last taken a pill. Days � weeks?
As he stared at the pill bottles it became obvious once more � he had already done this before too.
He tied Tobias�s bag closed and stood for a quiet moment. His mind whispered, The time is right.
August 10, 1949, 3:34 PM
Echoes of the sucking wind and thunder crack that followed swirled around them, leaving behind an empty space where Tobias had stood. Not wanting the platform to be destroyed during the teleportation process, Amhurst had positioned Tobias on pieces of the broken table left behind by Gernot.
Their goodbye had been brief, both men knowing that it wouldn�t last forever. Blake was never good at the soft and mushy emotional stuff and he felt like an impotent fool when all he could do was offer a hand for a farewell shake.
When Tobias enfolded him in a warm embrace Blake�s first instinct was to pull away, but he stopped himself in time and gave Tobias a hearty clap on the back. �Good luck,� he�d whispered. But he knew by now that it wasn�t needed. Would the same hold true for him? He didn�t have the answer yet.
�That�s one. You�re next.� Amhurst pulled the black tinted goggles from his eyes, moving them up to rest on his forehead.
�Not quite.� Blake removed his as well. �We need to make sure all of this is gone.� He pointed to several of the devices in the lab, including the iron machine in the corner.
�Certainly,� Amhurst said, but his eyes reflected the depth of his sorrow. �I am deeply regretful of the journey Tesla and I embarked on.�
�I know you are, but as a final demonstration of your repentance, I need this thing sent far away from here. Don�t tell me where. I can�t and don�t want to know. You can send it into the center of the sun for all I care. It just needs to disappear forever. All of your notes and files too.�
�Indeed.�
�Toss in those files you took from Tesla as well. His mind may have produced things that could benefit mankind, but given the uncertainty we face, they may cause more harm than good.� Blake paused and softened his voice. �I�m sorry. I know you deeply admired the man and hate the thought of � mistreating his work that way, but it would be better if we cleansed it from the world. Mankind isn�t ready for what he offered. Perhaps we never will be.�
The sadness on Amhurst�s face spoke volumes, but he seemed to comprehend the ramifications of not doing as instructed. He nodded, the straps of his goggles bobbing with the movement of his head.
�There is one more thing I need before I go. Can you help me with this?� Blake reached into his pocket, pulled out the items he�d been working with earlier, and gave them to the doctor.
�Are you going to � � Amhurst started.
Blake shook his head, and the old man�s shoulders relaxed. �I�ve changed the contents inside, but I was wondering if I could borrow your dental services one more time.�

49
Adelaide Then Manhattan

August 10, 1949, 8:10 PM
Blake got out of the small tub and dried himself. A bath before departure wasn�t necessary, but he had wanted one; mental preparation for the journey by symbolically washing away the past months.
His reflection in the mirror caught his attention, and he rubbed his jaw. He had become emaciated, and his eyes held a look of torment. He was a gaunt, cadaverous image of his original self.
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The exercises he�d done since recovering from the infection that had him bedridden helped resculpt his physique. But what he was and what he felt were two different things. His strength may have been restored to a degree, but the drain of this mission felt like an anchor pulling him down into a bottomless murk.
Who am I?
Ben had been correct when he said, �You�re not always the same man who comes out on the other side.� Blake was no longer the Ethan Tannor he remembered. He had become someone else. Was he a product of his journey? Had he seen too much, did he know too much? Or was it true that he had been caught in a web of his own doing? Combined with the radiation poisoning in his veins, were his recent experiences enough to cause the change?
The Ethan of before was so different from what stared back at him through the mirror. Not just different. Better? Blake didn�t know.
In comparison, the man he was today felt more dangerous than ever. Being a cop always filled a person with a certain level of heady power, but knowing the twists and turns of the future gave a man the feeling of something beyond even that. Godlike almost, even though his mortality waned. Death was still an authority no one could reckon with.
Blake smiled at his reflection. The grin that stared back looked ghoulish. Despite his impending doom that lurked somewhere in the distance, perhaps all hope was not yet lost. Maybe he could even be rid of the radiation. It could still be possible that in the decades following the 80s, the science of medicine would change drastically, giving him some extra time at life.
However, with only the pills Ben had given him to stave off the poisoning, and that he�d given Tobias all of his own, the odds didn�t feel so strong in his favor. Too late, Blake realized he should have kept behind a few, just to see himself through this next mission.
He took a few more moments to look closely at himself in the mirror. It had been a long time since his last shave; healthy stubble had grown out over the last few weeks that beat anything Don Johnson could have sported.
Amhurst had been kind enough to give Blake�s shaggy hair a good clipping just before the shower. Although, in the man�s arthritic hands the scissors were more dangerous than would have been normal. If Blake�s life didn�t already have an imminent countdown timer on it, he would have felt more fearful as the old man�s uncertain fingers probed around his hairline.
Blake hadn�t escaped the experience unscathed though. The tip of his right ear had been nipped, and the backside of his left jawline had a gouge that still stung. He chuckled ruefully and moved away from the mirror. He might just miss the crazy old man when all this was over.
Gliding down the hall in a near trance, Blake went into his room and began to dress, struggling to ease into a plain white T-shirt. The black leather jacket he�d purchased in town went on a little easier, despite the trembling in his good hand.
Without apprehension, Tobias had recently stepped back through the corridor of time, and now the moment for Blake to take the second leg of his round trip was almost here. He clenched his shaking fingers into a fist. He�d done this before. He could do it again.
Descending the basement steps, he walked into Amhurst�s lab for the final time, giving a silent farewell to 1949.
Amhurst stood at a nearby table, hunched over as usual, the aged curve of his spine forcing its will upon the old man. He looked in Blake�s direction. �So you are convinced going to that point in time might change things for the better?�
Blake shook his head slowly. �I�m not sure, but the only thing I have left is hope. And I need a safety precaution, just in case.�
The doctor straightened. �Then it is ready. Just help me stack up a new platform for you to stand on.�
They began moving the material into place. �And what will you do after I�m gone?� Blake asked as they dragged a piece of metal across the floor.
Amhurst dropped his end of the slab with a clang that vibrated through Blake�s arm. Blake released his own grip and waited for Amhurst�s answer. There was a long pause, and then the doctor finally said, �I honestly don�t know. After my first life took a turn, this became my life. I have no family. I�m old. I�m used up, and I have nothing left to live for.�
Blake realized his own life had drawn a similar parallel. Still, he had a few things left to fight for: Art, Fredericks, and maybe the whole human race, if that was even possible at this point.
�We�re almost ready.� Amhurst said. He affixed the watch to Blake�s forearm. Blake was painfully reminded of the sting of its hooks, the pulsing throb that would linger for days before the nerves finally began to disregard the constant irritation.
The doctor pushed at the knobs on the corners of the watch and set it for the delivery date. He singled out one of the knobs for Blake. �This is the quantum leap accelerator. All you need to do is click the button and you�ll be on your way. I was able to double the capacity in the core, so two time jumps should be possible.� He added softly, �Safe travels, my friend.�
D�j� vu tugged at Blake�s mind as he picked up his duffel bag, hoisted it to his shoulder, and got into position. Eons ago, he�d been center stage on the platform of departure, and now he was ready for a return jump into the void � or, as Amhurst had just put it, a quantum leap. For some unexplainable reason, the phrase sounded eerie, like it belonged in a Twilight Zone episode title.
Amhurst slid the goggles over his eyes as he moved a safe distance away from potential flying debris. Blake watched him shuffle into place and wondered again where Amhurst�s life would take him now. He felt a pang of sympathy for the lonely man and impulsively lifted his hand in farewell.
The doctor nodded back somberly. He stood watching Blake with an indefinable expression, and then his hand, too, began to rise.
It is time.
Blake figured he might as well get it over with. He drew in a deep breath, pushed the switch on the watch, and closed his eyes to the brightness that blanketed him with white light. He braced himself for the scorching pain, but none came. It was the meteorite core, Blake realized with relief. It must be more efficient than the nuclear power of Three Mile. He felt the quick, hard rush of air whoosh around him, had the fleeting thought that this was all happening faster than the first time, and then he was gone.
* * *
In the silence of Blake�s departure, Amhurst removed his goggles, and stared forlornly at the detritus left behind in the empty space where Blake had been. He stood there for a long time, lost in his thoughts. Then he looked around the room, absorbing the scene, and sat down on the floor, not taking the time to think about how hard it would be to get back up.
He gazed out through the thick windows and spied a waxing moon. �Seven glittering veils,� he said aloud in the quiet room, and a tear, followed by countless more, cut jagged lines across his old skin. �Celice,� he whimpered.
Wracking sobs consumed his body. He wept long and loud, the sound of it bouncing off the concrete walls and in his ears. But he didn�t care.
There was no one else to hear him now.

PART III

Waste not your Hour, nor in the vain pursuit
Of This and That endeavour and dispute;
Better be merry with the fruitful Grape
Than sadden after none, or bitter, Fruit.
��The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayy�m
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D�j� Who

April 21, 1986, 5:14 PM
Tobias Keane�s shaking hand moved the receiver back toward its hook.
A flicker of motion in the doorway caught his eye and his head snapped around. Alarm bit into him, �What are you doing here?� he said, so startled that he dropped the phone. It rattled loudly as it fell into place.
�Is it really necessary to do this?� a rough voice asked.
Tobias looked closer at the surprise guest who stood staring at him with a fierce expression.
�Ethan?� Then Tobias�s eyes drifted downward, noticed the missing forearm. Its stump held a familiar watch with hooks sunk deep into the muscle tissue. For Tobias it was a sight he hadn�t seen in over twenty years. His eyes relaxed. �Blake.� His voice went flat. �What do you want?�
�I�m trying to stop a foolish old man.�
Tobias let out a half laugh of disgust. �Look at me. I don�t have much longer here. My body is in ruin, and my mind will follow soon after. I don�t want to spend my final days shitting in a diaper, bedridden, and being fed through a tube. So I ask you � how is this foolish?�
�Your actions condemn us. You don�t realize what happens.� Blake searched Tobias�s face for the answer to his question, �Or do you?�
�Who are you to tell me that?� Tobias glowered at him.
�Your suicide starts a chain of events. Ben will find Ethan and he�ll send him back.�
Blake�s calm delivery seemed to enrage Tobias. �Don�t speak to me about a chain of events. And you lied � betrayed by my own flesh.� His voice came out like a growl, but ended on a half sob. �You said they never died.�
�No. I said they never died in the plane crash.�
Tobias looked away from Blake and stared down at the floor, his jaw set on a stubborn angle. �A clever trick of words, but clearly an untruth.�
�Don�t play this game, Tobias.� Blake took a step forward.
Tobias jerked the gun up, pressing it to his own temple, and Blake froze. �All I wanted was a better life for Ethan � for us,� Tobias wailed, his chin wrinkling.
Blake raised his hand in a calming gesture. �My life was fine.� He interjected what he hoped was a non-confrontational tone. He�d never been good at this sort of talk, but he felt the deficiency now more than ever. �I had a great mentor and father figure. Why can�t you see that? Don�t do this. I was older than you when it happened; I know better than you how it felt when they died, you don�t. I got over it and let it go.�
The old man�s eyes glistened as tears formed at the corners. �I lost them twice, what would you know? To save them only to see them snatched away again. Twice the loss and double the pain.�
Blake looked at Tobias helplessly. �Sometimes things just happen that are beyond our control.�
�Not ours!� Tobias yelled, and the gun shook in his hand. His voice turned to a whisper. �Save them this time.�
He pulled the trigger.
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The room exploded with a noise that battered Blake�s eardrums. Tobias�s frail body jerked sideways to the mattress, and his fingers spasmed, releasing the pistol. If Blake hadn�t been deafened by the shot he would have heard the gun as it landed on the carpet.
For several moments, Blake stood there in frozen shock. He�d never truly thought Tobias would go through with it and now that it had been done, Blake contemplated undoing what had just happened. With the press of a button it would be possible, but it would be wasted. While the device could handle multiple teleportations, there was only enough charge for one more time jump. And if he took that action, the final repercussion would be yet another copy of himself in the timeline.
When Blake recovered enough to move, he stepped closer to the bed and squatted down to grab the Colt .45, staring at it in disbelief. Dimly, he was aware that the buzzing in his ears had subsided. He opened his hand and the pistol fell once again. He heard it that time. A lone, dull thud.
Dammit. Tobias had forced his hand. The timeline had been set. The police would soon arrive, followed by Ethan and Art. Blake�s eyes touched on Tobias�s body, remembering how the room had looked when he�d arrived there a lifetime ago. The position of the unmoving body, the blood that had splashed against the wall � all of it, just the way it had been before.
Turning from the bloody display, he went to the fake wall in the closet, opened it, and did the same to the iron safe. Perhaps he could alter history�s course, here at this moment, if Ethan never finds anything to � investigate.
With the safe open Blake studied its contents, noting the investigative files Tobias had left behind. But something was wrong. There was no Rub�iy�t and there was no watch. They were both � gone? Who had taken them? Then a sudden epiphany struck him: He had been the one to place the watch and Rub�iy�t in the safe. Playing his part in the cycle, as he always had.
His success depended on being able to predict the imminent future. If the timeline wasn�t set, he would never be able to pinpoint Ethan�s exact movements. Small changes in Ethan�s choices now could disrupt everything. If the watch and book were not here, he would never discover them and might not begin his investigation. Still, Ethan would return here regardless; Tobias had already left his message on the answering machine. Wallace�s attack squad would still come as well. He would have to intercept Ethan somewhere else down the timeline, but not while Jackman�s men were descending on the estate.
Pulling the book from his jacket, Blake placed it in the safe and then struggled to remove the watch. It took a while, given his limitations with one hand and the tenacity of the claw hooks. After what seemed like an eternity, the coiled barbs sprang from his arm, and droplets of blood spattered to the carpet, unnoticed. He began to work on ejecting the meteorite fragment from the base. This took a bit more effort, and Blake swore as precious seconds passed. Finally, the latch opened and the fragment plopped out into his palm. He situated the watch in its correct position inside the safe, as he�d found it before, and put the fragment in his pocket.
Now he just had to figure out how to stop the Russians and end the cycle for good. To do that, he needed a bit of time and space to think. He took another quick glance at the items in the safe and then snatched up two stacks of money that were held together with rubber bands. Ethan wouldn�t need all the cash Tobias left him.
Ethan would come back here tomorrow morning and almost get caught by Jackman and his team. At this point, Blake would do anything to stop himself from traveling back, even if it meant waiting at Ethan�s apartment and putting a bullet in every last one of Jackman�s men.
A troubling memory crept up. Blake ran his hand across his hair, and it reminded him of something. He looked down at his attire. The black leather jacket. His buzz-cut hair.
Oh my God!
He hadn�t changed a damn thing. He�d already tried that attempt before and was gunned down just outside of his own apartment. Hex�s words fluttered through his consciousness, �You can�t change shit.� He�d have to take a different route and pray that Hex wasn�t right. It was easy; he just wouldn�t make the same mistake this time.
Blake mentally shook himself. He needed to get out of Tobias�s house before Sergeant Davis showed up. He left the closet and exited Tobias�s room without looking back. At the front door, he hit the button to re-open the gate.
The key holder by the entryway caught his eye. All of the hooks were empty. You�ve gotta be kidding me! Blake reached in his pocket, fingers brushing against the old key ring with the Steelers logo.
His conversation with Wallace on the beach in Adelaide came back to him and the impact of what he was facing hit him like a concrete wall. Switching things up was going to be more difficult than he�d imagined. He had to play it smart; his avenues were limited before the circle became unstoppable again.
So he put the keys on the hook, knowing Ethan would snatch them up in a few short hours.
Blake had almost gotten to the curb when he stopped. Something wasn�t right. It took him a second to process, but finally he realized it was the trashcans. Where are they? A backward glance told him. They were sitting by the three car garage.
He remembered feeling unsettled by seeing those trashcans at the curb the day he�d left the scene of Tobias�s suicide. He�d damn well make sure it stayed that way or it could throw everything off. He ran back to the grab the bins and hauled them both to the street.
This was all becoming more confusing by the minute.
But his plan for now was simple. He would shadow Ethan�s apartment tonight and track his movements. He�d have to tread carefully so that everything remained unsullied. For now, all he could do was watch. And wait.
Blake crossed the gated entrance with the trashcans in tow and left them by the curb. He was so fixated on his plans that he didn�t bother to close the gate.

51
It�s a Wonderful Knife

April 21, 1986, 10:28 PM
Ethan was standing on the curb in front of Tobias�s large estate, the expression on his face distant. Blake remembered the thoughts running through his head when he�d stood outside the house that day.
He watched Ethan from his vantage point behind the steering wheel of a recently acquired �85 Toyota Corolla. It had been a quick purchase, using up most of the money he�d swiped from Tobias�s safe. The car wasn�t too flashy, but it worked to his benefit for concealment by blending in with the crowd of nondescript vehicles on the street.
He�d told the man at the dealership he was purchasing the car for business. When the salesman saw the stack of cash in Blake�s hand, he�d kicked into full gear, urging Blake to have a mobile phone installed in the car. According to the sales pitch it was all the rage, and if anyone wanted to thrive in today�s business world it was a must. Blake hated to switch gears on his cover story, and since he had time to burn, he allowed the man his commission. Conveniently enough, the salesman had close ties to a neighboring mobile phone business so this was Blake�s lucky day for a �special� price.
While he waited for the installation, he�d grabbed something to eat and rested for a bit. Blake needed the break; fatigue was catching up to him.
By the time he�d made his way back here with the car, the cops had already canvassed the area to speak with witnesses. So he didn�t have the immediate concern that any more authorities would stroll by asking questions. By now, Tobias�s death had been informally deemed a suicide anyway, and with suspicion gone, no eyes were cast his way. Along Yorkshire Way the amount of media traffic flowing in and out was doing well to hide his presence in close proximity to Ethan.
Watching Ethan wrestle with his grief over their �uncle�s� death filled Blake with an emotion he couldn�t describe, knowing what he knew now. And strange as it was, he felt angry that he, as Ethan, hadn�t been able to adequately grieve. Even that had been taken away from him. Everything was gone, decided by people other than him. Even though he�d made the choice to jump, he hadn�t done it of his own free will, not really. The cycle had already been set for him. He was just playing his part.
Sudden bitterness filled him. Ethan, suck it up and head home already! He was exhausted and just wanted to get some sleep, even if it was in the back seat of the car.
Half an hour later, Ethan managed to pry himself away from staring at Tobias�s estate and walked to his Mustang, collapsing in the seat. He sat for a moment longer, seeming to try to collect himself, then pulled away and waved to the cop on duty in a nearby car.
Tailing Ethan was a tedious journey; Blake had forgotten how out of it he�d been at the time. Ethan crawled along just under the speed limit and kept sitting at intersections. After the third time it happened, Blake picked up on something new. There was another vehicle following Ethan home, a black two door roadster, its frame cruising low to the street.
Ethan�s Mustang took a right into the underground parking garage and the roadster slowed, then headed down an alley at the next intersection. Blake followed, closing the distance between their cars and cutting off his headlights, even though the occupant � or occupants � of the car would know they�d been followed as soon as he pulled in behind them. After all, that was the point � shake up the timeline, right?
The brake lights of the other vehicle lit up and Blake stomped on his own pedal, slamming the Toyota into park. He opened the door as three men hopped out of their vehicle in front of him.
Blake had his gun ready, but held the end of it above the headlight switch. It was up to them to make the next move; he wouldn�t fire unless they initiated. �Hold it right there!� he barked.
The hum of traffic on the street around them didn�t hush the noise of slides being pulled and rounds entering chambers. Blake flicked on the headlight switch with his pistol, casting all three men in a glaring light. When they flung their arms up to shield their eyes, he slid out of the car, using his door for cover, and took aim to shoot.
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It was difficult to fire with only the use of one arm � the kick of the gun caused his aim to move far off mark with every shot � but after six quick blasts, at least three found meat. The harsh noise of the gunfire bounced off the alley walls. Blake�s ears rang from the abuse; second time that day. If the frequency of these shootouts continued, he�d be deaf soon.
Moving around the open car door, Blake walked toward the men who were now all lying on the ground. The first two were dead. The last was crawling across the rough pavement on his belly, trying to get to a gun that had fallen in the skirmish.
�Stop,� Blake said, but the man kept scooting forward.
One kick to the man�s ribs, and he curled up, grunting in agony, and let out a hiss of air. Blood bubbled out from a stomach wound. �What the fuck?� he said in one wheezing gust of breath.
�Why are you following my friend?�
�We was told to. We wasn�t going to do nothing, just report back.�
The man was lying and dying. Death would be slow, so Blake knew he could still pick him for information. He looked back to the main street. No one had come to check out the loud gunfire yet.
No good Samaritans left in New York. Despite the unwanted difficulty it would have created for one to happen by just then, this was the sort of thing that had been eating at Blake for a while now, even in his other life.
So many times on the force he�d seen horrible things happen to people just because no one wanted to get involved. That kid in the neighboring apartment screaming from the abuse he suffered at the hands of a drunken parent? Let�s just ignore it, pretend we don�t hear anything. And on it went.
Why save humanity when humanity didn�t even want to save itself? It was ugly but true. Was this world even worth saving?
The sound of clothes scuffing against the pavement brought him back in time to see a glint of metal in the downed man�s hands. It sliced at his leg, digging into his right calf. On instinct, Blake kicked out, nailing the man on the chin. Blood spurted across the ground as skin split under the assault, but the man did not lose consciousness.
Without the steadying effect of another arm, Blake�s reflexive kick caught him off balance. Mr. Gut Shot took advantage of this and swung one of his legs sideways, dropping Blake to the ground. His advantage was now lost. He felt two hands grip onto his neck, but with only one arm, he was unable to fend off the attack; just as he managed to pry one hand away and go for the second, the first would return. The man�s grip kept finding its mark, and the constriction was taking a toll on Blake�s air intake. He attempted right jabs to the attacker�s midsection, but lying on his back gave his arm little force and only furthered his loss of strength.
His face was pushed back and he lost all leverage with his head. He bent his injured leg, groping blindly down his calf until he touched the hilt of the knife still embedded in the muscle. He barely felt the pain as he tore the blade from his flesh and drove it between his attacker�s ribs.
The man�s grip on Blake released, and Blake saw his opening. He yanked the blade out, put it against the man�s neck, and sliced open the jugular and vocal chords in one clean, swift movement. Blood cascaded down on Blake�s face as the man�s body jerked. A gasping sound escaped his severed windpipe, and he collapsed on top of Blake, lifeless.
Blake pushed the weight off him and sat up, staring at the corpse. The lights from the Toyota gave him a clear view of his foe; a Latino, sporting an ugly Zapata mustache. Then Blake saw the hideous tattoo on his neck � the seven with the crown perched above.
He scrabbled away from the body, staring in shock at the dead man�s empty eyes. Art�s voice rang out in his head, �Throat was slit � In a back alley near your apartment. Two of his buddies had a set of gunshot wounds as well.�
Shit, that�s Alejandro Cortez � AKA Smiley!
Holy fucking fuck! Every decision he made was still sculpting the timeline, pushing him on an already driven path to the ultimate end: getting sent back to 1948, only to repeat all of the same mistakes.
A distant siren blared, drawing closer. Blake used the bumper of Smiley�s car to hoist himself to his feet and hobbled to the Toyota. He needed to patch the leg wound up soon. And from this point on, he had to measure the next move he made with precision.
It could easily be his last.
April 22, 1986, 12:17 AM
The ideas that floated in his brain plagued him like a cancer. Blake couldn�t help but think that more members of Los Siete Reyes were going to converge on Ethan. He remembered this was the night that he drank himself into a coma.
It was always easy to sneak past Donnie Yeats and bypass the elevator, but taking the stairs was not so easy. He�d bound up his calf with an extra shirt from his duffel after moving the Toyota away from the blood-soaked alley, but the burn from each step ascended felt like alcohol being poured into the wound.
When Blake made it to his floor, his leg was on fire, but he managed to enter his condo with the deftness of a thief. Leaving the door open allowed some light into the darkened hallway that led to his living room. All was quiet inside except for the sound of soft breathing.
The door to his room was ajar and there, spread out upon the king bed, Ethan slumbered away. If watching your own self sleep wasn�t odd to the extreme, Blake could think of nothing else.
Should he rouse Ethan now and tell him everything? Or was that not the right move? It might very well convince Ethan not to join Wallace, but that wouldn�t stop the Russians from their invasion. What choice was the right choice? He didn�t know.
At this point, Blake only knew that Ethan was no longer in harm�s way tonight. Turning, he limped out of the bedroom. As he entered the living room again he noticed the phone off its hook and muttered a curse. If the phone is off the hook then Ethan won�t get his morning wake-up call from Fredericks, and the timeline would no longer be intact. Continuity needed to be preserved � for now; just one more decision that wasn�t fully in his power.
Blake put the receiver back in its cradle and walked to the kitchen. He was so thirsty. A cold soda from the fridge sounded like a great idea. He�d take one and be on his way.
On his third step into the kitchen he slipped on a wet spot, but managed to catch himself and ended up sliding softly to the floor instead of crashing. It was then that Blake remembered the fallen ice cubes he�d left to melt so very long ago. For Blake it had been almost a year ago, but for Ethan only a few hours.
Standing up, he realized that he didn�t escape the slip unscathed. His calf injury had torn and the hot pain seared up his thigh. Blake clutched at his leg and felt wetness bleeding through his jeans. He had to get out of here before he woke Ethan up.
The pursuit of a soda forgotten, Blake limped to the door. As he stepped into the hallway he pulled the door closed silently, leaving behind a bloodstain that Ethan would never notice.

52
Twenty-One Missed Calls

April 22, 1986, 8:55 AM
Blake had taken extra care on his second attempt at wrapping up the leg injury, but the wound still burned like hell with each movement. Pain had hindered his sleep the night before, but this morning it felt a great deal better.
Now he was back at Tobias�s looming mansion. From his vantage, Blake could hear snatches of dialogue between the old bum Ethan had paid and the police officer, but he had to crane his neck around to see Ethan scaling the large oak near the brick wall. Blake watched the officer return to his car then he settled back into his own seat to wait.
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It seemed to go on forever. What�s taking him so long? Ethan had been in there for over forty minutes. Blake didn�t remember being inside for nearly that long. His fingers tapped a nervous beat on the steering wheel that would make Nicko McBrain green with envy. He glanced at the clock radio again. Those fucking choppers are going to be here any minute!
Blake replayed the sequence in his mind, trying to remember every detail from when he had been sitting in the house going through Tobias�s papers. He recalled getting lost in confusion over everything he�d found in that safe, and then the damn telephone had started ringing, and �
His mind snapped into focus. Could it be? Maybe what he remembered wasn�t how it had really played out before. Maybe the loops went deeper than he could fathom.
What if he hadn�t originally been captured at the Knotty Beaver motel? What if he�d been caught at Tobias�s house all along? Or if he hadn�t placed the phone on the hook, maybe he was found by Wallace�s men, sleeping off the whiskey. The various paths that could have emerged seemed infinite, and they probably were.
Was it possible that he�d already changed history before? That instead of being caught right here and now he�d been collared at The Elysium Terrace? It had been bugging him as to why a version of himself had gone in, guns blazing, and wound up dead on the sidewalk in front of his own apartment.
The clock on the radio brought him back. As if drawn by an invisible force, his eyes shot down to the mobile phone sitting between the front seats.
�Goddammit!� He blurted out loud and snatched up the phone to dial Tobias�s home number. There was no answer, but this was expected. He hadn�t answered before. Blake hung up and dialed again. And again.
As he re-dialed and listened to the ringing, he wondered what he would say if Ethan answered. The thought occurred to him that if Ethan did pick up the phone, something had gone wrong along the way in this time stream.
Don�t answer, don�t answer �
The words became a silent but persistent chant in Blake�s head each time he dialed the number, heart lurching at every pause between the rings, convinced that Ethan�s voice would come on the line, but knowing that he had to keep calling. His eyes searched the mansion, looking for a sign of Ethan�s activities.
Finally! The front gate was opening, and he saw Ethan running along the wall, trying to stay out of sight of the police cruiser.
Blake disconnected the call and let out the breath he�d been holding. Then he stared at the receiver for a moment, and it dawned on him almost instantly. Cursing, he yanked and pulled on the phone until he ripped its base away from the screws that held it in place. Now all that kept the device connected were the wires; they would be easy enough to rip out.
He let go of the phone and began rolling down the window. A fresh breeze drifted through the car, and then he heard it � the faint but steadily growing sound:
THOOOOMP, THOOOMP, THOOOMP
There was a sudden screech of tires as the police cruiser shot up the driveway. Blake saw Ethan sneaking through the open gate, and then there they were. It was breathtaking to watch them all, knowing what was going to happen. They moved almost like one body as Jackman�s squad slid from dangling ropes and landed near the police officer.
He doesn�t die. Blake tried to reassure himself, but the sound of the gunfire made him wonder, and watching Officer Stan Bailey hit the pavement disturbed his calm.
In the melee, Ethan crept away, and Blake returned to the phone. He pulled the last of the wires free and peeled out. The char of burning rubber added an acrid smell to the air that wafted through the open window as he drove away. He used a knee and the stub of his forearm to steady the steering wheel as he tossed the phone out onto the pavement, then quickly grabbed the wheel with his hand to regain control.
Trace that, you bastards!
As he navigated his way through the neighborhood, Blake thought about what had to happen next.
It seemed there was no alternative. He would have to head to his apartment, but if he died there, Ethan would be caught eventually at the Knotty Beaver hotel. Perhaps there was a different way that didn�t end in his death. If so, what would be his next move?
Ah yes � he remembered now: Ethan would meet with Fredericks at Jo Ann�s Caf�. When the memory of that crossed his mind, Blake realized it had been a long time since he�d thought about his Captain dying right before his eyes. His mind drifted to the sniper � that Son of Stalin � Gernot.
That�s it! He had the answer: two days from now, across the street from the caf�. Third story window.
But first, he needed to be at The Elysium Terrace.

53
Donnie Fiasco

April 22, 1986, 10:53 AM
Donnie Yeats sat at the front desk of The Elysium Terrace, ears plugged into the headset of his walkman, fingers tapping out a Bee Gees tune on the arm of his chair while he hummed the repetitive chorus. He was perusing the latest edition of TV Guide as he lost himself in his disco world.
The door opened and three men in official looking attire strode inside the lobby. Donnie pulled off his headphones and plopped them on the desk. The tinny sound of Barry Gibb�s falsetto voice floated up from the discarded earpieces, sounding like a muffled version of Alvin and the Chipmunks.
Donnie put on his most impressive smile. �Can I help you?�
�We need to search the apartment of Ethan Blake Tannor,� said one of the men.
Donnie looked closer at the tall, lean man. A curlicue of wire wrapped over one of his ears, its end piece feeding into the ear canal. The man wore a deep black three piece suit that looked tailor made and clung to his body. Dark leather gloves covered his hands.
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Donnie felt a shiver of trepidation run up his spine. �And who may I ask is requesting?�
A badge was flipped out and Donnie caught little more than a brief glance of the man�s picture before it was snapped closed and pulled away. The man deposited it back into an inner coat pocket. Donnie had no clue what the official seal and lettering even said, but he wasn�t about to request a second look.
�What room number?� Mr. Three Piece asked.
�Well, I think you might need a search �� Donnie began.
�We�ll also need his mail box opened,� said the other man, who stood near the wall boxes. A third suit was positioned by the front entrance. Standing guard.
Donnie�s unease grew. �Like I said, I think you�ll need to get a ��
Three Piece reached across the desk, snatching Donnie by both of his sideburns. Before Donnie had time to react to the assault, his face had been yanked up to within inches of the man�s snarling visage.
�This is a matter of national security,� the suit growled through gritted and bared teeth. �Are you aware that your tenant is directly linked to a murder that happened just around the block last night?� He pressed his palms painfully into Donnie�s cheek, fingers twisting further around Donnie�s voluminous sideburns.
Donnie was about to explain to the man who had a vice grip on his face that he wasn�t the owner of the building, he just monitored the maintenance calls and the residents� comings and goings. He opened his mouth to speak, but his response was interrupted by an audible voice coming from the man�s ear piece.
� �He�s down here, I�m ��
With a rough push, Donnie was shoved back into his chair, instantly forgotten. The three men locked eyes and pulled firearms from inner holsters as they converged around the lobby entrance door.
A sudden, loud, �POP, POP, POP� shattered the air, and the front glass crashed inward, scattering into the main hall. The men ducked for cover behind the corner walls and furnishings.
Donnie dropped down behind the receptionist�s counter and stole a cautious peek at the front door. He expected to see someone rushing in, guns blazing, but there was no one visible outside. Yet the shooting continued.
Where is it coming from? His frantic mind raced for answers, and he considered risking a mad dash for the stairway or elevators.
The cacophony of bullets pelting the sides of the building and ringing into the entrance eliminated all other noise, but Donnie could see the leader of the group yelling commands into his wrist.
Donnie couldn�t hear what the man was screaming, but he seemed to be repeating the same two words: �Go hot! Go hot! Go hot!�

54
Pains, Trains, and Automobiles

April 22, 1986, 9:35 PM
Perhaps ripping out the mobile phone hadn�t been the best idea at the time. It was unfortunate that the Toyota wouldn�t start up now, but Blake surmised that an exposed wire had made contact with metal somewhere, creating a parasitic drain on the battery. Or maybe the slick used car salesman had sold him a lemon.
Ethan was leaving the library and Blake wouldn�t be able to follow him on the road to The Cozy Clam without a vehicle. It wasn�t the end of the world, though. He could use the subway to scoot across town.
He�d been trailing Ethan all day, and everything happened just as before, despite Blake having changed his own fate earlier at Ethan�s apartment.
That part had been easy enough. Blake just switched up his attack this time around, opting to fire at Wallace�s crew from the top of a nearby building just long enough for Ethan to escape. The outcome may have been different this time, but from Ethan�s vantage point, it had probably looked pretty much the same: gunfight outside his apartment meant time to find another place to stay.
It had been eighteen minutes since Blake kicked the Corolla in disgust and stalked away from its parking spot close to the library. Now he was sitting in one of the seats on the city metro with a scowl blanketed across his face.
With funds running low, it wouldn�t be possible to purchase another car so late at night, and he couldn�t just go and rent a room at the same hotel where Ethan was staying. He didn�t want to risk the manager saying something to Ethan in the morning about a twin that had checked in as well. Granted, Ethan might dismiss such information as coincidence, but Blake doubted it based on what Ethan had witnessed over the last couple days.
Still, sleeping arrangements had to be made; the idea of spending the night on the street wasn�t appealing. Then Blake thought of something. He pulled his duffel from the floor and began to loosen the top of the bag. He dug inside, searching, but was interrupted by a massive shape protruding into his field of view.
The most obese human being he�d ever seen hovered over him. At first glance, he couldn�t tell whether it was a woman or man. The dress helped clue him in; still, even then you might not know for sure these days. The woman looked like she could double as The Michelin Man�s wife, with rolls of lumpy flesh constricting in on itself to form rings along her arms, legs, chin � and Blake didn�t even want to imagine what lay under that dress. Thick glasses framed her frog-like face, and a ridiculous shade of hooker red lipstick outlined her mouth and beyond. Veins of the lipstick had leaked into the wrinkles around her mouth, accentuating her clown-like appearance.
�Get up, I�m handicapped,� she half-croaked and bellowed through her wobbling jowls.
Already pissed, Blake didn�t even attempt to control his response. It fluttered to his mind and out his mouth without a filter. �You�re not handicapped, you�re just a fatass. Move along Queen Kong,� he snapped.
Her pig eyes widened in surprise; apparently no one had ever stood up to her bully tactics before � either out of sympathy or fear of being crushed beneath her bulk. She let out an, �Ugh!� and the noise sent a reverberation through several of her chins.
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Blake almost gagged; he felt like shit and the sight of this woman wasn�t helping. They had a brief staring contest, but when Blake didn�t move she gave up and turned away in search of another passenger�s seat to acquire, doing a strange waddle from leg to leg as she moved further down the aisle that barely accommodated her girth.
He scowled after her and resumed the search inside his bag. After a few moments of sifting, he pulled out what he was looking for, and sighed in relief. It was the keys to his �67 Mustang, the one he�d had in his pocket when he jumped back to 1948 � and in doing so had created what now amounted to a duplicate set in 1986. He smiled, thankful he hadn�t left them behind in the past.
Sleep would be uncomfortable in the bucket seat of the car, but at least it would be an escape from the cold and a chance to keep close to Ethan. All that mattered was that he was gone before Ethan came down to leave for his meeting with Captain Fredericks at Jo Ann�s Caf�.
Blake shoved the keys into his pocket and leaned back in his seat. The movement caused a sudden wave of dizziness, making his head swim, and an unsettled feeling ran a sickly course through him. It was an unfamiliar sensation at first but then evolved into nausea, and he instantly wanted to vomit. He closed his eyes and took several breaths to calm himself. The odd stirring in his stomach finally passed.
It�s nothing. Just anxiety and exhaustion.
Right, the voice in the back of his mind answered.
April 23, 1986, 5:00 AM
A beeping disturbed the silence, followed by the clanging of a dumpster being emptied. Blake�s eyelids cracked open slowly and he groaned. He�d slept like shit last night. Getting into the car unnoticed had been easy enough, but catching sleep hadn�t. His malaise from the night before on the metro fluttered back to him and he groaned again.
When the feeling subsided, he got up and glanced around the parking lot. Most of the cars were still here. He wanted to catch more sleep, but he had to go now. The meeting with Fredericks would be soon and he needed to grab something to eat before he got there, even though food was the last thing he wanted.
Blake got out of the car, bringing his pack with him. As he walked away, he patted the roof of the Mustang affectionately. God, how he missed it.
He headed to Jo Ann�s Caf� after snagging a bite to eat on the go: hot coffee for his freezing bones, a bacon and egg sandwich for a protein boost, and a donut to feed his sweet tooth.
The strange unease flowed through his body again. Maybe it hadn�t been wise to polish off that biscuit with the donut; now it curdled in his belly and wanted to come back up. Blake told himself that his stomach was probably rebelling against the highly-processed foods here. After spending over half a year in the 40s, maybe he wasn�t ready for good old New York food. His concern wasn�t easily abated this time, but he was nearing his destination and couldn�t stop to think about it now.
He spied the building across the street from the diner and noted it was a rundown brick and mortar style apartment complex. The structure was twelve stories high unless his count was off, but Blake only cared about what was inside one of the rooms on the third floor. He glanced up at the window he remembered seeing the sniper rifle poking out of. From what he could tell, it would be the third one from the left.
It surprised Blake that it had taken him so long to figure out how the Russians knew Ethan would be coming here today. The conclusion he�d finally drawn was that the Captain�s home phone must have been wire tapped. Putting a tap on the whole police station would have been too hard for the Russian cell to accomplish unnoticed, and the amount of calls that streamed in daily would have been burdensome to weed through. Sitting back and hoping to catch some chatter about Ethan�s location coming out of his boss�s house would be far simpler.
Perhaps the only reason Ethan � he � hadn�t been killed that day was because he�d been eating with his back to the window. It was likely that the only way the sniper had gotten a bead on Ethan was when he was able to eyeball Captain Fredericks� visible gold badge through the gun�s scope.
Today would be the true test. So far, Blake had only changed one incident since he returned, and it had been a good one, of course: he hadn�t died on the street in front of his building.
Granted, he could have just avoided going there altogether, but he needed the shootout to happen because when Ethan had witnessed it that day, his decision to stay away from home had been sealed. Blake couldn�t be sure it had been sealed even after the face beating he�d given the guy in the van. A part of him � Ethan � might have thought he could just return home when the coast was clear. However, seeing the guy with the buzz cut and black jacket go down outside the entryway to his condo had confirmed it wouldn�t be safe to return. Not until he could get a handle on things.
Now that he had a glimpse of his own future � and also knew the immediate fate of his Captain � an inkling of frustration and doubt still loomed on his horizon. Had yesterday�s success at changing the present really been a success, or was he creating yet another loop?
He took a look at the cheap watch fastened to his belt. He�d purchased it at a 7-11 last night on his way to The Cozy Clam. Fortunately, this watch lacked the claw hooks that his traveling timepiece had, but he�d been unable to get it to tighten on his arm without it falling off.
It was almost 6:45, and he was now on the third floor of the building across the street. The wallpaper in the hallway was cheap, peeling and bubbling in pockets. The neglected interior was a reflection of the neighborhood as a whole. This worked to Blake�s advantage. Neighbors wouldn�t come running right away at the sound of trouble. Not that they would in an upscale apartment either, but reaction time in a place like that would be marginally better. Here, any ruckus contained within the separate cubicles that passed for apartments would probably be ignored outright.
Blake stood at the door marked 3011, the third one from the end. There was no use checking the handle to see if it was unlocked; it wouldn�t be. He pulled out his gun. Putting a bullet into the chamber would be difficult without a second hand, but he�d already figured out a solution.
He shoved the slider against the chair rail molding of the corridor and pushed the gun downward. Slowly, he released the tension on the gun; there was no need letting the Russian get wind of his presence right outside the room. Now the weapon was ready. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath and exhaled. Here goes.
Blake assumed an adjusted stance to accommodate for the handicap of one arm. Then he aimed the gun at the doorknob, fired into the surrounding wood twice in quick succession, and smashed shoulder first into the door. There was a brief creak of resistance before the area around the knob tore away as it relinquished its hold.
Half stumbling, half charging into the room, his brain took hold of his surroundings. It wasn�t quite what he�d been expecting, having mentally prepared himself to come barging into a living room, with the sniper in a corner taking aim at Ethan. Instead, he�d catapulted himself into a narrow hallway, his inertia propelling him ahead until he regained control of his feet before face planting on the ground. The knife wound in his right calf burned from the aggressive demands of his body, slowing his run to an awkward, limping sprint.
In the distance, he heard a bolt action rifle sliding a bullet meant for Ethan � but bearing Fredericks� name � into place. Blake was reaching the end of the small hallway now. Soon he would be in the living area he�d initially prepared for. Maintaining pace, erratic though it was, he rounded the corner.
The speed of time can be a strange thing. It accelerates when it ought not to and creeps along when it should. In the span of mere seconds, Blake analyzed his backdrop in striking detail. Somewhere in a lecture hall, he figured Dr. Cunningham could be delivering a perfect but boring sermon on the subject.
On the floor between a worn couch and a coffee table was an unmoving body; Blake presumed the apartment�s resident. The woman�s head was at an unnatural angle, the neck blue and purple from internal bleeding and bruising. His eyes followed the rotation of his own neck as he scanned the room.
In the corner, just as he imagined, was Gernot, sniper rifle in hand. It was surreal to see the man that he�d had a hand in killing still alive and vertical. The rifle in Gernot�s grip was supported by the window sill, but he wasn�t looking through its scope. He was staring straight at Blake, eyes wide, mouth agape. Now he collected himself as he realized what this encounter meant.
�Not a step closer, I�ll kill him!� Gernot rasped, his Russian accent coming out harsh in his anger. The calm demeanor of the man Blake had witnessed in Amhurst�s lab coldly preparing to kill the old doctor was gone. This didn�t even seem like the same person. And it wasn�t, just another version. Minus the grotesque burn scar.
Blake�s gun came up and he trained it on the Russian. �No you won�t. You miss. How do you think I�m here?�
For a split second Blake�s own words snagged in his mind. Was this the reason Gernot had missed before? Had he already done this as well? Were the loops just sequencing one after another � where if he failed once and corrected his steps, he only locked himself into another loop?
No! He had to be changing something this time. He could feel it � even the air seemed to be charged with expectation.
The assassin stared, his eyes twitching. The question on his face was clear: Do I really miss?
�Your friend Wallace,� Gernot said with a dry voice.
�He�s not my friend, and he can join you in Hell when I�m done with you.�
Gernot sneered. �You can�t stop me. Neither can Wallace. He and I are exactly the same.� He gave a harsh bark of laughter. �Ha! Wallace and his five.�
Wallace and his five? Blake didn�t know what Gernot was talking about. There were more than five members in Jackman�s squad. But he no longer cared, and he was done talking with this scumbag.
He pulled the trigger. Blake didn�t know how many bullets he fired, but he knew the sound of an empty weapon when the first �click� emanated from the gun. He also registered one shot of Gernot�s rifle ringing out along with his own fire and for a heart-stopping moment he feared things were repeating.
Blake rushed toward the dead Russian, yanking the sniper rifle away from the man�s lifeless hands. He peered through the scope, down at Jo Ann�s Caf�. The glass window had been blown out, Ethan was scuttling beneath the table, and then �
He let out a breath as he saw Captain Fredericks moving to shelter as well and sagged against the window in relief. He�d done it!
There was no time to celebrate though. If he wasn�t out soon, he�d have a lot of explaining to do when New York�s finest showed up.
Blake dumped the rifle and ran for the door, ignoring the protest from his injured leg.

55
The Green Bile

April 23, 1986, 7:13 AM
The Mustang�s driver side door was almost ripped from its hinges as Ethan jerked it open. He slid down, sitting half inside, half outside the vehicle, and tossed the file folder Fredericks had brought to their meeting onto the passenger seat. Then he took the CB off the hook and was about to speak when an expression of deep thought settled over his face.
He reran the events of that morning back in his mind. The last few moments had been a blur and he was feeling the effects of adrenaline � that strange shaky yet exalted sensation that made the heart and muscles fill with boundless, crazy energy.
He�d felt this way before, when the call of duty took him to dangerous places, but somehow this was more � substantial. Personal. That shot had been meant for him; there was no doubt. Thank God no one had been hurt.
After the shock subsided, Fredericks gave the order to call for backup then proceeded to clear out the caf�. Despite what had just happened, the only thought on Ethan�s mind now was � Didn�t I lock the car? It was the second time today this had happened. Earlier that morning, as he�d left The Cozy Clam, he�d scolded himself for leaving it unlocked all night especially in that area of town. Then, just now, he�d been in such a rush to radio the call in, he hadn�t even bothered to pull out his keys; yet the door was unlocked.
The stinging thought persisted as he began to speak through the radio, �Dispatch, this is ��
�Hang it up.�
The voice sounded intimately familiar, like when someone hears a playback recording of themselves talking. And at the same time there was a rasp to it that reminded him of Uncle Tobias.
Ethan started, but didn�t hang up the CB or call for help. He didn�t even think to draw his gun, which was out of character for him. Instead, he let go of the transmitter and spun in his seat. It wasn�t the face of Tobias he saw looking back at him, but a gaunt distressed version of himself taking up residence in the cramped backseat.
His mind went blank as he stared at the man. When coherent thought returned, the only thing it seemed capable of was repeating, What the hell? What the hell?!
He squeezed his eyes shut to silence the internal mantra and clear his vision. He�d been under a lot of stress lately, and now he was not only hearing things, he was seeing them too. Maybe it was time to schedule an appointment with Shelby Bennett, the department shrink. She�d worked wonders for Nathan Tust after he�d shot that kid by accident in the line of duty.
Ethan opened his eyes. No, the apparition was still there. What if he wasn�t seeing things? If that was the case, what the fuck was happening then?
Possible scenarios rocketed through his mind, one being: was it the Russians? Had they managed to put someone under the cosmetic knife to replicate his own facial appearance? If so, why? If not, the question remained: what was at play here? Ethan supposed anything was possible, but the immediate fact remained that a man with his face was still in the backseat, and that needed to be dealt with first.
He finally went for his firearm, but before he had the chance to grab it, his doppelganger read his mind.
A gun came into view, propped on the man�s thigh. The swiftness of the motion was impressive, but the pained expression on the mystery man�s face said that the movement had cost him significant reserves of strength. This was not a well man.
[image: ]
�Let�s remain calm for a moment,� the husky voice said. �We should take a drive; there is much to discuss.�
April 23, 1986, 7:19 AM
The car maneuvered onto the busy street, leaving the chaos of Jo Ann�s Caf�. Approaching sirens wailed and blared as four cruisers passed them on the way to the scene.
�Why don�t you begin by telling me who you are?� Ethan said.
�I�m you, only close to a year wiser.�
�Looks more like a decade,� Ethan quipped as he glanced up at the rearview mirror, but otherwise showed no outward response to the news.
�There�s a lot that will sound crazy, but you�ll have to believe me. You have fears about some Russians in New York, right?�
�How did you ��
�It isn�t a fantasy. That shit is real. They call themselves the Sons of Stalin.�
�It feels pretty fucking fictional to me � I mean, come on, who the hell are you really?�
�I told you. I�m you. I traveled back to 1948 to stop the Sons of Stalin. I failed, but managed to make it back here, to 1986.�
Ethan opened his mouth to shoot back a retort, but Blake cut him off. �I don�t want to hear any fucking Marty McFly reference.�
When Ethan�s eyes rounded in momentary surprise and his jaw clamped shut, Blake knew he�d hit the spot.
�So, let�s say I believe you. What do I call you? Twinny?�
Blake ignored the sarcasm, reminding himself of old doctor Amhurst doing the same to him. �I�ve been going by our middle name. I can stick with that.�
�Alright � Blake. What are you doing here then?�
�I�m trying to stop things from going the way they did. You end up getting captured by people who work for a man named Ben Wallace. He convinces you to make the leap.�
�Wallace?� Ethan met Blake�s gaze, concern in his eyes. �I heard that name on my answering machine. But even so, why would I do that?�
�He baited you with the promise of saving our parents,� Blake�s voice strained with the answer and he gave a sharp cough.
�Did � did you?� Ethan said with a hard swallow.
�No. You wouldn�t be here today if I had. They would still be alive and your entire existence would have been altered.�
Ethan considered that a moment before saying, �I�m sorry if I sound a little skeptical, but how am I supposed to believe all this?� His words contradicted his countenance, but Blake knew his own self well enough to know Ethan�s mind was already wrapping around the information.
�I know it�s farfetched, but I�ve done all of what you have done � and are about to do already � with one exception: Captain Fredericks is alive.�
Ethan scoffed, but it was half-hearted.
�That bullet at the diner had our name on it. In my version, Fredericks signed for it instead, but not this time.�
The face in the mirror sobered.
Blake continued, �That file he gave you � don�t bother going to the morgue. Tobias�s body is missing.�
�Missing? How is Uncle Tobias�s body missing?�
Blake started to laugh then, but it erupted into a fit of violent, wet coughing. He leaned over and hacked up a mouthful of bloody fluid, feeling the same revulsion he knew Ethan had about soiling his beauty of a car. He straightened in the seat, and locked eyes with his younger self. �That man � is not our uncle.�
Ethan hadn�t been able to hide his shudder of disgust, but he refocused on the street. �Yes, I know he�s not my uncle. He adopted me after my parents � or, our parents � died.�
Blake reached forward and hooked the back of the seat with his elbow, gun still in hand as he pulled himself closer to Ethan. �What if I told you that Tobias, you, and me were all one and the same?�
�Then I�d say you�re nuts.�
Blake sat back without a word, silence hanging in the air between them as Ethan navigated the streets. When the quiet began to feel eternal, Ethan spoke up. �Is all of this for real?�
�More than I want it to be.�
�So then, where are we going?�
�The morgue is out,� Blake said. �The doctor responsible for the missing body is a waste of time, unless you�d like to see a woman wearing a robe that leaves little to the imagination. And that�s a good thing for you, since you have a shitty imagination.�
Ethan balked.
�Oh come on.� Blake tapped the barrel of his gun against his temple. �I know how you think.� Another round of coughing began, but he kept speaking between hacks. �St. Jeremiah�s� �COUGH� �is also� �COUGH� �a bust.�
This was followed by a sudden hail of more coughs and gags.
�Cover your mouth, that is nasty,� Ethan said. �Do you realize how many germs you�re spreading? Are you sick?�
Blake�s hacking only escalated and he fell over sideways, his body in a violent spasm. He dropped his gun as he continued coughing. Blood mixed with mucous sprayed out his mouth and splattered to the floor, the frothy liquid sliding back and forth with the motion of the Mustang. The sight of it made him feel even sicker.
�Jesus, Blake! Are you okay? Blake!�
Ethan made another turn of the wheel and Blake rolled onto his back. The coughing seizure didn�t stop, and now the bloody foam was filling up in his throat, but he didn�t have the strength to push himself all the way over. His windpipe clogged as he began to suffocate on his own bile, felt a splatter of it spray into his eyes, burning them, making his vision blur.
Dimly, as if very far away in a dark dream, Blake realized he could still feel the car rocking as it moved, but only just a little now.
Or maybe that�s just what it felt like to die.

56
Dangerous Finds

April 23, 1986, 10:10 AM
Art trudged into the squad room and collapsed in the chair at his desk, staring blankly at its surface. Around him, the station was abuzz with that morning�s incident. He�d been called in from his day off to help with the overload.
Fredericks had almost been killed in broad daylight, along with Ethan; that much alone was a shock to his system. Now his partner was missing. Pieces of Ethan�s personal mystery were coming together, but they didn�t make sense.
What have you gotten yourself into, buddy?
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His phone jingled.
Dear God, please be Ethan.
�Hansen,� he said, and held his breath for the familiar, joking voice of his friend.
�Hi Art, it�s Marek Bagowski. I�ve been trying to get you all day.�
Damn. �What�s up, Bags?�
�Just wanted to get back to you on that little favor you requested concerning our findings on the Keane case.�
�What did you come up with?�
Marek hesitated before saying, �Incongruities all over the map.�
Art was silent, but his hand gripped the receiver tighter.
�Are you still there?�
�Yeah, I�m waiting to hear what�s wrong with your map.�
�Okay, I heard there was a mix-up at the morgue, but before Mr. Keane�s body got misplaced we�d done some tests. We found powder burns on his hands, which are consistent with the conclusion that he�d fired the gun himself. And we did find prints on the weapon.�
�I sense a pimpled butt coming.�
Marek chuckled. �Here�s the thing, Mr. Keane�s fingers had been burned.�
�Burned? How?�
�Not exactly sure. But it appears to have been done intentionally.�
Art�s gut clenched. This sounded wrong. �Are you saying self-inflicted? How do you know?�
�Because all of them had been burned. Every last one.�
�Maybe it was an accident?�
�I suppose that�s possible, but it�s highly unlikely that an accident would so cleanly eliminate a person�s fingerprints.� Marek let Art think about that for a moment, then he continued, �It appears to have been done more than once over the course of several years, and the stage of healing suggests that the latest removal had happened several days prior.�
�Okay, okay. Stop suggesting. So whose prints are on the gun?�
When Marek answered, his confusion was evident. �I know this may seem strange, but the results suggest eh, I mean, they show that the prints belong to Ethan Tannor.�
�That�s impossible. He was in the car with me when Tobias killed himself.�
�Hey man, I�m just telling you what we found. I don�t understand it either; I just thought you�d want to know first.�
�Whatever it looks like, he�s being set up. Ethan told me he received a message from Tobias and it sounded like there was someone else in the house just before he killed himself.�
�Has he given that information to Fredericks?�
Art ground his teeth in irritation with where the facts were pointing and how suspicious his friend�s actions appeared. �He erased it.�
�Why would he destroy the only evidence out there that proves his innocence?�
�How was he supposed to know he�d need it?� Art snapped.
�He�s a cop � it should come with the territory,� Marek shot back.
A moment of tense silence stretched between them. Finally, Marek sighed. �Look, I know you and Ethan are close, so I hate to say this, but he is the only one who has motive. He was the heir to a massive fortune, and he had easy access to Mr. Keane. There were no signs of a break-in or a struggle.�
�He wouldn�t kill his uncle. And why would it be unusual if Ethan�s prints were on the gun? Like you said, he was a cop. They probably went to the shooting range together sometimes.�
�I�m not saying he killed him,� Marek said. �I�m just saying what it looks like. We�ve all heard the word around the station, Art. Ethan�s in the wind now. He took off after that meeting he had this morning with the Captain when the shots were fired. The Captain sent him to call for back up, and Ethan just vanished. Now he isn�t responding to our hails on his radio.�
�I know that already,� Art said impatiently. �Why are you telling me this?
�I�m just saying he disappeared faster than my ex-wife when she found out I had ED,� Marek quipped. �If he wasn�t guilty, he�d march right in here and say it. Some are starting to wonder if the shooting was an attempt on Fredericks� life.�
�That hasn�t been proven yet. What if the shooting was an attempt on Ethan�s life?�
�I�m not so sure, buddy. Two bodies were found in an apartment building across the street where the shots came from. One was the tenant, the other remains unidentified. I did a rush on the rifle prints. Still haven�t gotten anything on one set, but Tannor�s came up. Again.� He paused a heartbeat before adding, �This is starting to smell a lot like that Martinelli case � I mean, how could you forget that one?�
The inflection in Marek�s voice did not go unnoticed by Art. �And like I said, I think it smells like a set up; Ethan was in the diner with Fredericks. There�s no way he could have fired the shots.�
�That�s not all it takes to get a job done, as you well know. Outsourcing kills � it happens all the time. And with the money he was set to inherit, he could afford any price tag.�
�Why would Ethan kill Tobias if he was already going to inherit? It doesn�t make sense.�
�Perhaps he got greedy, didn�t want to wait for the old bugger to die of natural causes. People are living longer now, you know. Maybe he got into financial trouble, started living beyond his means � just look at that condo he lives in. He can� afford that on a detective�s salary.�
Art felt his blood pressure rising, but he bit down on the string of profanities he wanted to hurl at his colleague through the receiver. �And Fredericks? Why him?�
�Maybe Fredericks found out something. Maybe he met Ethan this morning to tell him to turn himself in. And maybe the unknown assassin was killed because he missed his target; before disappearing, Ethan had to go clean up loose ends. I don�t know, maybe ��
�Sounds like you�ve got an answer for everything,� Art growled. �Is this the kind of talk going around the department? Way to stab Ethan in the back.� He slammed the phone down. It let out a sharp clang and several heads swiveled in his direction. Art gave them all a thunderous look and they turned away.
Bastard traitors. As long as Ethan�s been one of us and you turn on him at the first sign of trouble, even when those signs make no sense.
He knew Ethan wasn�t guilty, but he couldn�t deny that some of the facts were disturbing. How were Ethan�s fingerprints on the weapon that took Tobias�s life and the sniper rifle? It didn�t add up, so the real question was: who was framing Ethan? And why?
But it was his last thought that nagged him the most. That this was beginning to look like Lewis Martinelli all over again.

57
The Terminal Scan

April 23, 1986, 10:43 AM
The beeps and wheezings of mechanical devices gave the room a bizarre ambience. Blake opened his eyes. I�m not dead. Unless Heaven or Hell looked like New York Medical.
�He�s waking up,� a soft voice said from somewhere to his right. A familiar voice.
How did I get here? Then he remembered. Ethan must have brought him.
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Two body forms came into his field of vision beside the bed. On his left stood Ethan � his former self in all his glory, and completely whole. To his right was Mary Hansen, dressed in her dark blue scrubs. She reached out and touched his arm. Blake wondered how much Ethan had told her.
�What�s happened to him?� Mary stared down at Blake, but the question was directed at Ethan.
Ethan shrugged. �Like I told the admitting nurse, I don�t know. He started throwing up blood. It wasn�t until I pulled over to help him that I noticed his arm was missing.�
�This is all so strange,� Mary said, worry lines etched on her face. �What happened to you?� This time her question was for Blake.
�Mary,� Blake said, and felt his throat become thick with emotion. She seemed surprised that he knew her name. So it was possible Ethan hadn�t told her everything. �I�m dying.�
�Hold on,� Ethan said quickly, wearing an expression of sudden horror. �How?� Then, �Holy shit � am I going to die too? Is it cancer?�
�No, it�s not cancer. It�s radiation.�
�When?� Ethan�s look of alarm was almost comical. Is that what I really look like with that face?
Blake glanced at Mary. If Ethan hadn�t told her everything, he had to phrase his remarks carefully. �When I went back. I was exposed to a high amount of radiation during the � trip.�
�How do you know it�s radiation poisoning?� Mary asked.
�A Geiger counter told me so. Plus, it all makes sense now. The power source was a nuclear plant.�
�My God. We need to find these people.� Ethan took a step forward.
�They aren�t the enemy, Ethan.�
�From where you�re lying, it looks that way to me!�
�Wallace is a devious bastard. But I can understand why he does what he does. He wants to beat the Russians by any means necessary, and he has good reason.�
Ethan stole a look at Art�s wife, as if gauging her reaction to this conversation, but Blake knew they didn�t have anything to worry about. Mary might not understand what was going on, but she wasn�t the sort of person to erupt in hysterics when a situation went sideways.
�Then why the hell did he send you back?� Ethan asked. �He should have done this himself.�
�He has. Several times, it seems. He�s a dead man walking as we speak.�
�I�m not sure what this is all about, but you�re not in such good shape yourself,� Mary said. �How long ago were you exposed?�
Blake did some mental calculations. �Around ten months. But I was taking some special kind of iodide pills until a few weeks ago.�
Mary gave a nod and moved away from the bed. �If it�s truly radiation sickness, the iodide you took would have already done the most it can. The best that�s left is an injection of DTPA. It won�t cure you if it was a serious exposure, but it might help keep you mobile.� She looked at Ethan and said tentatively, �You know, it sounds like your � friend has gotten himself mixed up in something big. Maybe we should call Art.�
�NO.� Blake and Ethan said in unison.
At Mary�s look of alarm, Blake said, �I don�t want Art dragged into this any more than he already is.�
She frowned at him and opened her mouth to speak, but Ethan chimed in, �He�s right, Mary. I don�t want that either.�
Just then, the door opened and another nurse hurried into the room. �Oh my God, Mary � have you heard?� The nurse turned her worried face to Ethan and Blake, doing a double-take at their near identical appearance.
Mary�s puzzled expression said, Please go on. When the nurse didn�t continue, Mary prodded, �What is it, Cindy?�
�It�s all over the news,� Cindy said, casting another glance at the two men as she went to the small television against the wall and pressed the power button.
The machine clicked on and the first channel that popped up showed a commercial for diamonds. She quickly switched to another one. An episode of He-man and the Masters of the Universe came next, followed by coverage of President Reagan giving a speech. Finally, Cindy stopped on a channel showing two local news anchors.
�� and we�ll go back to our reporter on the scene.�
The shot changed to a red-haired woman standing outside Jo Ann�s Caf�.
�This is Teresa Burrow, and we�re reporting live near the fashion district where just hours ago, there was a threat on the life of Captain Jacob Fredericks of the NYPD. One known assailant has been found deceased, and a second victim was also found at the scene. Moments ago, an unknown source indicated that a decorated police detective is believed to be part of the assassination attempt.
The coverage shifted back to the news station, and a picture of Ethan in his dress uniform came on the screen for a few seconds. The male anchor helpfully recited Ethan�s name for the viewing audience and continued,
�There has been no official confirmation of that information from the NYPD, but Channel Seven has learned this is the fourth killing connected to Detective Ethan Tannor in recent days. He is also wanted for further questioning in the death of Tobias Keane � which had previously been ruled a suicide � and a known gang member, Alejandro Cortez. If anyone has any information regarding the whereabouts of ��
The screen went black as Cindy switched off the TV. She looked at them, her face white. �What�s going on?�
Now Blake knew for certain he was screwing up the timestream. This had not happened before; it didn�t fit anywhere in the loop. How, exactly, Ethan went from being on the run from the Sons of Stalin to public enemy number one in the state, Blake still didn�t know. What he did know was that the game had changed, and it was going to be harder than ever to keep a low profile, especially here in the hospital. Not to mention Ben Wallace�s men, who were still out there on the hunt.
Blake came out of his thoughts and back to the moment. He said to Cindy, �It�s nothing that can be explained quickly.� Then he addressed Ethan. �I didn�t kill Tobias.�
An unsure looked crossed Ethan�s face, and Mary stepped even farther away from the bed. �What about the other stuff?� Ethan asked.
�I already told you about what happened at the caf�,� Blake said, watching the two women.
Cindy looked like she was about to jump out of her skin. Mary regarded him warily. �What about the Hispanic man?� she asked in a hushed voice.
Blake sighed. He wanted to lie, but years married to a detective made Mary Hansen a human lie detector. �Yes, I did kill Alejandro Cortez.�
Cindy let out a half shriek.
�He was a bad person,� Blake told them quickly. �He tried to kill me. It was self-defense, I swear.� He looked at Ethan. �Alejandro was tailing you. He was going to tell the Russians where you lived.�
A light dawned in Ethan�s eyes and Blake knew he believed what he�d just been told. Ethan had spoken to Art just last night about the gangster gone missing, and that the Russians were after him.
Still, they couldn�t stay here. Mary might keep cool, but he couldn�t say the same for her colleague. Cindy was already shifting toward the door.
�We don�t have a lot of time, Ethan. We need to get out of here and lay low for a while. Mary, get me the injection.�
�Fuck that,� Ethan said. �You listen. No one knows you�re here. Mary isn�t going to tell anyone, and Cindy, I trust you can keep your lips sealed?� Ethan nodded in her direction.
The timid nurse bobbed her head in affirmation.
Mary turned to Ethan and Blake. �It�ll be OK. You�re safe here.�
�I�m going to the station,� Ethan said. �I�ve got to clear my name, or this will get uglier than it already is.�
�I�ll get the syringe,� Mary said, and left the room with Cindy.
�I don�t think it�s safe to stay here,� Blake said after the door closed behind the two women. �Cindy seems like a weak link. She�ll call the cops.�
Ethan brushed off Blake�s concern. �Mary will handle Cindy. You know how convincing she can be.�
Blake smiled reluctantly. Yes, he did. Mary Hansen was one of the most level-headed women he�d known. She had a way of inserting calm into a harried situation. �Art made out real lucky with her,� he said.
�He knows it too,� Ethan chuckled.
Within five minutes she was back, wearing latex gloves and bearing a prepped needle. She went to the bed and motioned for Blake to roll over on his side. He obliged and she pulled up part of his gown to wipe the skin with alcohol. She was about to administer the drug when Ethan spoke.
�We really appreciate this, Mary. Thanks for coming in. I knew I could count on you.�
She smiled up at Ethan and Blake nodded his agreement as well. Then it hit him, like a punch to the jaw from Sugar Ray Leonard. He reached back, grabbing Mary�s slim wrist before she could administer the shot, and stared at Ethan. �Wait, you called her? At home?�
�Well, yeah. She was off work today. I didn�t know who else to trust in the hospital, so I called her for help.�
Holy fuck! It seemed like so long ago he�d had that conversation with Art but Blake remembered the details now. Mary wasn�t supposed to work today, and neither was Art. He�d even teased Art about shopping for coffins on their day off.
If he�d been correct in his assumption that Fredericks� home phone had been tapped by the Russians, then the same could be true for the Hansen household. Why wouldn�t it be? It wouldn�t be that difficult for them to find out the identity of Ethan Tannor�s partner and friend.
Ethan was scowling at him. �What�s wrong?�
�We�ve got to get out of here,� Blake said. �They could be here any minute.�
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A Few Hooded Men

April 23, 1986, 10:58 AM
Blake hurled himself from the hospital bed. His feet hit the floor and a flood of nausea almost overwhelmed him. He held on to the bed railing until the sensation passed. �Toss me my things,� he ordered, pointing to the pile of clothes in the chair by the window.
By the time Ethan had scooped them up and tossed them over, Blake was already nude. The hospital gown he�d ripped off lay in a heap on the bed.
Mary, who still stood with the syringe in hand, was less concerned with Blake�s naked form than Ethan appeared to be. This wasn�t the first bare-butt individual she�d seen in her lifetime, but her forehead creased with worry. �Who could be here? The police? I didn�t call Art.�
Blake fought to get his underpants on with one arm. �It won�t be the police. We need to leave because he called you.�
�I still don�t know why that�s an issue.� Ethan stood with crossed arms, his voice taking on a defensive tone. �If I hadn�t brought you here, you might have died in the backseat of my car.�
�Her phone was probably tapped,� Blake said, brimming with impatience. �What were your exact words when you called?�
�Tapped? How could they � � Ethan stopped himself, then changed course. �I told her to meet me at the hospital immediately.�
�What were your exact words?� Blake repeated. �Did you say which hospital?� He finished pulling on his pants but left them unbuttoned and picked up his socks.
�I don�t think so; that would have been pointless. Mary knows where she works.�
�That might have bought us a little time, but it won�t take them long to figure out what hospital she works at.�
�Who?� Ethan and Mary said in unison.
Blake sat down and began slipping into his socks. This proved tougher then the pants had been, and he scowled in concentration. �Jesus Christ Ethan, who do you think? The fucking Russians! Give me my boots.�
In quick form, Ethan grabbed the boots and handed them over. Blake didn�t bother untying them, but shoved his feet inside and shoehorned them in with his finger.
He rose, wavering as he stood upright. �Come on, get that shit in me,� he said to Mary, his words coming out in a rush.
She ran around the bed and yanked the top of Blake�s pants down enough to jab the needle in his hip. He didn�t even register the pain but still felt woozy. As soon as the syringe was pulled out, he tugged his shirt over his head and put his arm inside, followed by his nub. After buttoning his pants, he picked up his jacket and started easing into it awkwardly.
�Okay, I�m sorry but we have � � Blake began then froze, one arm halfway through the sleeve of the jacket. �Do you hear that?�
Ethan cocked his head and studied Blake with concern, like he thought his twin was hearing things now. Then his eyes widened; he�d heard it too. �A helicopter.�
�Sounds like more than one, but I�m not sure.�
�Maybe it�s Wallace?� Ethan asked.
�Were you messing with the watch?�
�No, I have it right here.� Ethan pulled it from his pocket and frowned as if to say, How are the two connected?
The sound of machine gun fire exploded, surrounding the building from all angles. Panicked voices could be heard down the hall. Ethan pulled out his gun.
�It�s not Wallace. Give me my gun.� Blake looked at Mary. �You need to hide. Get into the bathroom.�
Ethan�s face went blank. �It�s still on the floorboard of the Mustang.�
Shit! They were up against a force with numbers unknown and all they had was one gun between the two of them. They were like rats trapped in a maze. The solution came like an epiphany: rats! And that was exactly how they would get out.
Mary went to the bathroom as instructed. �What about you guys?�
�Just hide,� Ethan said. �They�re only after us.� Ethan withdrew his firearm and clicked off the safety as Mary slipped into the shadows of the darkened bathroom, taking cover behind the door.
Reaching into his own pocket, Blake pulled out a greenish-grey object. It was similar in size to a dime and almost as thin.
Now screams were coming from the hall as the alarm level escalated with the sound of approaching gunfire.
�Quick, put your thumb against the face of the watch. After the scan is done, press the top left prong, then the bottom left.�
Ethan seemed confused, but did as he was ordered. His left thumb covered the face of the watch and from around the edges of his skin, a bright blue light scanned downwards. When the beep sounded, he removed his thumb. His face lit up with comprehension, and Blake could guess why. Ethan had spent a lot of time these past couple days trying to figure out the mystery of the timepiece. He would never have thought to try something like this.
He followed the rest of the instructions he�d been given, and the bottom of the watch opened up, revealing strange circuitry.
�Put this inside and then close it.� Blake handed Ethan the item he�d pulled from his pocket.
Ethan re-holstered his weapon and took the small object from Blake, then slid it inside the opening. �How do I close it?�
�Manually. Hand it over when you�re done.�
Ethan snapped the back panel shut and gave the watch to Blake.
More screams were heard, and the gunfire sounded closer now. Footsteps echoed as people ran for the nearest exit. Cindy rushed by, pushing a wheelchair bearing a sickly old man. She looked terrified; the patient looked too stunned to register panic.
�Shut and lock the door,� Blake said. �It�ll buy us time.�
�Why?�
�Just do it.� Blake placed the watch on the forearm of his missing limb. The curly barbs bit into his skin, making a snapping sound that was barely audible over the storming in the corridor.
Ethan winced at the puncture wounds inflicted by the device, but Blake barely reacted. He checked the watch to make sure it was working properly. As he�d anticipated, the words �ANALYZING DNA SEQUENCE� appeared on the watch face. �Okay, stay behind me.�
�I�m the one with the gun,� Ethan said, pulling his firearm out again.
�We don�t have time for a pissing contest,� Blake growled. �They�re clearing every level.�
He could hear the gunfire closing in on them. Screams from the other floors reverberated down the hall as the stairway doors opened and closed. After more bursts of gunfire, they were silenced. The Russians were killing everyone in their path.
What have I done? He should have never tried to change anything. Dying in the past in a never-ending cycle now seemed like the better option, but that choice was no longer on the table.
�They�re in the hall,� Ethan said in a low voice. He trained his gun on the door in anticipation of the breach that was sure to come.
�Back away, give me some room.� Blake said.
�Room for what?�
�We�re going down.�
�Down?� Ethan yelled. �We�re stuck in this room in case you haven�t noticed and that�s the only way out!� He pointed to the door but heeded Blake�s order and moved several feet away.
Blake raised the watch to get a clear look at the screen. He pressed a knob and saw the series of numbers displayed on the face � numbers he�d already committed to memory as a failsafe. He touched another prong, and the letters LOC1 flashed in vivid blue.
Here goes. He drew in a breath. Then he pressed the next button and waited for the experiment in Amhurst�s lab to play out again, with him in the role of Snow and White this time.
Well, hopefully not Snow �
Ethan stared at Blake, mouth open, eyes wide, as the air crackled with static, a loud WHOOSH swept the room, and the floor began to tremble. Before his brain could even begin to process what was happening, Blake disappeared, taking a chunk of the tiled floor with him and leaving a gaping hole behind. Ethan saw an empty patient room below, the bed littered with falling debris, but only for a fraction of a second.
In an instant, Blake was back again, bringing another explosive sound and the missing chunk of floor with him. The returning mass of concrete, steel, and tile had been torn to shreds and was raining through the large hole in the room, along with Blake. He hunched down, steadying himself on the slab as it plunged to the level below.
The door to the bathroom opened, and Mary peered out, frightened by what she�d just heard. Ethan waved her back inside and she moved out of sight again.
A shotgun blast exploded down the hall, then more screaming, followed by another concussive shot and the scream came to an abrupt end. After several seconds, there was the sound of a gun begin cocked and then another round was fired. The door to the room burst open. The area where the knob had been was completely gone.
Ethan plugged off a few wild shots without looking and ran to the newly formed hole. He dropped into a slide and went downwards as he crossed the lip of the opening, landing ungracefully on the slab below.
Blake was already on his way to the door of the lower room. �Come on!� he yelled back to Ethan, who scrambled to his feet, hoping he hadn�t broken or sprained anything. He hadn�t. He sprinted after Blake and they both rocketed into the hallway.
The level of panic on this floor was the same as the one above. There were shouts and sobs as patrons, nurses, and doctors alike huddled in corners and behind desks for safety.
A door at the end of the corridor opened. What had to be a Russian soldier or militant strode in, wearing a thick grey armored suit from top to toe, a gas mask, and a hood pulled over his head. Insignias decorated the man�s uniform, none of which Ethan recognized.
The only thing Ethan did comprehend about the shape lumbering toward them was that they were seriously outgunned.
Blake shoulder charged head-on, running straight for the Russian.
Ethan screamed, �What the fuck are you doing?� He raised his gun, but Blake was in the way and he couldn�t take the shot.
The Russian brought his shotgun barrel up just as Blake collided into him. Together, they stumbled back a few steps and then the ear-splitting thunder crack erupted again, bringing with it a rush of wind, and an electric sting to the air.
Ethan stood and watched in fascination as the disappearing act played out again � this time, accompanied by a blood curdling half-scream, and then the scream itself seemed to spiral into the void with Blake as he vanished.
�Blake!� Ethan yelled.
The name had barely left Ethan�s lips when Blake returned, the Russian�s scream coming back with him. It was similar to the first time Ethan had witnessed the event, except this time, instead of just the floor being torn apart, so was a portion of the wall � and the Russian.
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Bloody body parts cascaded to the ground. The Russian warrior was missing three-quarters of his face, and his chest cavity had been ripped apart like a crude open heart surgery. Intestines and other glistening, wet organs fell with a squishy plop. Both of the man�s arms had been torn from the body and one leg had been seared off into three sections. The thigh was still connected to the torso, but the kneecap and calf had been ejected to the right, and the booted foot spun across the tile in another direction. All broken parts were gushing blood.
Blake came to his feet, pushing the other half of the now dead Russian�s chest away. He slipped in the puddles of blood as he stood, grabbing the handrail to secure his footing. He picked up the dead Russian�s shotgun, but then flung it back down in anger. The firearm clanked against the floor as if underscoring his frustration. The weapon had been cut in half.
�To the elevator,� Blake said.
�Why not the stairs?�
Blake pointed down the hall. �Because the stairs are that way and they�re coming from that way.�
Ethan looked back and saw the stairwell door ajar. Several men were already flooding in. They wore uniforms like the dead Russian. He looked back at the room they�d just come from and saw more troops dropping from the hole Blake had made in the ceiling.
They dashed for the elevators, the noise of their footfalls outscored by the sound of automatic rifles and shotgun blasts. Bullets pinged against the walls and medical equipment that lined the hall. A defibrillator exploded into a shower of sparks as they rounded the corner. The drumbeat of running feet could be heard racing after them.
Then they came to the elevator doors and Blake pressed the call button. �Buy us some time.�
Ethan glanced around for something to use. He spotted an abandoned stretcher and pulled it to him, flipping it over to provide cover.
Two Russians came around the corner. Ethan got off four rounds, hitting one of them in the face through his mask. The other jerked back behind the wall.
�Come on, come on � hurry your ass up!� Blake urged the lift. �They�re going to flank us.�
�I know they�re going to flank us!� Ethan snapped.
�They�re coming around.�
On the unprotected side, more armed men were rounding the corner.
�I fuckin� see that!�
Something ricocheted off the wall, but it wasn�t a bullet. It made a KACHUNK sound, and a cylindrical object bounced into view.
Ethan and Blake locked eyes on the object. It must have been weighted on one side because it wobbled and then balanced upright. There was a silver cap on the top with five tube-like prongs half an inch in length sticking out. Grayish-white smoke jetted from each tube in a fizzle of compressed air.
�Gas � cover your mouth!� Blake ordered.
That explains the masks. Ethan threw an arm over his nose and mouth. �No shit! Do you have to give a play-by-play of everything?� he said, his sarcasm muffled through the material of his coat sleeve.
Blake covered his own mouth and nose, for what good it would do. If it was tear gas, their eyes were about to be rendered useless.
A ding sounded. A godsend. The doors squealed open.
�Get in!� Blake hollered and Ethan dove inside.
A blast of fresh gunfire erupted, and Blake rolled sideways to avoid the bullets. He felt a round fly past his ear. Another pierced his thigh. �Shit!� he bellowed, clutching at his injured leg.
A hand snatched the neck of his jacket and pulled him into the elevator. As soon as his body cleared the doors, Blake pounded on the �CLOSE DOOR� button, his mind screaming, Close door! Close door! Close door!
It finally closed and then everything went dark. �They must have cut the power,� Ethan said. Then the emergency lights came on. They were safe for now, but they weren�t going anywhere in this death trap; the respite would be short lived.
Both men were breathing in ragged gasps. They wiped their eyes with the insides of their shirts. Blake had a brief fit of coughing. When it passed, he said, �Okay, now we go up.�
�Up?� Ethan�s red-rimmed eyes widened. �We need to get down and out of here!�
�Don�t worry, I have a plan.�
�Well, that�s a big fucking relief. �Cause for a second there I thought you didn�t have a plan.�
�Quit your bitching.� Blake gripped his injured leg and grimaced. �How many more rounds do you have?�
�I don�t know. Four, maybe five.�
�Is it four or five?�
�I don�t know! I kinda lost count when I saw a body explode right before my eyes.� The caustic tone of Ethan�s voice belied the look on his face. He was clearly rattled.
�Stop whining and open the hatch. They�re going to pry the door any minute.� Blake used the support rails to pull himself to his feet and tested his weight on the injured leg. The pain was manageable; he�d been through worse. He supported himself against the wall and beckoned Ethan to climb up.
Ethan hoisted himself onto Blake�s back and popped the ceiling hatch off. Then he grabbed the edges of the opening and hauled himself in. When he got into position he reached down for Blake.
This was trickier. The absence of an extra arm made Blake�s ascent cumbersome and for a brief, panicked moment, he thought this might not work. But he managed to find purchase on the wall rails with his feet and Ethan was able to haul him the rest of the way.
While Ethan closed the hatch door, Blake glanced around, and saw what he was looking for. �There,� he said, pointing to a wall ladder on their left. �We�ll go up two floors; they shouldn�t expect us to head that way.�
They began to climb, Ethan in the lead. He made the journey faster than Blake, who had to crook his elbow onto each rung before hauling himself to the next. His wounded leg burned from the exertion.
Shouts in Russian filtered up from the elevator car. �They�re almost in,� Blake said, urging Ethan to move faster.
When they got to the sixth floor, Ethan climbed around carefully to the doorway side. He was sure-footed and made it there safely. Once in position, he began prying the doors apart. After a few moments, it seemed he was making no progress; each passing second felt like an eternity.
�Hurry up!� Blake said.
�It�s not as easy as it looks, pal,� Ethan grunted between breaths.
Finally, the doors began to give way enough for Ethan to put the whole force of his shoulders and legs behind the push. When he had enough room to squeeze through, he turned around. �Come on, get over here.�
From below, the elevator car�s hatch popped open, and Blake saw at least five Russians inside the box. �Shoot the cable � we can take them all out at once.�
Ethan aimed at the cable and fired until his clip was empty. The blasts bounced off the walls, and Blake�s ears began to ring. Only two shots hit the mark; one glanced harmlessly off the thick cord, the other made direct contact but yielded no result.
�Well, that didn�t work. What about that plan you had?� Ethan said.
�That was the plan!� Admittedly not the best he�d come up with, but he wasn�t about to say that to Ethan.
�What? Are you kidding me?�
Blake glanced down. One of the Russians was climbing through the hatch. Shit!
�Okay � I�m going to jump,� Blake said. �You need to catch me.�
Ethan looked like he wanted to argue, but he stowed his gun and held out his arms, bracing his legs for the catch.
Blake hooked his stump around the ladder so he could tap commands on the watch and mentally calculated how to make the jump.
He looked down again. The first Russian was standing on the top of the elevator car, raising his gun. A second was now emerging through the hatch.
Blake sprang forward. As his body passed the support cable of the elevator, he tapped the teleporting prong of his watch. Again he disappeared in a rush of air and a thunderous crack. Then he was back again, still soaring through the air, arms outstretched. Ethan almost missed catching him, having lost visual on his target in midair for that split second. Somehow he managed to grab Blake�s wrist with one hand and grip his jacket with the other, pulling him to safety.
A screeching noise blared from below. Blake looked down and saw that his plan had worked. The elevator careened down the shaft, carrying the Russian soldiers with it.
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A Lifeless Orderly

April 23, 1986, 11:15 AM
Petrov Zolner sauntered down the hallway, his gas mask hanging from his hip and bouncing off his thigh with each step. He stopped to chisel another slanted gash into the barrel of his rifle.
Twenty-eight.
Killing had always been easy for Petrov. He�d been personally groomed by Der Attent�ter, but he had a feeling that he enjoyed taking life more than his teacher. There was something almost romantic about being up close to his victim, watching the life drain from their eyes. It was always his preference to torture before the kill. When they lingered, fighting the clutches of death, the experience was even sweeter.
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This time, orders were different. Playing with his prey wouldn�t be tolerated, but he hadn�t been told he couldn�t have a little fun along the way. He�d been instructed to lead the men in and out of the hospital, but that wasn�t his way. He cared little about giving orders; Petrov worked alone.
The metal taps on the heels of his boots clicked on the tile floor, a dead giveaway to his position, but a noise he savored. Like a clock ticking down. A white-coated doctor heard him coming and dashed out from his hiding spot, running down the corridor. He�d give the man three seconds. The time would be measured by three CLICKS.
One. Zolner�s slow, rhythmic step rang down the dark hallway. He�d always thought the clinking of his boots made such an ominous sound as he walked, and he reveled in the knowledge that it petrified his victims.
Two. Even now, as the doctor sprinted for safety, Zolner knew the sound of his approach sent fear running through the man�s body.
Three. He brought up his rifle in a fluid motion and released a single shot. The man gave a strangled cry and crumpled, skidding against the surface of the floor. The screech of flesh dragging against tile echoed in the hall as his body slid to a halt.
Zolner didn�t get his knife to add another notch into the barrel. Not yet. This man wasn�t dead. He hadn�t planned on a kill shot. His aim had been purposefully low, striking the man in the back. The thought that he might have paralyzed the doctor made his smile widen.
The clicking of his boots rebounded off the pale walls as he approached the fallen man. He was pulling himself along the ground, a red trail of blood standing out against the white floor behind him like a streaking comet in a dark sky.
Zolner tapped his foot against the wound in the man�s back, and the doctor let out a scream. In answer, Zolner kicked him onto his back and squatted down to get a closer look at the next tally mark on his gun.
�Do you have wife?� Zolner asked, eyeing the man as he spoke. His thick, harsh accent butchered each word he spoke
�Yes,� the man coughed. Blood coated his busted lips like garish clown makeup.
�Do you have children?�
The man nodded.
�Do you think my knowledge of this will spare your life?�
The doctor�s face filled with horror and he tried to slide farther away. �I don�t know.�
�It won�t. Today is the day your wife becomes widow and your children become orphans.�
The man began to cry, his lips opening in a grotesque circle, tongue arched in the back of his mouth. �Please, don�t.�
Zolner stood and inspected his prey with a pretend frown. Then he casually leveled his gun and fired twice. A spatter of blood hit his face and he wiped it away. He pulled the knife out again and cut another fine incision into the black rifle barrel.
Twenty-nine.
He blew the flakes of metal out of the newly formed gouge and strode casually down the next hall, on the hunt for number thirty.
He kicked in the first door he came to. It swung wide, hit the wall, and bounced back toward him. He stopped it with his foot and surveyed the room. A man lay in a hospital bed � in a coma, from the looks of it � with a tube threaded into one nostril.
Zolner snorted his disgust. This was not sport. He might as well kill a child as it slept.
As he exited the room, he heard a loud, crashing explosion over the sound of gunfire. Chatter came through his earpiece in Russian, �They�re on floor six!�
So they had come right to him, rather than going down. This was an unexpected but pleasant development. As luck would have it, he was on the sixth floor.
Zolner smiled and walked onward. The only thought on his mind now was: Thirty and thirty-one.
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Blasted to the Past

April 23, 1986, 11:22 AM
Blake and Ethan looked down the elevator shaft, mesmerized by the carnage below. They both wore smirks of triumph as they pulled away from the edge.
A pool of blood was forming near Blake�s foot. He put pressure on the wound and hoped the bleeding would stop soon.
The sound of stomping boots resonated from every direction on the sixth floor. Blake and Ethan froze. Before they could face the enemy, someone spoke to them with a harsh Russian accent.
They leaned against the edge of the opened elevator door as they turned around. Heavily armed men surrounded them, each wearing a gas mask.
In the silence that followed, a peculiar clicking came from the back of the group as someone walked forward. This uniformed man was in no hurry, like he enjoyed the sound of his own approach. He spoke again, this time in Russian. Neither Blake nor Ethan understood Russian; they both shrugged their ignorance in unison.
Blake took a furtive glance behind them. The elevator shaft would not be a route of escape this time. Even if they jumped back inside and made it to the next level, the men in front of them would open fire before either Ethan or Blake could pry apart one of the other doors. Blake evaluated his remaining options � to either transport or teleport � but they were just as disastrous. He played them out in his mind.
Option one: transport himself and maybe Ethan to his failsafe � a pre-programmed destination on the watch. But that would take him to a when and where that wouldn�t be helpful. The images of the unfortunate Snow, Amhurst�s white rat, exploding flashed in his mind. Would it even work?
Option two: take on each of the Sons of Stalin by using the teleporting function. But the variable in that equation was Ethan. Even if Blake managed to take them all out, there was no guarantee that Ethan wouldn�t be shot down in the melee. Plus, his weapon was currently empty and he wouldn�t have time for a magazine change.
That left the final option: surrender and hope for survival. These people were after the watch; his only leverage.
The soldier with tap boots was now in front of the troops. He was an enormous man with military crew cut blonde hair. He spoke again, this time in thickly accented English. �Put down your weapons and give us the watch.�
Ethan glanced at Blake, who said nothing. Their choices were exhausted.
�Okay.� Blake pulled his bloody hand away from his leg and reached for the watch, taking care to move slowly. He gave the face dial a deft counter-clockwise turn. He didn�t have to look to know what the display would read; the series of numbers that were his failsafe. Three clicks on the bottom right prong would provide a three second delay.
Ethan stared in astonishment at Blake. �Don�t give it to them.�
Blake began to wrestle the watch off his arm. �They want it. Once they have it, they kill us. If they don�t get it, then maybe we live another day.�
�Then why are you handing it over?�
The hooks retracted from Blake�s arm, and he winced, then winked at Ethan as he pulled it off and whispered, �I�m not.� He clicked a button on the watch and threw it at the Russian in charge.
It took one second for the watch to travel through the air, and another for the Russian to stabilize it in his hand after instinctively catching it from Blake�s lopsided toss. The final second caught everyone off guard except Blake.
A whip-strike sounded, accompanied by the now familiar rush of air, and the Russian was torn apart from the waist up. Everything from his huge barreled chest, to his rifle, and his snarling face, all gone in an instant.
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The lower portion of his body was all that remained. The pair of stationary legs buckled and fell to the tile floor in a bloody pile. Guts spilled down on top of them, looking like a string of slimy sausage links.
From behind the gas masks, all eyes must have been staring in disbelief at the carnage, because no one moved a muscle. With their leader gone, another would need to fill the role. After several long, silent moments, a random man disengaged from the mob of matching uniforms and said, �That was not wise.�
The self-appointed commander pulled another cylindrical device from his ammo strap and tossed it at them.
It landed in a weird spin, swiveled to a stop, and balanced on its end like the previous one from two floors below. As before, five tubes ejected from the device, spilling gas into the air. Blake and Ethan covered their mouths against the fumes, but it was pointless.
The Russians watched them, motionless. Then they began to fade and disappear behind a rising cloud of thick smoke.
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The Long Goodbye

April 23, 1986, 2:52 PM
The media was calling it The Massacre at New York Medical, and a massacre it was.
Art didn�t feel there were adequate words to describe what he saw. Death was everywhere his eyes touched. An arm stuck out from beneath a blood-splotched white blanket, as still as stone, cold and pale. From another square of red-white, a leg in khaki pants protruded. There wasn�t a room he passed by or a hallway he walked down that didn�t bear some sign of the devastation that had been caused by the gang of armed men. Close to a hundred souls lost.
Art�s pulse had been beating a roaring cadence in his chest from the moment he�d gotten word of the situation. Mary wasn�t supposed to work that day, but his first reaction was to phone home and check on her to see how she was handling the news, which had hit the airwaves immediately. When she didn�t answer, his mind reeled with fabricated possibilities.
He found out that his initial assumption had been close to correct; she�d decided to head to the hospital after he had been called in instead of spending the day alone. His imagination kicked into high gear then, anticipating the worst for his wife. However, when he found her safe, the story she relayed had been one that his mind could have never conjured.
He engulfed her with his massive frame, clutching her against himself like a warm blanket on a cold night. It wasn�t an embrace of passion, but one of security. Her arms were curled into her chest, hands tucked under her chin, head burrowed deep into the safety of her husband�s chest. She hadn�t stopped weeping and shaking since he�d pulled her into his arms.
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Of all the dead bodies he�d seen in the building, only two were peculiar in appearance, as corpses go. One individual � a member of the gang that had shot up the hospital, if his military garb was any indication � had been sliced clean through, the body strewn about, its pieces needing more than a single covering to hide the nauseating display. Art had taken a curious peek, and what he saw was beyond the scope of his expectation. What could do that to a person?
The second gruesome killing was that of another uniformed man, and stranger still. This scene portrayed an entirely different � though no less brutal � story. The top half of this body had been sheared off, as if it had received one clean slash from a massive sword. An arc of blood had showered down and around the bottom portion in a giant, sticky, red circle, punctuating the finality of the event. But the odd gruesomeness wasn�t the only thing that perplexed Art. The torso wasn�t just separated from its body, it was absolutely missing. No trace of it could be found anywhere in the immediate area. This posed another question in Art�s mind: where was the other half?
The two oddly mutilated bodies weren�t the only thing strange though. There was a gaping hole in the floor of one of the hospital rooms, and a secondary hole in the hallway below as well. Art couldn�t begin to guess what sort of device might have caused such uniform damage to the surrounding concrete.
As Mary told and then retold her story, he began to piece together some of the mystery surrounding Ethan. As rattled as his wife might have been, and as scarce as some of her details were, her words rang true. Two Ethans! It was an outrageous development, but at the same time, it fit the picture. Ethan wasn�t being framed. Ethan was being protected � by himself. Or so it would appear.
How it was happening, Art wasn�t sure. All he knew was that the set of prints on Tobias�s gun and the sniper rifle from the shooting at Jo Ann�s Caf� now made sense. But what kind of sense includes an identical twin of Ethan I�ve never heard of before? And even then, identical twins shouldn�t have the same prints.
The more troubling discovery of that day was that Art�s friend and the man carrying his likeness were gone. He felt helpless. Where is Ethan? Will I ever see him again? At this point, the prospect seemed unlikely, after witnessing the mayhem throughout the hospital.
Mary shifted in his hold. She was still crying, and he understood why. It wasn�t just the shock of her workplace being stormed by armed men. She�d also lost many of her coworkers in a matter of minutes. Hiding in the bathroom was the only thing that spared her life.
As he looked down the hallway again, his heart fluttered at the thought that she could have been lying beneath one of those sheets.
�It�s going to be all right,� he assured her, placing a soft kiss on her forehead. But his words sounded hollow to his own ears.
It was only the second time he�d ever lied to his wife. The entire world around him felt the opposite of all right, but it was what had to be said during times like this. It didn�t matter if it wasn�t true, but if left unsaid the air of this place would likely suffocate her. Each day hereafter would never be the same � for Mary, or for him.
Of that much he was certain.
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Blakes on a Plane

April 24, 1986, 5:08 AM
Quad turbine engines vibrated the interior hull of the cargo plane. Ethan was slumped in his bench seat, his mind tuning out the external noise as he tried to think.
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They�d both been caught, so why did Blake � or, rather, his past self, or other linear self, or whatever the hell he was � seem unconcerned with their predicament? Ethan�s thoughts were going in a vicious loop, processing everything that had happened, and everything that had-had happened, and what had happened before but now wouldn�t happen. It made his head hurt from the sheer absurdity of it all.
His concentration scattered for a brief moment as the plane pitched side to side in a violent shake, burrowing deeper into the dark clouds and turbulent weather. When it stabilized, Ethan went back to his unsettled musings.
Are they going to kill us? If so, why transport us? Just get it over with! The armed guards sat across from them, their hands on the grips of their rifles, ready to fire if needed. A �dead or alive� policy order must have been placed on the set of twins now that the watch wasn�t recovered, but all of them seemed itchy on the dead part. Less risk for them that way. Exactly what he�d be thinking if given such a mission.
Blake seemed more concerned with the bullet hole in his thigh than anything else. It probably hurt like hell, but even Ethan knew better than to mess with such an injury the way Blake was. Dirty fingers made dirty wounds. Dirty wounds meant infection. Infection meant possible death. Death was no good.
�Stop picking at it,� Ethan hissed under his breath.
Blake returned the scolding with a stare and gleaming teeth. Then in his harsh, gravelly voice he fired back, �Mind your own, I�m working on something.�
�I can see that, looks like a stage five infection. Maybe you can work on something else � or at least tell me what the fuck is going on? Like maybe where the fuck they�re taking us?�
�You have a dirty mouth � anyone ever tell you that?� Blake grinned again then rolled his eyes. �Fine, they�re taking us to their headquarters � which at first I was trying to avoid � but this might be more fortunate for us.� Blake�s prodding at the bullet hole caused a spurt of blood to hit the floor of the cargo hold, and he grunted. �It�s started to clot; it�s better this way.�
Ethan made a face of disgust. �Are you trying to dig the bullet out with your fingers? And how does being shackled in a Russian plane make things more fortunate for us?� He shook his wrists. They were chained to a metal ring bolted to the floor.
Blake�s eyes darted to the troops sitting along the length of the plane keeping watch. The men had removed their gas masks, but they looked no less intimidating. �Prying ears,� he whispered, �Just sit tight. They�re taking us to where we need to be.� He pulled his fingers out of his open flesh. They�d been buried almost two knuckle joints deep. �It�s hard work with only one hand.�
Ethan had witnessed stranger things in his life, but what Blake did next caught him off guard. The man examined his bloody fingers for a second and then jammed them in his mouth.
�What are you doing? Swallowing your blood?� Ethan shuddered and almost gagged from the display. �This time travel shit has made you sicker than I thought.�
Blake pulled his fingers out of his mouth. The blood was gone, but now they were covered with saliva. Then he went back to work on the bullet wound, digging deep again. He grunted and squirmed as he prodded. �There, that should be good. Now give me the sleeve of your shirt, I�m bleeding like a woman on her period.�
�You�ve done it to yourself, you fool.�
Blake slid his fingers out of the wound and pressed his hand against the hole. �Just give me the damn sleeve and wrap it.�
Ethan reached up to his shirt and began to rip the sleeve loose. It was awkward because his hands were manacled, but after a few forceful tugs the seams ripped apart.
One of the Russian guards sat forward and clicked off the safety of his gun.
�He needs a dressing, he�s bleeding everywhere.� Ethan held up a placating hand while using the other to point at Blake�s blood soaked pants. He hoped the gestures were enough to communicate his benign intentions.
Nothing was said and no other indication was given for him to proceed; just another soft click of the gun�s safety as the soldier sat back and relaxed in his seat.
Ethan began wrapping the wound � which at this point seemed more self-inflicted than not � and wondered if Blake, like Tobias, had lost his mind from the radiation sickness.
April 24, 1986, 5:28 AM
A thousand miles away, Ben Wallace stood in his skyscraper office, staring out at the cityscape through the tinted glass.
I�ve failed. They were no closer to finding Ethan Tannor than before. The future was sealed, more unchanged than ever.
He moved away from the windows and looked over at the desk, where The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam lie, its green, faded cover inviting him forward. He obeyed its call and ran his fingers across the title words.
A laced cigarette seemed to whisper his name also, but he resisted the urge. It was either end it now, or �
He eyed the time. There was little over a day left, but after hearing the reports from New York Medical, the chances of finding Ethan Tannor were closing in on an absolute zero.
They�d come close to acquiring him once, at the Keane Mansion. That was the alternate path. Wallace could send a message back, and Jackman and his crew would be able to strike just a few moments sooner. The end result would be the ruining of this timeline, but it seemed like the most viable option.
He pulled a piece of paper from the drawer and began to scribble a coded message, referring to the Rub�iy�t from time to time.
A ring cut the silence, and he picked up the phone, answering it with a tired, �Wallace.�
�Sir,� a female voice blared with urgency. �This is Three Mile HQ � there�s something you need to see.�
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Not Without My Slaughter

April 25, 1986, 11:44 PM
Blake had become feverish, and he could see that Ethan was freezing as well in the windowless room they�d been locked in for the past few hours.
It had been quite the trip; much of it a blur for Blake when the fever set in. The flight itself and the stop for refueling midway through felt like it took forever. After landing several hours later, there was the drive from the airfield, and then they were dragged from the vehicle and down the hallways of this facility. Every sign was scripted in a different language � he assumed it was Russian � so any attempt at reading them was useless.
Their holding area was roughly forty feet in width and depth, with pipes running along the walls and overhead. One light hung in the middle of the ceiling, the meager illumination of its bulb almost swallowed up by the encroaching darkness of the room.
With aching muscles and a sore back, Blake slid to his butt in a corner farthest from the door and leaned against the concrete fortification. He hugged himself in a vain attempt to ward off the chill in the air.
�Where are we?� Ethan said in a hushed voice.
Blake�s teeth chattered, echoing in the small chamber. �Take a wild guess, Einstein. Russia probably.�
�I figured that much, but where?�
Blake answered with a shrug and more clicking teeth.
�What do they want from us?�
�The watch, of course.� Blake grinned then, despite his misery. �But I sent it very far away. It was one of the first things I did when I came back to this year.�
�What? You had the watch until a few hours ago.�
�I went on a little vacation out west, to plot a point with the watch. It was a failsafe, you see � just in case I needed to send it somewhere safe for a long, long time.�
�And where would that be?�
Blake eyed Ethan. �The less you know the better.�
�So what happens next, then?�
�They didn�t blindfold us, so I assume it�ll be torture, then death. There�s no need to keep us alive.�
The lock on the door disengaged, and a screech of metal on metal ricocheted off the walls as the door opened. A man walked in, silhouetted through the doorway from the back light of the outer room, his face bathed in shadow. Two more men entered behind him, wearing headsets and bearing automatic rifles. They stood on either side of the opening.
The first man strode forward, his features still hidden in darkness. �We have been trying to locate you for a long time, Mr. Tannor. And when we do find you, we find a second you as well. How interesting.�
Stirring from his seated position, Blake stood to his feet, using the wall for support. He was still caught in an uncontrollable shiver from the bitter cold. �Is that the sound of a ghost? Because I swear it resembles a dead man I know.�
The man gave a soft laugh and took another step, into the dim light of the ceiling bulb. �I am no ghost. I am immortal. But enough about me; I have questions for you.�
�Who the hell is this guy?� Ethan asked, taking measure of the man who stood in the center of the room.
Blake ignored the question and pushed away from the wall. He locked eyes with the newcomer as he answered Ethan. �His name is Gernot. He�s a shit-stain I killed twice before � well, at least once directly � and I will do it again before the night is over.�
As Blake stared at Gernot he noticed once again the absence of the red burn scar. Of course � just like the earlier version in the apartment across the street from Jo Ann�s Caf� � in the timeline his face had not been ruined. Yet.
Gernot checked his watch. �Your window is closing. You have eight minutes and ten seconds.�
At this, Blake limped forward another step in defiance but said nothing. Ethan moved closer as well, and the men by the door raised their weapons. There was no sound; no cocking, no clicking of safeties. These weapons had been primed and ready to use. Now they were each pointed at the Tannor boys.
Ethan halted, but Blake took another step. �Maybe you are immortal in a sense, but you�re still a man here and now, and I can�t allow you to live another second where you don�t belong.�
Gernot looked at his timepiece again, watching another second tick by. Then he gazed back into Blake�s hard eyes. �It seems I continue to disappoint you. You know, there is something about you that I admire. Your determination, perhaps � or is it your stupidity? You are like one of those, what is the word ��
�Your executioner,� Blake said.
Gernot�s hand flashed out and snatched Blake around his mouth and jaw. Ethan jerked forward, but the guards pushed him back. Gernot ignored their movements, focusing his gaze on Blake�s face.
�I will travel back and kill everyone you have ever known. Any woman you have ever laid eyes on, any friend you have ever had, or any person who has had the misfortune of shaking your hand. They will die. It will be done for my amusement and it will not be painless, I promise you.�
Cruelty contorted his face as he said, �For my added enjoyment, I will make you witness each of them die. You won�t even know why it is happening to you, why your loved ones are dropping around you. I will be a phantasm that haunts you. When you think you have seen enough, there will be more. I will not kill you. I will allow you to save one of those dear to you with the sacrifice of your own life.�
Unbidden, the visage of every person in Blake�s life floated before his mind�s eye. He thought of his parents, of Art and his entire family strung up in front of him and screaming in agony. He even thought of Lisa Saunders, his first real girlfriend. What Gernot promised was brutal and painful to think about, because he knew it was possible.
Gernot still held Blake�s jaw in a death grip. He felt the Russian�s other hand grab the nub of his forearm. Gernot scrutinized the missing hand quizzically. �Did I do this to you?�
Blake tried to shake his head, but Gernot�s hold was too tight. When he spoke his words came out slurred. �No. Satoshi, one of your enlisted men did that. You died like a little bitch.�
Gernot released his hold on Blake�s arm. �Never heard of the man, but I will make a note of it.�
By now Blake had lost count of how many times he�d questioned if his actions were still impacting the past. Had he just provided this cold-blooded killer a contact to use? Or had it always been this way � just one more cycle within a cycle?
�Coordinates have already been set,� Gernot was saying. �I could easily have them changed.�
�Why not just go now with your own watch? No one is stopping you. Why use this facility?�
�I�m not as foolish as Wallace, to send living sacrifices on a one way trip. By using the reactor core here, I will preserve the power of the watch and when I�m finished I will return.�
At that moment Blake remembered the defeated Gernot vanishing into thin air in Amhurst�s lab and taking the meteorite with him. He�d never had the chance to use the watch to go forward after all. He�d gone back and gotten stuck in an infinite loop. Perhaps Gernot was not aware of that.
The Russian studied him warily as he spoke. �In less than two hours I will be making the journey back. Where should I go first? Should I kill you when you are child?� Gernot�s fingers dug deeper into Blake�s chin and mouth, the blunted nails pressing half crescents into his skin. �Or should I take the lives of your parents before you are born?�
He seemed to reflect upon something of great importance before saying, �Knowledge is such a powerful tool. Once an event is known, it can just as easily be averted. Perhaps I could add an explosive device to that hotel room door across from the diner. Or I could just find out where Wallace�s facility is and burn it down. I can�t allow him to have the meteorite fragment. It is a variable I cannot live with any longer.�
�What about the radiation?� Blake asked.
�There is a cure for that. It is beyond your grasp, but not mine. Now, where is the rock?�
A cure. So that was the plan � to travel into the future where the medical advancements were. If that was possible, then maybe �
The hand on Blake�s face pinched again, pulling him out of his thoughts. Gernot shoved him with brutal force. Blake crashed down, unable to soften the blow of his fall, and felt his spine slam hard into the concrete. The blow sent jolts of pain up his spine and into his head.
�I said, where is the rock?� Gernot demanded.
Everything had cascaded into vibrant colors for a moment and Blake was unable to answer. He clutched his back, still reeling from pain. His stomach lurched as a wave of nausea swept over him, threatening to make him vomit.
Ethan helped him to his feet, and when he was upright again Blake grinned at Gernot. �The rock is in your heart, and it can only be found if you are open to the word of the Lord.�
Gernot made a noise of frustration and spat out a few lines of Russian to one of the soldiers behind him. The soldier lowered his weapon, put a hand to his ear, and spoke in quick Russian through the headset device.
�I see you prefer torture,� Gernot said with ill-disguised anger. �Tell me what I want now, and I will kill you quickly, thus sparing your friends a very horrible death. There are so many ways to take a man�s life, but for you � I will destroy your soul. You will plead for death before the night is done.�
Blake shook off Ethan�s supporting grip. He straightened, his earlier cold and shivering forgotten now that blood was pumping fast in his veins. He locked eyes with Gernot and said, �Your window is closing.�
April 26th, 1986 12:21 AM
�We are going to play a game. It is called, �Which one of you will break first?�� Gernot said.
Blake was strapped to a table that had been carried into their holding room, his legs and arms fastened at the corners. His pants had been hiked up, the bare skin exposed just above his knee. He could still move his head and did so now, craning his neck to look around. He saw Ethan tied down as well on another table a few feet away.
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Something bad was about to happen, and all he could think of was how miserably his plan had failed. Ethan had trusted him, and now the escape by suicide option at New York Medical seemed preferable.
Gernot walked between the two tables, looking down at the men. �Which one of your legs should we take first? I say we flip the coin. I�ll even let you call it in the air.� He pulled a coin from his pocket and tossed it up, catching it easily as gravity brought it back into his palm.
Neither of the Tannors spoke.
�I guess since no one wants to play by the rules, I will change them. I�ll take one leg from each of you, unless you say otherwise.�
Gernot motioned with his head to one of the other men in the room, who stepped up and stabbed Blake in the shoulder with a needle that looked similar to those he�d used months ago in Adelaide after losing his arm. Only seconds after the injection, Blake�s heart revved up in his chest like it wanted to jump through his rib cage.
�I want you to feel everything,� Gernot said. �This is to keep you awake �� he plastered on a cruel smile, �- for the experience.�
Blake and Ethan remained silent, but as a power saw roared to life from somewhere in the room, they both began to struggle against their restraints.
Sweet Jesus, why hasn�t it worked? Did I not put it in deep enough? Blake�s eyes jumped around frantically, trying to see where the assault would come from.
A man holding the saw came between the tables to stand beside Gernot. �I guess it will be age before beauty then,� Gernot yelled above the sound of the machine. �If that is how the expression goes.�
The makeshift surgeon moved closer and Blake shuddered at the thought of losing another limb in just a few bloody moments. Now he knew what it felt like to be in Mikhail�s shoes. This was going to hurt like a motherfucker. His chest still felt like it was about to explode like that scene from Alien, and the breath of the blade against his unprotected skin rose goose bumps across his whole body. He could swear the saw�s teeth were millimeters from ripping into his flesh and bald panic surged through him. A thunderstorm of heartbeats roared in his eardrums, but there was something else too �
He strained to listen to the new sound. There it was, audible over the pulsating in his brain � the screech of a blaring alarm.
The saw powered off abruptly, and the blowing of air on his naked shin whispered to a stop. Gernot stared at something behind the table.
Tilting his head back to look behind him, Blake got an inverted view of the room. The two Russian door guards were huddled with four new soldiers. Commands were issued, and they each got into position.
The sound of an explosion came from somewhere outside the room. Blake felt a tremor course through the table from the force of it, and he was thankful Dr. Sawblade didn�t lose his grip on the cutting machine.
Another forceful detonation � much closer this time � and the wall Blake was staring at crumbled. When the dust began to clear, Blake saw a large hole where the smooth concrete used to be.
Beyond the wall, a bitter chill rolled in from outside. The frigid air ushered in something that would have been far more terrifying if Blake hadn�t known who they were. Two rifled men in matching black uniforms and masks ran in at a crouch, holding guns up by the stocks and grips, using their sights as they peppered off shots in three-round bursts.
Blake worked to pull his arm free as he gave another quick look behind him. Two of the six Russians were down; one unmoving, the other pressing his hand over one of three chest wounds in a helpless attempt to keep the last bit of life from leaving his body.
Blake saw Ethan struggling with his own ropes. Then he looked back to the newly formed fissure in the wall. A third uniformed man breached the room, his black outfit and gear in a silent battle with the night as to which was darkest � and striking out in bright white against the gloom was the nightmarish Death Mask. Reaper! His plan had worked after all.
Hex and Tinman were still clearing the room, and the Russians were now down to two soldiers and Gernot. Kill that son-of-a-bitch! Blake screamed in his mind.
He heard a stray bullet whiz by. Getting shot in crossfire during his self-arranged rescue was not an appealing thought. He renewed his efforts to loosen the bindings.
To Blake�s right, Hex was firing his assault rifle. There was a click as the cartridge emptied and he released the weapon, letting it dangle by the strap around his neck. In a flash of movement he went for his sidearm; it was quicker to grab a new gun than reload the old. As if Hex had read Blake�s mind, he took aim at Gernot.
Tinman was moving forward as well, and from a shadowy corner, the saw roared to life again as one of the surviving Russians ran at them in a mad dash, wielding the bulky machine.
Hex pivoted fifteen degrees and ended the chainsaw massacre before it started. The man dropped to the ground, still holding on to the machine. The blade showered sparks when it collided with the concrete floor before grinding to a halt.
Hex turned back to Gernot, who was now heading for the door. He�d taken a rifle from one of the dead soldiers and fired back wildly. It was more for cover than actual aim, but Hex was hit. He rocked back from the gut shot into his body armor, and then another in the chest. He barely seemed to notice, but still retreated behind one of the concrete pillars in the room.
Blake noticed how smoothly Hex was moving. He remembered his scuffle with the commando in the hallway of The Knotty Beaver so long ago, remembered shackling Hex�s ankle to the door, and afterwards, seeing Hex gingerly test the pained ankle as he supported himself on parallel bars in the rec room at Wallace�s New York location. Now the man seemed unbothered by his injury. Then Blake remembered. Oh yes � of course. That hadn�t happened in this timeline.
It was down to the last Russian commando now; he chose self-preservation and ran for the exit as well.
Hex broke from cover, bringing his pistol around for another shot. Gernot saw what was coming and snatched the fleeing soldier, holding him in place as a human shield just as Hex pulled the trigger.
The unfortunate man�s body gave a spasm when the bullet hit, and he seized, arms contorting in a strange position. Gernot still held the shaking man upright, dragging him backward as he drew closer to the door. But the commando was dead weight now, the heels of his boots scraping the floor as Gernot pulled him along.
Gernot seemed to realize his friend, the bullet catcher, was no longer useful. He let go of the man, but not before snatching something from the soldier�s belt as a parting gift. He passed through the entryway and tossed the item into the center of the room. It soared through the air, bounced on the ground, and rolled to a stop in the midst of the group.
Then Gernot was gone, and all eyes flew to the small object on the floor. Everyone in the room mentally counted to three.
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Loc, Clock, and Two Smoking Barrels

April 26, 1986, 12:36 AM
Who was to say this wasn�t how it was supposed to be? That this had already been preordained by a higher power. Was it not all just a construct of moments that flowed in the correct line and pacing? Had it not been written, that this is what would come to pass? That it all boiled down to a series of unchanging events? Or was it all predestined from the beginning?
Each man in the room held their own beliefs, reactions or thoughts. Blake�s and Ethan�s were mirrors of one another: We�re fucked!
Tinman was in the corner of the room, still near the dead soldier with the power saw. Too far to do anything for anyone other than himself.
Jackman was torn between duty and choice. The grenade was positioned between the two tables. If it went off now, both Tannors were forfeit. Or he would have to make a choice to save one over the other � but which? The time constraints permitted only one.
It was Hex who seemed to give the least amount of thought to the situation, and yet he gave the most. Or had it just been instinct? With the amount of time given only enough to save one, Hex made a different choice. He chose to save all.
But was it a choice of free will or God�s will? He�d always taken the most risk on missions. He believed, as he�d said before, �You can�t change shit.� Why? Was it foolish thinking? Did he believe this had happened before? An endless cycle of repetition that couldn�t be changed regardless of the route chosen?
In the end, none of that mattered. All that did was what happened next.
Hex leapt over the table that held Ethan. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the man who held the great curse landed squarely atop the grenade a half-second before it exploded.
* * *
There was a concussive thud as explosive materials collided against Hex�s torso, ripping into his chest armor with fatal vengeance. Covering the grenade absorbed the blast but not the sound, and Blake�s eardrums rang from the piercing shriek of the detonation.
Still strapped to the table, he was unable to cover his ears. He opened and closed his jaw to clear the buzzing that was making his head spin.
Slow seconds passed and normal sounds returned to him with clarity: the crackling of boots stepping on busted concrete, and Jackman shouting commands into the microphone inside his facemask.
When Blake opened his eyes he saw Reaper kneeling at Hex�s side, checking for a pulse that he knew would not be there. He spoke into the headset again. �Zodiac, Priest, Worm. Hex is down. Repeat Hex is down.�
A muted yell of response filtered out from Jackman�s earpiece, but Blake couldn�t distinguish whose voice it was.
Jackman barked back, �No. He isn�t ambulatory. We�ve got a KIA. Call it in, Worm.�
Blake knew what that meant, and he saw Ethan had registered the same information. Killed in Action. A demonstration of pure sacrifice had just been made on everyone�s behalf. Blake had witnessed this before and it never ceased to bring him spiritually to his knees. He gave a silent prayer of thanks to Hex.
Hex�s words from what seemed like eons ago came to him again, �You die, and you die alone.� At this very moment Blake couldn�t disagree with that more; Ethan, Tinman, Jackman, and Blake were all here with the fallen soldier.
As Tinman removed the surgical tubing and cut the straps that held Ethan, he gave quick glances at the door in expectation of a Russian counter-attack. When the last binding was sliced clean, Tinman stowed his knife in the sheath attached to his chest and placed one of his side arms on the table for Ethan. He kept the entrance covered with his rifle as he moved sideways to Blake�s table. In a quick motion, the knife was back out. He cut Blake free, keeping his hold on the rifle and his gaze on the front of the room as he worked. Then he went to the door.
Blake sat up, pushed off the ties � felt the tingling in his fingers as blood rushed back � and held his hand out for a weapon. Jackman was at his side then, handing a nasty looking handgun to Blake.
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Crouching on one knee, Tinman stared down the sights of his weapon, waiting for intruders. �Where are we regrouping, sir?�
Jackman at first seemed deaf to the question, but he glanced at his watch and answered, �We�re not.� His voice was an echo behind the mask. �Time is running out. They�re going to jump.� He gestured to the gun Blake now held. �That has a thirty round mag, it�s fully automatic and rounds can go quick. Don�t waste them.�
Then the head commando bent over Hex again, removing the sidearm holster and ammunition from the dead man�s undamaged lower body. Hex�s rifle had been blown to pieces, and Jackman kicked it aside in a fit of savage frustration at losing one of his men. Then his military bearing returned, and he calmed instantly. He went to Blake and strapped the weapon and ammo pouches around his waist.
�That was smart work you did with the tracker. How�d you pull that off?� Jackman said, not looking at Blake as he fastened the straps.
Blake tapped his jaw. �I had it implanted in a fake molar. When we were taken, I pulled it out and stuck it inside my leg wound. For a second there, I thought it hadn�t worked.�
�Well, it led us to their base of operations. I don�t think we would have found this place any other way.�
�Listen, I know we had our differences before and said a few choice words to each other, but �� Blake faltered. Was he about to apologize? It wasn�t something he did often, and dammit, he hated to say he was sorry to this turd, but the man and his team had saved their lives. So perhaps Blake owed it to him.
Jackman spoke before Blake could finish. �Never happened.�
�What?� Blake frowned at the other man, thrown off guard by the abrupt response.
�The conversation you had � or think you had � with me never happened. It was from a different timestream. Obviously, you changed something along the way, but in this here and now I only met you five minutes ago.�
This was an outcome Blake hadn�t expected, and with that, he was off the hook. There was no apology needed for something that, in Jackman�s experience, never happened. A sudden grin crossed Blake�s face, but it disappeared the instant Jackman looked at him with those green-hued sockets that seemed to burn right through a person.
�What?� the commando asked.
�Nothing.� A lie, of course. A daydream that he could go back and punch the living shit out of Jackman when he�d had the chance had been playing in his imagination. Damn � I could have gotten away with it.
�Take Hex�s body armor,� Tinman said to Blake. �It�s damaged but still better than nothing.�
�Give it to him.� Blake pointed at Ethan. �It�ll do more good on him.�
Tinman shrugged as if to say, Your funeral.
Jackman spoke into his microphone. �Zodiac. Where are you at?�
�We�re headed down a stairway,� came the static reply. �Should be plot point Echo on the map.�
Reaper held his arm up and pressed some buttons on the strange gauntlet-like object wrapped around his forearm. Then a magic show happened, the likes of which Blake had only seen once before, in Wallace�s office. A single blue light beamed up about ten inches above the apparatus, then folded open and spread out. A transparent, three dimensional map of a building was displayed in mid-air.
Blake saw the astonishment on his twin�s face as he stood watching in awed silence.
Jackman twisted a dial and the floating building rotated on an invisible axis. Then the field of view zoomed in and around. On the futuristic construct three red dots blipped and flickered, all moving in unison down a flight of steps. Jackman touched the floating image with his fingers, flicking them back and forth, and the screen panned left, then right, then backward in response. Now they saw another set of dots � stationary, but blinking as well. Then the diagram scanned back from Jackman�s hand motions and in a flash the view retreated to the exterior of the structure. More quick taps and the image folded up like the closing of a book, and shot back down into the wrist gadget like a car antennae retracting.
�They�re headed to the reactor room,� Jackman said. �We�ll take Sierra stairwell and flank them. We need to stop the jump.�
�What if we don�t?� Ethan asked.
�I�m not sure. I guess it depends on where they go. If they�re foolish enough to repeat things, we could just try again if we fail, now that we know their base of operations.�
�Try again?� Blake and Ethan said in unison.
�Sure. We can send troops back to this location � I don�t know, perhaps a month before this.�
Blake�s head began to ache again. He was growing to hate this habit of considering possible outcomes and adjusted retakes in the timeline. �So what do we do?�
Jackman went to the door. �We make it simple. Stop them now.�
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They rounded the corner of the hallway just outside the torture room. There were no Russians in sight. This singular detail puzzled Blake enough to ask, �Where the hell are they?�
�Probably setting up an ambush along the way,� Tinman said, and Ethan nodded in agreement.
Then the real answer to his question came. It wasn�t a spoken response, but a dull humming that rose and seemed to emanate from the floor beneath them. It intensified slowly but at a steady pace.
Jackman stopped, listening to the sound, his head cocked at an angle. There was a short lull of silence, and he said, �They�re firing up the generators. We don�t have much time.� He punched something on the armband and brought up the holograph of the building again for a moment before shutting it down.
At Jackman�s signal, the makeshift squad sprinted for the south side stairwell. Blake could only follow at a hobbled run, bringing up the rear as the others paved the way. Having a wounded leg and missing an arm weren�t complete game changers, though; the weapon he held was the equalizer in the equation. Still, it would have been nice to have the full use of all limbs.
Down the winding stairwell they went. A few foolish Russians standing guard were shot down; having the high ground gave Jackman and his group the advantage.
They reached the bottom and were proceeding through a door into another long corridor when a hail of bullets peppered them in a sudden, loud burst.
Jackman was hit four times, three along his protective body armor in the chest and the forth nicking his left shoulder. He fell back and rolled to safety behind a large pipe. Tinman took multiple bullets too, all shots landing in his armor. Ethan lucked out, having come in from behind the others.
Still pulling up the rear, Blake hadn�t yet crossed the threshold of the doorway. When the shots came he used the door for cover as he returned fire. He pulled the trigger and almost lost control of the weapon as rounds exiting the chamber faster than any handgun he�d ever used. Jackman had said it was automatic, but this was ridiculous. He was already empty, after pulling the trigger for only two seconds. Two seconds. It reminded him of his first experience at sex. Had he even hit anything?
He pulled the gun back and stared at its smoking barrel. Heat emanated from the slide like a hot poker and the scent of gunpowder rose into his nostrils.
However brief his gunfire was, it gave a window for Jackman, Tinman, and Ethan. The three of them sprinted forward, stopped, found targets and began plugging off rounds.
Jackman, with his face of Death, channeled his inner Reaper and claimed life after life. Blake lost count after a few seconds.
Tinman was just as deadly. Blake saw the commando�s bullets catch one of the Russians in a tight pattern around the heart, followed by a single shot to the head. The high velocity round ripped through the man�s cheek and exploded out of the back of his skull. The trained soldier moved to the next targets with ease, felling at least three more men.
Ethan was armed with a rapid fire pistol similar to Blake�s. His accuracy was not up to par with Wallace�s men, but he was lethal all the same, picking off the soldiers Jackman and Tinman ignored.
Within ten seconds, the hallway was cleared of hostiles, but now littered with the dead. They had to step over the unmoving figures like football players at slow-motion practice jumping through tires.
�How are they going down with shots to the chest?� Blake asked, remembering how Ethan�s gunshots in the hospital did little damage to the Russians.
�Explosive rounds,� Jackman said, turning to face Blake. �Now reload; we have to keep moving.�
Blake ejected his magazine, put the now cooled gun under his arm to hold it tight, and inserted a fresh clip. Fire in bursts next time.
One of the Russians on the floor stirred. Tinman put him down for good with a single round, his emotions detached; just a menial, everyday task.
Jackman called up the digital map again for reference, then closed it. �Our target is just beyond those doors. On the other side will be the rest of their group, all of them loaded for bear. I feel confident in saying we may not all make it out alive.�
He paused then, piercing each of them with the green eyes of his mask, gauging their reaction to this pessimistic outlook. �But also on the other side is everything we�ve fought for up until this point. We hold in our hands a moment to change history and the future.�
As if to reiterate the importance of those words, the roaring of the machine inside the room ahead changed to a lower, but faster, octave.
�Zodiac, Priest, Worm,� Jackman said into his headset, �Provide a distraction. We�ll be entering from the south side on your mark.�
Blake, Ethan, Tinman, and Reaper waited, each passing moment feeling like eons. Jackman and Tinman must have heard a countdown in their headsets because they both braced a moment before the blessed sound rang out. Concussive blasts vibrated the walls and sporadic gunfire joined in the wild cacophony. A symphony of destruction.
They entered the room then, Ethan and Jackman taking cover in one direction, Blake and Tinman in another.
The sudden breach earlier must have taken many of the facility�s troops by surprise because the ones inside this room were not wearing full protective suits like the previous men. Or they were reserve soldiers stationed here with only firearms on the assumption that the interlopers would never make it this far. A fatal mistake.
Blake continued to absorb the scene and noise around him � the computer terminals, the cables coursing across the floor like thick black anacondas, the blinking lights on the walls beyond, the whining of the reactor and its steady pulsing beat. His eyes rested on the round platform in the center of the room. It was raised off the ground with three steps leading to the top. Gernot stood in its center, his mad eyes darting about.
Seconds were ticking down on the machine�s display overhead. The moment Gernot jumped back, all might be lost. In fact, Blake knew that it would. Things had changed in this timestream. He couldn�t let Gernot fuck it all up now.
It seemed they would never make it across the expanse of the room before the Russian left. Despite the opposition�s lack of protective armor, there were so many troops positioned between here and the target that even with the enemy�s force flanked, their numbers were too great.
Tinman spun away from the cover of his safety, firing off at least nine rounds. Then his body gave a strange lurch and came crashing back down beside Blake. Dead. His armor had been no protection against a well-placed bullet, and Tinman had received several. His helmet was scarred with deflections that must have hurt like hell. The fatal injury was to his neck, where � to allow for mobility � the armor was not as thick as the rest. The wound squirted arterial blood in an arc above him. His head lolled to the side, and his legs twitched uncontrollably.
Blake pulled off the dead commando�s head gear, pushed the button he�d seen Jackman do many times before, and yelled as loud as he could into the mic, �Smoke screen.�
Reaper was still picking off strays in the Russian crowd when he ducked down, snapped to cover, and saw Tinman�s body. Then he nodded in response to Blake�s words and grabbed an orb-like device from his belt, unclipped it, and tossed it into the air. There was a pop then a fizz, as the room began to fill with an almost solid smoke. �Go Thermal!� Jackman barked into his headset.
Blake donned Tinman�s helmet. Everything became green and bright white, and he couldn�t see anything. He fumbled with a knob on the side. Nothing. �I need some help here,� he bellowed.
He felt a presence close to him, prayed it was Jackman, and just like that, he could see. The outline of objects in the room came into focus, hued in ocular blue. Pipes that lined the walls shone with orange and red, their super-heated gases providing the illuminating display.
He charged toward the group of Russians, not seeing the smoke that should be in front of him, but taking it on faith that the curtain of cover was there. Humanoid-like figures ran around and in front of him like people covered in flames, their images a similar orange and red hue as the pipes lining the walls. This was business made easy; he was standing right in front of the Russian soldiers � perhaps two or three feet � yet he remained unseen.
He readied the gun, fired calmly and easily, and one of the Sons of Stalin dropped. When the man fell, a psychedelic looking red splotch showed up on the ground in Blake�s field of vision. The splotch began to change color almost immediately, morphing into a light blue, then purple, on the freezing floor.
Blake continued on, dropping more Russians as he went. When he shot off his last round, he ditched the weapon and used his knife. This was just as easy � running through the blanket of white smoke, slitting jugular veins, or thrusting the blade between ribs, aiming for the heart. He hooked one man around the neck with his stumped arm and dug the blade deep into the man�s kidney, then slashed outward, spilling him open.
Every step carried him closer to Gernot. In moments he was at the base of the stairs. The lone, reddish-orange figure stood on the platform, waiting to be sent back to 1948 or who knew where.
Blake clutched the knife in his palm, psycho-style, and charged up the steps in Gernot�s direction. The man seemed to sense he was there and caught Blake�s arm before the knife could land in his neck. The two of them fell, twisting, rolling, and tangling in a nest of wires that were hooked into the time traveling watch around Gernot�s wrist.
Blake managed to get his knife hand free and aimed for Gernot�s chest. The Russian again seemed to read his mind, and Blake�s weapon clanged in a useless strike against the platform.
Gernot was a formidable foe, and Blake wondered if he had the use of both hands whether he could still best this man one on one.
The Russian pinned Blake�s arm, so he aimed for a head butt. Gernot�s other arm came up, catching Blake�s head before it could connect.
Gernot�s not just a master assassin � he�s a motherfucking mind reader! This guy was predicting his every move. It was eerie.
He felt Gernot�s hand behind his head, yanking on the mask. His neck was twisted back and he heard Gernot growl in his ear. Blake rotated his head, turned sharply back in the other direction and the helmet ripped clean off.
Only then did he realize he was no longer within the cloud of protection, and he never had been since he ran up the steps. The smoke screen was indeed a wall of cloud, but it ended just beyond the stairs leading to the platform. Gernot was no clairvoyant after all. The Russian had been able to see every attack coming. What a waste of time!
Gernot seized advantage of Blake�s moment of reflection and knocked the knife away. It skittered over the edge of the platform.
One-armed and outclassed, Blake needed the knife to even the playing field. He scrambled for it, but Gernot leapt on his back. Something � a length of cable � looped around his neck and tightened. He brought his hand up to relieve the pressure and managed nothing but getting his fingers caught.
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Gernot pulled the cable hard. Blake gagged as his own knuckles ground into his Adam�s apple. He strained to get the knife that had fallen over the edge of the platform, the cord around his neck tearing into the skin of his fingers.
He could feel his face turning red. He wanted to throw up, but had sense enough to know the vomit would bottleneck in his throat. He gagged again, unable to breathe now.
Gernot exhaled into his ear, a ragged sound of pleasure. �There�s nothing like killing a man you respect,� he growled. �To see him die, and know that in that moment you are the better man. I respect you. I really do.�
The pressure on Blake�s neck loosened for a moment, and his hand slipped free. He sucked in air and croaked, �That�s nice. I think you�re a fucking twat.�
His reprieve was short lived. Gernot tightened his grip on the cable and the strangling resumed, harder this time.
By now Blake was so far gone he barely registered that Gernot was whispering something to him again.
�Do you know why you have lost?� Gernot said, but he wasn�t looking for a reply. �Because you have always lost. I wouldn�t be able to travel back if you had won. Think about that before you die.�
Blake couldn�t think. He was on autopilot; the only thing on his mind was how to get the next lungful of air. He was choking on the saliva in his mouth, and his body was beginning to spasm. The edges of his vision dimmed, his eyes stung as the capillaries popped � but he was almost at the lip of the platform.
A woman�s voice blared out suddenly in the room, speaking in Russian through an intercom on the wall.
�That is the sound of my deliverance,� Gernot said, exultation lacing his words. �After I�ve killed you, I�ll be on my way.�
Blake didn�t have to speak Russian to know what deliverance Gernot spoke of. The machine was ready to suck his foe back to 1948 � but the knife was at his fingertips. He might just �
At that moment, he heard his own voice speak out � or what used to be his voice.
�Do you want to know why you lose?�
The cord around Blake�s neck slackened.
The voice belonging to Ethan continued, �Because you can�t kill us both.�
Gernot realized his predicament and in a flash went for the button on his watch � his only salvation � and clicked it. Nothing happened.
The Russian�s face went blank with puzzlement. He clicked the watch again. Still nothing. Then he looked down at Blake, who was now holding the knife in bloody fingers.
Blake opened his hand then, dropping the blade. He picked up a cut cable between his index finger and thumb. �Oops.�
Gernot�s eyes traced the origin of the severed cable, which led back to his watch. He gaped up at Ethan, who had his weapon trained on Gernot�s chest. The Russian�s face morphed into an animalistic snarl, his brows furled, teeth bared.
Blake let out a wet sounding laugh. �Checkmate,� he choked out, grinning up at Gernot. Although this hadn�t been a game of chess with Tobias, he�d finally managed to checkmate someone.
There was only one option left for Gernot, and he chose it, charging straight for Ethan. Before the Russian took more than two steps, Ethan emptied several rounds in the man�s torso. His body jerked from the impact of the slugs and hovered a moment upright before tumbling over.
Zodiac, Worm, Priest, and Jackman reached the platform. They weren�t out of the woods yet. More troops were already entering the reactor room from both sides, encompassing the small group. This would become their tomb before long. Their ammunition wouldn�t last forever against such odds.
The helmet Jackman wore was malfunctioning, its lenses sparking and flickering on and off from unseen circuitry damage. Reaper tore it off and tossed it away. �We need to get you out of here,� he said.
The commandos took up positions behind terminals and computers on the large platform. Blake looked at the time traveling device still affixed to Gernot�s wrist. Ethan could use it to escape, saving at least one of them.
He disengaged the watch and started to hand it to his twin, but stopped himself. On impulse, he gave the watch face a quick twist, and saw the random number �23� flashing on the display. That�s far enough, just in case. Then he poked Ethan�s shoulder.
Ethan�s head whipped around. �What?�
�Here. You can teleport out of here.� Blake pressed the device into Ethan�s palm.
�It won�t take us all,� Jackman yelled from his position, and Blake saw the resignation in his eyes. �Take this.� He pulled something out of a side pouch and tossed it to Blake.
Blake swiped his hand up, snatching the item from the air. It was another time jump watch. He met the commando�s gaze.
�It�s Tobias�s,� Jackman said.
The question � How, and when?�� was clearly visible on Blake�s face as he started attaching the piece to his arm.
�That old bastard buried it and activated the tracer,� Jackman said. �We�ve already plotted the LOC1; it�s about two miles from here. Take this too.� He threw another object, which Ethan caught easily.
The item was shiny, silver, and looked like a small soda can. �It�s a thermite magnesium grenade,� the commando said. �When it explodes, it�ll melt through anything. That reactor core needs to be destroyed. We can�t allow this facility to stay in operation. Just give the top a twist when you�re ready.� He demonstrated the motion with his fingers.
Reaper hefted his gun, readying it for use. �We�ll hold them off while you plant it. Then teleport the fuck out of here.�
�What about you?� Ethan asked.
The resigned look appeared again, and Jackman�s lips flattened into a grim line. �We signed on for this. Just don�t let it be in vain. Now go!�
The two Tannors dashed for the reactor core�s interior, both of them still fumbling with their watches. Ethan cursed as the metal hooks latched onto his skin, but he didn�t break stride. The noise of gunfire reduced in volume as they distanced themselves from the fray and ran into the reactor room. They stopped to take in their surroundings and examine their options.
The room was filled with dials, gas-filled pressurized pipes, and the loud hum of fluid that whirred around them. Over the beeps and buzzes of the instruments, another sound rang out � a door slamming shut on the opposite side of the room.
Sudden shots bounced off the walls and pipes. Blake and Ethan dove for cover. Blake felt his hip crack as he collided with the floor.
He looked over just as a Russian soldier launched himself on top of Ethan, clawing for the watch. The grenade popped out of Ethan�s hand and rolled toward Blake.
Blake heard rushing footsteps and knew another Russian would be on top of him in seconds. He glanced about frantically, noting that he was in as good a spot as any to set off an explosion in the reactor�s interior.
Then a subconscious thought sprang to mind, providing an alternate solution. It was their only hope. Dear God, please let this work! He threw out another prayer that Dr. Amhurst had been correct.
We have the same DNA.
Thinking fast, Blake reached for the dial on his timepiece, quickly marked the spot where he was positioned as �LOC2�, then switched it back so LOC1 flashed on the screen again. He snatched up the grenade and put it in his pocket before shoving himself into a lopsided roll, closing the distance between himself and his twin, stopping when his foot struck Ethan�s side.
Then he pressed the button.
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Blake landed in a pile of broken rubble. Chunks of concrete floor and wall, piping, wires, and mechanical gear splayed around him in a ragged circle. There was also the blood.
For a second, he thought it hadn�t worked; that Ethan had been split apart during the jump. But no � that mangled half body wasn�t Ethan. It was the Russian soldier. The man was a bloody carcass on Ethan�s chest, his eyes wide and blinking rapidly, mouth open as far as the jaw would allow. A grotesque gagging sound spurted from the man�s throat as he gasped for air.
The body toppled over as Ethan pushed it off and sat up, looking dazed. The choking noise began to slow and then stopped.
They�d made it outside, but the thermite magnesium grenade had not been set. Blake looked around, suddenly feeling the weight of failure and indecision upon his shoulders. This was not just a facility for evil; by the twinkling lights ahead, it looked like there was a town surrounding the area. Many of those people might be innocents, or children.
But what of the horrors unleashed if nothing is done?
Jackman and his men were going to be overtaken, and from there the Russians would send someone back, even if it wasn�t Gernot. Blake had little doubt that the next candidate would be just as terrible.
Ethan was taking in the view of the small city beyond the nuclear power plant, and Blake recalled the scenes that had played out in front of him that day in Wallace�s office.
The devastation of New York; buildings leveled; the Statue of Liberty collapsing. America under attack, falling to the enemy. Families slaughtered. Children dead or dying in their mother�s arms. The conflict touching the whole world as the globe fell under the thumb of the Sons of Stalin, bowing to the oppressive rule of their warped ideology.
There was a choice to be made. Here. Now. What would it be? New York? America? The world? Or � that tiny geographic place on the horizon gracing the northern edge of this hellhole?
Blake didn�t want this burden, but it had been handed to him. He came to a decision.
His twin looked back at him, and their eyes met. �No,� Ethan said with a gasp.
�I�m sorry, Ethan. This has to be done.�
�You can�t be serious. All of those people � what about the fallout?�
�It seems I understand Wallace a little better know.�
Ethan glowered at him. �And what the fuck does that mean?�
Blake held Ethan�s gaze. �Sometimes when you go through the machine � your eyes are opened. You see what is, and what might be, and that alone can turn you into a different person. A singular choice � in this case not a simple one � can change history. It will be bad, but if I don�t do this, then it will be much worse.�
Blake pulled the grenade from his pocket, and propped it under his left arm. By now, he�d grown adept at removing the time travel device from his stump one-handed and easily did so now. He clamped it around the canister.
�This isn�t right! We can�t do this!� Ethan�s voice escalated in his desperation. He pushed himself upright, his legs wobbly.
�I can�t let you be responsible for this, so you can try and stop me, which I will understand,� Blake said.
Ethan bolted forward, but it was an awkward movement, and Blake sidestepped easily.
He twisted the top of the thermite magnesium grenade and clicked a prong on the watch. Then he yanked the grenade from beneath his arm and lobbed the package into the air two seconds before Ethan crashed into him.
The grenade flew high, and then � with a cracking sound and a whoosh of air � it was gone, teleported back to LOC2, the point where Blake had been in the interior reactor room. A muffled explosion came from within the nuclear power plant at almost the same instant the two men hit the dirt. The sound of explosions rippled through the building.
Ethan�s eyes flashed with anger beyond rage. �What have you done?� he screamed, hands curling into fists around Blake�s shirt.
Blake�s hand came up to wrestle with Ethan�s grip for a moment, almost like a child struggling with a stronger parent. Then he brought his knees up and thrust Ethan off with a surge of unexpected strength.
Ethan jumped to his feet and faced Blake again. His face was mottled red with fury. He looked like he wanted to kill Blake at that moment. Blake understood the feeling; he wanted to kill himself too after what he�d just done.
Rolling to his feet as well, Blake regarded Ethan with an expression that was both calm and sad. �I�ve saved the world, and I�ve saved you.�
Ethan shook his head. �What?�
Then he saw a flashing red dot in the darkness. The blinking was coming from the watch attached to his wrist. He looked at the screen. The number �23� was displayed in a blue glow. Smaller numbers in the right hand corner were counting down: three � two � one.
Ethan�s eyes snapped back to Blake. �You son of a ��
The whip-strike. The rush of air. And he was gone. A small crater in the dirt was all that remained.
The weight on Blake�s shoulders crushed him as the implications of his action settled into his soul. It could not be undone now.
Dear God � have I made the right choice?
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PART IV

Yesterday This Day�s Madness did prepare;
To-morrow�s Silence, Triumph, or Despair:
Drink! for you know not whence you came, nor why:
Drink! for you know not why you go, nor where.
��The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayy�m
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�� bitch!� Ethan screamed as he landed in a stumble over the uneven earth, barely managing to catch his balance before slipping to the dirt. His eyes burned from the sudden difference in lighting. It had been nearly pitch black when he�d been with Blake just a second ago and now the sun was piercing through white clouds, stinging his pupils.
After his eyes adjusted, he was able to see a wide open expanse around him. Where and when am I? An eerie thought emerged. Am I now the Omega man? The last person on Earth?
There wasn�t a soul to be seen. The structure he�d seen just moments ago looked very different now. There were buildings in the distance too, but vegetation had sprouted everywhere, angry looking, and reclaiming the land that was theirs.
He squinted, straining for a better look at the edifices. Windows missing in nearly every frame, gaping holes where doors should have been. And in the middle of it all a Ferris wheel stood, unmoving. The sight chilled him.
The wind blew in a sudden gust, cold and biting. Ethan had never felt so alone in his life, standing in this wasteland.
A throbbing in his arm distracted him. He looked down, saw the contraption still anchored to his flesh. Fury erupted in him again and he fumbled with the timepiece, trying to pry it loose.
�Come on, dammit!� he spat out after working unsuccessfully to rid himself of the device.
He forced himself to stop, to collect his emotions when he felt them swirling out of control. Mauling himself in the process wouldn�t help his situation. After a moment, his head had cleared enough to figure out how to trigger the release, and when the watch�s barbs finally slid out of his skin, he threw it to the ground.
Ethan glared down at the piece, his mind replaying what had just occurred.
Blake.
He couldn�t fully identify the next feeling that surged through him when he thought about his twin. But one thing did become clear to him then. Destroy it.
Ethan was about to stomp on the timepiece when a voice spoke out, strangely loud in the silence.
�That wouldn�t be wise.�
The sound of the words was so abrupt, it startled Ethan and he spun around. A man was approaching him, the collar of his coat turned up to fight the frigid air.
Ethan was cold, but he no longer cared. He wasn�t alone. Thank God! �Who are you?�
�I guess you could say we�ve met, but on the other hand, we haven�t. My name is Benjamin Wallace.�
Wallace. Ethan had heard that name before, on his answering machine and from Blake�s own lips. This was the man who had been after him in 1986 � but where was he now? A better question might be, were the man�s intentions the same � here, in this forsaken place? �What happened here?� he asked.
The man�s face held a hardness to it that spoke of too much pain in life. �This is what happens when God calls in sick.�
�What?�
�The nuclear facility you see there is the location of what became known as the �Chernobyl disaster�. On April 26, 1986, reactor four exploded, resulting in the worst nuclear power plant accident in history. Naturally, conspiracy theorists insist it was no accident.� Wallace gestured to the north. �The city in that direction is Pripyat. Deserted now. The fallout was quite severe.�
He peered at Ethan. �They let people come here and tour on day passes now. Can you imagine?� Wallace shook his head and began walking toward the abandoned city. �Come with me,� he said.
Ethan gaped at Wallace�s back as the man strode away, then he looked down at the watch. Without knowing why, he snatched it back up and stuffed it in his pocket as he hustled to catch up. �And when am I? What�s the day? What year?� Ethan�s questions came fast now.
�It is April 26, 2009. You have been gone a long time, Mr. Tannor.�
�I don�t understand. How? Why?�
�You were sent here.�
�Blake,� Ethan muttered.
Wallace nodded.
�But how could you know that?� Ethan looked away from Wallace, returning his attention to the landscape.
�We�ve had this conversation before, a few years from now. I want you to know, we are friends. Or should I say, we become friends.�
Ethan threw him a dark look over one shoulder. �You�re not my friend. Look what you�ve caused. Take a look around, man.�
Wallace nodded again. �I see it.� His voice was low, sounding almost sad. �I have also seen a future far different. Far worse. But we have fixed it.�
�And when will you stop trying to fix things?�
�The tide has turned, Mr. Tannor. We�ve won the war. Without the ability to jump, the Soviets were never able to gain superiority over us. I�m told the future turning point was at the Battle of New Orleans. Our troops capitalized on a moment of weakness in the Soviet Force. They�d taken control of the city and were using the Mississippi River to send troops upstream, when a Category 5 hurricane made its way through the Gulf of Mexico. The town was flooded, killing the entire encampment of soldiers.� Wallace smiled briefly. �The hurricane was named �Freedom� � or, �Svoboda� in Russian, just in case the Soviets didn�t catch our meaning.�
This was all too much to take in. �But why the hell did you send Blake and Tobias back to begin with?�
�I�m what they call a Cognitive Marshall, or, a Thinker ��
Ethan scoffed. �I don�t give a shit what they call you � whoever the fuck they are. Why did you choose to send them � me � aw, hell � why�d you choose us?�
Wallace took a moment to think before answering. �What I possess in knowledge of future situations, I lack in tactical military skills. We needed someone with a particular set of talents; there�s hardly a military left in the future. The few fighters we do have are too valuable to waste on such a suicide mission.�
Ethan laughed, but it was filled with bitterness. �Yet you had no qualms about sacrificing people like me.�
Wallace shrugged. �It is our reality, Mr. Tannor. We poured through profiles until we finally settled on yours. Your talents and record qualified you for the project. That is why I chose you.�
�Tobias had no skill.�
�He was the test subject, and he volunteered, mind you.�
�Because you baited him,� Ethan said.
�And you betrayed him � or, well, Blake betrayed him. I guess if you really want to get technical, you betrayed yourself. But that�s not the issue. If not you, it would have been someone else just like you. You�ve performed a great service for your country. You should be happy with that knowledge.�
�You�re fucking with people�s lives!� Ethan�s fingers curled into fists, the instinct to physically lash out at Wallace was overwhelming. �You can�t go around screwing with history like this � think about the cost of such actions!�
�Someday the cost may be worth paying, my friend.�
Ethan said nothing to that right away. He just gazed at the bleak vista as they walked, his expression sullen. Finally, he spoke. �What do you get out of this?�
Wallace stopped, and so did Ethan. For a moment, he studied Ethan�s face like he was seeing him for the first time. Then he continued walking. �Honestly, Mr. Tannor, some people are just patriots. I will do everything in my power to make sure we succeed, even if that personal sacrifice costs me my life, time and time again.�
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He went silent for a beat before saying, �With all the files I�ve read about myself, it�s a wonder I continue to make the choice.�
�How so?�
�It�s a gamble you take, on who steps through the other side. The jumps � they change you. I�ve lived and died for this cause more times than you can imagine.�
�Why?�
�I can�t afford to disturb the balance of time by too much. So I choose to take my life whenever I become of no further use in a time rift � successful or not. This visit alone was for your sake, to let you know what had happened, what had been avoided because of your � because of what Blake did for all of us. The only difference between this jump and all my others is that after our conversation, I don�t have to pass on what I have told you to myself in the future.�
�And how did you do that � �pass along� messages? With time capsules?�
�In a sense, yes. But I don�t keep mine buried in the sand, or in safety deposit boxes like your former self was instructed. My time is so far beyond this time that no place is completely safe. I�ve chosen to leave my messages in the public eye as mysterious deaths that always involve two things: this book,� he pulled something from his pocket, �and a coded message which only one other person can decipher. That would be me, eighty years from now.�
The object in Wallace�s hand was The Rub�iy�t of Omar Khayyam, the same book he�d taken from Tobias�s safe, along with the mysterious code.
He met Wallace�s eyes again and suddenly � as if the Rub�iy�t had triggered Ethan�s memory � there was something about this man that seemed very familiar. For a moment, the answer eluded him, but then the dots connected in his mind. �You � you�re the Somerton Man?� Ethan stared at Wallace. �But how could you be sure no one today could translate the message?�
As they drew closer to the abandoned city, Ethan could see the Ferris wheel more clearly. He imagined exultant children riding it into the sky, their hearts and minds soaring with the excitement of innocence and possibilities. He glanced back to Wallace, who still hadn�t answered.
Wallace said, �Yes. That is me. As to your second question, I have little fear of that. Even if the message were decoded, its meaning would not be understood because it is in a language that has not even been created in your time.�
When Ethan looked like he was about to say something Wallace held up a hand. �Also, you need to understand that every unsolved death � especially the unique ones � eventually find themselves in the spotlight and are carefully archived. I simply look into these cases for my trademark clues and base my next approach on the code left behind.�
The sun glinted off Wallace�s ginger hair as he tilted his head to hold Ethan�s gaze. �The one thing I feared was that by continuing to leap back through time there might come a point when I meddle just a little too much, and I could ultimately cause myself to never be born and never have the chance to alter what transpired during the Cold War.�
They entered the edge of the city, walked several paces down the empty street. Wallace said, �My fears have come to fruition. My parents never meet and I am lost to the future.�
Ethan frowned. �I don�t understand. If you were never born, how do you exist now?�
�It is quite complicated, Mr. Tannor. And I do not the have the time or inclination to get into such details, but consider me from a different, or parallel, dimension.�
�I have no idea what the fuck you mean.�
�I am from a future unlike the one that will be,� Wallace said. �But simply take this example: if I am sent from the future, and history is changed, I do not cease to exist in the here and now. There are many versions of myself left, but they are dwindling.�
Now they were in a plaza, surrounded by buildings and scattered litter. The air itself felt oppressive, and Ethan found himself thinking about how much radioactivity was probably still here. He rubbed his temples where a dull ache was forming. Was he getting radiation sickness just from walking into this place? Then he thought of Blake and felt an unexpected swell of emotion.
Wallace stopped next to a wooden bench that was cracked with age, most of its paint eroded away. �The future isn�t set in stone, Mr. Tannor. What is done can always be undone, and I will do whatever is necessary to make sure it always ends in our favor.� He paused, and when he spoke again his voice had taken on a steely edge. �Even if it means killing children in their sleep.�
The words chilled Ethan. �You don�t seem to be violent by nature. What makes you so vengeful?�
�It�s not vengeance, it�s desperation. When all other routes are closed, sometimes a darker path must be taken.�
He sat down on the bench and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, tapping one of them out into his palm. He started to light it, then hesitated, looking back up at Ethan. He smiled slightly, and said, �You may want to flee the scene of yet another unsolved death.� He motioned at a cluster of buildings down the block. �If you head in that direction, past the shopping center, the first street you come to will have a car waiting to take you home.�
Home. It was exactly where Ethan wanted to go. Somewhere familiar. To leave all of this behind. He looked around, suddenly feeling nervous in the midst of this ghost city, and headed off in the direction Wallace had indicated.
He did not look back at the man on the bench.
April 26, 2009, 12:22 PM
Ben Wallace stood and walked north, toward the abandoned amusement park. The place had been set to open just days after the disaster. It had never known the running of children�s feet, their delighted squeals, the laughter of families �
He walked by the ticket booth, strolling past the bumper cars, and the swing boat ride as he made his way down the small stretch of land that led to the park�s main feature, the Ferris wheel. There was a small roundabout near the Ferris wheel, and Wallace sat down on it, leaning against one of the corroded hand holds.
Here, he finally lit the cigarette and brought it to his lips, inhaling deeply with each pull. He sat there, looking around at the sadness of this place. The cigarette�s smoke stung his eyes and he wiped away the wetness that had formed. His lids were feeling heavy and his fingers began to tingle.
He took one more long drag with what felt like the last of his energy and flicked the cigarette into the dirt. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out his favorite book, stared lifelessly at the pages. The lines he had memorized as a boy looked back up at him and began to blur. He recited them to himself a final time:
The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,
Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,
Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of it.


The beautiful passage was meaningful to him, for it summed up his existence. Had he changed the unchangeable? It had been a Herculean struggle; one that had come at such a great personal cost. He was so tired.
Wallace gazed at the brown pages with sightless eyes and uttered his last words.
�Tam�m Shud.�
Seconds later his body slumped against the iron bar, the book slipping from his fingers to land at his feet in the dirt.
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April 26, 2009, 1:08 PM
The car had been waiting for him just like Wallace said it would, a black stretch limousine. Ethan climbed in the back and the driver pulled away. He never spoke to Ethan, concentrating on the road as he drove. Ethan felt himself slipping into a semi-trance as he watched the panorama stream past the window, almost too stunned by all that had happened to even formulate coherent thoughts.
He half expected they would be stopped and questioned by authorities, but nothing happened. Russia didn�t seem to act like the police state he remembered. What else had transpired in his absence?
More than an hour later, the vehicle arrived at a secluded terminal on the outskirts of an airport where a private jet sat ready for him to board. The driver signaled for him to get a move on, so he climbed out, suddenly feeling drained of all energy. He wanted to sleep and forget everything.
He walked up the steps of the plane and was greeted by a serious looking flight attendant who directed him to his place in the aircraft.
�Sir, there is a change of clothes for you in the back. Make yourself comfortable.�
That was exactly what he wanted. Hex�s mangled body armor felt heavy on Ethan�s chest and the memories associated with it were not fond ones. The new clothes fit comfortably enough, and after the quick change he walked back to take his seat.
There was an envelope on the cushion with his name printed on the front in neat script. He opened the package and saw it was filled with money and a pair of keys. From the look of them, one was a house key and the other a car key. The one hundred dollar bills looked different to him than what he was used to, but he doubted they were fakes. He stuffed everything in his newly acquired jacket and collapsed into the seat. The cash hardly compensated him for what he�d been through, but he wasn�t about to turn it down either.
The plane took off minutes later, headed for New York City, or so he hoped. If he hadn�t been so exhausted, the flight would have probably felt deathly slow, but he spent most of the trip asleep. The few moments he was awake were spent in silence, staring vacantly out the small window and thinking about everything that had happened.
There was no one else aboard the plane. Not even the flight attendant who�d first greeted him was around, and Ethan wondered if the man had actually been the pilot or copilot.
He was in the throes of a disturbing dream of explosions, gunshots, and spliced body parts when the wheels touched down. Rubber screeched loudly, jolting him from sleep.
Ethan glanced around, still in a mental fog. His vision was blurry and he rubbed his eyes. Was it all a dream? The last four days had been too far-fetched to comprehend and he found himself hoping it had been a figment of his sleeping imagination.
He looked outside and saw other planes taxiing into their gates. They appeared pretty much the same as he�d remembered, except some of the logos were different, some were new, some missing. The last time he�d been on one of these machines, he was shackled and heading straight to Russia under guard of The Sons of Stalin.
Unless none of that had been real. If that was the case, what was he doing on this plane? How had he gotten here? His sinking heart told him the answer. It had been real, and now, it was over.
The �flight attendant� from earlier emerged from the cockpit and opened the plane door. Outside, a set of steps on wheels was rolled into position. Ethan stood up and moved to the front. He nodded at the serious-looking man then walked out into a cold, brisk breeze. New York. He was home.
Another black stretch limo was waiting for him across the tarmac. As he approached, the driver got out and opened the door for him. He slipped inside, settling himself into the luxurious cushioning of the seat. He could get used to this.
The rest he�d gotten on the plane had finally begun to loosen the tension in his body, and Ethan started to feel less like he was in a constant state of alert. A small sigh escaped his throat as he laid his head back and closed his eyes.
The driver left the partition window open and commenced conversation as he started up the limo and pulled away. �So, did you have a long trip, sir?�
Ethan opened his eyes, and sat up straighter. You could say that. �Slept most of the way.�
�I don�t blame you. I�ve always been terrified of flying. The wife hates it too.�
Ethan decided to shift the conversation to something more normal. �Hey, I have a question.�
�Shoot.�
�How did the Steelers do this year? I�ve been out of town for a while.�
�On business?�
�I guess so.�
�I�m sorry, I don�t really follow football. I�m more into college basketball. For me, it�s always been Duke. People can�t handle the Devils, man.�
Ethan hated college ball. �Thanks anyway,� he said, feeling a little let down.
�Say, why don�t you just look it up on your cell phone?�
�My what?�
�Lost yours, huh? I�ve done it a few times myself.� The driver put a hand in his coat, executing some deft but dangerous maneuvers with the steering wheel as he fumbled for something in his pocket. Then he extended his arm backward through the panel, handing Ethan a small rectangular device.
Ethan took the item and regarded it skeptically.
�Just access the internet. Look it up on Google or Sports Center dot com.�
�What is this thing?�
�It�s my cell phone � an iPhone � everyone�s got one.� The guy shot him a strange look through the rearview mirror.
Saving face, Ethan gave the contraption back. �It�s no big deal, I�ll just check later.� He looked out the window, and thankfully the driver didn�t keep talking.
Ethan tried to absorb the changes around him. He had trouble taking it all in � that he was here, in this time. At first glance, besides the vehicles on the street looking sleeker than the ones in 1986, there weren�t a whole lot of changes that stuck out. At the same time, an unsettled feeling had penetrated his subconscious as he stared outside. He couldn�t identify this feeling, but figured it had something to do with the life-changing events he�d just experienced.
The quick drive on the interstate went smoothly and soon the limousine was pulling to the curb of The Elysium Terrace, which to his surprise didn�t appear to have changed at all; on the outside, at least.
It felt good to be home, but what Ethan couldn�t stop thinking about was the twenty-three years that had passed. Dread stirred in his heart. How was he just supposed to pick back up where he left off? Art would be decades older now, and a quick sadness filled him. All that time lost. The well of anxiety deepened. Is Art even still alive?
Brakes squeaked as the limo came to a smooth stop. �Thanks for the ride,� Ethan said, handing the driver some bills from the envelope Ben had left him on the plane.
�No problem, sir. I�ll text my boss to let him know we�ve arrived.�
Text? What the hell is that? But Ethan feigned understanding. �Sure; do what you have to do. Thanks again.�
He got out of the car and inhaled the familiar scents around him with a deep breath. Yep. He was back in New York.
Opening the double doors in front of him, Ethan strode into the lobby, praying to God that Disco Donnie had long since left his station. He didn�t want to try to make up an excuse that dieting and exercise had halted his aging process.
A new receptionist sat behind a desk in the remodeled entryway. The outside may not have changed, but Ethan barely recognized the interior. The unsettled feeling intensified, as though underscoring the point that he�d been gone for a long, long time.
�May I help you, sir?� the receptionist asked, not unkindly. The gold colored tag pinned to her suit jacket read �Michelle� in black letters.
�Just heading home, Michelle.�
Her face assumed a guarded expression. �And your name?�
�Why? I live here. Isn�t that enough?�
�I�m sorry sir, it�s just � I don�t recognize your face and we have explicit instructions at The Elysium Terrace that no ��
The phone rang, interrupting her. For a moment she looked torn between two duties. Ethan thought she was going to ignore the ringing and keep drilling him, but its insistent blaring must have been too much. She picked up the receiver and he took the moment�s reprieve to head for the elevators.
She covered the mouthpiece of the phone with her hand and called after him, �Sir, a moment please. I �� The woman stopped speaking, her attention back on the phone.
As Ethan punched the elevator call button, he heard her mumble, �Yes, sir,� and hang up. She said nothing further as he stepped in when the doors parted.
The ride up gifted him with virtually the same distasteful music he remembered. Somehow, this gave him comfort. Then the doors opened and he emerged into the hallway. It had been revamped as well, but Ethan found his door without incident.
A young looking kid, perhaps in his late teens, was leaning against the doorframe, looking smug. Ethan took in the kid�s appearance with a detached sense of amusement. Baggy shirt, tight pants, hat cocked to the side bearing a strange reflective sticker on its bill. An eyebrow ring glistened against pale skin, and a matching ring dangled between his nostrils like he was a raging bull � absent the rage. He had huge, holed loops that created a void in his ear lobes where skin should be.
The kid looked like a clown, out of place against the backdrop. Something occurred to Ethan then, one that he didn�t want to accept: perhaps he was the one out of place. The idea fluttered from his mind a second later. If this is what it took to fit into society today, he�d choose not to play the part. Or maybe this kid was just one of those flashy homosexuals, in which case Ethan figured he didn�t have to worry about conformity.
At any rate, another suspicion had occurred to him after seeing this joker at his door. Are my things even still here? I�ve been gone so long �
Then the kid spoke, clearing his doubts. �Hey bro, are you a � Mr. Ethan Tannor?�
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Ethan eyed him a moment longer. �Who are you?�
�I�m with Hand Delivery, where we handle all items with care,� he said, looking bored as he rattled off the memorized catchphrase. �I just need you to sign for this.� He set a package down by the door and handed Ethan something that resembled a thick clipboard and a pen-like device that was missing its writing tip.
Ethan frowned at the strange pen. How was he supposed to sign something without ink?
�Don�t take all day, bro. Just sign right there.� The delivery boy pointed to a light gray area on the pad.
He hated the way this punk kept calling him �bro,� but he put the strange pen against the surface. As if by magic, the first letter he wrote appeared on the screen in black. Ethan paused to marvel at this newfound technology.
�Hurry up, bro! Geez, I ain�t got all damn day, yo.�
Ethan scowled at the kid then proceeded to draw a phallus with two large hairy balls on the pad. After concluding his masterpiece, Ethan gave the writing instrument back, pushing it hard against the guy�s chest, nearly knocking him off balance.
He managed to recover himself before falling flat on his tight pants and then sauntered off with as much pride as he could manage � which wasn�t very much. No doubt Ethan had caused offense with his brusque demeanor. Well, too damn bad.
Ethan picked up the package and retrieved the keys from his pocket. He slid one into the lock, hoping it worked. It did.
When he walked inside the apartment he stopped a moment to absorb the sight. Everything was undisturbed, exactly the way it had been left since he was last here.
An unidentifiable feeling swept over him. It was almost like nothing had happened; like this should just be another day coming home from work. There wasn�t even any dust on the furniture.
He looked down at the package and ripped it open. Inside was a newspaper wrapped in plastic. He tore the plastic and withdrew the folded up paper. A note was appended to the front page:
�KNOWLEDGE CAN BE A DANGEROUS THING�

Ethan tossed the note aside and opened the newspaper, staring in shock at the front page. No! It can�t be true! His fingers curled around the pages and for a moment he just stood there, uncomprehending. Then he ran to a window on the far side of the apartment.
They�re gone! Ethan looked back down at the article. Its blaring headline read:
�HIJACKED JETS DESTROY TWIN TOWERS
AND HIT PENTAGON IN DAY OF TERROR�

The date on the top margin read September 12, 2001. His own words came back to him then, what he had said to Wallace only hours before, �You can�t go around screwing with history like this � think about the cost of such actions!�
Wallace�s reply had been, �Someday the cost may be worth paying, my friend.�
The outdated copy of The New York Times fell from Ethan�s hand and fluttered to the floor. Its subsections spilled about, framing the front page, where a picture of the Twin Towers engulfed in flames and billowing smoke was prominently displayed. The photo had just been permanently seared into his mind. Now he knew the reason behind the strange unsettled feeling on the drive over here from the airport. His subconscious had known.
He tore his gaze away from the cityscape where the two majestic buildings had once stood, and reached inside his pocket to retrieve the watch. Such a small device, yet capable of such incredible things. Is the cost really worth paying?
A sudden ringing sound erupted from inside the room. Ethan glanced about, looking for its origin. It sounded like a phone, and yet it didn�t. Finally, he found the source. It emanated from something on his kitchen table that looked like what the taxi driver had showed him � a �cell phone�. How did that get there?
Tentatively, he picked up the device and examined its screen. How the hell do I even answer this damn thing? The words �Slide to answer� were lit up, with an arrow indicating the direction. He pressed his thumb against the arrow and moved it across from left to right. There was a faint click and he brought the phone to his ear.
�Hello?�
A familiar voice came through the speaker. Wallace.
�Do I have your attention now, Mr. Tannor?�

EPILOGUE:
Tar and Away

Pit 91, Rancho La Brea, August 1976
Over two and a half years at this job and still Deanna McClammy remained busy. Her friends always laughed at her, asking why she spent time digging up bones from ages ago when there was so much more to look forward to in life. Such demoralizing quips never got the best of her, though. Besides, what was the purpose of the future if people didn�t understand or learn from the past?
She sat on a sturdy piece of lumber suspended a foot from the surface of hardened tar. It was messy work, but she loved it; finding a new species every few months was what kept her going. She�d been digging in this quadrant of the excavation for a while now. Taut strings held by stakes in the black muck were all around her, marking off squared sections one meter at a time.
The heat of the California sun had been steady the last few days of the month. Yet Deanna was glad to be busy, despite the sweat and tar stuck to her face and hands. Construction on the museum had begun the previous year, and she knew it was going to be magnificent. Someday people would come from all over to see the fossils that had been extracted from the depths of Pit 91.
She, too, was amazed at the collection that had been put together, polished and displayed in the lab. Wires and rods would soon be placed on the old bones to hold them suspended along the corridors of the future museum.
Sweat dripped from her forehead and along the bridge of her nose. She wiped it away with the back of her hand before gravity pulled it into the pit to be claimed as well. Deanna tilted her wrist to note the time. She was almost done for the day; just two hours left until her shift ended.
She pulled a thick chunk of tar out and placed it in the now full bucket that sat beside her on the makeshift seat of wood. Then she stood, hefting the bucket and balanced her way at a steady pace to the edge of the pit. She set the bucket aside, only to grab an empty one.
�You done for the day?� a voice called out.
Deanna looked up and saw Felton, one of her colleagues, hovering at the edge of the drop zone and watching her with a smile. A tall, lanky man of about her age, he�d always noticed her efforts on the dig. She never knew if it was her he was interested in, or what she pulled from the pits. At the moment he appeared a little too intrigued with her bucket.
�Just about,� she said. �But don�t wait for me; I�ve got to finish up a quadrant.�
�Catch you later, then.� He waved and sauntered away but not before turning his head and grinning at her once more.
Deanna tight-roped back along the beam and sat down again. That was when she noticed a tube-like object jutting from the tar. It was odd and out of place among the bones normally found within.
She glanced around to make sure Felton was gone before turning back to the new find. A quick tug on the object told her it was firmly in place. She set to work, her interest now fixed. Time sped by unnoticed as she uncovered the object piece by slow piece. She didn�t even remember turning on the working night lights.
Deanna knew she probably should have called in hours ago about the discovery, but everyone else was gone for the day. That wasn�t what really held her back, though. She wanted � no, she needed � to uncover this for herself. If not, one of the men on the crew, Felton included, would surely steal the credit for this discovery.
Hours later, she was able to pry the item loose from Pit 91. For a moment, she stared at it blankly. Deanna thought she knew what the object was, although it looked like none she had ever seen before. She put it aside for the moment and dug a bit longer. Then she pried another item out. This one seemed like it should be familiar but it too was different.
Well, I�d better clean them, at least. She carried the objects over to one of the tables and set about the task.
She cleaned the smaller object first. It appeared to be a watch of some kind. But what was it doing here? As she worked, her fingers pressed against one of the prongs and a blue light turned on at the top of the watch. This was like no watch she�d ever seen. Still, it wasn�t the type of object she was interested in finding. Disappointed, she placed it down on the table and went back to the workstation to begin cleaning the larger item. This one was more difficult and into the night she worked, painstakingly removing the inky sludge until it was easy enough for anyone to tell what this was: a rifle.
She glanced over her shoulder again, wondering if this was a cruel joke being played on her so that everyone would get a big kick out of the silly girl who found a modern-day watch and weapon in the pit. Well, that wouldn�t be right either � it was more like something from the future. Deanna had never seen a gun like this before either.
She inspected the rifle more closely. Twenty-nine thin slices were gouged into the barrel. They appeared too deliberate and perfect to be accidental. In truth, they almost seemed � intimate. Maybe it was an official insignia of some sort? She looked again, re-counting the marks. No, they weren�t factory engraved. These had been made by human hands. The owner of the gun, perhaps?
As she walked back to look into the dark void of Pit 91, something else occurred to her. Whoever used this weapon seemed very attached to it. If the gun was here � where was its owner?
Joke or no joke, it was over now, and she had to make the phone call. Who cared if she was mistaken and looked a fool tomorrow? Her gut told her there was a body in the pit. And who knew what else? This was a serious find.
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She passed the table where the watch still lay, and the light at its top was burning red. Hadn�t it been blue before? She dropped the thought as she made her way to the phone.
The soft sound of a storm rolling in could be heard now, the clashing of thunder clouds high in the skies. She grabbed the receiver but hesitated before dialing the number. The noise of the storm disquieted her. There was an unusual cadence to its sound. She cocked her head, listening, as it intensified.
THOOOOMP, THOOOMP, THOOOMP

Tam�m Shud

Author�s note: To this day, the mystery behind the �Somerton Man� � or, the �Tam�m Shud� case � has remained hidden in the shadows. Cryptographers have spent years attempting to decipher the strange message left behind by the unidentified dead man, but they have still not come up with a conclusive answer to the mystery. The only thing for certain is the meaning behind the words �Tam�m Shud� � which translates to: �The End.�
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